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IN THE BEGINNING there was a river. The river becaw road and the road branched out to
the whole world. And because the road was onceea itiwas always hungry.

In that land of beginnings spirits mingled with theborn. We could assume numerous forms.
Many of us were birds. We knew no boundaries. Theas much feasting, playing, and
sorrowing. We feasted much because of the beaugfubrs of eternity. We played much
because we were free. And we sorrowed much bet¢hesewere always those amongst us who
had just returned from the world of the Living. Jhead returned inconsolable for all the love
they had left behind, all the suffering they hadedeemed, all that they hadn’t understood, and
for all that they had barely begun to learn betbesy were drawn back to the land of origins.

There was not one amongst us who looked forwardetng born. We disliked the rigours of
existence, the unfulfilled longings, the enshrimgdstices of the world, the labyrinths of love,
the ignorance of parents, the fact of dying, aral dmazing indifference of the Living in the
midst of the simple beauties of the universe. Wedeé the heartlessness of human beings, all of
whom are born blind, few of whom ever learn to see.

Our king was a wonderful personage who sometimpsaxed in the form of a great cat. He had
a red beard and eyes of greenish sapphire. Hedegdldorn uncountable times and was a legend
in all worlds, known by a hundred different namiésiever mattered into what circumstances he
was born. He always lived the most extraordinaryliwds. One could pore over the great
invisible books of lifetimes and recognise his gsnthrough the recorded and unrecorded ages.
Sometimes a man, sometimes a woman, he wroughihpex@ble achievements from every life.

If there is anything common to all of his livesgtbssence of his genius, it might well be the love
of transformation, and the transformation of lont®ihigher realities.

With our spirit companions, the ones with whom veel la special affinity, we were happy most
of the time because we floated on the aquamarinefdove. We played with the fauns, the
fairies, and the beautiful beings. Tender sibyknign sprites, arid theserenepresences of our
ancestors werealways withus,bathingusintheradiahdbeir diverse rainbows. There are many
reasons why babies cry when they are born, andbbtigeem is the sudden separation from the
world of pure dreams, where all things are madenchantment, and where there is no suffering.



The happier we were, the closer was our birth. Asapproached another incarnation we made
pacts that we would return to the spirit world la first opportunity. We made these vows in
fields of intense flowers and in the sweet-tastimgpnlight of that world. Those of us who made
such vows were known among the Living as abikujtsghildren. Not all people recognised us.
We were the ones who kept coming and going, unwjilto 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 ha#tions and haunted by their companions.
They would only find consolation when they returnedhe world of the Unborn, the place of
fountains, where their loved ones would be waiforgthem silently.

Those of us who lingered in the world, seducedhgyannunciation of wonderful events, went
through life with beautiful and fated eyes, cargymithin us the music of a lovely and tragic
mythology. Our mouths utter obscure prophecies. @urds are invaded by images of the
future. We are the strange ones, with half of aingys always in the spirit world,

We were often recognised and our flesh marked witior incisions. When we were born again
to the same parents the marks, lingering on our flest, branded our souls in advance. Then
the world would spin a web of fate around our liv€kose of us who died whilestillchildren
triedtoerasethesemarks,by makingbeauty spotsaestiieg discolorations of them. If we didn’t
succeed, and were recognised, we weregreeted witls lof dread, and theweepingof mothers.

In notwantingtostay,wecausedmuchpaintomothers.pagigrewheavierwith each return. Their
anguish became for us an added spiritual weighthvhuickens the cycle of rebirth. Each new
birth was agony for us too, each shock of the rasldv Our cyclical rebellion made us resented
by other spirits and ancestors. Disliked in theispiorld and branded amongst the Living, our
unwillingness to stay affected all kinds of balasce

With passionate ritual offerings, our parents alsverjed to induce us to live. They also tried to
get us to reveal where we had hidden the spirierieskthat bound us to the other world. We
disdained the offerings and kept our tokens a diesecret. And we remained indifferent to
thelongjoyless parturition of mothers.

We longed for an early homecoming, to play by tivery in the grasslands, and in the magic
caves. We longed to meditate on sunlight and puoscébones, and to be joyful in the eternal dew
of the spirit. To be born is to come into the wonldighed down with strange gifts of the soul,

with enigmas and an inextinguishable sense of eRibeit was with me.

How many times had | come and gone through thedéckgateway? How many times had |
been born and died young? And how often to the gaanents? | had no idea. So much of the
dust of living was in me. But this time, somewhgr¢he interspace between the spirit world and
the Living, | chose to stay. This meant breaking pact and outwitting my companions. It
wasn’t because of the sacrifices, the burnt oftgrinf oils and yams and palm-nuts, or the
blandishments, the short-lived promises of spdcggtment, or even because of the grief | had
caused. It wasn't because of my horror of recognigither. Apart from a mark on my palm |
had managed to avoid being discovered. It may simple been that | had grown tired of



coming and going. It is terrible to forever remairbetween. It may also have been that | wanted
to taste of this world, to feel it, suffer it, knatyto love it, to make a valuable contributionito
and to have that sublime mood of eternity in mélag the life to come. But | sometimes think
it was a face that made me want to stay. | wardaeddke happy the bruised face of the woman
who would become my mother.

When the time arrived for the ceremonies of bidhbegin, the fields at the crossroads were
brilliant with lovely presences and iridescent Igsin Our Kkingled us tothefirst
peakofthesevenmountains.Hespoketousforalongtintents.His cryptic words took flame in us.
He loved speeches. With great severity, his sappdyes glowing, he said to me: ‘You are a
mischievous one. You will cause no end of troubleu have to travel many roads before you
find the river of your destiny. This life of youvall be full of riddles. You will be protected and
you will never be alone.’

We all went down to the great valley. It was an iemorial day of festivals. Wondrous spirits
danced around us to the music of gods, utteringeyokchants and lapis lazuli incantations to
protect our souls across the interspaces and fmapgeus for our first contact with blood and
earth. Each one of us made the passage alone. Alenkad to survive the crossing — survive
the flames and the sea, the emergence into illasibme exile had begun.

These are the myths of beginnings. These are stanié moods deep in those who are seeded in
rich lands, who still believe in mysteries.

| was born not just because | had conceived a maticstay, but because in between my coming
and going the great cycles of time had finally tegted around my neck. | prayed for laughter, a
life without hunger. | was answered with paradoXesemains an enigma how it came to be that
| was born smiling.

TWO

ONE OF THE reasons | didn’t want to be born becatear to me after | had come into the
world. | was still very young when in a daze | sBad swallowed up by a hole in the road.
Another time | saw Mum dangling from the branchea blue tree. | was seven years old when |
dreamt that my hands were covered with the yelltmodb of a stranger. | had no idea whether
these images belonged to this life, or to a prevmne, or to one that was yet to come, or even if
they were merely the host of images that invadesrtimds of all children.

When | was very young | had a clear memory of rfeydtretching to other lives. There were no
distinctions. Sometimes | seemed to be living sevieres at once. One lifetime flowed into the
others and all of them flowed into my childhood.

As a child | felt | weighed my mother down. In turfelt weighed down by the inscrutability of
life. Being born was a shock from which | neverawgred. Often, by night or day, voices spoke
to me. | came to realise that they were the voadesy spirit companions.

‘What areyou doinghere?’ oneof themwould ask.



‘Living,” | would reply. ‘Livingfor what?’ ‘| don’t know.’
‘Why don’t you know? Haven't you seen what lies athef you?’
‘No.’

Then they showed me images which | couldn’t undexst They showed me a prison, awoman
covered with golden boils, alongroad, pitiless glri| aflood, an earthquake, death.

‘Come back to us,’ they said. ‘We miss you by theen. You have deserted us. If you don't
come back we will make your life unbearable.’

| would startshouting,daringthemtodotheirworst.OewitheseoccasionsMum came into the room
and stood watching me. When | noticed her | becaiesit. Her eyes were bright. She came
over, hit me on the head, and said:

‘Who areyou talkingto?’
‘No one,’ | replied.

She gave me a long stare. | don’t remember how elds at the time. Afterwards my spirit
companions took great delight getting me into tieubl often found myself
oscillatingbetweenbothworlds.Oneday Iwasplayingestindwhentheycalled me from across the
road with the voice of my mother. As | went towatks voice a car almost ran me over. Another
day they enticed me with sweet songs towards amutftell in and no one noticed and it was
only by good fortune that a bicyclist saw me thmaghabout in the filthy water and saved me
from drowning.

| was illafterwards and spent most of thetimeinother world tryingto reason with my spirit
companions, trying to get them to leave me alonkawWW didn’t know was that the longer they
kept me there, the more certain they were makingleath. It was only much later, when | tried
to get back into my body and couldn't, that | reedl they had managed to shut me out of my
life. I cried for a long time into the
silvervoidtillourgreatkingintercededformeandreopdthegatesofmy body.

When | woke up | found myself in a coffin. My paterhad given me up for dead. They had
commenced the burial proceedings when they heardfierge weeping. Because of my
miraculous recovery they named me a second timehaed a party which they couldn’t afford.
They named me Lazaro. But as | became the suljeatich jest, and as many were uneasy with
the connection between Lazaro and Lazarus, Muntesied my name to Azaro.

| learnt afterwards that | had lingered betweendyatgand not livingfor two weeks. | learnt that
| exhausted the energy and finances of my pardn#édso learnt that a herbalist had been
summoned. He confessed to not being able to do hegyt about my
condition,butaftercastinghiscowries,anddeciphehagsigns,hesaid:



‘This is a child who didn’t want to be born, but evvill fight with death.’

He added that, if | recovered, my parents shoulchéchately perform a ceremony that would
sever my connections with the spirit world. He whas first to call me by that name which
spreads horror amongst mothers. He told them thetdl hidden my special tokens of spirit
identity on this earth and till they were found bwid go on fallingilland that it was almost
certain that | would diebeforetheageof twenty-one.

When | recovered, however, my parents had alrepdgtdsoo much money on me. They were in
debt. And my father, who was rather fed up withtladl trouble | brought, had grown somewhat
sceptical of the pronouncements and certitudes efbaiists.Ifyoulistentoeverythingthey
say,hetoldMum,youwillhavetoperform absurd sacrgiexery time you step outside your door.
He was also suspicious of their penchant for aduogacostly ceremonies, the way quack
doctors keep multiplying the ramifications of ailmte in order to make you spend fortunes on
their medicines.

Neither Mum nor Dad could afford another ceremohyd anyway they did not really want to
believe that | was a spirit-child. And so time passind the ceremony was never performed. |
was happy. | didn’t want it performed. | didn’t wan entirely lose contact with that other world
of light and rainbows and possibilities. | had ledrmy secrets early. | buried them in moonlight,
the air alive with white moths. | buried my magtorges, my mirror, my special promises, my
golden threads, objects of identity that conneatedo the world of spirits. | buried them all in a
secret place, which | promptly forgot.

In the early years Mum was quite proud of me.
‘You are a child of miracles,” she would say. ‘Mamywers are on your side.’

For as long as my cord to other worlds remaineacinfor as long as my objects were not found,
this might continue to be true.

As a child | could read people’s minds. | couldeftetl their futures. Accidents happened in
places | had just left. One night | was standinthmstreet with Mum when a voice said:

‘Cross over.’

| tugged Mum across the street and a few momemés Bn articulated lorry plunged into
thehousewehad been standingin front of and kilfedrgirefamily.

Onanothernight lwasasleep whenthegreat kingstaveaiakone.lwokeup,ran out
oftheroom,andup theroad.My parentscameafterme.Témgdvaggingme back when we
discovered that the compound was burning. On tighit our lives changed.

The road woke up. Men and women, all in wrappdegpsmarks on their faces, blackened lamps
in their hands, crowded outside. There was no rté@gtin our area. The lamps, held above the



heads, illuminated the strange-eyed moths, castiafy a spectral glow over the disembodied
faces that | felt | was again among spirits. Oneldvoontains glimpses of others.

It wasanight offires.Anowlflewlowovertheburningcomymd.Theairwas full of cries. The tenants
rushed back and forth with buckets of water from tiearest well. Gradually, the flames died
down. Whole families stayed out in the night, hedidamongst the ragged ends of their clothes
and mattresses. There was much wailingfor lostgrtgpNo onehad died.

When it was so dark that one couldn’'t see the éainers of the sky and the forest lacked all

definition, the landlord turned up and immediatetarted ranting. He threw himself on the

ground. Rolling and thrashing, he unleashed a midierrent of curses on us. He screamed that
we had deliberately set his compound on fire tacapaying the recently increased rent.

‘How am | going to get the money to rebuild the $@2 he wailed, working himself into a deaf
fury.

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

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

‘Everyonemuststay here!'thelandlordsaid,screamitigidark.

He hurried away and returned an hour later witkdlpolicemen. They fell on us and flogged us
with whips and cracked our skulls with batons. Weght them back. We beat them with sticks
and ropes. We tore their colonial uniforms and dseim packing. They came back with
reinforcements. Dad lured two of them down a sitlees and gave them a severe thrashing.
More came at him. He was such a dervish of fury
thatittooksixpolicementosubduehimandbundlehimoffféolicestation.

The reinforcements meanwhile lashed out at evargthn sight, unleashing mayhem in a
drunken fever. When they had finished fifteen ntarge children, four women, two goats and a
dog lay wounded along the battleground of our afbat was how the riot started.

Deep in the night it started to rain and it poudesvn steadily while the ghetto-dwellers raged.
The rain didn’t last long but it turned the track® mud. It watered our fury. Chanting ancient
war-songs, brandishing pikes and machetes, gantgriatged in the darkness. They stamped
through the mud. At the main road, they fell onscand buses. They attacked police vehicles.
They looted shops. Then everyone began lootingnibbgy and overturning things. Mum,
carrying me, was driven on by the frantic crowdord the main road she put me down in order
to tighten her wrapper, in full preparation for twerst, when a caterwauling mass of people
came pounding towards us. They ran right betweeiihesy separated me from my mother.

| wandered through the violent terrain, listeningte laughter of mischievous spirits. There was
a crescent moon in the sky, darkness over the Bpbhsaken bottles and splintered wood on the
road. | wandered barefoot. Fires sprouted overistbheaps, men were dragged out of cars,



thick smoke billowed from houses. Stumbling aldiegking for Mum, | found myself in a dark
street. There was a solitary candle burning oraadshear an abandoned house. | heard a deep
chanting that made the street tremble. Shadowsstbipast, giving off a stench of sweat and
rage. Drums vibrated in the air. A cat cried outifas had been thrown on to a fire. Then a
gigantic Masquerade burst out of the road, withh@a of smoke billowing from its head. | gave

a frightened cry and hid behind a stall. The Masage was terrifying and fiery, its funereal roar
filled the street with an ancient silence. | watthiin horror. | watched it by its shadow of a
great tree burning, as it danced in the empty tstree

Then the darkness filled with its attendants. Tivgye stout men with glistening faces. They
held on to the luminous ropes attached to the togdrgure. Dancing wildly, it dragged them
towards the rioting. When it strode past, sundetimg air, | crept out of my hiding place.
Swirling with hallucinations, | started back towarthe main road. Then suddenly several
women, smelling of  bitter  herbs, appeared out of ed#rkness.They
boredownonme,andswoopedmeup intothebristlingnight.

THREE

THE WOMEN BOUNDED down the streets. One had a bkatk, another wore glasses, a third
wore boots. No one touched them or even seemedoticenthem. They ran through the
disturbance as if they were shadows or visitorsxfemother realm. | didn’t utter a sound.

It wasonly whenthey stoppedatacrossroadandplagadgiihiteeggsonthe ground, that | noticed
they all wore white smocks. Their faces were veilHte veils had holes through which | could
barely see their eyes. After they had made thderioy at the crossroad they bounded on
through the streets, past scenes of rioting, atalthre forest. They ran through pitch darkness,
through silence and mists, and into another readityhich the gigantic Masquerade was riding a
white horse. The horse had jagged teeth and its e diamond bright. There was a
piercingcry in the air. When the Masquerade andwhée horse vanished, | noticed that the
forest swarmed with unearthly beings. It was likecwercrowded marketplace. Many of them
had red lights in their eyes, wisps of saffron smmoame out of their ears, and gentle green fires
burned on their heads. Some were tall, others wkogt; some were wide, others were thin.
They moved slowly. They were so numerous that thearpenetrated one another. The women
ran through these beings without any fear.

We passed gangs of men who were carrying homeltdwirWe passed a woman who sat at the
foot of a tree, bleeding from the side of her heBte women took her with them. | listened to
her groans of agony till we stopped at the edge aiver, where there was a canoe waiting.
Before | could do anything the women bundled meciambered on, and rowed us across to an
island that wasn't far away. They rowed in compkeenity as | tried to resist. When | began to
rock the canoe, they pressed me down with theighoteet and smothered me with their
capacious smocks.

We arrived at the island and the woman with glatites me out of the canoe, and led me to a
hut. It was really a bathroom. She made me waslenMhe had dried me with a coarse towel,
she smeared me all over with oils. She led me eacstitinehouse and spread me out on a mat. |



tried not to sleep that night and tried not to mettber, for even in the darkness all the statues
seemed to be alive. The images seemed to breatlbe watching my every movement, to be
listening to my thoughts.

In themorninglfoundmyselfinanempty room.lgotup agidioelcouldgettothe door, the women
came in. They had powerful eyes. They were comiglesdent and they stared at me
imploringly, as if it were in my power to save thives.

With a gentleness that surprised me, they led ma lmvely house and laid out many choice
dishes before me. They gathered round and watchédhi@. When | had finished they dressed
me in a spotless robe of material so soft and whael felt | had been wrapped in a cloud. They
touched me tenderly and left the room. | went duhe house and wandered round the island in
a white enchantment.

The wind blew spells over the sea. The soft whardsteemed with riddles. | went past the
shrinehouse and gazed out over the waves. On mybaely | came upon the goddess of the
island. She was an image with a beautiful face eye$s of marble that glittered in the sun. All
around her feet were metal gongs, kola nuts, kapfeathers of eagles and peacocks, bones of
animals and bones too big to belongto animals. ¢oraplete circle round her were white eggs
on black saucers. Her mighty and wondrous pregntauad the sea.

At night the eyes of the goddess shone like mooestoThe sea-wind, streaming through her
raffia hair, produced a haunting melody. At nightdard her piercing, ecstatic cries. | slipped
out. Her magnificent pregnancy was so startlingirejahe immense sea that she could have
been giving birth to a god or to a new world.

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

women, all in white, doing an enchanted dance raimedt goddess. | was watching them, in
thedark, when somethingmoved behind me. Silently,rom&amongst the
images,acatcametowardsme.ltsatatmy feet,gazingatnjewelledeyes.| stroked its fur. A voice
said:

‘Are you a fool?’

| spun round. Apart from the watchful statues,Wws® one. | stroked the cat again. The voice
said:

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

‘Because she hasn’t found a child to give birthitgou’re not careful you will be born a second
time tonight.’



When it occurred to me that sometimes | could ustded the language of animals, | woke from
my enchantment, into the full awareness of my dangken | heard low groans. In another
corner of the room, hidden in the darkness, het fwdching in dreams of flight, | discovered
the woman who had been wounded during the ricgbobk her awake. She opened her dazed
eyes at me.

‘My son,’ she said.

‘They are going to do something to me,’ | said.

She stared at me impassively.

‘My mother will not like it,” | added.

Shebegan weeping. Shewouldn’t stop. Shetoo hadswost duringtherioting.

‘Let’'s escape,’ | suggested.

She stopped weeping. She got up slowly. We crepbbthe shrinehouse, towards the canoe.
We were rowing across the water when a stranglgdase from the shrinehouse and gathered
volume all over the island. The wind whipped theesmround the raffia hair of the goddess.

Waves lashed the canoe. We rowed with great despemver the turbulent waters. We were

half-way across when the women abandoned thealrdod came after us.

Her face bruised, her eyes droopy in the moonlitjie,wounded woman rowed like a hero. But
the effort was too much for her and as our cance dviven ashore, she collapsed altogether. |
tried to revive her with salt water, but she onlganed in profound resignation.

‘My son, my son,” was all she said.

There was nothing | could do. The canoes furioaglyroached the shore. | muttered a prayer for
her and ran and didn’t stop till I had completetga@ped from that cult of silent women.

FOUR

THAT NIGHT | slept under a lorry. In the morningMandered up and down the streets of the

city. Houses were big, vehicles thundered everyajhand people stared at me. | became aware
of my hunger when | came to a marketplace and bavibéan cakes, ripe fruits and dried fishes,

and smelt the fried plantain. | went from stallstall, staring at the traders. Many of them drove

me away. But at a provision stall a man with a se¥ace regarded me and said:

‘Are you hungry?’

| nodded. He gave me a loaf of bread. He had amly fingers, with a thumb missing. | thanked
him and roamed the market till | found a barrelgnch | sat down and ate.



| watched crowds of people pour into the markeglaavatched the chaotic movements and the
wild exchanges and the load-carriers staggeringusaicks. It seemed as if the whole world was
there. | saw people of all shapes and sizes, mmanits women with faces of iroko, midgets
with faces of stone, reedy women with twins strappe their backs, thick-set men with
bulgingshoulder muscles. After a while | felt atsof vertigo just looking at anything that
moved. Stray dogs, chickens flapping in cages,sg@dh listless eyes, hurt me to look at them. |
shut my eyes and when | opened them again | saplep@do walked backwards, a dwarf who
got about on two fingers, men upside-down with bsslof fish on their feet, women who had
breasts on their backs, babies strapped to thestghand beautiful children with three arms. |
saw a girl amongst them who

had eyes at the side of her face, bangles of ldpper round her neck, and who
was more lovely than forest flowers. | was so afthiat | got down from the
barrel and started to move away when the girl goisind cried:

‘That boy can see us!

They turned in my direction. | looked away immediat and hurried away from the
swellingmarketplace, towards thestreet.

They followed me. One of the men had red wingsisrfdet and a girl had fish-gills around her
neck. | could hear their nasal whisperings. Thayed close to me to find out if | really could
see them. And when | refused to see them, whemt¢esrdrated on the piles of red peppers
wrinkled by the sun, they crowded me and blockedway. | went right through them as if they
weren't there. | stared hard at the crabs clawhe édges of flower-patterned basins. After a
while they left me alone. That was the first tinredlised it wasn’t just humans who came to the
marketplaces of the world. Spirits and other beiogsie there too. They buy and sell, browse
and investigate. They wander amongst the fruitb@®earth and sea.

| wound my way to another part of the market. Intidtare at the people who floated above the
ground or those with the burden of bulbous headkkdond hair, but | became curious about
where they had come from. | took to following thdkat were departing from the market and
were heading home because they had done all thgindp or selling, or had gotten tired of
observing the interesting man-made artefacts oivibrdd. | followed them across streets, narrow
paths, and isolated tracks. All the time | pretehdet to see them.

When they got to a wide clearing in the forest tBaid their bizarre farewells and went their
different ways. Many of them were quite fearful lomk at. Many were quite cute. A good
number of them were somewhat ugly, but after aevbilen their ugliness became normal. |
chose to follow a baby spirit with the face of auisgel, who dragged a great sack. Its
companions conversed amongst themselves, laughimgiatiess undertones as they went along.
One had yellow webbed feet, another the tailofatiny
crocodile,andthemostinterestinghadtheeyesofadalphin



The clearing was the beginning of an expresswaildidg companies had levelled the trees. In
places the earth was red. We passed a tree théeeadfelled. Red liquid dripped from its stump
as if the tree had been a murdered giant whosedbloouldn't stop flowing.Thebaby
spiritswenttotheedgeoftheclearingwheretherewasa

gash in the earth. As | stared into the gash Ichaaharp noise, as of
somethingsundering,andishutmy eyesinhorror,andvapemedthemlifound myself somewhere
else. The spirits had disappeared. | began shoutitygvoice reverberated in the murky air.
After a while | noticed a giant turtle beside melifted up a lazy head, stared at me as if | had
disturbed its sleep, and said:

‘I'm lost.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘I don’t know where | am.” ‘You are in the underad.” “Where is that?’

‘The stomach of the road.’

‘Does the road have a stomach?’

‘Does the sea have a mouth?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘That’s your business.’

‘I want to go home.’

‘I don’t know where your home is,’ the turtle saisip | can’t help you.’

Then it lumbered away. | lay down on the white leart that land and cried myself to sleep.
When | woke up | found myself in a pit from whichngl was excavated for the building of the
road. | climbed out and fled through the forest.

Hugging what was left of my bread, | went down sheets. At a junction | asked a food-seller
for water. She gave me some in a blue cup. | attheforead and drank slowly of the water.
There was a man standing near me. | noticed hirausecof his smell. He wore a dirty, tattered
shirt. His hair was reddish. Flies were noisy armburs ears. His private parts showed through
his underpants. His legs were covered in sores flidsearound his face made him look as if he
had four eyes. | stared at him out of curiositymdeeaviolent motion, scatteringtheflies, and |
noticed that his two eyes rolled around as if ineatraordinary effort to see themselves. |
became awareofhimstaringatmetooandlfinishedthewai@ppedup thebread,and hurried off. |

didn't look back, but | became certain that he @fowing me. | could hear the peculiar
dialogue of the flies around his ears. | could $tmislinsanity.



When | walked faster he quickened his steps, rgntinvent through a compound, came out at
the housefront, and found him there, waiting. Hesped me, raving in grotesque languages. |
tore across the road, through the market, and éind a lorry. He dogged my shadow. | felt
him as a terrible presence from whom | couldn't apscindesperationishot
acrossanotherroad.Thehootingofamonsterhulkofa krayed me and | dropped the loaf of bread
and dashed over, my heart wildly fluttering in niyest. When | was safely across | looked back
and saw the man in the middle of the road. He hwdcked up my loaf of bread and was
eatingit, polythene wrapping and all. Cars screédaikearound him. | carried on running for fear
that he mightsuddenly rememberhehadbeenpursuingme.

After a while | got to a familiar street. | had kem the spell of the man’s obsession with my
shadow. In the heated air of my bewilderment,ddrio understand what was familiar about the
area. There were sweet voices of children in thd amelt rose blossoms from the garbage. The
gutter gave off an aroma of incense. The houses wevered with dust. And yet in the night
spaces white birds flew over trees. | kept expgdiinrecognise something. And when the spaces
in the street began to expand, as if sunlight vbeiaeg released from the objects, transfiguring
the area into an expanse of sacred fields, | ehligth a shock that it was the strangeness which
was so familiar. And then, with my breath quickepiand with moonlight breaking out on the
street, | recognised the voices of the children famg in an intense blue chorus all around me.
They were the twilight voices of my spirit compamso luring me to the world of dreams, away
from this world where no one cared about me, ergiche to a world where | would never be
lost.

The moonlight of their voices became too multiphel 00 sweet for me to bear. | felt myself
breaking out into another space. Everywhere | Idokiee spirits invaded me with their
manifestations. The smell of flowers overpowered. mkee songs wounded me with their
relentless beauty. Seared by the agony of theioaed, | stumbled across a road and | suddenly
saw them all, spirits in full bloom on a field @imbows, bathing in the ecstasy of an everlasting
love. Something sharp tore through my
brain.lcollapsedonthefloweringtarmac,withlorriegtderingaroundme.

FIVE

| WAS TAKEN to a police station. Afterwards | waarded to a hospital where my wounds
were treated. When | was discharged a police affiotunteered to look after me till my parents
had been found. He was a hulk of a man with a tmighifead and hairy nostrils. He drove me to
his home in a white car. His wife was lean and @&He reminded me of the island women and
had a complexion like the evening. She made meskatld dressed me in her son’s clothes. We
ate a wonderful dish of stew flavoured with shringssl meat. The rice had a faint aroma of
cinnamon. The fried plantain smelt of wild herbleeTried chicken tasted of delicious spells.

Thelivingroomwhereweatewasvery spaciousandcomflefBhecarpetswere thick, and there
were framed diplomas on the blue walls. Above atpay of Jesus with his large visible heart,
arms outstretched, was the legend:

CHRIST IS THE UNSEEN GUEST IN EVERY HOUSE



There were pictures of the police officer, his wigad a handsome boy who had sad eyes. The
boy looked at me while | ate. After a while | begansee with the boy’'s eyes and the house
resolved about me and | knew that he was dead kst iny appetite and didn’t eat any more.

After dinner the woman showed me to my room. | Waghtened to have a whole room to
myself. When she shut the door behind her, | redlibat it was her son’s

room. His toys, his school texts, and even his sh@& been neatly preserved. Photographs of
himatplay hungonthewalls.Thatnighticouldn’tsleepefidwere inhuman footsteps all over the
house. In the backyard a cat wailed. And latethandark, someone whose complexion was of
the night came into the room and kept touchingpihetographs and rattling the toys. | couldn’t
see who it was, but when they left | heard the sokling of bells. It was only when dawn broke
that | got any sleep.

| stayed in the policeman’s house for several d&is. wife’'s eyes were always large with
unfinished weeping. | gathered from their noctusmuhisperings that their son had died in a road
accident. She treated me well most of the time. i8ade me lovely bean cakes and vegetable
dishes. After a bath she would comb my hair andnyilface. She sang to me while she swept
the sitting room or washed the clothes. | sometihedped her with the cleaning. We dusted the
centre table and the glass cabinet with its cryagdhants and tortoises and ceramic plates. We
also polished the big mask on the wall. She alveigssed me in her son’s finest clothes. | only
became scared of her when she started calling nhéshhyame.

The noises in the house got worse the followindinigheard someone wandering around as if
they were imprisoned. The glass cabinet shifteck fEint bells tinkled. Birds broke into song
near my window. In the morning the police officetvg me some pocket money. His wife spoke
gently to me, served me food, and watched me eahd afternoon the house was silent. The
woman wasn'’t in. All the doors were locked.Islept
onasofainthelivingroomandwokeupwiththefeelingthadwt alone in the house. | was hungry. |
felt dizzy. As | wandered about the house lookiogdn open door, a curious presence entered
into me. | couldn’t shake it out. It roamed aroundide me and said things to me which |
couldn’t understand. It wasn’t longbeforelfeltmysatirely occupiedby anunhappy spirit.

| did everything | could to drive the spirit out ofe. | kicked and thrashed and screamed. | ran
against the walls. After a while | saw myself oe ftoor, bleeding from the mouth. Something
rose out of me and began talking to the room. Thenan wasstandingoverme.Thespirit that
hadcomeout ofmewastalkingtoher,butshe couldn’t.hear

The woman carried me to my room. When | woke upheevening | felt very ill. | had no idea
who | was and even my thoughts seemed to belosgrieone else. The disconsolate spirit had
left empty places inside me. | slept through thengvg, the night, and got up the next afternoon.
| hadn’t eaten for two days. | had no appetite.hW\ib desire to do anything, | drifted on the
white waves of exhaustion.

That night, while | lay on the bed, the door operHte police officer, his wife, and a herbalist
came into the room. | pretended to be asleep. €haalist had a luminous machete. They talked



about me in whispers. After a while they left. Biesimy bed there was a bowl of rice and
chicken, which | devoured. After | had eaten, agitld little better, | began to plot my escape.

| listened to all the sounds of the house. Theregewsices everywhere. | heard the air
whispering, the walls talking, the chair complamyirthe floor pacing, the insects gossiping.
Darkness filled the room. Figures moved about m dlarkness. | saw yellow beings stirring,
white forms floating, blue shadows flying about @wling. But when | heard people talking
everything around me became silent and still. t@hiThen | stole out towards the sitting room
to listen.

SIX

THERE WAS SILENCE. A hurricane lantern burned low the dining table, its bluish light
creating shadows everywhere. Lower down, sevendgywere seated round the centre table. A
moth circled them. The eighth figure stood withowbving. Soon | made him out to be the
police officer. He was in charge of the proceedings

The longer | looked, the clearer the murky atmospliecame. There were eight glasses on the
centre table, dazzling where the bluish light tadcithem. | made out a half calabash, tilting
with its liquid contents. Next to the calabash veasvhite saucer with lobes of kola-nut and
fingers of kaoline. And next to the saucer wasitingge of a little feathered goddess.

With a deep chanting that altered the air in trempthe police officer made the figures rise. The
faint lights showed them up to be policemen in amifs. They took up the chanting in low
tones. Then they stretched out their hands anedirtkem across the table. When the men sat
back down, the officer remained standing.

The flies buzzed. The officer waved the fetishhe fir. It had emerald snakelike eyes which
glitteredinthemutedlights.Theofficersaidsomethirdjaefirstofthe seven figures got up. He
became a man with small eyes and a thin moustathesweated nervously along the nose.
Trembling slightly, he held the image. Then in ag®@f sudden vehemence, he swore an oath of
allegiance. The moth circled his head. He sworeuhder the terrible gaze of the goddess, and
under the threat of death, he was honest aboumtreey he had collected, and which he was
now presenting.

The seated figures broke into a frightening chéviten they stopped, the first man, sweating
intensely in the hot room, broke off a bit of ka@lj chewed some, and marked his forehead with
the rest. In a tremulous voice he said that if &aé betrayed his oath in any way he should be run
over by a lorry. He made a guttural sound. He ocomaded his statement by drinking of the
potion in the calabash. He brought out the monehdx collected, and placed it on the table.
Then he sat back into the semidarkness, and beadigare again.

The police officer counted the money with infingiatience. He grunted, stared at the first man,
gave him his share, put some under the saucekeptdhe rest. The ritual was repeated with all
the men. The moth circled them the whole time. $&eond man swore his oath, presented his
money briskly, and sat. The third man was huge eatby big-bellied, with a piercing voice, and



dull eyes which roved over the room. The fourth Wedsgood-humoured, and he made a joke or
two, which was received in stern silence. He cotepléis oath by brandishing a red knife. With

discernible reluctance, he presented his money.fiftheman was smallish and had a grating

voice. His oath was an interminable improvisationtbe theme of his honesty. Swearing to
innumerable gods, uttering the names of secrenatirhe shouted that the deities should kill his
only son if he was lying. The police officer flineth. The fifth man sat down.

The sixth man was thin, tall, and dignified. Herdicsweat. The moth didn’t circle him as he
enacted his ritual, and the lamp brightened pellglgptvhen he ended his chant. When the next
figure rose a noise sounded behind me, and | hidothiNg happened.lwent
backtowatchingthescene,fascinatedthatthemothhéuietign the forehead of the seventh man.
All through his oath, sweating furiously, he didtmag to get rid of it. He swore his allegiance
in an intense mood. And while he was drinking & fqotion, swearing his eternal honesty, a
photograph of the police officer's son crashedhi floor. The glass didn’t break in the frame.
The hurricane lamp flickered, grew in illuminaticemd | watched the moth beating its wings
against the hot glass. The other figures stareshtbjl at the seventh man. In an unshaken
voice,hewent onwithhisoath,whileplacinghismoneyetdble. Thensuddenly, without
completinghis oath, heput on his cap, and left dlisk.

The ceremony proceeded as if nothing odd had takece. The men drank heavily, talked in
whispers, improvised songs, and danced vigoroWghen the meeting ended, they put on their
caps, made their fraternal greetings, and stumtilé@f the house in drunken merriment.

| went back to my room. | waited for the last ofetm to leave. And then | waited for
silence.Whenthesilencecamelcrept out tothesittiomgr.d hepoliceofficerwas sprawled in an
armchair, his shirt soaked through with sweat. €heas a fleck of foam at the corner of his
mouth. A fly alighted on his lower lip, wringingigpindly arms, drinkingof his sleep.

The room stank of sweat and khaki, blood and featreesh and fear. The moth had made of
itself a burnt offering. Blood had stained the &alBundles of notes showed from the shirt

pocket of the police officer’'s uniform. The feateérgoddess was now on a nail above the door,
directly opposite the picture of Christ and thecled.

The police officer snored. | tiptoed past him, ogethe front door quietly, and stepped out into
the night. | began to move away when my legs bristgainst something hairy. Managing to
hold back my scream, | found myself staring inte thminous eyes of a white dog. The dog
regarded me for a long time as though it were io tmnds whether to raise an alarm. | made a
friendly sign, went back into the
houseand,creepingpastthesleepingformofthepolicarfilidintomy room.

| stayed in bed and didn’t sleep. | tried to intetpall the noises of the house. | heard voices in
the wall saying that a victim was awaiting its $&®. In the morning the police officer told his
wife to keep the doors locked at all times. In dfiernoon she went out. She stayed a long time.
When she returned | heard her in the kitchen. Adterhile she brought a plate of beans and fried
plantain and left it outside my door. | took it lnut didn’t eat. My hunger got so great that |
became dizzy. Throughout the afternoon and evehsujfered the tormenting mockery of my



spirit companions. When | couldn’t bear my hungey anore | brought out the plate and was
about to eat when a bad smell wafted up from tloel.fo found a newspaper, poured the food
between its pages, hid the wrapping, and left thptg plate outside the door.

That night, in the dark, with my eyes pressed tightd with all the fury of my empty stomach, |
summoned up the image of my mother. When | sawéer clearly, | spoke to her, begging her
to come and save me. After | had spoken to hdt asteep, certain that she had heard me.

SEVEN

| HEARD SOMETHING rattling the roof. It had startémlrain. The wind beat against a window.
| got out of bed, crazed with hunger. | sat onftber, huddled in the dark, and when there was a
knock | didn’t even move. The door opened and atdigure said:

‘Come and eat with us.’

Mesmerised by hunger, | followed the man to thengjnable. | sat down morosely and stared at
the flies singing over the food. The police offisawife filled my plate with generous quantities
of pounded yam, choice selections of goat meat,sagh rich in vegetables. The food smelt
wonderful and the steam from the bowl occupied tbem with its tomato and oregano
seasonings. My hunger made the world seem bluish. tie first time | understood the
atmosphere of the house, | understood why thetdpad entered me. When | blinked | saw
ghosts around the police officer and his wife. Thayre all over the room. The ghosts were tall
and silent and some had weak beards. An incubiswihite wings hovered near the window. |
blinked again and saw a spirit with eight fingersdaa single twinkling eye. Another, in a
policeman’s uniform, had an amputated foot. He aftehe food with bloodstained hands a
moment before the officer did. A ghost, existingoaty a pair of milk-white legs, balanced on
the head of the woman. A homunculus which lookkd & yellow plant danced on the food. |
must have been staring at them in astonishmenhéoofficer suddenly said:

‘What areyou staringat?’

| shook my head. Then | noticed that in a cornemss from where they ate with such innocent
relish, sitting forlorn and abandoned, was the glbsheir son. He had lost both his arms, one
side of his face was squashed, and both his eytdinst. He had bluish wings. He was the
saddest ghost in the house.

‘Nothing,’ | said.

They looked at one another, and then at me. | cdutdingmyself to eat after seeing the ghosts
play with the food with their bloodied hands. | aad stared at the flies.

When they had finished eating they got up fromt#ide. The man went to the armchair and his
wife brought him a large bottle of Guinness, whighdrank with both feet on a stool. His wife
joined him. | listened to the ticking of the graatifer clock in the silent house. The ghosts
gathered round the man and wife and stared at thesilent amazement. The spirit with the



twinkling eye drank the froth of the Guinness a reatrbefore the officer did. The officer drank
contentedly. When his wife got up to fetch a soiftkifor herself, the ghost with milk-white legs

went with her. When the officer went to the toilleé spirit in uniform accompanied him. And

whenthey  weresittingpeacefullytheghostsstoodinfifthemsoclosethattheir faces almost
touched. The ghosts were silent, and did nothing.

The grandfather clock chimed. | realised that thesfis and spirits were in the house because the
officer had somehow been responsible for theirkldgedthurried to my room, shut the door and
lay in the dark, staring at the ceiling. When theck stopped chiming, an orange light suddenly
shot through my brain and the darkness becamdyfailiminated and | saw the disconsolate
ghost of the boy in a corner of the room. After lilevit got up and floated towards me and
stared down with its burst eyesandlay justaboveswangsstirringtheair.Ifeltoppressed.icouldn’t
breathe and couldn’t move. It was impossible teland when | managed to shut my eyes | had
the horrible feeling that a heavy form was pressioggn on me, compacting itself into my body.

| couldn’t scream and | struggled in vain. The wal the house began to whisper about the
seventh man and of how he had been run over byyaddile directing traffic.

As the form pressed itself into me, it began to @itside and | became calm. It rained steadily.
The wind kept rattling the corrugated roof and ihgvin water through gaps in the window
frame. It got cold. | turned and faced the wall. &WH realised | could move | got up and sat on
the bed. The ghost of the boy was up on the ceilikg a perpetual bluish haze. Thunder
growled above the house and lightning cracked. rEie poured down and the wind, faintly
howling, banged away at the window. Lightning skragain. It seemed intent on the house. The
whole place, the window and the room, lit up inaamaent flash. After a while | smelt smoke
drifting in from under the door.

The smoke filled the room and | began to coughwahnen | ran out | was barely able to see. The
smoke was very thick and when | made it to thehl@tg coughing and smarting in the eyes, |
discovered that the place was on fire. | bangetherdoors and the officer came out, his stomach
sagging, his eyes red.

‘There’s fire in the kitchen,’ | cried.

As we fought the fire with buckets of water, theogts stood around watching us. The woman
kept weeping. The man cursed. The rain intensifidok kitchen became thoroughly wet. Rain
poured in under the sitting room door and soakecctipet. The wind broke a window and slugs
and hairy caterpillars were blown in. Little snadppeared on the walls. Thunder clapped
outside. Inside, the ghost of the boy wandered ratahe house, wandered right through his
parents, without recognizingthem, and without beiffgcted by their distress.

After we had successfully fought the fire and mappgbe soaking floor, everyone went
backtobed.lheardthemtossingandwhisperingallnigidnltsleep.Inthe early hours of the
morning, before dawn had broken, and when night begnning to change mood, there were
urgent knocks on the door. The door shook and énging became so wild and erratic it seemed
as if the wind and thunder wanted to be let irurried out of my room, towards the door, but the
man got there before me. | moved closer. Thereawasman standing in the doorway, her hair



bedraggled and wet, her eyes distracted, her rtaakgs her feet bare. The rain poured down on
her mercilessly. There were dead cockroaches dbewufeet. | saw a rope round her neck,
connecting her to the sky. The rope transformed atthread of lightning. For a moment |

thought |1 had known her in another life or in therld of spirits. | pushed past the officer. |

stood on the threshold. Then, with light in my heatt hunger in my voice, | cried:

‘Mother!

At first she didn’t move. She didn’'t seem to reasgnme. She stared at me with empty eyes.
After a short silence she suddenly dropped allthiregs she had been carrying, and embraced
me, without uttering a sound. Then she lifted mentp the air and held me tightly to her warm,
wet body.

EIGHT

| WAS AWOKEN by voices in the dark. | was on Munskoulder and | saw faces of women in

the rain, faces lit up by lightning flash. They waed us, arms outstretched, eyes warm. We
were surrounded on all sides. The women touchednddooked at me as if | were a wonderful

thing that had fallen from the sky. They fondled hair, rubbed my skin, and felt my bones as
if, in being lost and found, | belonged to all bétn. | had brought with me a new hope. They too
became reasons for stayingon this earth, to sorastiastethejoys of homecoming.

Mum put me down. My legs were weak. Everything ledlstrange. Our new compound looked
very odd indeed. | walked on shaky feet, staggeramgi Mum took my hand and steadied me.
Then she led me to a room, opened the front dody @winting, said:

‘Your father is waitingfor you.’

There was a man asleep on the chair. | didn't neiseghim. He had a bandage round his head
and his left arm was in a dirty sling. He was ungimaand his bare chest heaved as he snored.
The room was very small. It was full of the moodhes sleep, of hunger, and despair, sleepless
nights and the gloom of candle smoke. On the ceaatke, in front of him, there was a half-
empty bottle of ogogoro, an ashtray, and a packeigarettes. There was a mosquito coil on the
table as well and its acrid smoke filled the aineTman sleeping on the chair was like a giant in
fairy tales. His big feet were on the table. Hgshery deeply, frightening me with the great
movements of his chest.

When lightning flashed outside, and the downpouaraased, the man woke up, a stern look in
his eyes. Then his eyes changed. They became 8iglanodshot. Bewildered, he gazed around
the room as if he had woken up into an alien worlien he saw me in the doorway. For a long
moment he stayed like that, caught in an enchartintes arms stretched out. Jumpingup
suddenly and with such energy that he sent ther ¢lyang from underneath him, he rushed
towards me. I ran round the table.Hepursuedme,but
Irantheotherway,keepingthetablebetweenus.lhadna wdey | was running away from him or
why he was running after me. When | found an opputy | fled screaming towards the door,
out of the room, but he caught



meinthepassage,underthetorrentialrain.Holleringghgthrowingmeup in the air, filling me with
dread. And when he held me to him firmly, so thatals overwhelmed with his great bristling
energies and his quivering heart, | burst out gwithout knowingwhy.

When the rain stopped, Mum stripped the dead bdgthes off me and later burned them with
kerosine and herbal fluids. The clothes burned lforger than expected. Hereyesbright
withsuperstitions,shekeptfeedingtheyellowandblackiswith kerosine. When the clothes
burned down to curlicues of ash she gathered tmeona newspaper and went out in the dark
towards the forest.

On her return she seized my hand, pushed me teatheoom which had millipedes on the walls,
and made me bathe from a bucket of specially teatzter. | had to use a brown soap which
produced little foam. As | struggled to wash mysklim stayed outside the squalid bathroom,
and told me all that had happened since the nifgtiteoriots. The way she told it filled me with
wonder about her.

That night, when the crowds separated us, the sinéebMasquerade had pursued women across
streets because they were not supposed to seeritgimgpresence. She looked for me in every
corner, under every car, had shouted my name wiarses were burning. And when she went
back home, hoping | might be there waiting, shenled that Dad too had disappeared.

‘In one night,” she said, ‘I lost my only child amay husband.’

She stayed up the whole night, outside the burntpound, with all our possessions scattered
about the street. In the morning the tenants motednew compounds. to different
ghettos.Mummanagedtodistributeourpropertyamongogelafl henshe went to all the hospitals
and police stations she could find. She walkedathele city, inconsolable in her loss. And when
she was about to succumb to despair, in a lasttedfifi®@ went to a police station in the centre of
the city and was told that Dad was there, imprigoioe taking part in the riots. She managed to
see him. He had been beaten by the police and wWeasean ugly cut on his forehead, bruises on
his face, and his arm hung. beside him like a dsgappendage. The next day, after much
begging and some bribery, Dad was freed. He wewbil that day and found that he had been
sacked. During that time Mum had succeeded in rigdi room for us to rent. She had also
found a way to pay a month’s rent in advance. Dadecto his new home bad-tempered and in a
violent mood. He fell ill that night, muttering alttoinsane soldiers who had killed white men in
wars across the seas.

Mum was frantic over my disappearance. Her friesuaiggested consulting a herbalist.At first
shewasdoubtful;butaftershehadtriedeverythingaretiagione to police stations and hospitals, and
been unable to find me, she relented. She was takatmerbalist. There was a mound of broken
glass in front of her hut. Mum had hardly steppeavhen the herbalist, a fierce-looking woman
with one eye that glittered more than the otheld teer from the shadows that she knew the
purpose of Mum’s visit.

‘Go away,’ she shouted in a cracked voice, ‘brirggarwhite cockerel, a bottle of gin, feathers of
a dove, and three pieces of chalk. Then | will halp.’



When Mum returned with the items the woman, attired severe black smock, consulted her
cowries. She made offerings to her goddess whimgatorner of the room, brooding in the dark
with  shining sunglasses. Then she told Mum to IleavBhe wantedtosleep
onherdivination.Mumcamebackthenextmorningandwithoyt preamble the herbalist told her
that the fee would be very expensive because teewas very difficult.

‘Your son is trapped in a house of ghosts,’ shd.sai

Mum was so terrified that she left instantly, gagteall the money she had saved from her
trading, took some off Dad, and borrowed the réke herbalist went on to tell her that | was
being held by a man and a woman who either wamtéeep me as their own child or sacrifice
me for money, and that | was surrounded with suaWwepful spells that if Mum didn’'t act
quickly I would be lost to her for ever. Mum paitetfee and sat in the dark, listening as the
strange-eyed herbalist embarked on the most exgaataconjurations she had ever witnessed.
The herbalist wrestled with thepowers of thehoustyingto break thespells
surroundingme.Afterfivehours, during which Mum ggtd with fear, the woman emerged from
her secret chambers and said:

‘I have broken all the spells except one. That @n&wo powerful for me. Only lightningcan
break that spell.’

Mum sat confused. The herbalist gave her instrastiMum went home, her heart heavy.

That night she was lamenting her condition, blanhegself for having lost the only child she

had, a child who had chosen to live, when a distation paid a visit. She had heard of Mum’s
troubles and had come to offer consolation. Shedirba few gifts and congratulated Mum on
finding me. Dad took it as a good omen. Mum wasfagz Then it emerged that the relation had
seen a picture of me in the newspaper on the day @fy accident. That was how Mum traced
me to the police station and eventually to theceffs house.

Mum went back to the herbalist, who now gave tmalfiset of instructions. Mum was to go
tothehouse,tobehumble,tothanktheofficerandhiswikefepingme, to take them presents, and to
throw the white cockerel into the room so they daw&nsfer their sacrifice from me to the bird.
And then she was to run away from the place asafas$ter legs could carry her. But before she
could do any of this lightning had to first strikee house. Mum had waited in the rain, outside
the house, for three hours. She had stood patjemitly thunder growling above her, watching as
lightning flashed in different places, over manybes and trees. And she stayed like that, not
moving an inch, till lightning struck directly ovéire house of ghosts where | was held captive.

NINE

AFTER | HAD bathed, after | had eaten, they madesmén Dad’s chair and asked me to tell
them my story. | began telling them when the ligtitanged in the room and mighty hands lifted
me up and put me on the bed. | saw Dad smiling dtbrt@s bloodied bandage. Mum shifted the
chair and centre table, spread out a mat and skephe floor. Dad sat on his wooden chair,



smoked peacefully, and lit a mosquito coil. | Irstd to him talking to the silent room, asking
riddles that only the dead can answer.

| slept all night and all day. When | woke up itsmMavening. The room was empty. A kerosine
lamp burned steadily on the centre table. Wherst &pened my eyes on the new world of home
everything was different. Large shadows everywhmesle the spaces smaller. The floor was
rough. Long columns of ants crawled alongside tlalsw There were ant-mounds near the
cupboard. An earthworm stretched itself past Datiges. Wall-geckos and lizards scurried up
and down the walls. At the far corner of the roomwashing line was slack with the weight of
too many clothes. Mum’s objects of trade were airahe place. Her sacks were piled around
the cupboard. Blackened pots and crockery and $astme scrambled everywhere. It was as if
Mum and Dad had moved in, dumped their possessibesever there was space, and had never
found time to arrange anything. The more | tookhi@ cracks in the walls, the holes in the zinc
ceiling, the cobwebs, the smells of earth and g#re cigarette and mosquito coil smoke, the
more it seemed we hadnt moved at all. Everythiltifesame.Theonly
differencewasthatlwasn’tusedtothesameness.

The light in the room was dull in the evening. Mosges and fireflies had come in. A dyingfly
buzzeditslastsongupontheceiling,amongthenetofcobwéklamplight kept fluttering, its black
smoke drifted up to the ceiling. The smell of bamiwick and kerosine smoke reassured me. |
was home. And being at home was very different flmemg in the comfortable house of the
police officer. No spirits plagued me. There weceghosts in the dark spaces. The poor also
belong to one country. Our surroundings were p@&e.didn’t have a bathroom worth speaking
of and the toilet was crude. But in that room, ur aew home, | was happy because | could
smell the warm presences and the tender energiay parents everywhere.

Hanging on crooked nails on the walls, there weaenéd, browning photographs of my parents.
In one of the pictures Mum sat sideways on a clsie had a lot of powder on her face, and she
had the coy smile of a village maiden. Dad stoad teeher. He had on a baggy pair of trousers,
a white shirt, and an askew tie. His coat was ntaotsmall for him. He had a powerful, tigerish
expression on his face. His strong eyes and hid g dared the camera. He looked the way
some boxers do before they become famous. Thereawather photograph in which | sat
between them, small between two guardians. There smiles of shy sweetness on our faces.
As | stared at the photograph in that little rootmewe the lamp produced more black smoke than
illumination, | wondered where the sweetness hatgo

| went out searching for Mum and Dad. They wer@am'the backyard. In the kitchen women sat
in front of a blazing wood fire, sweat dripping rimotheir faces, their fleshy arms and partly
bared breasts glistening. | watched them as thegt irean cakes, chicken, and fish, and as they
prepared delicious-smelling stews. When they saw they raised their voices in bright
greetings, and | fled. At the housefront Dad wagatimg his prison experiences to a rowdy
gathering of men. Mum was across the road, hagglitity an old woman. Dad got to a point in
his narration where he thought it necessary tatilie a particular action. He leapt up from his
chair, bristling with good humour, and began marghiip and down, stampinghis boots on the
earth, swinging his one good arm, dangling his hehaduting war charges in seven languages. It
was meant to be an impersonation of the insandesoltho had fought the British wars in



Burma. His mind had been unhinged by the blasetdmhtors, nights spent with corpses and by
the superstitious incredulity of having killed samy white men. He had become a man who
knew only two things — how to march and how to gearHe marched all day long in prison
and he charged all night long in his sleep. The taeghed at Dad’s impersonation and Dad
laughed so explosively that the bloody patch wideme the bandage round his forehead. No one
noticed. | made a sound; Dad turned and saw me.vwimeh he saw me he abruptly stopped
laughing. After alongmomenthestartedmovingtowardsmiéranacross thestreet, towards Mum.
Half-way acrosslsawabicyclistpedallingfuriously atmMum screamed, | fell; the bicyclist
wobbled, missed my head, and cursed as he sped Muay rushed over, picked me up, took
me back to the housefront, and gave me to Dadbloadter.

‘Why doyoukeep runningaway fromme,eh?’'Dadasked gaitlness.

| said nothing. | stared at the faces of the comgomen, big faces stamped with hardship and
humour. The night slowly descended on us and tmeskee lamps came alight, one by one,
along the street.

That evening Dad became the guardian giant whaonlednto the discoveries of our new world.
We were surrounded by a great forest. There waok tushes and low trees between the
houses. The bushes were resonant with the triihgirds and crickets. Dad led us down a
narrow path. We passed women with bundles of fimvon their heads, buckling along and
talking in strange languages. We passed youngmgitisning from distant streams, with buckets
of water balanced on their heads.

‘Do you see all this?’ Dad said, waving his goooh 4o indicate the forest and the bushes.
‘Yes,’ | replied.

‘It's bush now, isn't it?’

‘Yes.’

‘But sooner than you think there won’'t be one ts&nding. There will be no forest left at all.
And there will be wretched houses all over the @lddis is where the poor people will live.’

| looked around again in amazement; for | couldi@e how the solid forest could become so
different. Dad chuckled. Then he was silent. Helpsithand on my head and, with the voice of a
sad giant, he said:

‘This is where you too will live. Many things willappen to us here. If | ever have to go away, if
| ever disappear now or in the future, remembet tma spirit will always be there to protect
you.’

Dad'’s voice quivered. When he was silent agaitartad crying. He lifted me with his powerful
arm and carried me on the rock of his shoulderntdde no attempt to console me. When | had



stopped crying, he chuckled mysteriously. We stdppe the first palm-wine bar we came
across.

Heorderedagourdofpalm-wineandkept teasingthewomasarkiedhimand who kept topping off
my tiny glass. When Dad drank from his half calélhdsdrank from my glass. It made Dad
happy. He said:

‘Learn to drink, my son. A man must be able to Hakldrink because drunkenness is sometimes
necessary in this difficult life.’

| sat beside him on the wooden bench, drinkingeadrank, taking in the smells of the bar, its
odours of stale wine, peppersoup, and fish-sadles Wwere exultant everywhere. While talking,
the clientele kept waving them off from their fac&s a corner of the bar, on a far bench, in the
half light of the lanterns, a man sat with his badainst the wall, his head flopped in
drunkenness as he dozed. Dad ordered another gbwide, his face glistening with delight. He
exchanged jokes and anecdotes with the clientdie,were all perfect strangers. Then he began
a game of draughts.

At first he played without seriousness, jokingtak while. He played a game in this spirit and
won. He played another and lost. He joked lessrtbee he lost. His voice grew more aggressive
and he hit my head with his sharp elbows withoutcny. The two men became so obsessed
with their game that they began to accuse one anotli cheating. Their fists waved
threateningly over the draughtboard. Their voicesamme heated. The onlookers, who had
placed bets on the players, were even more passitran those who were playing. Dad, losing
steadily, abused his opponent virulently; his omodreplied with incredible vehemence. | got
worried. Dad placed an absurd bet on himself asbpponent doubled it. Things suddenly got
very tense in the bar and Dad drank heavily, swgatie ordered two more gourds of wine. It
got so tense that when the onlookers said anythiengwere pounced upon. It took long anxious
moments to quell the furious exchanges. Dad ineckdke bet and his head started bleeding
again. His opponent, a huge man with asmallheat,kep
staringatDadwithsuchcontemptthatiwantedtobitehggfis. He turned to me with his small
drunken eyes and said:

‘Your father doesn’t know how to play.’
‘Shut up,’ | snapped.

There was a startled silence.

‘What did you say?’ he asked incredulously.
‘Nothing.’

Dad said:

‘Leave my son alone. Play the game. Use your braivisyour mouth.’



His opponent, consumed with indignation, said:

‘You mean to tell me that you allow that small beywhose 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 | corftem,’ the man said, glowering at me.
‘My friend, play your game.’

The man got so angry at Dad’s indifference that duacentration was entirely thrown off
balance. He kept fuming at me, swearingin manyuaggs. Dad beat him steadily, drinkingless
thecloser victory seemed.Andthenwithadevastatingi#t he won the set of games, and swept
his opponent’s hard-earned money into his pocked. dppponent, in an extreme fit of bad-
temper, drank down the entire contents of his gooffdpalm-wine, rained insults on us,
complained bitterly about the contemporary bad diregeof children, and staggered out into the
encroaching darkness.

It turned out that hehad left without payingfor Hisnks and his peppersoup. The madame of the
establishment ran after him and we heard them ddjngb Dad finished off his gourd with
perfect serenity. He was very pleased with himaetf his face shone with profound satisfaction.
When | had finished the wine in my tiny glass, lagdghe madame’s assistant, and we left.

Outside a crowd had gathered. The bad-temperedrelsed to pay the madame for the simple
reason that | had told him to shut up.

‘I won’t pay till you tell that boy to apologise tae,” he shouted.
‘That is not my business,’ she bellowed back. 1Alfant is my money!
‘The boy insulted me in your bar,” he replied.

The woman stopped listening. When we went past ¢tevd we saw that she was
dragginghimabout,yankinghimaroundby thepants.Hekgpigtofreehimself from her masterful
grip on his trousers, a grip which encompassedohisate parts. He tried to prise her fingers
apart and when that failed he took to hitting hands, screaming insults at everyone. Then,
suddenly, to our astonishment, the woman lifted khinby the pants and threw him to the
ground. The crowd yelled. The man flailed, got sipputed and huffed. Then he pounced on her,
lashing at her face. Dad started towards him, mutdscue attempt was cut short. The madame
grabbed the bad loser’s crotch and he screamedusbthat the crowd fell silent. Then, with a
practised grunt, she lifted him on her shouldam)dd him round once, showing his mightiness
to the sky, and dumped him savagely on the harth.elde stayed unconscious for a while, his
mouth open. She then proceeded to turn him upswiedemptying out all the money in his
pockets. She took what was owed her, stripped himsarousers, went into the bar, came back
out with a filthy gourd, and drenched him with stablm-wine.



He recovered instantly. When he saw the fullnessisf public disgrace, he screamed in

disbelief, and fled towards the forest, his undetparipping with the shame of stale wine. We

never saw him again. The crowd was so amazed aivtiman’s performance that everyone

stared at her with their mouths wide open. The womvant back into her bar and cleared the
tables as if nothing had happened. Then, as westbok, she broke the draughtboard in half and
threw it outside. When she looked up and saw tbe/@rstaring at her in mesmerised silence she
strode towards us. In a loud voice, hands on Isips,said:

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

The crowd, awoken from the spell, broke up into etons voices. Some went into the bar, to
drink of her myth. Others went back to their diffiet areas, taking with them the embellished
stories of the most sensational drama they hadessid for a long time. The woman served her
new clientele with superb nonchalance. That evemiag the beginning of her fame. Everyone
talked about her in low voices. Her legend, whiabuld sprout a thousand hallucinations, had
been born in our midst — born of stories and rureauinich, in time, would become some of the
most extravagant realities of our lives.

TEN

WHEN WEPARTEDfromthecrowdthatwasbusily generatirrgigth, Dad led us through the
bushpaths and into the forest. | walked in a drankaze beside him. We passed a tree whose
lower branches were covered with yellow dresseblakk cat followed us from a distance. It
was dark in the forest till we got to aclearing. Hlemiddleoftheclearingasolitary
woodenpolehadbeenstuckintothe earth. The pole tesd imto flower. Little buds had grown out
along its length and some of the buds had operntedhe beginnings of branches. Dad said:

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

A yellow wind stirred the leaves. Branches crack&d.animal cried out. The black cat, eyes
aglow, ran past me in the direction Dad had gonmoked back at me once. | waited. Noises
accumulated in the forest. An owl flew over my heemd watched me from a branch. | heard
footsteps approaching and | could have sworn they belonged to a heavy man, but when |
looked | saw an antelope. It came up to me, stopeed the pole, and stared at me. Then it came
closer and licked my feet. When a branch crackedngst the trees, the antelope started and ran
off. | waited, motionless. It began to drizzle. \&tatiowed down the invisible paths of the forest
and collected at my feet. Again, | heard convergiogtsteps all around me. Then | saw
something move. The air swelled. A woman steppeadoba tree and limped towards me. Her
head hung loosely on her neck. She stared at meher shapeless face and she walked with her
body leaning in one direction. She was deformea way | couldn’t define. She had on a white
robe. Her eyes were dark and small. When she gte glose to me she stopped and started
laughing. | didn’t move. The wind startled the lshes. The water at my feet made me shiver.
The woman, laughing rather dementedly, walked rowmed Her face was twisted and her eyes
shone in the darkening lights. When she was intfobme again, she slowly stretched her hands



out towards my neck. At the same moment, the ottgring its nocturnal cry, flew from the
branch and swooped past, circling us twice. It mawdether cry and soared upwards. A crack
sounded, like a tree splitting, and | saw the allirfg, as though it had been shot in the mid-air
of a dream. It landed on the earth and struggléagsvlapping feebly. Then it turned into a little
pool of yellow water and evaporated into the air.

The woman stopped laughing. Instead of reachingnigr neck with her rough hands, she
grabbed the flowering pole and began pulling it@uthe earth, a satanic expression on her face.
Shewrenched thepole, andshehadtokeep pullingbet&asedeveloped strong roots. When she

had successfully wrenched out the pole along wghdeep roots, she turned and dragged it
behind her.

As | watched her limpingaway Inoticed,amongther@mksteningblacksnake covered with
earth. The snake wound its way up the pole, towdrdsvoman’s hands, as she dragged it with
her deeper into the forest. After a while | didsete her any more. Then | heard a sharp cry. Then
silence. | did not move. It had begun to grow veayk. A millipede climbed up my leg and | did
not disturb it. | saw the black cat again. It catowards me, slunk past, and ran off in the
direction we had originally come from. Not longaftvards | saw Dad emerging from the forest
with a great sack on his shoulder. He looked exteduss 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 seeanythinghappen?’

‘A woman came out of a tree. An owl fell down andied to air. Water gathered

at my feet.’

‘Excellent,” he said. ‘Let’'s go home.’

We set off. | didn’t see the black cat anywherasked Dad:

‘Why did the woman tear the pole out of the earth?’

‘What pole?’

‘The one that was there.’

‘Where?’



‘There.’

‘There wasn'’t a pole there,” he said.

| didn’t speak for a while. Then | said:

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

‘That’s good. Life is full of riddles that only triead can answer,” was Dad’s

reply.

We went home in silence. We went down numerousspathdoglimped in front and then it
stopped to stare at us. Blood dripped from the seckad’s shoulder. Blood had widened and
dried on the bandage on his forehead.

‘What did you catch?’ | asked.
‘A wild boar.’
‘Why are you bleeding?’

‘The trap caught the boar and it didn’t die. It veaidl struggling when | got there. | had to Kill i
with my hands. It kicked my head.’

| walked behind him in silence, listening to theest noises and to the sound of his breathing.
The journey home seemed longer than the journeywdhen we came to the palm-wine bar the

madame was nailing up her signboard. | couldn’driéslegend in the dark. She regarded us as
we passed. Dad saluted her. She didn't reply.

When we got to our new home the children ran ouhét us. The men came to help Dad with
the sack, but he didn’t want any help. The womdkethexcitedly. Our door was open. Folding
chairs had been arranged all around the tiny spBuoe.centre table was loaded with drinks.
There was a bowl of kola-nuts and kaoline on tberfl There was the potent aroma of fresh stew
in the air. The room was empty. Dad went to thekpad and we found Mum in the kitchen.
She was fanning the wood fire, tears running doemféice, a mighty pot on the grate. When she
saw us she came out and held Dad tight and picleedpnDad put the sack down on the kitchen
floor. He looked at me for a moment, and said:

‘I have kept my promise.’

Then he went out of the kitchen, to the room, cdraek with towel and soap, fetched water
fromthewell, and had alongbath.IstayedwithMuminiteden,coughing when she coughed. The
water  boiled in  the pot. Women of the compound cameand
helpedherwithgettingtheboaroutofthesack.They pduwiéicigwateronitsskin, loosening its hair.
They shaved it. Five men helped them butcher #redtlooking animal. They decapitated it, cut



it to pieces and gutted out its monstrous intestifdhen the women began the cooking of the
wild animal that Dad had caught in the forest.

When the meat was cooking, on another fire a gpeat was sizzlingwith oil. The whole
compound smelt of aromatic stew, peppers, onionisl @arthy herbs, and frying bushmeat.
When everyone could be seen salivating in antimpaMum made me go and bathe. | wore a
new set of clothes. Visitors and compound-dwelt=mse one by one to our room. They took
their seats. Mum combed my hair and gave me angaifflad also had a parting. Mum bathed. In
the bathroom she dressed up in her fine clothes.d&h her hair and made up her face in the
passage.

Soon our little room was crowded with all kinds péople. Many of them were from our
compound, one or two were from our previous habitata few of them were total strangers, and
a lot of them were children. It was hot in the roamd everyone sweated. All the chairs were
filled and all the floor space taken. A woman skrup a song. A man struck up a more vigorous
song. The children looked on. Mum came in with @elof alligator pepper seeds, a saucer of
cigarettes, and breadfruit. And then we heard arifth outside.

It was Dad. He was at the doorway with an emptyléan one hand, a spoon inthe other. He
was beating a tune out of glass. He wore a blaekdfr suit and had a fresh change of bandages.
An eagle’s feather stuck out from the back of readh He looked happy and a little drunk. He
came in, beating his metallic tune on glass, dan@nd singing to the music of his own
invention. The crowd laughed, cheering in appremmatEveryone began to chatter. Voices rose
in volume. Jokes passed across the sweating fafasa stranger amidst the celebration of my
homecoming.

Thentoourdelight awomanappearedatthedoor,soundenglalicsong.Mum came in with three
women, carrying a great steaming pot of stew. Bktiar were three more women, bearing
basins of jollof rice, yams, beans, eba, and fpkhtains. Children brought in paper plates and
plastic cutlery. The aroma of the marvellous cogkioverpowered the room. Everyone
straightened. Faces were bright with aroused appeflhere wasn't a single throat that didn’t
betray the best hopes for a feastofabundantcoakiigchallanticipationwouldbefully rewarded.

ELEVEN

THE FOOD WAS brought in and covered in a cornereriyone talked to disguise the flood of
their salivation. The oldest man in the compourmbdtup and called for silence. The jokes,
chatter, invented nicknames, and robust argumespipgred the air, increasing the heat of the
room. The call for silence was repeated. It tocabez a cause of much jesting. Dad had to raise
his voice and threaten the crowd with his good before the noise became controllable.

The old man made a libation at both posts of ther dmd prayed for us and thanked the
ancestors that | had been found and asked thater e lost again. When he finished his prayer
he launched into a long rambling speech in whichveécomed us to the compound as new
tenants, in which he aimed a few well turned bathseal and imaginary enemies, and in which
he released a torrent of proverbs and saws andlatescthat fell like stones to the depths of our



hunger. The longer his speech went on, the moreedsged the faces became. His proverbs made
us more famished, edgy and irritable. When therméth had satisfied his hunger for speech-
making, Dad replied to his good wishes. He expigsatitude for our general safety and good
health, and prayed for all those present. The @d broke the kola-nut. He gave a lobe to Dad,
who chewed off a bit and passed it on, prayer-lateeMum and then to me.

The drinks were distributed to the crowd. Thereanarge quantities of ogogoro and palm-wine
for the men, stout for the women, soft drinks fobe tchildren. While the drinks were being
poured and handed over expectant faces sweatimgtiwist, one of the men struck up a song,
and a woman said:

‘Theonly timemenstarttosingiswhenfoodisready.’

The women burst out laughing and the man’s songdm@asned in mockery. The women began
a lovely song of their own, in village choir voi¢cdsut Dad, ever mischievous, picked up the
empty bottle and tapped away at it with a spoon spalled the rhythm of the women. Then
everyone fell to singingtheir different songs andd moment there was no discord amongst the
many voices.

The feast became a little rowdy. The room was toallsto hold the vast number of people
squashed into every available space and even tlie gvaaked in protest. Clothes fell down
from nails and lines. Dad’s boots passed from harlthnd, precipitating many jokes, and were
eventually thrown out of the window. The room washst that everyone sweated furiously. The
heat made everyone look older. The children cirénsifying the edginess and hunger. But the
drink loosened tongues, and a hundred argumentsanekrsations steamed the air. The women
asked Mum how she had found me. Mum told them thsige hadn’t told me, but she kept quiet
about the herbalist. The gathering began vying Jatid voices, offeringvariations of similar
stories they had heard about. A woman told of awdzavho had hidden a child in a green bottle.
Another woman, who had been taking a noticeablkerest in Dad, told of how her sister was
found floating on a stream, her head crowned infszial beads.

‘That's a lie” Mum said suddenly, to everyone’dsasshment. ‘“You never told us you had a
sister . .

Dadinterrupted,pickingup hisbottleandspoon,creatngdestdin.Hegotup and sang and danced.
The men sang along with him the popular high-liieg which mocked the eternal rivalries
among women. Dad got carried away with his own sangd tried to organise everyone into
dancing. There was no space in which to move ardj fa&ly drunk by now, became abusive to
anyone who wasn't responsive. At first it was aegahsort of abuse. But when he got specific
with one of the men, disruption set in. The manrmstx out and a delegation had to be sent to
beg him back. He came back, but before he resuneedidor space, he made sure of his
vengeance.

‘Is it this wretched room you're so proud of?’ fedsloudly to Dad. ‘Big man, small brains!’



Dad smiled sheepishly. Then Mum rounded on himingskim to be more polite to his guests,
and she got so worked up in her inexplicable r&gé $he too stormed out, leaving the crowd
somewhat confused. No one was sent out after hehaEassed by the silence, Dad invited
everyone to pour themselves more drinks and heogespa toast to his wife. But the drinks had
run out, and Dad had no money left, and we all ssfringat ourempty
bottles.InthebriefsilenceMumreturned,bringingrelas we hadn’t seen for a long time, and the
gathering cheered her return; and Dad, inspiredthey cheering, hurried out of the room
(ignoringMum’s  protestations that we should cel&braithin our means), went to the shop
across the street, and came back with cartonsesf be

The feast got rowdier. The men kept calling for endrinks. The old man, quite drunk, began a
stream of contradictory proverbs. A man with akhieard complained about how the smell of
the food was making him lean. Amidst all the vojces
theanticipationswhichhadtoppedthemselves,thelomgmataitingwhich in the end satisfies its
own hunger, the food was served. Plates of ricebaistimeat passed before gluttonous faces but,
because the crowd was so big, and the numbery agttripped Mum'’s calculations, everyone
had much less food than suggested by the sizeeobdlar. People had talked themselves into
such a hunger that the food barely went round. thilkeemiracle of multiplying fishes in reverse,
the food diminished before it got to the guestse Tite was swiftly consumed, the boar
disappeared into the capacious stomachs of theoagegathering, the stew dried out in the pots,
and people stared at their plates in drunken poeait. The bearded man grumbled that the meat
he had eaten was so small that it had made himriennBiscontentment spread; the smell of the
food, sumptuous and throat-tickling, lingered ie #ir, reminding us of the betrayed promise of
an abundant feast. Amid the discontentment, Dadl tnard to please everyone. He made jokes,
told riddles, fell into impersonations. He dancadd made music with his bottle. Meanwhile
people ate, spat their bones on the floor, spdirttirinks, and wiped their hands on our curtains.
Dad plied the gathering with drinks, borrowing hibgvsweating in bizarre exultation. The
bearded man, substituting drunkenness for hungankdso much that when he attempted to
dramatise his first encounter with a white womarstaggered and fell on his chair, breaking its
back. Another man ran outside, threw up in the ggssand came back looking like a lizard.
Dad, who was more than pleasantly drunk, held fattout the violence he would have
unleashed if he had gone to the police officeracelto get me. Mum found the perfect moment
for revenge.

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

There was another embarrassed silence. Dad, §ligtatss-eyed with drunkenness, looked round
at everyone. Then he displayed his arm in the slmgl then, for no apparent reason, almost as
if heweresnatchingriddles out of theair, hesaid:

‘When | die, no one will see my body.’

The silence became profound. Mum burst into teatsrashed out of the room. Two women
went after her. Dad, entering a grim mood, drarnkrisely, and then suddenly began to sing
beautifully. For the first time | heard deep natésadness in his powerful voice. Still singing he
bent over, lifted me up, and held me to him. Hisewere a little bloodshot. He gave me his



glass to drink from and after two gulps | becaméegdrunk myself. Dad put me down on the
chair, went outside, and returned with Mum in him& Mum'’s eyes were wet. Dad held her and
they danced together and the gathering, touchedeoseconciliation, sang for them.

While the room quivered with jagged drumming on tdlgle, syncopated rhythms of voices, the
bottle-music, and general revelry, the photogragimn across the road turned up, wearing a
white hat. His name was Jeremiah. He had a wirydheand everyone seemed to know him. He
became the instant butt of jokes. Some mocked duistiming at missing the tastiest boar that
ever ran amok in the forests. Others urged hinake off his white hat and get drunk as swiftly
as possible. And the women wanted to know why tdnthdrought his camera. He went back
out and soon returned with his camera and everglramdoned the dancing and organised
themselves for a group photograph. The men foughtthe most visible positions. Theold
man,claimingrightofseniority,posedinfrontofeveryoffgewomenwent out to brighten
themselves and came back to disrupt the photograpagangement. Mum picked me up and
posed with Dad next to the old man. The photograghge many instructions as he set up his
camera. He went back and forth, making us contarheads. He made Dad twist his legs, made
Mum hold her neck at an awkward angle, and maddixna quite insane smile on my face.
After much fussing, the photographer proceededrtbagk on his own set of dramatic poses. He
crouched, stood on tiptoes, knelt, climbed on arclamd even seemed to imitate an eagle in
flight. He drank generously from a bottle of be®waying, leaning backwards, his eyes shining,
he made us say:

‘Sheeze.’

While we played around with theword, fishinghumaut of its strangeness, hetook the first
picture. When the camera flashed, followed by ath @plosion, ghosts emerged from the light
and melted, stunned, at his feet. | screamed. Towdclaughed. The photographer took five
pictures in all and the ghosts kept falling at ta@ist, dazed by the flash. When he went to his
studio to drop off his camera, the ghosts follovied. When he came back they weren’t with
him. He joined the boisterous merriment and gotaesfully drunk.

Not long afterwards the landlord turned up. Theanct@heered him. Mum had to rustle up some
food. Dad had to buy more drinks on credit. | wasseéd over and thrown up in the air till my
ribs ached and | was prayed for all over again. phetographer had to go back and get his
camera.

After much prancing and mystery-making, as if he@en@ magician, the photographer lifted up
his camera. He was surrounded by little ghostsspiits. They had climbed on one another to
take a closer look at the instrument. They wer&asoinated by the camera that they climbed on
him and hung on his arms and stood on his headvadevery drunk and he cheerfully took three
pictures of the landlord with his flywhisk. When had finished he couldn’t be bothered to go all
the way back to his studio so he hung the cameia mail. The spirits and the children gathered
round it, pointingand talkingin amazed voices.

The men who were drunk began a furious argumemheSaf the women took their children to
bed. The men were in the full flow of their loudises when the curtain parted, a hush



descended, and the madame from the bar steppethé.landlord, on seeing her, made a
frightened sound. Everyone stared at her in drurdiEamce. The spirits left the camera and
surrounded the woman. They stayed at a distanawiman smiled and waved a benevolent
greeting to all of us. Dad got up, welcomed hermbgy found her a seat, and proceeded to tell
everyone about the fantastic beginnings of her migtleryone knew the story already and they
stared at her as at an august, if unpredictablestgMum rustled up some food for her. Dad sent
off for more drinks on credit, but it wasn’'t necagsfor she had brought five gourds of palm-

wine to help celebrate my homecoming. When the ogodad sent for arrived she took the

bottle, stood up abruptly, sending waves of sileenerywhere by the sheer force of her legend
and her bulk. She held my hand and said:

‘Is this the boy we are celebrating?’

‘Yes,’ the crowd said.

‘Is this the boy who was lost and found?’

‘Yes!’

Then sheturned. With her bigeyes gazingat mesieatiesaid:

‘The road will never swallow you. The river of yodestiny will always overcome evil. May you
understand your fate. Suffering will never destyoy, but will make you stronger. Success will
never confuse you or scatter your spirit, but \wkke you fly higher into the good sunlight.

Your life will always surprise you.’

Herprayerwassowonderfulthateveryonewassilentaftetsvihey staredather in amazement.
Then Dad, recovering from the shock of the words]:s

‘AMENY’

The gathering repeated it. The woman, still stagidmade a libation, a short communal prayer,
then she drank half the bottle of ogogoro in a Isingsustained gulp,hergreat
breastsquiveringinthehotroom.Whenshehadfinishedstiean, herfleshy
facecomingoutinsweat. Thespiritsencompassedhentmkioutherin astonished voices.

She didn't stay very long. And when, too soon feergone’s liking (for they wanted to decode
her mystery), she got up and said she had to réduner bar, we all tried to persuade her to stay.
But she was beyond persuading. Dad thanked herofoing. Mum thanked her for the prayers
and the wine. As she went to the door, swayingtikeat ship, shestopped, looked hard at me,
and said:

‘You have a strange son. | like him.” Then to me sldded:

‘Come and visit me one of these days, eh?’



‘1'will," | said.

When she left the room the spirits went with hdrafTnight we found out her name. She was
known as Madame Koto.

TWELVE

AFTER ALL THE revelry, the feast ended with meneag on their chairs, children sprawled on
the floor, bottles everywhere and bones on the awndill. The photographer snored with his
nose close to Dad’s rescued boots, and the landlavdled with flies around his ears. | was
sitting against a wall, weaving in and out of slesrounded by the confusion of human bodies,
when | heard those sweet voices singing again. Mgt £ompanions, their voices seductive
beyond endurance, sang to me, asking me to hongyraet, to not be deceived by the forgetful
celebrations of men, and to return to the land wleasting knows no end. They urged me on
with their angelic voices and | found myself flowgiover the bodies of drunken men, and out
into the night. | walked on the wings of beautifidngs, down the street, without the faintest
notion of where the voices were leading me. | #datiown the bushpaths and came to a well
that was covered with a broad plank. On the plaimé&te was a big stone. | tried to move the
stone, but couldn’t. | floated round and round arga. My feet ached. | stopped and saw my toes
bleeding. | did not panic. | felt no pain. Soondsat the edge of the great forest whose darkness
is a god. I was about to enter thedarkness when law s
theblackcat,itseyesglowinglikeluminousstones. Theotsteps converged on me. | turned, and
ran into the massive figure of Madame Koto.

She caught me, lifted me up to her heavy breastst@k me back home in silence. Mumhad
been lookingformeeverywhere.Whenshesawussherustedoarried me across the men asleep
in their chairs, the children dozing against thélsyand laid me on the bed. Madame Koto lit a
stick of incense, shut the window, and went outside Mum.

| heard MadameKototellingherhowshehadfoundme.histkothemensnoring. | heard Mum
thanking Madame Koto. My spirit companions were peg. | slept and woke up when | heard
a noise at the door. Someone came in with a lanspwi the lamp, and its illumination, but |
didn’t see who was bearing it across the room. & lveais darkness behind the lamp. Darkness
put the lamp on the table. The curtain flutterethyl still and waited. Nothing happened for a
while. When | woke up, the lamp was gone. In itgcpl there was a candle on a saucer. | saw
Dad moving from one sleeping figure to another, mwgkhem up, urging them to go home. The
men were so drunk that they didn’t want to movee Thildren had to be carried out in their
sleeping positions. When Dad came round to theqgnapher and touched him on the shoulder
the poor man jumped up and said:

‘Where’s the riot? Where’'s my camera?’
Dad laughed. The photographer shook his head, drégrehis camera among Dad’s shoes,

couldn’t find it, and cried out. He eventually fauthe camera in the empty pot of stew, amongst
the bones of the boar. He snatched it out, cledmneith his shirt, and staggered off to his studio.



When the landlord was woken up he jerked his hieatted around suspiciously, and said:
‘Where’s my rent?’

Then he climbed into bed and put his arm roundaseéf | were a woman. Dad dragged him out
into the passage and left him to his devices. énrtlom the bearded man woke up and wondered
if the feast had begun yet and asked why he hdm€h served any boar's meat. One of the
children started crying. When Dad came back in® ribom the bearded man asked for some
beer. Dad drove him out. It was only after they gade that we saw the debris of the feast. Our
clothes were scattered everywhere. Two chairs Wweoken. Glasses had been shattered on the
floor and it was a wonder that no one had cut tledves. Someone had vomited half out of the
window and half in. The place stank of the childwdmo had wet themselves in their sleep.

Mosquitoes whined. Dad lit a coil. Mum swept theofl, arranged the clothes, cleared out the
plates, cutlery, and bones. Then she disinfectedralbm. Dad sat on his chair, drinking and
smoking quietly. Mum spread out the mat. Then dbaw lout the candle and went to sleep.

Dad sat alone in the dark. Every now and agairaite s
‘We have kept our promise.’

Theonly pointsoflight werethemosquitocoil itssmasiesllingtotheceiling, and his cigarette. In a
way | came to think of Dad as a cigarette smokedeln the dark.

| watched him that night as if he were a fablecdhQeBSometimes he got up and paced the room,
perfectly avoiding Mum'’s sleeping form, his cigaeetanishingand reappearing. | watched him
go back and forth. As | watched him, the darknegmeded. | saw Dad’s cigarette at one end of
the room and heard him pacing at the other endedined he had become separate from his
action. Then | saw multiples of him smoking at ei&nt corners of the room. | shut my eyes.
When | opened them it was morningand Dad was in thsir, asleep. | turned
over.lheardhimcreakinghis joints. When | turnednaagain, Mum was up, the mat was gone,
the room was clean, the mosquito coil was justlamimium stand and a spiral of ash on the
centre table, and Dad was no longer asleep inHais.c

THIRTEEN

| LEARNT THAT Dad had gone out early to look forj@gb. Mum was exhausted from the
search, the feast, all the walking, the worrying #me cooking. That morning she brought out
her little table of provisions to the housefronheSsat on a stool, with me beside her, and
dispiritedly crooned out her wares. The dust blete iour eyes. The sun was merciless on our
flesh. We didn't sell a single item.

In the afternoon, the people that Dad had borrofech to buy drinks came to collect their
money. They threatened to seize Mum’s goods. Thengaround till evening. Mum begged
them to wait for Dad to get back, but they wouldisten. What annoyed Mum the most was the
fact that the creditors were people from our cormagpwho were at the feast, who had gotten



drunk on our wine and had thrown up on our winddl-$he loudest amongst them was
actually responsible for breakingtheback of
thechairanddestroyingtwoglasses.Anotherofourcresjas we learned later, was Madame Koto.
She was the only one who did not come to drag &rrhoney. But the others hung around
Mum'’s stall and spoiled her prospects of business.

By the evening Mum had begun to cough. Her eyes viigilamed from all the dust and
whenever she stood up she staggered. When shetavii@ backyard she weaved about a little
as if her failure to attract customers and shakethef creditors had made her drunk. Then |
noticed, when she returned, that her eyes had sjoaege. Every once in a while, after crooning
despairingly to the indifferent potential customefshe world, her eyes would roll round in their
sockets. As the evening wore on, when the winds@éa, and a chill insinuated itself into the
passing of the sun, Mum began to quiver on herlstoer teeth chattering. She went on
stubbornly trying to sell her provisions, quiveringder the bad wind, her face taut, her nose
sweating, her eyes a little distracted. The otlenmound women who noticed the change told
her to rest, but she didn’'t move. We sat therej wiir wares on the table, in the dark, covered in
dust. When Mum finally packed up her table, thenavg had deepened, and the wind had begun
to whistle in the tall trees. Trembling, determinadd silent, she washed all our clothes in the
backyard. She cleaned the room, made a fresh pgtewaf, and pounded yam for Dad’s dinner.
And then, battered by exhaustion, she went to slBapthe creditors allowed her no rest. In a
renewed effort, they kept turning up outside ouwnng whispering about the money we owed
them, exaggerating the amounts to each new gossigen, and knocking on our door. When
Mum reached the limit of her tolerance she shoatiethem. They vowed loudly never to sell
anythingoncreditagain.They wentondemandingtheirmditiaightfell.

We began to worry about Dad. It got darker and elarthe night birds began their songs, and
still he hadn't returned. When we had exhaustedalues with worry, when Mum was asleep on
the bed, and | was dozing on the floor, Dad stamipiedthe room, bringing angry shadows with

him. His bad temper stank from his alcoholic bre&dé lit a candle, saw Mum asleep on the bed,
and burst into rage.

‘I have been everywhere in the world, looking fooh to feed us, and you are asleep? Wicked
woman that you are!

Dad fumed and shouted for thirty minutes, withastehing, without usinghis eyes. Mumgot out
of bed, tremblingviolently, and went to thekitchen.

‘Mum is not well,” | said.

‘There’s nothing wrong with her, she’s just wickélkat's all.’

‘She’s not well,” | said again.

He didn’'t hear me. Mum came in with his tray of dodl'he plates clattered because of her

trembling, which she tried to control. Dad, in kisy, didn’'t look up at her. He ate noisily and
with a mighty appetite. He didn’t even give me peof fish or invite me to join him as he often



did. After he had finished eating every single b the plates, his mood calmed, and he told
us about how he had walked the entire city, underllistering heat-waves, looking for a job,

and had found none. During the silence which fodldywMum told him about the creditors, and

Dad found fresh reasons to be angry. He threatémstdhe was going to beat them up for

harassing Mum. He said he would scatter their taéitbver the forest. He said he would beat
them so thoroughly that they would become old mesrmight.

‘I will feed their brains to the wind!” he shouted.

Mum expended a great deal of energy trying to didsithim from such violent measures. But a
demon of anger had got into Dad and he fumed amskeduall through the night. He smoked
cigarette after cigarette, creaking his jointsidsig up and down, filling the room with his
restless temper. He grumbled about how much hénélped people and how they had always let
him down, about all the creditors who came to @ast, polished off our boar’s meat and beer,
and turned round to harass Mum at the first oppitstu He complained bitterly about how
people ate off him and then stabbed him in the blalc&d heard these complaints all my life. His
cigarette burned angrily as he dredged up a frestation. Mum would wake up suddenly. His
blistering tirade was aimed at everything. | fedlemp with Dad cursing the treachery of the
world way into my dreams.

When | woke up, Mum was sweating and quivering ba bed. Dad had bought malaria
medicines and bitter roots which were marinategiathiow alcohol. Mum’s teeth chattered, her
eyes were at odd angles, and Dad sat beside tsehali arm folded, the blood dried on his
bandaged head. He applied warm compresses to ¢terafad forehead. | got up and greeted
Mum, but she could barely speak. She held me tigbtlher hot body and | began to tremble
myself. She held me so tightly that my teeth chatieas well and soon | felt myself
beinginvaded by her fever. My eyeballs became [atl, noticing what was happening to me,
snatched me from Mum'’s frightened embrace, and maelelrink of the bitter dongoyaro, as a
precaution. Then he ordered me to go and batheahed my teeth and bathed and when | got
back, Dad had prepared some food. We sat and géthter from the same bowl, while Mum
heaved in her illness on the bed.

We had finished eating, and Dad was preparing toudpwhen the creditors came one after the
other, as if they had planned it. They knockedhendoor, came in, said something vaguely nice
about me, expressed their profuse sympathies fanMaraying that she should recover soon.
They asked if Dad’s wounds had improved, didn'ttviar a reply, and then they left. Minutes
later, with the air of people who had forgotten stimmg of less than vital importance, they came
back again, one after the other, and reminded Ddbw much he owed them, how they didn’t
usually lend money or give credits, and how this @apecial case, and how hard things were

attheshop,andsoon.They endedby expressingtheirsgrapagaintoMum,and left.

Their sly and hypocritical manner got Dad very gedh He paced the room, boiling in fury.
Then, suddenly, unable to contain himself any longe stormed out of the room. | followed
him. He went to the backyard and we saw all thelitves huddled together, talking in low
business tones as though they were about to form limitedliability



company.Dadwentamongstthem,scatteringthemeetingtiié@ to run to their different rooms
but Dad called them back, each by his particulaneyaand he insulted them for fifteen
incandescent minutes. They bore his insults imedeWhen he had finished with them, turning
with his unique dismissive flourish and stormingk#o our room, everyone was aware that we
had just made ourselves three new enemies in thepamond. As Dad left, the creditors
regrouped and talked more intensely than beforey Tere like demented conspirators.

When | got back to the room, Dad had dressed igsiblack French suit. He offered libations to
his ancestors, and prayed for Mum'’s recovery. Tiiemvore his only pair of boots, which gave
the room a poignant smell of leather, old socks, faotsweat. As he went out of the door Mum
woke up from her sleep, screaming. She wouldn’p €tod Dad held her and gave her more
dongoyaro and she twisted around on the bed am jingt as suddenly, she became still, with
tears running down her faceand collectingin her
ears.Dadstayedwithherawhileandwatchedhertossingirsleep. When her sleep had become a
little more regular, Dad told me not to leave hidlesand to take care of her, that he had to go
and find some money, and would be back soon. He agrnwith his head hung low, as if for the
first time acknowledging the blows from above.

| sat on Dad’s chair and watched over Mum. | waticher sleeping face till my eyes began to
throb. Then suddenly Mum got up, her upper body, $ter eyes unfocused, and she began to
speak in an unfamiliar language. She stood up aedt\@round the room, clearing things,

straightening the table, folding the clothes, bimugtbad’s shoes, fidgeting amongst the pots and
basins, speaking in this unnatural language alhiée.

‘Mother!’ | cried.

She neither heard nor saw me. She picked up bladkgrots and pans with dented
bottomsandwent out oftheroom.Ifollowedher,tuggihgatillonelayerofher wrapper came off in
my hands. She went to the kitchen. Still muttenmg newfound tongue, her eyes blank, she
started a fire in the grate and began to cook aaginary pot of stew. She did everything
mechanically, her body actingwithout her mind, fashie were in a dream. When the firewood
blazed she placed an empty pot on the grate anohsatstool and stared at the pot till it started
to give off an acrid smell of burning metal.

‘Mum?!’ | cried again.

She turned towards me, looked right through me ugotwent out of the kitchen, and collapsed
beside the well. I screamed and women rushed t@ndas carried her to ourroom.Shelay
onthebed,breathingheavily,andthewomenstoodarousti)ga deep shadows, hands to their
breasts, heads low, standing in silence, as Henpresence of a corpse.

| sat on Dad’s chair and watched over her. Woméraled returned with confusing medications
in green jars and dark bottles, and they admirgsteonflicting treatments, and made her drink
strange potions, drugs, oils, and distillates. Mslapt, breathing hoarsely, and the women left. |
watched over her till my stomach ached and my dgdlecame heavy. Then | woke up with a
start. Mum’s breathing had changed. | listenedatcled. Then | noticed that her breathing had



become almost inaudible. The room changed, voiaeg 81 my head, a lizard clambered on to
the bed and ran over Mum’s arm, and then everyte@emed to stop. For a moment it seemed
my own breathing had ceased altogether. | dreweathrand a spider fell from the ceiling. |
drew another and | fell off the chair. | got up asat again and then it became clear that it was
Mum who had stopped breathing. Flies played ardoedmouth. She didn’t stir. Then as |
watched, as | listened, a sharp pain went throughears, colours and masks appeared in my
eyes, and then as | held my breath | saw a blué msiag from Mum’s form. | heard a child
crying. The lizard scuttled past my feet. | wokeriMiup and still she didn't stir. | called her and
she didn’t move. The blue mist grew thicker over liee steam from a boiling cauldron of
water, and it collected and became more defined] gnew really scared when the mist changed
colours rapidly, becoming green, then yellow, taghred, bursting into a golden glow, and back
to blue again. When | was sure | wasn’t imaginimg mist, when it turned reddish silver, radiant
in the darkness of the room, | couldn’t bear it &mger. When she didn’t move, didn’t breathe,

| ran all the way to Madame Koto’s bar to tell tteait my mother was dying.

The bar was shut. At the backyard Madame Koto, wgdlue wrappers and a red blouse and a
filthy head-tie, was struggling with a huge chicken

‘Madame Koto!’ | called.

She glared at me, striking me dumb, and the chidlean out of her hands. She pursued it into
the bushes, grabbed it firmly, gave me a sour laak, said:

‘Your father owes me money.’

Then she forgot about my presence altogether. Mtoken fought in her hands and she grabbed
its thickly feathered neck. Twisting her mouth, $iedd the chicken’s body down with her foot,
and sliced its throat with jagged motions of hergldknife. The chicken’s blood burst out from
the gash, staining the air, splattering my face, epdaingthered of her
blouse.Thebloodpouredintoaholeshehaddugintheeadlh& chicken fought, its comb rising and
falling, its mouth opening and shuttingin its firgdasms, and when it died its eyes were open.
They stared at me. Then Madame Koto washed the ksifeat dribbling down her face and
breasts. She regarded mewith bigeyes as if shewiagtg swallow me. | was crying.

‘Because of a chicken?’ she said, sucking her teeth

She reached for a kettle of boiling water. | hetdto her blouse, pulling her, my mouth wet,
unable to speak. She pushed me away and | fell waads on the ground
andlstayedthere,kickingtheair,andeventually Isaid:

‘My mother is dying.’

‘How do you know?’ sheasked, eyeingme.

‘Smoke is coming from her.’



‘Smoke?’
‘Red smoke,’ | said.

She got up immediately, washed her hands, ancedtésthurry towards our compound. But at
the barfront she stopped and said:

‘Go and boil some water. I'm coming.’

| was confused. She went to her room, came out avitlandful of herbs, stamped around the
bushes, tearing off leaves from plants. Then shehéel a coarse sponge, dark green soap, a
black metal container, looked round, saw me, amtl sa

‘Go! Boil water! I'm coming.’

| rushed home, started a fire in the kitchen, aaided water in the pan that Mum had burnt.
Madame Koto arrived soon afterwards. She washedaited the leaves. We went to the room.
Mum was still on the bed. The mist above her hadoat vanished. Madame Koto tried to put
leaves in her mouth, but they merely stayed onlipser Then she poured a distillate in a cup,
added black oils and ogogoro, held Mum’s head upteaed to get her to drink. Mum choked
and Madame Koto called her name with such violehs®unded like a whip. She went on
whipping Mum with her name, callingbackherspiriaery peculiarbirdlikevoice.

After a long time Mum opened her eyes and starddaatame Koto. Then at me. She stared at
us utterly without comprehension. Her eyes staymhpunmoving, blank. Grief threw me to the
floor and | thrashed about and wailed because uigho Mum had died. Then, from a great
distance, | heard Mum speak, and | fell silenta Wery feeble voice, she said:

‘I saw my son in the land of death. Azaro?’

‘Yes?’

‘What wereyou doingthere?’

‘I'm here, Mum,’ | said.

She stared beyond me. Madame Koto gave her motieedfierbal mixture to drink. Then she
made her drink some peppersoup, and got her to ugit straight. Then she
toldmetotalktoMum,tokeep talkingtoher;andaslspokkimaboutwhatever came to mind the
mist above her changed colour and slowly disappleare

‘The smoke is going!" | cried.

Madame Koto opened the door and the window. Ligid air filled the room and Mum fell

asleep in her sitting position, her head floppeavésd. We stretched her out. | listened to her
rough breathing. After a while Madame Koto said sheuld let her rest. She went back to her



bar and to the chicken she was about to cook fod.fd stayed outside our room, and kept
listening. | watched the children playing as ldistd.

When Mum called my name three times | hurried id sat on the bed. Her face was covered in
sweat. The room smelt of iliness. There was alitthm on her lips and sweat on her forehead.
Her lips quivered. She could scarcely speak.

‘My son,” she said, ‘I saw you walking on your heaou were walking away
fromme.lpursuedyoubutyouranvery fast.Andyouwerdtagatme,my son.’

‘I'mnot laughingat you, Mum.’

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

‘Mum, your eyes are not shut.’

‘It was because of you that the white rope jumped nmiy neck. What were you
doingwalkingupside-down?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘How did you get little legs on your head?”’

‘I don’t know, Mum.’

‘Go and fetch me some water, my son. | am thirsty.’

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

Early in the evening the compound women came tohsee Mum was doing. She sat up and
received them. They prayed for her recovery. Tidlydnd Madame Koto came with a bowl of
food and another of peppersoup. Mum didn’t wargag she was so weak, but we pressed her. |
washed the plates and took them back to Madame'&btr. Then afterwards the creditors
came to ask for Dad under the pretext that theyduexe to wish Mum well. When Mum saw
them she got very upset and shouted at them, agthsmof poisoningher.

| camein and saw MumstaggeringandthrowingthingsattShewasvery lean, and she swayed,
and threw shoes at the creditors. | joined in tit@ck. They retreated. When they were outside
they cursed us and encouraged their children tmthinings at us and one of them threw a stone
which hit Mum on the head and she collapsed atemy &nd a tragic wail rose collectively from
the women of the compound. The creditors fled. Woenen carried Mum into the room. She
came to as they crossed the threshold. Her eyesheed and when she lay on the bed she had a



strange little smile on her mouth as if she finalhyderstood something that had always eluded
her.

The smile stayed on her mouth all evening. | listeto the flies. The sounds of the evening
intensified. The flies played on Mum’s smile ance shade no attempt to wave them away. |
waved them off and Mum looked at me expressionfessat on the bed and watched the night
creep into the room through the open window.

It was quite late when a sound at the door wokepug was curled up in a corner of the bed and
Mum’s eyes were wide open. | looked up at the doat saw Dad standingtherelikeatallghost,
his eyes bright, his slinggone. Hewas likeagianbwias lost. He didn't move for a long
moment. Then he lit a candle, shut the window &eddibor, and when he sat down a thick cloud
of white dust billowed out from the seat of hisusers. His hair was white. His eyelashes were
white. His hair was dishevelled. He had a bewildezgpression on his face that frightened me.
He stank of cement, dried fish, garri, and whitestdide sat silently for a long time, without
moving. When he did move his joints creaked. Hid laam hung loosely by his side. His
bandage had gone and the wound was covered in ddste Then suddenly, out of the silence of
the slow burning candle, he said:

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

He breathed deeply and shut his eyes. He was silehsstill for a while and | thought he had
fallen asleep. Mum’s eyes were open and devoikpfession.

‘Is there any food?’

‘No.’

Dad was silent again. Then, wearing his bathroappsts, taking his towel and soap, he went to
bathe. He came back clean and handsome, withealvthte dust and the cement smells gone.
But his eyes were heavy and he still looked bewddeand he still frightened me. He rubbed

himself with oil, combed his hair, and lit a moggutoil. We moved the centre table and spread
the mat. The room stank of his boots and his ctthie sat on the chair and | lay on the mat, a
pillow beneath my head. He smoked into the night.

‘So what happened today?’ he asked after a while.

| wanted to tell him about the creditors and Mum bfelt 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, lookedhdatviMum, placed his palm on her forehead,
and shut her eyes. He went back to the chair arakesthsome more and | could measure the



sadness of his thoughts by the way he dragged eritjarette and the way he sighed while
exhaling.

| watched the bright point of his cigarette in therk and it eventually lulled me into Madame
Koto’s bar. Dad was there. The bar had moved detepthe forest and all her customers were
animals and birds. | sat on a bench which wasyéla#l back of a goat and | drank off the back
of a bull. A massive chicken without feathers s&radto the bar, sat next to me, and ordered
palm-wine and peppersoup. Madame Koto didn’t wargetrve the chicken, but Dad said:

‘Serve him!’

Madame Koto went out and fetched a great broomsiiedchased the chicken round the bar,
lashing its head. Dad laughed. The chicken laughkiedlame Koto tripped, fell, and got up. She
whacked the chicken on the head, and missed. Tiekechran out of the bar, destroying the
door frame, and laughed deep into the forest.kddaound and saw Dad asleep on the chair, his
head bent forward, snoring. | woke him up and laptievith a start and fell off the chair. When
he got up he said a leopard with glass teeth had parsuing him in his dreams. He lay down
beside me on the mat. With his smell in my nosthks made me worried and unhappy. Hewas
restless besidemeandhisboneskeptcreaking.Hekepigagid muttering words to his ancestors
and | found myself again in Madame Koto’s bar deephe forest. Dad wasn’t there. The
customers this time were all invisible and | saw #dir drinking palm-wine. Madame Koto sat on
a chair made of chicken feathers. Dad began toestt® snored so hard that the long wooden
broom in the corner began to sweep the bar, sprgaahite dust everywhere. Madame Koto
commanded the broom to he still but Dad went onrisgaand the broom took on a will of its
own and attacked the cobwebs and swept the tahtbsvhen it attempted to sweep Madame
Koto out of her own establishment she lost her mphen | saw her fighting with the long
broom. The broom hit her on the head. | laughedl &apped snoring. She grabbed the broom,
threw it over her shoulder, and smashed it on kber f breaking its neck. The handle of the
broom began to bleed. With blood on her face, Ma&oto turned to me, who was
dreamingher, and said:

‘You laughed at me? You're next!

She started towards me with a demonic expressiuh,| @ried out. Dad put his arm round me
and said:

‘Gotosleep,my son.Nothingwillharmyou.’

After a long silence, as if answering an importaméstion which the night and his parents and
his hopes had put to him, he said:

‘Ihavebeencarryingtheworldonmy headtoday.’
Soon afterwards he fell asleep. He slept like atgia

FOURTEEN



DAD WAS PRAYING over Mum’s body. There was a hersialn the room. He looked very
fierce and wise and stank of old leaves. He chewred root and his teeth were brown. He
sprinkled the room with liquid from a half -calaba3here were candles on both sides of Mum’s
body. She lay on the mat, breathing gently. Hetiggeshone with antimony. The corpse of a bat
lay by her face. Razor incisions had been madeeorsihoulders and | watched the blood turn
black as the herbalist smeared the cut with ask. hErbalist made her sit up and drink from a
bowl of bitter liquid. Mum contorted her face. Therbalist began whipping the air, driving out
unwanted spirits with his charmed flywhisk. The aiackled with their cries. When he had
sealed our spaces with gnomic spells, he made Mumpsagain. Underourintensegaze,hebit
Mum’sshoulderandpulledoutalongneedleandthree cewirem her flesh. He went outside and
buried them in the earth.

When he had finished with his treatment Mum feleap, looking more peaceful than before.
The herbalist and Dad haggled about money. Dad’'scevowvas strained andhekept
pleadingforthechargestobealittlelower. Theherbalstdn’'tbudge. Dad said it was all he had.
The herbalist wouldn’t relent. Dad sighed, paidd dney sat talking. | hated the herbalist for
taking SO much money off Dad, and I cursed him.  yThe
talkedasiftheywerefriendsandlhatedhimevenmoreféepigingtobeour friend. When he got up to
leave he seemed to notice me for the first timestdeed hard at me and gave me a pound, which
I gave to Dad. I took back my curse, and he
left.IsatonDad’slegsandwewatchedMumsleepingsouontiiebed.

Late in the afternoon Dad said he was thirsty. Wentwto the bar. Madame Koto’s
establishmentwasempty exceptfortheflies.lheardhgisginthebackyard.Dad called her but she
didn’t hear. We both called her, banging on thdetabnd still she couldn’t hear us. We were
banging away at the table, calling her name, wihenftont door swungopen and ablack wind
camein and circled us and disappeared into anexaxtire pot of water.

‘Did you see that, Dad?’ | asked."What?"The blagid."No."Madame Koto came in, her hair
a mess, her hands covered in animal gore.'So aistwo. I'm coming.’She went back out and
minutes later was back, her hands clean, her hapldce."What do you want to drink?’Dad
ordered the usual palm-wine and bushmeat peppergdiogen the wine was

served the flies thickened around us. A wall-geskabched us as we drank. ‘Look at that wall-
gecko, Dad.” ‘Don’'t mind it he said without loakg. ‘It's our friend, watching over us.’
Thepeppersoup washotterthanusualandlkeptblowingtibsfire.

‘Drink some water,” Madame Koto said.'No, | don’amt water.” ‘Why not?"*The black wind
went into it.” ‘What wind?*Don’t mind him,” Dad 3d. She eyed me suspiciously.’You have a
strange son,” she said, and sat across from i dable.’And a good wife,” Dad added. ‘I heard
what you did. Thank you.” She ignored

Dad’s gratitude. With her bigeyes fixed on me, siois‘Aboutthismoney you’reowingme..

‘Me?’ | said. ‘Not you. Your father.” ‘Yes?’ ‘I'm ot like the other people.” ‘What other people?’
‘The people you owe and who . .” Shestopped, loakddad, and then at me. ‘I will forget the
money if you let your son come and sit in my bawramd again.” Dad looked at me. ‘Why?’ he



asked. ‘Because he has good luck.” ‘What good ludk?has given us nothing but trouble.’
‘That's because he is your son.’” ‘I can’t agree. islgoing to school.” ‘I don’'t want to go to
school,’ | said. ‘Shut up.” Madame Koto stared adDher eyes brighter. ‘1 will pay for him to
go to school.” ‘I can pay for my own son,” Dad iiegl proudly. ‘All right. | will forget the
money. Just let him come and sit here for ten nemut

every three days or so. That's all.’

‘Do you want to turn him into a drunkard?His fathis not a drunkard.’Dad looked at me. He
looked at me with new eyes. The wall-gecko hadmoved.

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 tell you?’

‘What?’

‘That they threw stones at your wife?”’

‘Who? Who threw stones?’

Madame Koto got up and fetched some more palm-wine.

‘I can't tell you.’

Dad turned to me, and he looked so fierce thatrbdfie asked me anythingl told him who the
people were and what had happened. He downed Igddfsa of palm-wine in one gulp, rubbed
the spillings all over his sweating face, and sexrout of the bar without paying.

By the time we got to our compound Dad had managechip himself up into a fantastic rage.
We ran into one of the creditors who was just cgont of the toilet. Dad went straight up to
him and without saying a single word he feintedhvétright jab at the fellow’s face and punched
him in the stomach. The creditor bent over, gruptend Dad, grabbed him round the waist and
threw him, back first, on the ground. When Dadigtrened, dusting his hands, he saw another

creditor, whose son had stoned Mum on the head. sBtend creditor had witnessed the
efficiency of Dad’s fury and had started to rundOznased after him, caught him, tripped him,



helped him up, lifted the poor fellow on his sharkl showed him to the sky, and tossed him on
to a patch of mud.

The first creditor, who had quickly recovered fréms fall, came running towards us swinging
high a burning firewood. Dad was delighted. He dutkhe arc of the firewood, smashed the
fellow in the stomach again and confused him wabeated left jabs to his face. Then with a cry
that amazed everyone he floored the creditor witla cross.

The second creditor, covered in mud, came at Dadasng in three languages. Dad practised
his right jabs on his nose till he began to blead #en polished him off with a left hook. People

had gathered. The second creditor was a motiohkegs on the floor and the wives and relations
of the fallen man crowded Dad. He kept hittingleg ten, lashing out with both hands in wild

swings, intent on entirely separating their headmftheir bodies. The men were scared and in
their fear they walked into Dad’s swinging punchide.knocked out three of them with his bad

arm alone. The crowd was mesmerised by his prowess.

‘Boxer! Boxer! they chanted.

The wives of the creditors pounced on Dad and cleeat his face and went for his crotch and |
heard him cry out. He managed to push them awagnTie ran. The women and children

pursued Dad, who fled both from their rage and ftusmown fear of hurting them. When they

couldn’t catch Dad they turned their anger on me lafled screaming to Madame Koto'’s place

and hid behind the earthenware pot. The women eladivies shouted outside. They were too
afraid of Madame Koto’s reputation to come in amstupt her establishment. She heard their
noises from the backyard and | saw her securingvngpper tightly round her waist, in complete

readiness for battle, as she strode towards theootisg:

‘Yes, what do you people want? WINE OR WAR?’

The pack of them scattered at Madame Koto’s tengfyadvance. When they had retreated
completely, | came out from behind the earthenwpate Madame Koto smiled at me. Then she
poured me a tumbler of palm-wine. | drank with thes and, later, Dad, dodging among the
shadows of the bushes, came and joined me on tiehbe

We drank till it was evening. When | got to my thitumbler of wine | noticed that the wall-
gecko was still staring at us. It had a red stapets head. It never nodded and its eyes were like
tiny beads of sapphire. When anyone else looké&ukatvall-gecko, it ran on.

‘What areyou lookingat?’ Dad asked.

‘Nothing,” | said.

When it got dark Dad sent me to the compound tafddem was still asleep. | was reluctant to

go. He gave me a good piece of bushmeat and filigdittle tumbler with wine and | drank it all
down and he said:



‘Be the true son of your father.’

| smiled drunkenly and went out of the bar. Thehmaths were quiet. Then | heard a cock
crowing and the lively insects and the night bikdsaring their voices for their chorus of
nightsongs. | swayed and the world turned and éherny became silent again. | passed
atreewith ablueclothdanglingfromabranchandiwasabtake the cloth when a dog barked at me.
| wasn't scared. | felt, for some reason, thatéwrthe dog from somewhere. When the dog saw
that | wasn't afraid it backed away and trottediofb the forest and | followed its stiffened tail.
Then | remembered Mum and continued with my jourteeyhe compound. It was a perfectly
straightforward path from Madame Koto’s bar to bouse but the dog had confused me and all
the paths had fractured. | followed one path ameditme into the forest. | followed it back and |
arrived at a place | had never seen in my life keefdll the houses were gigantic, the trees were
small, the sky low, the air golden.

| tried to get out of this place, but | didn’t kndvew. | took the path back to the forest but it led
me deeper into that land. | stopped and it wast@und | didn’t even hear the flies buzzing or the
insects thrilling or birds twittering. The heat wdidferent. Then | noticed that nothing in that
strange place cast a shadow. The light of the vedwgent right through everything. There was
no wind. The air was still and cool. When | begaalking again | didn’t hear my own footsteps.
After a while | wasn't afraid. In a way everythibgcame familiar to me and | went on along the
fractured paths. | walked for a long time. Theralvsa man coming towards me. He had white
stripes on his face. His eyes were green. But whewoked at him properly something about him
changed and | saw that his legs were unnaturally laad that his face was upside down on his
neck. The features of his face were all scrambfedHis eyes were on his cheeks, his mouth was
on his forehead, his chin was full of hair and hesad was bald except for his beard, and |
couldn’t make out his ears. | had to bend my heatltavist my thinking to make sense of his
features. | couldn’t understand how | had perceivied as normal the first time | saw him. He
went past me without saying a word. The eyes ab#uok of his head watched me cautiously.

| took another path to avoid him, but further dogaw him approaching. | went on trying to get
away from him. It seemed we were caught in an ibl@dabyrinth. Each time | encountered him
he seemed more intent on me. When | came to a griobkie trees, | hid behind one of them.
Inside the tree | heard loud and passionate vaseagfrom an important meeting. | took a path
and to my shock | saw myself approaching. | stoppetithe other person who was me said:
‘What areyou doinghere?’

‘Me?’

‘Yes.’

‘What about you?’

‘What about me?’

‘Whatareyoudoinghere?’*Why doyouask?’



‘Because | want to know.” ‘l am on a message.’
‘What message?’

‘To you.” ‘'To me?’ ‘Yes."What is the message?’‘las sent to tellyou to go home.’ ‘That’s what
| amtryingto do.”'Are you sure?’*Yes, of course. Yamay, who sent you?*"Who do you think?”l
don’t know.” ‘Our king."What king?“The great king‘Where is he?*What sort of question is
that?'There was a pause. | looked hard at theeiddiio stood before me. He stared hard

at me too. ‘You look like me,’ | said. ‘It'you who looks likeme, he replied. Then as a
suspicion of who he was began to dawn on me, lik Saike that path there and you will be all
right.’ I looked where he was pointing and | saw tlog | had followed earlier. When |

looked back at the other person who was me, hegbiad. | followed the dog. We went down the
path for some time. There were blue strips of cloth the trees. The path narrowed,
becametiny,andlfeltiwvaswalkingonawall.lhadbeenkegpiy eyes on the path, making sure |
didn’t deviate from it, and | didn’t notice when vleoke out of the forest. When | looked up |
saw Madame Koto, resplendent in yellow, dresseatifasa party.

‘Where have you been?’l don’t know,” | said.Sheosk her head in mild exasperation and
carried on to her destination. When

sheleft | couldn’t find thedoganywhere, and | wenthome. It had grown very dark. | got to our
compound, hurried to our room, and found no onéviam wasn’t on the bed. The room was
neat. The corners smelt of disinfectant. | left them and wandered down the passages. No one
seemed to be around. Then in the last room | halatbe concentrated noises of the compound,
crowded into a

singleplace. Therewas alotofshouting.Dad’svoicek&pgabovethedin.When | looked into the

room through a crack in the door, | saw the whaengound there, gathered in a boisterous
meeting. There were no drinks on the table. Onsie of the room there were the creditors and
their relations. The two that Dad had beaten upevaiouting at the back. One of them had a
machete, the other a club. Between them and thieectable were the men and women of the
compound. On the other side of the room were Mumh Bad and lots of children and the

photographer, who was busy taking pictures. Theltad was the arbitrator. Every time the

flash went the landlord stiffened into a pose. D& quiet and Mum looked well. One of the

creditors said:

‘Ifyou’resostrongwhy notbecomeaboxer!
‘I will,” Dad replied.
The other creditor said:

‘Why don’t you join the army, use your muscles, ayet killed. It's only here that you are
strong.’



The landlord held up his hand to command silente flash went. He stiffened. The creditors
shouted about their money and their wounds. Theyded like children. Dad smiled. The

landlord, amid flashes, gave his verdict. He fifgad ten pounds, a hefty fine indeed. The
creditors were jubilant. The landlord said Dad dtiquay his debts and the fine in one week or
move out of the compound. Then, with the jubilapnices claiming the air, he went on to

additionally fine Dad a bottle of ogogoro for therposes of communal reconciliation. Dad said
he had no money and that he would have to buy itredit. The women of the compound

laughed. The camera flashed. The landlord, in a embrof unusual magnanimity, offered to buy
the ogogoro of reconciliation. The compound peableered his wisdom. | sneaked away from
the door, went to the housefront, and played vighdther children on the sand.

Not long afterwards | heard the compound voicesrgmento the passage. | went to the
backyard, washed my face and feet, and went toabe. Mum was bustling around as if she
hadn’t been ill. Her face was a little flushed deat eyes were bright. Recovery had charged her
spirit and regenerated her face. Dad sat on a,drawking. He looked happy. Food was spread
out on the table. The wound on Dad’s head had tighis bad hand no longer dangled.

‘Where have you been?’ he asked.

Mum rushed to me and held me to her and | breathéér body smells. It felt as if | had been
away for days, as if | had wandered off into a ghafsforgetfulness.

‘My son!” Mum cried, her eyes unusually brilliant.
Dad put out his cigarette and said:

‘You missed the compound meeting. They fined mgotl tired of waitingfor you, so | came
home. Your mother is well now. The gods have answeur prayers.’

| held on to Mum. Dad continued:

‘Sit down and eat. From tomorrow, up till the timeu begin school, you will go to Madame
Koto’s bar. You will stay there a few minutes evdey, eh.’

Inodded.lwashedmy hands.WeatetogetherandDadkepgphgwithchoice bits of crayfish and
chicken, while Mum carefully took out the bonesnirdhe spiky freshfish and fed me juicy
morsels. The room was bright with their radiancéell strange. | had missed the important
moment which had transformed the lights in our @orl

We finished eating and | took the plates to thekpad and washed them. On my way back |
passed one of the creditors that Dad had beaterHigpface was bruised, ferocious, and
cowardly. When he went past he gave me a seciativek on the head. When | got to our room
my eyes were watering. Mum and Dad were sittingtiogr on the bed. Mum looked at me and
said:

‘Look, our son is cryingwith happiness.’



| smiled and the pain eased. | cleared the ceabketspread the mat, and stretched out. Dad
went to his chair. The candle burned low and Murariother one. | watched

the mystery of the flame. Mum arranged her prowisim a basin.

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

Dad smiled.

‘My wife is a serious businesswoman,’ he said.

Then he looked at me.

‘People think I will make a good boxer. A man asrtise street saw me when |

beat up the creditors. He said he would introdueetonsome trainers and managers. A good
trainer. Free of charge.’

He laughed. He punched the air and rocked backwards
‘I will be a great boxer. People say there is moimelyoxing.’

Hehit out at theairagain.Hebegantopunchthecandbefjputtingitoutwith each perfect execution,
and relightingit.

‘| fight fire and become fire. Anyone who fights rfights the sun.’

Helaughed again. Ikeptonwatchingthemystery oftinefladMummadeaweary sound. | looked and
saw she wasn’t happy about Dad becoming a boxer.w&ts counting her small change. She
said:

‘Your father used to box and wrestle in the villaglaey used to call him Black Tyger.Hebeat up
alltheyoungmen.Oneday,beforeafight,hepunchedalkeéghahe wall of his father's enemy.’

Dad laughed out loud. Mum continued.

‘Theenemy putacurseonhim.Thenpeoplewentaroundsiéwatifyourfather fought again, he

would be beaten. They said he would go mad forweek. Your father stopped fighting. The
villagers gave his title to someone else. But bigp®rters kept coming to get him to fight and
win back his title as champion of the village. Thadlybet heavily on him. At first your father

refused and then out of pride he accepted. The mamall man, threw your father in the last
round. Your father lost.’

‘But | didn’t go mad for one week. That was alllage talk.’

‘But you came to the city.’



‘Yes, | came to the city.’

They both fell silent. It seemed, almost, as ifythad come to hell. Mum finished counting her
small change and sat on the bed. Dad sighed.

‘I haven’t seen my father in five years,’ he said.

Suddenly a rat began chewing away at somethingabiertiee cupboard. A big fly started up, as
if it had just awoken from a long sleep, and buzabdut the room. A moth rose from Dad’s
boots and circled the candle flame in a descendpical. Dad lit a cigarette and smoked
meditatively. The noise of the rat increased arteotats joined in the chewing. Mum'’s face
twitched. Dad said:

‘Your grandfather is completely blind now. He igthead-priest of our shrine, Priest of the God
of Roads. Anyone who wants a special sacrificdaHeir journeys, undertakings, births, funerals,
whatever, goes to him. All human beings travelstme road.’

He paused. Then continued:

‘I was supposed to succeed him as priest but ter®bf the village said: ‘Your son is a fighter.
How can a fighter be the Priest of Roads? The gmldmosen a successor outside your family.
But who knows the future?” Your grandfather wasywdisappointed about this. He is blind now
and he wears dark glasses and wanders throughilidigevand the world without any walking
stick or any help. Our old people are very poweirigpirit. They have all kinds of powers.’

His voice was very sad.

‘Weareforgettingthesepowers. Now, allthepower tpabplehaveis selfishness, money, and
politics.’

The rats went on eating. The moth came too closkei@andle flame, singed its wings, and fell
into the wax. The smoke from its burnt wings wassdeand didn’t rise high and the moth
writhed in the wax and caught fire. | blew out tia® flames, took the moth from the wax, and
lit the candle again. Dad said:

‘The only power poor people have is their hunger.’

Mum said:

‘Those rats!’

She stretched her limbs on the bed. Dad finisheat his cigarette. 1 got out my pillow and
cover-cloth. Dad blew out the candle and | listeteethe rats eating and the fly buzzing in the

darkness. Dad got into bed. The springs creaked. rats went on chewing and Dad, in the
darkness, said:



‘Azaro, rats can be our friends. They can sometitetsvhat is happening in the world. They
are our spies. Listen to them, Azaro, and tomoredixme what the rats are saying.’

| listened to the rats. One of them had teeth dbyediamonds. They didn’t seem to be saying
anything and soon | heard the bed-springs creahitigeir particular rhythm of other nights. The
movement of the bed overcame the noise of the rdts.slept andwokeup
andheardMumsighingdifferentlyandthebedshookandhdmgbapes wandered about in the
darkness and I slept again.

| woke suddenly and the bed still moved and sodidih’t notice the musical creaking of the
springs for | could hear beneath those sounds lh# mitensity of the rats. Just before | fell
asleep again | stopped hearing the bed altogetteause | suddenly realised that if | tried hard
enough | could understand the language of rats.y Tiveresaying,asthey atetheirway
throughMum’ssackofgarri,thattheworldis tougher tiiag or steel. | didn't understand what they
meant and | dozed off trying to get them to expiaito 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 canswer. When | began to go to Madame
Koto’s place | understood why the spirits were cusi about her. | went to her bar in the
afternoons after school. She was often in the backy

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

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

‘Sit down! Sit down and attract customers! Drawnhieere!’

| would sit and swot flies. The palm-wine everywdenade the flies so plentiful that sometimes
when | inhaled | was sure | breathed them in ad.welould sit in the empty bar, near the

earthenware pot, and would watch passers-by thrthelurtain strips. At first when | sat there

alone no one came to drink and it seemed as islhwismging more bad luck than good.

In the afternoons the bar was empty. One or tw@leeswho had no jobs would come in and
haggle over the price of a glass of palm-wine. wment someone came into the bar Madame
Koto treated them respectfully. What she hated p@gple standing outside uncertain. She
preferred them to go away rather than come in.v&eevery decided in this respect.

Women sometimes came by in the afternoons. They waostly hawkers of sun-bleached
goods. They talked about their children or theslbands or about the forthcoming elections and



about the thugs and violence, the people of diffeparties killed in skirmishes deep in the
country. The women always came with bundles orr theads. They often looked both sad and
robust, or spirited and lean. Many of them werelemwk ontheirway
tothemarketorjuststoppingtogetsomeshadeandsoméerefspm the dusty ghetto paths. They
talked in high-pitched voices and congregatedrouadiiineKotointhebackyardasshesat
onastoolpreparingthe evening’s peppersoup.

When the women came by they always teased me,gsayin

‘There’s the boy who would marry my daughter. Ladkim, he’s being trained in the ways of
women.’

They all had children strapped to their backs. Wags of women: | learned a lot about what was
happening in the country through them. | learnesualthe talk of Independence, about how the
white men treated us, about political parties anfghk divisions. | would sit in the bar, on a
bench, with my feet never touching the floor, anould listen to their stories of lurid sexual
scandals as sleep touched my eyes with the noomelaty It was always hot and the flies and
wall-geckos, the gnats and midges, were alwaysecti

The women would talk for a while. Madame Koto wobldy a thingor two from them, and they
would set out on the hot roads, touching me orisgas they went.

Sometimes Madame Koto would vanish altogether aagld me in the empty bar. Customers
would come in and | would stare at them and thayat

‘Any palm-wine?’*Yes.”Serve us, then.| wouldn't ave.'You don’'t want to serve us?’ |
wouldn’t speak.‘Where is your madame?’l don’t knéiiney would wander off to the backyard
and come back and sit for a while."What is your e@hwouldn’t tell them. They would leave
disgusted and | wouldn’t see them again for

a long time afterwards. When Madame Koto returned ktold her about the customers she
spoke harshly to me. ‘Why didn’t you come and aa#f?’ ‘Where?’ ‘In my room.” ‘Where?’

‘Come.” She showed it to me. That was when | redlishe had a room in the compound. Her
room was near the toilet. She never let me in,theddoor was always locked. | also learnt that
in the afternoons she often went to the marketuy ingredients for her evening’'s cooking,
finding the right herbs for her flavoured peppemmddometimes she bought ground tobacco and
rolled it around in her mouth all afternoon long.

One afternoon | was sitting in my customary positichen the earthenware pot began to rattle. |
put my hands on it and it stopped. | took my haofisand it rattled. | went to the backyard,

looking around for some sort of explanation. Whexarne back | saw, standing in the doorway,
three of the strangest-looking men. They were uallstiall and very black. Their eyes were

almond-shaped, they had small noses, their arms wgte short, and the smiles on their faces
never altered. They spoke among themselves in naseds that sounded as if they had no
chests. | couldn’'t understand what they said. Ttefysed to move from the doorway. They



looked around thebar, inspectingit, studyingthepleachfacingaseparatedirection,asif their
different heads connected a central intelligence.

Their eyes were deep and dull and confusing. Iccowt be sure at any given moment if they
were looking at me or at the ceiling. | indicatdue tbenches. They shook their heads
simultaneously. They just stood there, completébgchkingout the light from the door. | looked
at their short arms, limp at their sides, and madheearly fell off in fright when | discovered
that all of them without exception had six fingers each hand. Then | noticed that they were
barefoot and their toes were inturned like thoseeasfain animals. They radiated a potent and
frighteningdignity. | got down from the bench arhito Madame Koto’s room and shouted that
she had three strange customers. She bustledwatd® the bar, tightening her wrapper round
her, spitting out the ground tobacco in her moitthen | got there she was outside. | looked
around. The flies and wall-geckos had gone. A btzatkpeeped at me from the backyard door. |
went after it and it leapt over the wall of the qmund. | went to the barfront and couldn’t find
Madame Koto. | went into the bar and she was wigpieigbletops with awet rag, saying:

‘| didn’t see anybody. Call me only when customemsve, you hear?’
| didn’t nod or say anything.

After Mum recovered from her illness she becamealsadnd leaner and more sober. Each
morning when she woke up from sleep she went artliadoom as if something had knocked
her out the night before and she could not placatwhad been. Dad took to going to bed late
and waking early. When | got up in the morningshad gone off to look for jobs. Mum would
potter about the room, muttering to herself abatg and poverty.

On somemorningslwoketothecommotionofMumthrashingiipéoardwitha broom. She lashed at
the cupboard, whipped underneath it, flogged hesinsaof provisions and sacks of garri as if
they had personally offended her. Sometimes codkchascattered everywhere under her
lashingand they clambered on to my face and | wguihdp up. Mum, oblivious, wreaking
vengeance, would carry on lashing them. She wowkkp their corpses on to a pan, dump the
broom, go out to dispose of the cockchafers, andvaugld settle down to eat. She always gave
me some bread to take to school and she alwaysedatke as far as the junction and then
carried on, basin balanced on her head, througttrdets, crooningout her provisions.

For a while Dad disappeared from my life. | wokeamu he wouldn’t be there. | went to sleep
and he wouldn’t have returned. He worked very faard when | saw him on Sundays he seemed
to be in agony. His back always hurt and in thenexgs me and Mum had to walk on him to
ease the pain. His back was very strong and riaged could never balance on it. When Mum
trod on him his spine creaked and we took to ruiplbiim with a foul-smelling ointment we got
from an itinerant herbalist. Dad worked hard cargyiheavy loads at the garage and
marketplaces and he earned very little money. @uthat he earned he paid the creditors, who
came to our room every evening to remind us they there still alive. And out of what was left
we could barely manage to pay the rent and eatr Atime days of not seeing Dad | asked Mum
what had happened to him.



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

It was night. Children played in the passage. msme had no light because we couldn’t
affordacandle.Mummovedaboutinthedarknessinuncomipigsilence. She kicked something and
cursed and sat down and I lit a match and saw hpooding out of the big toe of her right foot.

‘The right foot is supposed to be lucky,” she sHm blood dripped to the floor and | said:'Shall
| boil water?’She said nothing. The match burnt ddamy fingers. Her blood became the

colour of the darkness. | couldn’t hear her breathyldn't see her. And before | could light
another match she got up and limped to the backyalleen she came back she had washed the
cut and | asked her what she had put on it.

‘Poverty,” she said.l lit another match and studikee toe.'Don’t waste the matches,” she said
sharply.The cut still bled through the black stht had covered it with.'Ash,” she said.The light
went out. We didn’t move. The rats began to chetthe cockchafers

began to stir in the cupboard. ‘Time for you toegl¢ she said. | didn’'t move. | wanted to stay
awake till Dad returned. It grew late and dark.eAft

a while | heard Mum say: ‘I'm going to warm the o Wehadn't
eatensincethemorning.Wehadbeengoingtosleeponempigshs

for days. ‘I'mcomingwith you.” ‘Go to sleep or agst will grab you.’ ‘Let it try.” She moved in
the dark and | heard her at the door. Light camenishMum went

out. | sat in the darkness, listening. | tried & gp but something held me down. I tried to move
but the darkness had become a resistant forcevdréml myself to the floor and crawled around
on my hands and knees. Something crawled up mylamade to get up, frightened, and hit my
head against the sharp edge of the centre tabld stayed like that till the darkness stopped
dancing. Then | searched for Dad’s

chair and sat down. | could see the outline ofghin stayed there till Mum came back in.
‘You're still up?’

‘Yes.’

‘Go to sleep.’

‘I'm hungry.’

She was silent. Then after a while she said:

‘Wait for your father. We will all share his food.’



| thanked her. She found me in the darkness ardirhglhead to her and | heard hercryinggently
andthenshesaid,inalightervoice:

‘Let me tell you the story about the stomach.’

‘Tell me a story,’ | said, expectantly.

She went back to the bed. | couldn’t see her. @teate and the cockchafers fretted. She began.
‘Powerful people eat very little,” she said.

‘Why?’

‘Because they are powerful. There was once a gnedicine man in my village who would fly
to the moon at night and then would walk acrossntighty ocean to visit spirits in the country
of white people . .

‘Why?’

‘Because he went to attend an important meetingaoimgthefutureof thewhole world. And to
be able to attend the meeting he must do sometireaf. So he flew to the moon and to many
planets. After he had done that he went to the cpwh white

people and before they allowed him in they asked dme question.’

‘What?’

‘They said: “Mr Medicine Man from the village of Qtwhat did you eat before

you went to the moon?”

‘And what did he say?’

‘A cricket.’

‘Only a cricket?’

‘Yes, a small roasted cricket.’

Weweresilentforawhile.lponderedthestory withmy fe¢touchingthefloor.

‘Is that the story of the stomach?’

‘No,” Mum said in the darkness.

We were silent again. Then Mum began, saying:



‘Once upon atime . .

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

there was a man without a stomach. Every year bé tssworship at a great shrine. One day he
met a stomach without a body. The stomach saittalle been looking for you. What are you
doing without me?” And then the stomach jumpedhenrhan and became part of him. The man
carried on with his journey to the shrine. But befbe got there he became very hungry. The
stomach said: “Feed me.” “I will not,” said the ma&when | didn’t have you | travelled far, was
never hungry, was always happy and contented, avakIstrong. You can either leave me now
or be quiet.” . .’

Somewhere around that point in the story | felbtigh the back of the chair and | flew on the
back of a cricket and | was the man without a stdmheading for a feast on the moon.

And then | found my eyes open and there was a eatitlon the table. Dad was
standingaboveme, swaying. Helooked both crushedtmshed.

‘My brain has been pressed down, my son,’ he said.

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

‘| found the candle at the market,” he said, arldafgeep.

Mum laid out his food and woke him up. He blinked.
‘Ihavebeencarryingthemostterribleloadsinmy dreanegtoaned.

‘You should eat,” Mum said.

We had gathered round the table. Dad didn’t mowve. feice was lit by the candle. All the
tendons on his neck showed up thick and tensefddes glistened, and veins throbbed on his

temples. He surprised us by suddenly speaking:

‘They have begun to spoil everything with politidse said in a ghostly and exhausted voice.
‘Now they want to know who you will vote for befotleey let you carry their load.’

He paused. His eyes were bloodshot.

‘If you want to vote for the party that supporte foor, they give you the heaviest load. | am not
much better than a donkey.’

‘Eat, you're tired,” Mum said.



Dad shut his eyes and began mumbling somethinghwihicok to be a prayer. He didn’t open
his eyes for a long time. And it was only when legdn to snore that we knew he had fallen
asleep again. Mum didn’t want to disturb him a sekcbme so we ate half the food and saved
the rest for him to eat in the morning. We ate nwprietly than the rats did.

Before | woke up in the morning Dad had gone ahtll@d of him were the smells of his boots,
of mud, of cigarettes, the mosquito coil, and keat. The mood of the room was infected with
his exhaustion.

Wehadcut downourfood.Thatmorningwehadpapandbreadwhntoffto the market, went
hawking her boxes of matches, sweets, cigarettédds and ends down the roads on a quite
empty stomach. She looked much leaner and her élousg from her and the straps fell over
her shoulders as if she had shrunk in her clothes.

As | walked behind her to the junction where wetga felt very unhappy about the thinness of
her voice amongst the noises of the ghetto. Asagre off on her arduous journeys she seemed
so frail that the slightest wind threatened to blusy away into the molten sky. Before she went
she gave me a piece of bread, and told me to behgself at school. | followed her a short way.
She was barefoot. It pained me to see her stumblth® rubbish and stones of the paths. It
seemed very harsh not to be able to go hawking meth not to be able to protect her feet, and
help her sell off all her provisions. | followedrhend then she turned, saw me, and waved me on
to school. | slowed down, turned back, and watdiesddisappear into the expanding ghetto.

TWO

WHEN | WENT TO Madame Koto’s bar after school, thiace was empty. | was hungry.
Sittingneartheearthenwarepot,lkepttellingmyselttidn’thave a stomach. | slept and woke up.
Flies had come into the bar. | went to Madame Kotoom to ask for food and was about to
knock when | heard her chanting. | heard the riggoha bell. | was about to go back to the bar
when two women of the compound saw me and said:

‘What are you doing?’

| said nothing. They held me and | shouted. Mad&w® came out. She had antimony on one
side of her face, kaoline on the other, and hertmauas full of the juice of ground tobacco. The
women looked at her, then at one another, anddtuam.

‘Why didn’tyouknock?’sheasked,hermouthdrippingwhiitobacco.

‘You were busy.’

‘Go to the bar.’

‘I'm hungry.’

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



Then she went back to her room. The bells starfed went to the bar and the flies played
around my nose. It got very humid and | couldn&dihe and my hunger got unbearable.lwent
out ofthebarandwanderedalongthepaths.ltwasexcmgiathot. Trees shimmered in the sun.
The shadows were dense. Insects sizzled amonguste$. A lizard half crossed my way and
then it stopped, turned towards me, and noddecelAréng. Its jangling noise scared me and |
jumped out of the path, into the bushes, and a maye with a wide mouth rode past on a little
bicycle. He gave an insane laugh as he shot patiyéd in the bushes and only came running
out when | felt my legs burning with stings. | hlddden on an army of ants. | got them off me
and was about to return to the bar when | notibed the poor lizard was dead in the middle of
the path. The bicycle had ridden over it and it datl with its head caught in an exaggerated
nod. The ants marched towards it and | picked @plitard by the tail and took it with me
towards the bar, intent on giving it a good burial.

Outsidethebartherewasamanstandingbarefootinthéfedstdononly apair of sad-looking
underpants. His hair was rough and covered in dgadl and bits of rubbish. He had a big sore
on his back and a small one on his ear. Flies sedranound him and he kept twitching. Every
now and then he broke into a titter. | tried togordhimbuthekeptcuttingoffmy path.

‘Madame Koto!’ | called.

The man came towards me. He had one eye higherthtiganther. His mouth looked like a
festering wound. He twitched, stamped, laughed,sanidlenly ran into the bar. | went after him,
carrying the dead lizard as if it were a protectfeésh. | found him crouched behind the
earthenware pot. He snarled at me.

‘Madame Koto! | called again.

The madman tittered, baring his red teeth, and tigerushed at me. | threw the dead lizard in his
face. He laughed, screamed, and fell on the bentittesing in demented delight. He got up,
walked in every direction, oblivious of objects,okking over the long wooden tables and the
benches. He came after me. | ran in circles. Hdtleduround the floor like a monstrous
quickened crab. With the exhilarated animation afhdd, he discovered the dead lizard and
began playingwith it. He sat on an upturned tabie eyes making contradictory journeys round
their sockets. Then he began to eat the lizard.

‘MADAME KOTO?!' | screamed, with the full volume afy horror.

She came rushing in, holding a new broom. She kavwcdnfusion in her bar, saw the madman
eating the lizard, twitching and tittering, and gfminced on him, hitting him with the head of

the long broom, as if he were a cow or a goat. Mlagman didn’'t move. He ate with a weird

serenity. Madame Koto knocked the lizard from tasds. Then, tyingher wrapper tighter round
her waist, shewent for his neck with her bighands.

He turned his head towards me, his eyes bulgingiteAMbam frothed from the sides of his
mouth. Then, with a sudden burst of energy, andyaittered at white heat, he tossed Madame



Koto off him, stood up straight like an awakeneddigand charged at everything. Hefought and
clawed theair, utteringhis weird cry.

Then he changed. He brought out his gigantic packl, pissed in every direction. Madame Koto
hit his prick with her broom. He pissed on her. 3lighed out and came back with a burning
firewood. She burned his feet and he did a gallppiance and jumped around and toreout of
thebar and ran titteringtowards theforest.

Madame Koto looked around her wrecked bar. Sheddak the burning firewood in her hand
and then she stared at me.

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

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

‘I'm hungry,’ | said.

‘Attract customers, draw them here, and then yoll have food,” she said, going to the
backyard.

Later she took the benches and tables outsideauoblsed them with a special soap. She swept
the bar and washed the place with a concentrateidfeictant. She brought the tables and
benches back in when the sun had dried them amdwieat to have the bath she always had
before the evening’s customers arrived.

Whenshefinishedbathingshecametothebarwithabowlpirspup andyam. She slammed it down
and said:

‘Since you're so hungry you better finish it.’

| thanked her and she went back out. | washed anspod settled down to eat. The soup was
very hot and | drank a lot of water. The yam waf$ and sweet. There were pieces of meat and
offal in the soup and | had almost eaten them efbte | realised that one of the pieces was
actually a chicken’s head. The pepper burned irbrajn and | was convinced that the chicken’s
head was eyeing me. Madame Koto came in carryifigtish glistening with palm oil. She
dragged a bench under the front door, climbed,amid hung the fetish on a nail above the door.
| noticed for the first time that she had a littkeard.

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

‘Eat it. It's good for your brain. It makes you eé¥, and if you eat the eyes you will be able to
see in the dark.’



| didn’t eat it. She came down, dragged the beradk Ibo its position, and stood in front of me.
‘Eat it she said.

‘I'm not hungry any more.’

Madame Koto regarded me. She had rubbed pungenboiher skin. She looked radiant and
powerful. The oils smelt badly and | think they wesne of the reasons why the spirits were
interested in her.

‘So you won't eat it?’

| knew she would become angry and would never gieefood in future if | didn't eat it; so,
reluctantly, and hating every moment of it, | dictracked the chicken’s head with my teeth. |
broke its beak. | swallowed down its red comb.raped off the thin layer of flesh on its crown.
‘What about the eyes?’

| sucked out the eyes and chewed them and spatdbeon the floor.

‘Pick them up?

| picked up the eyes, cleared the table, and wentash the plates. When | got back she had set
down a glass of her best palm-wine for me. | sa aorner, near the earthenware pot, and drank
peacefully.

‘That's how to be a man,’ she said.

Thepalm-winegottomefairly quickly andldozedsittipgight.lwokeup when some rowdy
customers came in. They smelt of raw meat and drilnad.

‘Palm-wine!” one of them shouted.

Flies congregated round the new customers. Madamte btought them a great gourd of wine.
They drank the lot very quickly and the eveninggahincreased their smells. They got rowdier.
They argued furiously amongst themselves aboutigmliMadame Koto tried to calm them
down but they ignored her altogether. They argueith wpassionate ferocity in an
incomprehensible language and the fiercer theytlgotmore they stank. One of them whipped
out a knife, The other two fell on him. In the casibn they scattered the table and benches,
broke the gourd and glasses, and managed to dikarman. When they had put the knife away
one of them cried:

‘More palm-wine!’

Madame Koto went out and fetched her broom. Theytha violence on her face.



‘No more palm-wine!” she said. ‘And pay for whatwwe broken.” They paid without any
complaints and went out arguingas vigorously ag taa been doing.

| went back to my corner and finished my glass afrpwine. Madame Koto poured me some
more. The aroma of her rich-scented peppersouptefloain from the backyard.
Theeveningworeon and customers drifted in. Oddocosts. A man cameinwhowassolidly
drunkalready.Hekeptcursingandswearing.

‘Look at that toad,” he said about me. ‘Look atttf@ woman with a beard,” he said about
Madame Koto.

Then he rushed outside, came back, and asked fgoumd of palm-wine. When he
wasservedhedrankquietly,occasionally perkingup usabverything.Heabused the lizards, flies,
the bench, and the ceiling. Then he fell quietmagaid drank peacefully.

Another customer came in who was so totally crgestehat | began to feel cross-eyed myself
fromstaringat him.

‘What areyou lookingat?’ hedemanded angrily.

‘Your eyes,’ | said.

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

‘Yes, but | can’t see them.’

He came over and knocked me on the head. | kickeddm the shin-bone. He knocked me
again, harder, and | rushed out and grabbed Mad#atwes broom and came back in and hit him
on the head with it. He cried out. He backed offiitthim again. The drunken man began to
curse. He abused cross-eyed people, abused brase at children, and became quiet.

Madame Koto came in and seized the broom from reat dlown.

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

‘What'swrongwithyoureyes?’MadameKotoasked,staritemsely athim.

He didn’t reply and he sat down into a moody siter&fter he had been served, he drank a great
qguantity in one go, looked at me, found me staahdpim, and then he turned away, tryingto
hidehis eyes fromme.

‘Serve me peppersoup!” he shouted.

Madame Koto served him and he devoured the mead@mk the soup very fast.

‘Tell that boy not to stare at me,’ he said.



‘Why?’

He drank some more palm-wine and peered over loaldér at me. His eyes interested me.
Oneof themwas green. Lookingat thegreen eyehaanmageffect on me.

‘I will give you money if you look somewhere elsbg said.
‘How much?’

Trying to hide his face, he came over and emptiekisspare change on the table. | pocketed it
and watched him go back to his seat. He kept chgaip on me. | had taken my eyes off him
but it was hard to look anywhere else after theeeepce of seeing him. His eyes, in their
strangeness, were magnetic. | kept my eyes offdmchlooked around the bar and noticed green
patches on the floor. | couldn’t understand whbaeytcame from. | drank some more palm-wine.
The alarming realisation that thegreen patches thestins of
themadman’spisswasbeginningtodawnonme when theslgianged in the bar and the drunken
man cursed and from the floor there rose a hogtexdn spirits. They rose up and they grew till
their heads touched the ceiling and then they &htiéinthey were no taller than the average
chicken. They were all cross-eyed. They milled atbthe areas of the madman’s piss and they
stamped and made swarming noises. Everywhere etbblsaw cross-eyed spirits. | cried out
and the drunken man abused the moon and Madamed&date and took me outside and gave
me some water and alligator pepper to chew on.

‘You should go home now,’ she said.

| was silent.

‘Have some fresh air. Then go.’

| stayed outside a while. The moon was out in #ye ¥ was big, clear, and white. It was white,
then it became silver, and | saw things movingterface and | couldn’t stop staring because it
was so beautiful and so low in the dark blue skyatched it for a long time and sweet voices
stirred in my ears and Madame Koto came out ardi sai

‘What are you doing?’

She looked up, saw the moon, and said:

‘Why areyoulookingatthemoon?Haven’tyouseenamoor&fo

‘Not like this one.’

‘Comein, takeyour things, and go home. It's gettig’



| pulled myself away from the moon and went back the bar with her. The bar was full of the
oddest people. There was a man in the corner widdaadly 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?’

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

He whisked out a knife, brandished it, and no oeereed concerned. In another corner a man
kept tossing his head. Another man snorted. Thasawounger man next to the drunk. He had
a bright scar down his face. The drunk cursed @oppgd and cursed again. The green cross-
eyed spirits mingled with the clientele and onehaf spirits climbed the wall like a new kind of
lizard and studied Madame Koto’s fetish.

It was a very odd night. The bar saw its most ualsangregation of the weird, the drunk, the
mad, the wounded, and the wonderful. Madame Kotavee her way through them all with the
greatest serenity. She seemed fully protected atickly fearless. | think she made a lot of
money that night because as | was leaving shealitething rare. She smiled at me. She was
happy and graceful amidst all the bustle. She gagea piece of uncooked yam and | took the
expanding paths back home to Mum.

THREE

OUR ROOM WAS crowded. Mum was back early. She ldokan-eaten and tired. Sitting
disdainfully on Dad’s chair, with his feet on tha&ble, was the landlord. Sitting on the bed,
standing round the room, were the creditors andl thiations. They looked angry and helpless.
Everyone was silent when | came in. | went ovaviton. She put her arms round me and said:
‘You all have to be patient.’

‘How can we be patient?’ said one of the creditdfge others nodded vigorously.

‘Patience will kill us. We have to eat and trade.’

‘True.”But we have paid most of the money,” MumdaBut not all.”And not in one week,’
added the landlord.‘Patience doesn'’t kill."Nonsensaid a creditor. ‘Patience is killing my son.

You think I will pay the

native doctor patience?’



The landlord laughed and brought out a kola-nuinfiois voluminous robe. He ate it alone. |
watched his lips turn reddish. Mum was silent andhe landlord munched away on his kola-nut
the rats started chewing.

| looked round at the creditors as if their presehad robbed me of food. | said

nothing.

‘Look at his big stomach,’ the landlord said of rakuckling.

‘Leave my son alone.’

‘Allwewant is our money,’ oneof thecreditors sasthringat me.

‘I don’t have your money,’ | said. ‘This boy is wa& than his father.” Mum stood

up suddenly.

‘If you have come to insult us leave our room,” slaéd. She shut the door and the window. It
became dark in the room and Mum refused to lightcdindle. Every now and again the landlord
lit a match and looked at everyone. The rats atidouand Mumlaunched into asongof

lamentation. Thecreditors didn’t move. The landlaeht on chewing.

When Mum stopped singing the silence became dedfgremained in the silence

and the gloom till there was a knock on the door.

“Who is it?’

‘The photographer.’

‘What do you want?’

‘The photographs are ready.’

‘So what?’

‘Don’t you want to see them?”’

Thelandlordgot up andopenedthedoor.Hestayedintlre@dggookingatthe pictures with the help

of the photographer’s torch. Then he came intadloen. The photographer trailed behind him, a

camera on his shoulder.

‘They aregood,'thelandlordsaid,passingthetorchagpltturesround.



The creditors became animated and talked abouteshad the celebration, how so-and-so
looked drunk, how that person’s eyes were shut dikegue’s. Then the landlord said, as the
photographs came back to him:

‘Why is Madame Koto's face like that?’

Madame Koto’s face was smudged. She looked likashed-out monster, a cross

between a misbegotten animal and a wood carving.

‘She’s a witch,” one of the creditors said.

‘She’s not,’ | said.

‘Shut up,” said Mum.

When | looked closer at the pictures we all seestegnge. The pictures were grained, there
were dots over our faces, smudges everywhere. @@dcd as if he had a patch over one eye,
Mum was blurred in both eyes, the children were Biguirrels, and | resembled a rabbit. We all
looked like celebrating refugees. We were cramped, hungry, and our smiles were fixed. The
room appeared to be constructed out of garbage¢ogether we seemed a people who had never
known happiness. Those of us that smiled had @asfaontorted into grimaces, like people who

had been defeated but who smile when a cameraingett on them.

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

‘I look like a chief.” ‘Thief,” | said.
Mum knocked me on the head.

‘Your son looks like a goat,’ the landlord said.eTtreditors laughed. Mum said: ‘We want to
sleep now. Everyone should leave.’ ‘Is that how tadla to your landlord?’

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

| got up in the dark, moved the centre table, amblled my mat. | lay down. The creditors’ feet
were all around my head. The landlord went on chgwhfter a brief

silence one of the creditors said:
‘All right, if | can’t get my money now, I'm goingp seize something.’

He got up from the bed, lifted the centre tablel aent to the door.



‘Goodnight, landlord,’” he said, and left. Mum didmiove. Another creditor, asking the landlord
to light a match for him,

took Dad’s boots. The  third one  said: ‘Iwon’ttakgdmngbutlwillkeep
comingback. Thephotographersaid: ‘I will come tomoev.” The landlord said: ‘Tell your
husband | want to see him.” Then they all left. Mgot out of bed and warmed some food for
Dad. When she

finished she counted the money she had made thaStia put some aside for buying provisions
and some towards the rent. The candle was low and burned towards the end its poor
illumination showed up Mum’s bony face, her hardgneyes, and the veins on her neck.

‘I saw a mad boy today. They tied him to a chail ars mother was crying.”"What happened to
him?*How should | know?’ We were quiet.‘How is Mahe Koto?’ ‘She’s fine.”Does she ask
about me?*No."What does she do all the time?"3tays in her room. Today she had a lot of
strange customers. She put up a juju

on the wall. A madman came into the bar and ateizard and pissed everywhere.’
‘Ifit'slikethatyoumuststop goingthere.” ‘Il don’t wé to.” ‘Why not?’ ‘| don’t want to.” ‘How was
school?’ ‘I don'’t like school.” “You must like scbb If your father had gone to school we
wouldn’t be suffering

so much. Learn all you can learn. This is a new. dgdependence is coming. Only
thosewhogotoschoolcaneat goodfood.Otherwise,yoemdlipcarryingloads like your father.’

We were silent again."You must be careful of Madatato."Why?*People have been saying
things about her. We don’t know where she comes.fro

And that juju of hers, who made it?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Don’t touch it.’

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

‘Tell me.’

‘Go to sleep.’

‘Did she kill someone?’

‘Go to sleep.’



We fell silent and Mum put away her basin of premns and her money. She hadn’t made much
and the sourness of her face told me she was wogdevhether walkingthestreets of
theworld,day afterboilingday,crooningoutherprovisoll her voice was hoarse, was worth the
little she earned at the end of it all. She sigaed | knew that in spite of everything she would
carry on hawking. Her sigh was full of despair, Buthe bottom of her lungs, at the depth of her
breath’s expulsion, there wasalsohope,waitinglieslattheendofeventhemosttorridday.

As | drifted in the corridors of sleep, | heardraa loud voice singing from the gateway of the
compound. The voice was rough and drunken. Anotbiee cried:

‘Black Tyger!

Dad kicked open the door and staggered into thenrbke a dreaded announcement. Mum
jumped up and hurriedly lit a reserve candle. Heghtened face was tinged with uncertainty.

Dad stood in the doorway like a drunken giant. stisulders were hunched. He held a bottle of
ogogoro in one hand. Both of his trouser legs veeneered in mud up to the knees. He had on
only one shoe. The room stank of drunkenness ardl kiis neck creaked. Twisting his mouth,

blinking as if reality wereblindinghim,hesaid,vdoudly:

‘I amgoingto join thearmy!’

And then he collapsed into a heap on the floor. M&hed over to help him up. He revived
quickly, saw us struggling over him, and shovedawsy. | was sent flyingto the corner where
his shoes used to be. Mum tumbled on to the bedstaiggered up, weaved, snatched up his
bottle of ogogoro, took a deep drink, and said:

‘How is my family?’

‘We are well,” replied Mum.

‘Good. Now | have some money. We can pay off thetdrd creditors. We can pay

off everybody. And then | will shoot them.’

He made an exaggerated imitation of a machine-gun.

‘Aren’t you hungry?’ asked Mum.

‘I fell into mud,” said Dad. ‘I was coming down thiead, drinking, singing, and then the road
said to me: “Watch yourself.” So | abused the roltken it turned into a river, and | swam. It
changed into fire and | sweated. It transformed mttiger, and | killed it with one blow. And
then it shrunk into a big rat and | shouted ahi & ran, like the creditors. And then it dissalve

into mud, and | lost my shoe. If | had money | wbhbk a great man.’

We stared at him in fear and confusion. He weavdiit,astretched his back, and staggered
towards his chair. He did not sit down but stoaghrding the chair as if it were an enemy.



‘You're looking at me, chair,” he said. *You donitant me to sit on you, eh, because | fell in
mud, isn’t that correct?’

The chair said nothing.

‘I'm talking to you, chair. Are you better than rbgd? | talk to you and you move. What do you
think you are, eh?’

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

‘Sit on the bed,” Mum said.

Dad looked at her venomously. Then he turned bathe chair.
‘Be Still" he said, with great authority.

The chair was still.

‘That's better. Now I’'mgoingtositonyou,whetherl’mgeredinmudorevenin 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 creakedwsdly that for a moment | thought it would
disintegrate under his drunkenness. The chair veabahd for some reason Dad wobbled with it
and then he got up and grabbed it and flung itreegahe window. The chair clattered on the
floor and the window flew open. Mosquitoes and re&lghnvaded us and lizards scurried up the
walls and rats scattered from underneath the cugbaad ran confused about the room. Dad
went wild, grabbing at the chair, and lashing a thts. He pursued them everywhere and
banged his head against thecupboard.Arat fledtstta@doorandhechasedit,dumpingthechair,
stamping, makingmachine-gun noises.

He stayed outside for a while and Mum picked updhair and put it upright in its customary
position. After a long while, Dad came back in wsttmeone else’s wrapper round his waist. He
had bathed, and water dripped from his hair antbbked like a deranged boxer. His trousers
were over his shoulder. Dad came in quietly, hissegright, and he looked at us furtively as
though we might be angry with him. He drank somé&wand attempted to shut the window, but
it wouldn’t shut. He tried again. He raised a fighinst it and sat slowly into the chair. He got up
suddenly, ducking his head, throwing combinatiomghes. Then he struggled into a pair of
khaki trousers. His chest was bare and he was swedteady and his body glistened.

Dad looked very powerful. His shoulders were bid amoulded like rock-shapes. His neck was
thick. 1 had never noticed that his jaws were soasg and his forehead so large. His nose was



bigger than | remembered and he had a bristly drowft beard. His muscles rippled
impressively. His transformation surprised me.

He was very restless and he kept moving, kept timgieft and right hooks in the air. He was
oblivious of us. We watched him intently. He lookexigh and wild. Eventually he sat down
again and shut his eyes. Then he jerked his heaahaidooked around.

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

‘| carried loads today till | thought my neck ang tvack and my soul would break. Then | threw
down the load and said:

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

He was silent again and he shut his eyes.

‘How is Aku?’ ‘Fine.’

‘And his wife?’ ‘Well.’

‘Did you see their children?’

‘No.’

Then Dad raised his feet, to rest them as usutii@nentre table. His feet hung in the air.

‘What happenedtothetable?’heasked,openinghisegésgistillintheair. It was here when | came
in.

He dropped his feet and began to look for the ediatnle. He looked around the room, under the
bed, behind the cupboard. He went outside and tatlein again. We were silent.

‘Where is the table?’
Wesaid nothing. Heglared atmeandthenatMumasifwedegilayingtricks on him.

‘Where is it? Did it walk away? Did you people hid@ Did you sell it to buy food? Was it
stolen? What happened to it, eh?’

He got agitated. His muscles rippled restlesslyh@chest, his jaws worked furiously. Our
silence angered him even further and Mum was fotaddll him what had happened. Then Dad
truly went wild. He growled like an enraged liorred himself up to his fullest titanic height,
stormed out of the room, and began raging dowrp#ssage so loudly that it seemed as though
thunder had descended amongst us.



He woke up the whole compound with his fury. He gethon the doors of the creditors and
strode up and down the passage demanding backdperpy that the creditors had stolen from
him. The children woke up and began crying. Ligbdésne on in the rooms and one by one
people appeared at their doors with startled esmes on their faces. Some of the men had
machetes and one man had a dane gun. The womemmwend saying:

‘What has happened?’

Their husbands called them back harshly. Dad wentraging, accusing the creditors of
robbinghimof his entireproperty. Oneof themcamemd said:

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

The creditor stuttered and said:

‘| didn’t take anything.’

Dad counted out some money, gave it to him, andt wanmounting his towering campaign
against the other two.

‘They are hiding now behind their wives’ wrappersdayet in broad daylight they
THREATENED my WIFE and SON and STOLE ALL MY THINGSThey are RATS
COWARDS THIEVES AND ROGUES. Let them come out arleNY it!’

When thecompound peopleunderstoodwhatwasgoingomieeybacktotheir rooms. The lights
went out one by one. Only the two eldest tenantsecaut to try and settle matters. Dad didn’t
listen to them and went on shouting. One or two ,niétdden in the darkness of their rooms,
said:

‘It's Black Tyger. He’s drunk.’

‘Yes, I'm drunk,” Dad said loudly. ‘But it doesrétop me cursing the armed robbers.’

He went on to demand that the creditors returriunisture to his room

immediately or he would break down their doors bach down the house.

‘He’s mad,” someone said.

‘Yes, I'm mad! | am a mad Tyger and | will burn ey#ning down if those armed

robbers don’t return my things NOWY



The two elders made another attempt at conciliatidren they tried to hold him down. Dad
tossed them off and went on raging like a dangeamirsal.

Somewhere in the compound a husband and wife bepgrmelling. After a while a door opened
and oneofthecreditorscameouttimidly,carryingtheagable.With his head hung low, he crept to
our room and Dad’s voice raged over him in uttarscThe creditor dropped the centre table
outside our door and was creepingback

to his room when Dad blocked his way and said:

‘Is that where you found it, eh, you thief!’

‘I'm not a thief. You owe me money.’

‘Is that where you found it?’

The creditor turned back and picked up the tablead about to open the door for

him but Dad shouted:

‘Don’t open the door for that COWARDY’

So the creditor dropped the table, opened the daant in with the table, and came

out again.

‘What about my money?’ he asked in a low voiceh@passed Dad.

There was a brief silence. Then Dad threw his mamethe floor.

‘There’s your money, coward.’

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

‘Money will kill you,” Dad said. ‘You drank of my éer, ate of my food, and because of a small
amount of money you behave like a rat?’

The creditor scurried off to his room and locked #oor. The noise of him quarrelling with his
wife continued. After some time their lights wenit.0

Dad stood sheepishly in the middle of the passaditle diminished for lack of confrontation.
He was returning to our room when the other credi&mne creeping out with the pair of boots.

‘Youtoo!'Dadcried,resuminghischargedstate.‘Soyolestty boots!’



The third creditor ran to our room, dropped thetbpand came out. Dad stood in front of him,
feet solidly planted. There was silence. The caaksved. Then Dad threw his money on the
floor, and the third creditor picked it up withoahy fuss and hurried back to his room and
locked his door.

Dad stood,feetplantedsolidly onthefloor,waitingtotherprovocation.Hehad started moving
when a woman from the room of the third creditodsa

‘If you're so powerful, why don’t you join the ariy
‘I I jointhearmy,’saidDad,whirlinground,‘yourhushdwillbethefirstperson | will shoot.’
| trembled.

No one else ventured to say anything. Dad waiteddmeone to speak. The wind swept harder
through the passage. The mosquitoes fell on hira.sflence deepened and the darkness became
indistinguishable from the different rooms. A chdthrted crying. Someone smacked it and it
cried even louder. Other babies woke and criedthed one by one the crying ceased and the
compound fell asleep. Dad came back in.

He sat on his chair. His boots stood in their proplece except that the third creditor had
mischievously displayed his socks so that the haleie visible. The centre table was slightly
out of place and | put it in its proper positionadrested his feet on the table. Then he lit a
cigarette.

Mum had been sitting on the bed, her face stonyepes deep, her hands on her head as though
shewerewitnessingthebeginnings of atragedy.

Dad'’s feet stank and | noticed that his oneshodalasgapart.
‘No food?’ he asked, in a gentle voice.

Mum passed his food. Dad washed his hands, beckesiéd join him, and ate. | didn’t feel
hungry any more and neither did Mum. Dad ate albteehad a wonderful appetite and when he
finished there were only cracked bones left on pletes. Then my hunger returned and |
regretted not eating with him.

Mum cleared the plates. | cleared the table anelaspout my mat. Dad lit another cigarette and a
mosquito coil and sat still. He went on smoking &nalas only when | was falling asleep that |
noticed one of the chair’s feet was broken. Dagtsbte the three-legged chair and | watched his
jaw lower and his face relax. He was awoken byshidden fall. | showed no sign of having
noticed. He got up, grumbling. He blew out the darahd climbed into bed beside Mum.

The next morning no one spoke to us in the compobDad went off to work early and suffered
nothing of the whisperings that followed us evergwéhor the silence that greeted us when we
went to the backyard. Mum bore it all very well.eSkaid her greetings to people when she



passed them and her face remained impassive wiegndttin’'t reply. She bore it all as if she
were used to that treatment all her life. It wasdbaon me though. The children stared at me
with sour faces and made it clear they didn’'t waytcompany. The compound people became
united in their dislike of us.

Wewereeatingsomepap andbreadintheroomwhenMumsaid:

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

| was pleased at the news. Mum fondled my hair.
‘Now, go to school and afterwards stay at Madamtklace till | come for you, eh?’
‘Yes, Mother.’

‘I will be locking the door and taking the key d@t no one will be able to do anythingstrangeto
us when weareaway.’

| nodded. But as we prepared to leave the roonethais a knock on our door. Mumopened it
and found thelandlord standingoutside.

‘Tell your husband’, he said, without the slightésimality, ‘that if he repeats what he did last
night 1 will throw him out. | don’t care if he isaled Black Cricket. | myself am a lion. If
necessary | will send my boys to beat him up. Ifghees me any more trouble, if he borrows
money from anybody in this compound again, if hedktens to burn down my house, he better
go and find himself another landlord, you hear?’

Mum didn’t say anything. Her face was stony. Thallard went down the passage and we saw
him go into the room of the second creditor. He rgmeé shortly afterwards with two of the
creditors. The landlord, surrounded by the womed ahildren of the compound, relieved
himself of a lengthy speech about the difficultybefilding houses, about tenants more terrible
than Dad that he had destroyed, and about how pover was.

‘If anybody gives me any trouble,” he said, wavantetish around, ‘I will show them that trouble
is my secret name. Tyger or no Tyger, this is mypgound. | did not steal the money to build
it

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

Mum waited in the room for some time before sheaibdrout, with her tray of provisions on her
head. | went out with her. She locked the dooraibout waiting to escort me to the junction,
she shot off in the opposite direction to the dmelandlord had taken. She did not call out her
wares and | watched her as she disappeared from vie



Without any pocket money, or any slice of brealthdered. | did not feel like going to school. |
was late already and knew | would be publicly pbed whipped in front of everyone, and made
to kneel out in the sun. | went to the housefroistead. The compound women came out with
chairs and plaited their hair and gossiped. It W@ them that | first heard the rumours about
Madame Koto. The women talked quite crisply aborgssociationwithher.They
talkedandkepteyeingmemaliciously. They said of MwadaKoto that she had buried three
husbands and seven children and that she was la witc ate her babies when they were still in
her womb. They said she was the real reason whghit@ren in the area didn’t grow, why they
were always ill, why the men never got promotioasg why the women in the area suffered
miscarriages. They said she was a bewitcher of andsh and a seducer of
youngboysandapoisonerofchildren.They saidshehadaelbeardandthat she plucked one hair
out every day and dropped it into the palm-wine stid and into the peppersoup she made so
that the men would spend all their money in herdvat not care about their starving families.
They said she made men go insane at night andslieabelonged to a secret society that flies
about in the air when the moon is out. | got ticdchearingwhat they had to say and | decided
that beingpunished at school was infinitely better.

FOUR

WHENIGOTtoMadameKoto'sbarearly thateveningtheplaassiut. Iknockedbut
nooneopened.lwaitedforawhile.Amanwithonelegandapaicrutches made from flowering
branches came up to me.

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

‘I don’t know.’

‘Shame,’ he replied.

He had sand on his hair. His face was twisted asgih he had witnessed great evil. The stump
of his amputated leg was covered with a filthy leldtle looked up at the signboard, spat, and
hobbled away. | went to the backyard. There waseabiazing. Madame Koto’s cauldron of
peppersoup bubbled away. Its steam looked like eéated genies. Further on, hidden by the
bushes, was Madame Koto’s massive form.At first  outyht
shewasdoingsomethingquiteprivate,sollookedawayB#n | looked again she had straightened
and was inspecting the white beads which she dugtle ground at night and unearthed in the
day. She emerged from the

bushes with a cutlass in one hand, the white bigatthe other.

‘What areyou staringat?’ sheasked gruffly, hidiregtbads.

‘Nothing.’

She hurried away to her room.



When | saw her next she was wearing the white beadsd her neck. She came to the fire and
threw some ingredients into the cauldron. The soagde a curious hiss, almost of protestation. It
bubbled turbulently within the cauldron. Then it afbed and spilledover,nearly
puttingoutthefire.MadameKotosaidtothesoup:

‘Be quiet!

The fire blazed. And to my astonishment the sougaitme calm, as if it had never been boiling.
‘The bar is shut,’ | said. ‘Yes.’

‘What happened?’

She didn’t say anything. The soup was turbulentragbswelled into green foam, its bubbles a
little monstrous and glutinous, and when they bansbwerful fragrance

came over the air.

‘What did you put in the soup?’

‘Demons,’ she said, glancing at me.

‘To attract customers?’

She glanced at me again, her eyes bright with silyio
‘What gave you that idea?”’

‘No one.’

‘So why did you ask?”l just asked.”Don’t ask tonany questions, you hear?’ | nodded.'Are
you hungry?’ | was, but | said:'No.’She smiled inmanner that didn't make her less fearsome
and said:'Look after the soup. I'm coming.’But shient. She shuffled towards her room and as
soon as she had gone the

cauldron hissed and the soup overflowed. ‘Be duisgid. The soup gathered into a tremendous
wave of foam and rushed over the sides.

Beforelcoulddoanythingitcompletely putoutthefireypedoverthewood,and became little green
rivulets on the sand. ‘Madame Koto! The fire has ngo out’ | called.
Shecameover,lookedatthefire,sawthesoup streakisatickikebatikdyeing, and said: ‘What did
you do to it?’ ‘Nothing.” She bent over and got five going again, blowing at the embers. |
stared at the soft folds of flesh on her neck. Sioed up. ‘Don’t touch it,” she said, and was
about to return to her room when we heard commdtmm the barfront. Two men, one fat, with
a bandaged neck, the other stout, leaning on avisdliing stick, were banging away at the bar
door. ‘Madame, aren’t you open? We want some paineand your famous peppersoup.’ ‘Not



yet open,’ she said. ‘Come back later.” They looleshppointed and they grumbled about how
some people were not serious about business. Byti¢ft. ‘Troublemakers,” she said, and went
off to have her usual bath before the evening

customers began to arrive.

| watched over the soup. | got very hot from thattd the fire and the infernal sun. | got bored
with the soup. It boiled away quite unremarkabiyd longer bubbled and seemed to have given
up its demons. Occasionally an impatient custonmered up and rattled the door and | had to go
and tell them that the bar hadn’t opened yet. Tdleseemed parched and their tongues hung out
as they regarded me. After a while, when | felesine soup could take care of itself, | wandered
down the paths to ease my own restlessness.

Steadily, over days and months, the paths had bhedening. Bushes were being burnt, tall
grasses cleared, tree stumps uprooted. The areahaaging. Places that were thick with bush
and low trees were now becoming open spaces ofigeftsand. In the distance | could hear the
sounds of dredging, of engines, of road buildessedt clearers, and workmen chanting as they
strained their muscles. Each day the area seenffededt. Houses appeared where parts of the
forest had been. Places where children used to qiayhide were now full of sandpiles and
rutted with house foundations. There were signi®an trees. The world was changing and |
went on wanderingas if everythingwould always bsénee.

It took longer to get far into the forest. It seehtkat the trees, feeling that they were losing the
argument with human beings, had simply walked deipe the forest. The deeper in | went, the
more | noticed the difference. The grounds wereeoed in white sand. Piles of brick and cement
were everywhere. Further on, by the paths, thene watches of dried excrement. The smell
compounded the dryness of the air. | stood undeitreering bamboo tree and a cat appeared in
front of me. It looked up, and went into the forddbllowed it till we got to a clearing covered
in leaves and rubber seeds. It was very cool asthdlt like the body of a great mother. Insects
sizzled and birds piped all around. An antelopepast with her little ones. | lay down and slept.
| hadn’t been sleeping long when | heard my namgimg through the trees. | remembered
Madame Koto and ran back to the bar. When | gothécbackyard the fire was smouldering, the
cauldron had been removed from the grate and wadkeofloor. Madame Koto came out of her
room and | said:

‘| thought you were bathing.’

‘Bathing? How can I? Where have you been?’
‘Playing.’

‘Where?’

‘Alongthepaths. | thought you were. .’

‘...bathing. Come!’



| followed her. She opened the back door of the Dhe light flooded in. Lizards scattered from
the tables. A slick gecko inched up the wall. Teewas a mess. It

was almost unrecognisable. There was vomit onltwe;fbenches were scattered and upturned,;
tables were in unusual positions; fish and chidienes were all over the floor; spilt palm-wine
stank, covered in flies; and columns of ants haunéal along the walls. The place looked
wrecked. It had the air of a ransacked and desart#letplace.

‘What happened?’
‘Troublesome customers,’ was all she said.

We set to work clearingtheplace. | swept theflood &rushed out alltheants. We moved the
tables. She poured sand on the vomit and swept itoothe front. We rearranged the benches. |
sprinkled water on the floor and swept again. Tieas of the madman’s piss were still greenish.
The cross-eyed spirits had gone. As we moved tilesdMadame Koto farted. | was startled by
the sudden voluminous noise. Her face showed no #igt | had noticed. She sprinkled
disinfectant over the vomit-stains and then shenegethe front door for air to come through.
Then she went to have her bath.

The wind didn’t really come through the bar. It waaffy and smelt of Madame Koto’s fart. |
went outside for a while and when | came back engimell had cleared. | sat in my corner while
Madame Koto struggled with the gourds and calalmsheside. Some of her women friends
came to see her on their way back from hawking.

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

In the backyard they talked about politics, abdw thugs of politicians and how businessmen
and chiefs sprayed money at parties and celebgatMadame Koto fed them and they prayed
for her prosperity and they left, their voices land sweet as they chatted away down the street.
As the evening wore on the bar stayed empty. Nocamee; | slept; and | was woken up by a
lizard that had dropped from the wall. | got up @agv a man sitting at a table. He had a swollen
eye and his lower lip was unnaturally thick. He Ispo in a
heavy,slowvoice,asifhefoundwordstoobulky torolldusbiglip.

‘Is that how you treat customers?’ he asked.

| called for Madame Koto. She came in and the nadah s

‘Have my friends come yet?’

‘What friends?’

‘My friends.’



‘No one has come yet. You want some palm-wine?’

‘I will only drink when my friends arrive. They hawall the money.’

‘I will serve you,’ said Madame Koto, ‘and when yheome you can pay me.’
‘I will wait,” insisted the man.

Madame Koto went out. The man sat perfectly stihen he shut his good eye. His bloated
eyestayedopen.Soonhewasasleep andbegantosnoredhbutikingat him intently for a while
when | became aware that the bar was filling upoked round and saw no one except the man.
But the bar was full of drunken and argumentatiogces, laughter, vitriolic abuses, and the
unrestrained merriment of hard-drinkingmen. | wamdl told MadameKoto about it.

‘Rubbish! she said, following me.
When we got into the bar the voices had materi@dlése the place was quite full.
‘Plenty ofpeople,’shesaid,eyeingme.

| was surprised; but when | sat down my surprisadd to bewilderment. The people in the bar
were stranger than any | had seen before. The graisat round the man with the bloated eye
looked alike. Their eyes were all swollen and thips were big and bruised. At first | thought
they were all boxers. Then | noticed that two anthhad only one hand each and the original
man had only three fingers. He wore rings on alfihgers. They talked loudly but their voices
were disproportionately more powerful than the nmogats of their mouths.

Across from them sat two men, dressed identicallggbada of fish-printed material. They both
wore skullcaps and very dark glasses. | was coedrbat they were both blind; but they talked
and gesticulated as though they had perfect s@@htanother table there was a man who sat
alone. He had no thumbs and his head, amazinglioed like certain tubers of yam, was
altogether bald. He wore a wristwatch that tickeadly and when he yawned | saw that he had
no teeth at all, in spiteof lookingquiteyoung.

There was a woman next to him, whose skin was nmugo than dark-brown. She kept
adjustingher shoulders and did not smileor speak.

Madame Koto came round to serve them.
‘These are my friends,’ the original man with tHeabed eye said.
‘Where do you all come from?’ Madame Koto asked.

‘Here. This country, this city. Here we live, have die.’



Just as he finished speaking, two albino men came They were freckled, their
eyesweregreen,andthey werequitebeautiful. Theireypskuttingandopening,
wobblingfromsidetoside,asifthey couldn’tstandthietiherestofthecompany cheered them as
they came in. They smiled and took their seats sippgpthe toothless

youngman. ‘What do you want to drink?’ ‘Palm-wimgturally, and your famous peppersoup,’
said the original man. Madame Koto went out to sghem. While she was out a very tall man
and

woman came in. Their legs were very long. The oésheir bodies were quite short. They had
small heads and eyes that were so tiny that it avéyg when they came near me that | could
perceive their pin-point brightness. They came pstod perfectly straight for a moment, and
then, like bizarre actors, they leant over to megging their legs and top halves straight, and
said, in voices that could only have come fromdreih:

‘We want some peppersoup, please.’l ran out andl kbhdame Koto.'Leave me alone, I'm
coming! she said.l went back in. The tall coupbkdhseated themselves at my table. They sat
straight

and their knees were awkward underneath the tadold aoticed that they had the longest necks
| had yet seen on any human being. ‘Are you paditis?’ | asked. ‘What?’ asked the man, in his
child’s voice. ‘Politicians.” ‘What is that?” ‘Yowénot politicians,” | said,
closingtheconversation.

They kept glancing at me and | found their facey dsconcerting. | tried to sit there without
noticing them when the woman brought out a feafttoen her wrapper and offered it to me.

‘No, thank you,’ | said. She smiled and put it babladame Koto came in with the gourds of
palm-wine and voices erupted in weird jubilationfetched glasses and cups and distributed
them round. When | gave the cups to the men witk giasses they grabbed my hand and

said: ‘What's your name?’ ‘Why?’ ‘We like you. Weawt to take you with us.’ ‘Where?”’
‘Wherever.’

‘No.’

‘Yes.’

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

‘No.’

‘Yes.’



| pulled again but my flesh bruised and began &t | screamed, but the voices in the room
were so loud they cut off my screaming. | kickedssed, and hurt my toes on the foot of the
table. Then | scratched one of them in the facd, saratched off his glasses. Both of his eyes
were totally white. They could have been made olk.mThey were white and blank and
unmoving, as if they had been stuck there, malfdsnrethe empty sockets.

| opened my mouth to shout, but the man laugheabseerfully and his mouth was so black that
| froze in my attempt. | couldn’t move. | felt trsfixed, as if | were suffering a living rigor
mortis. Then a searing pain went up my spine, emdaay brain, and | woke up to find myself
in my usual corner, with the tall, small-eyed cauptaring at me. Everyone else was drinking.
Steaming bowls of peppersoup were in front offadl tustomers. They drank steadily and talked
in curious voices.

Thetwo albino menkepttwistingandjerkingasiftheirtesivereuncomfortable. They were silent.
The toothless man was also silent. They all kepkiltg at me. More customers came into the
bar. There was a man with a head like that of aestammwoman with a terrible hip deformation,
another man with white hair, and a midget. The wormad a large sack on her back, which she
gave to the albinos. The albinos unfurled the salkpk it out, sending dust clouds into the air.
They glanced at me furtively, and hid the sack utide table.

The four people who had come in looked for placesittand then crowded my table. | had to get
up for them. | fetched a little stool and sat nibar earthenware pot and watched the bar become
overcrowded.

Amidst all this Madame Koto was radiant with herckiace of white beads. As the
eveningprogressed shegot darker, moredignified, letftgclientelegot rowdier. She was
untouched by it all, even when the men teasedTer.original man with the bigeye, which got
morebloated as hedrank, as if his eyewereastonialitself, said:

‘Madame, come and sit on my lap.’

‘Let’s see if you can carry your wine first, befgreu carry me,” she replied, with great dignity.
‘This madame is too proud,’ said another man inidieatical group.

‘Proud and strong,’ she said.

‘Come and sit with me, let’s talk about marriagegid the man whose head was

like a tuber of yam.

‘Marry yourself.’

‘So you don’t think I amman enough?’ asked theoaginan, wavinghis three

fingers for more wine.



‘No,” she said.

The bar rocked with the oddest sounds of ironigltéer. The men with dark
glasses laughed very hard and banged away atlilee ta

‘Maybethatboy isherhusband, saidoneofthem,takirfgefflassesand polishingthem.
His white eyes didn’t move. They were so birdlike,ghostly, that | couldn’t tell
what or where they were looking at.

‘That’s my son,’ she said.

‘Is that so?’

‘Yes.’

‘Will you sell him to us?’

The bar suddenly became very quiet. Madame Kotediat the two men with

dark glasses. All the other customers watched aexfally. Then she turned to me, a curious
gleam in her eyes.

‘Why?’

‘So we can take him with us.’
‘To where?’

‘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 thegetidaughed. He laughed like a goat. The tall
man with small eyes laughed as well. He soundeddikyena.

‘Name your price, Madame.’



Madame Koto looked at the customers as if seeieg thor the first time.
‘Any more palm-wine for anybody?’

‘Palm-wine! they cried in unison.

‘And peppersoup!

And they all burst out laughing and resumed theiciferous conversations as if nothinghad
happened.

MadameKotoservedthemandthey drankandateandkepgésiimore. They drank a great deal and
didn’t get drunk. They sat, all of them, drinkingdatalking as if the wine were water. It was
only the two men in dark glasses who got drunk.yTkept polishing their glasses. One of them
even brought out an eye and polished it and blevit @md dipped it into his palm-wine and
pushed it back into his red eye-socket. Then hehmitglasses back on. They chewed and
swallowed their chicken bones. They ate and drankgch that Madame Koto began to despair.
She had run out of wine and food and the night haalren properly set in. As she bustled up
and down, starting a new fire, making hurried agements for more palm-wine, the midget
cameup tome.Smilingvery expansively,hesaid:

‘Take this. You might need it.’

It was a little pen-knife. | put it in my pocket ciforgot all about it. Then he went to the
backyard. | heard him urinating in the bushes. &la& back, smiling, and left

without a word, and without paying. | told Madamet& about it and she said:
‘What midget?’

| went back to the bar. | sat down. The tall mad:sa

‘Come with me.’

‘To where?’

‘I will take you round the world. On foot. | maké# my journeys on foot. Like a
camel.’

‘No.’

‘If you don’t come with me | will take you by force

‘You can't.’



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

The bar was so full of people that there were ratsskeft. Some of them sat on the floor. | was
nudged off my stool. The smells in the bar becaengble and strange, the smells of corpses and
rain and oregano, of mangoes and rotting meatagnise and goats’ hair. And then, suddenly, |
found | could no longer understand what anybody sawsg.They allspokeasifthey
hadknownoneanotherforalongtime. They spoke in diégrguages and occasionally pointed at
Madame Koto’s fetish. It seemed to amuse them. They glanced at me, made calculations
with their fingers, laughed, drank, became soleamdl, looked at me again.

Madame Koto came in and announced that her supplpaal and wine was finished. She
demanded that they pay up and leave her bar. A gheaus of disappointment rose from the
clientele.

‘Pay andgo,’MadameKotosaid.‘Pay up andgo.lamclaginigrthenight.’

No one paid her much attention. Her temper risging stormed out of the bar. The voices grew
rowdier, wilder. Previously | had heard the voidegore the people had materialised. Now, |
heard the voices but, as | looked round, the custsmvere vanishing. | shut my eyes in
disbelief. When | opened them the bar was completeipty, and completely noisy, except for
the two albinos and a beautiful woman whom | hadoticed before. On the far table were the
two pairs of dark glasses. The original man with bfoated eye, the group that looked like him,
the tall couple, the two white-eyed men, were alhgy The bar was silent and everything was
still and the wind whistled faintly on the ceilings if a hurricane had passed and hadn’t been
noticed.

‘Where is everyone?’ | asked the albinos.

The beautiful woman smiled at me. The albinos ®dsshrugged, stood up, and spread out the
sack. The woman distracted me with her smile. Arehtthe albinos sprang at me and covered
me with the sack. | struggled and fought, but teegertly bundled me in and tied up the sack as
if 1 were an animal. And as | resisted; kickindydard the noises of the world, the voices of all
the different people who had been in the bar. Ttallied in their inhuman languages in leisurely
animation, as if they were merely setting out gnilgrimage to a distant land. Overcome with
fear, unable to move, surrounded by darkness anddhth-smells of the sack, I cried:

‘Politicians! Politicians aretakingmeaway!’

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

They took me down many roads, rough-handling meéhésack. They swung me round, they
changed me from one shoulder to another, and ttle lsgpt tightening about me. | heard the
noises of lorries and cars, the tumultuous sourids marketplace. All the time | fought and



struggled like a trapped animal. The more | strdif@ freedom, the more they tightened the
sack, till I had no room to struggle.

My feet were around my head and my neck was twistdmteakingpoint. | couldn’t breathe and

| fought the panic that washed over me in wave® [lankness of death cameuponme.ishutmy
eyes.ltwasnodifferentwhenlopenedthem.Atonepoiritliféo a strange sleep in which the figure
of a king resplendent in gold appeared to me amisliad. My spirit companions began singing
in my ears, rejoicing in my captivity and in thetfahat | would soon be joiningthem. | could not
shut out their singing and I'm not sure which wasrse: being bundled away by unknown
people to an unknown destination or hearing myitspgmpanions orchestrate my passage
through torment with their sweet and excruciatioges.

When | had fought and my energy was exhausted aodléin’t do anything, | called to our great
king, and | said:

‘I do not want to die.’

| had hardly finished when the figure of the kingpaared to me again and dissolved into the
face of the midget. By now | had ceased to hearsamunds outside, except for the rushing of
waves, the hissing of water, and the keening afsbiSuddenly, | remembered the pen-knife the
midget had given me and began another struggliedatf | searched my pockets. | searched the
sack, and couldn't find it. My fear became unbekralbhen a quietness came over me. | gave
up. | accepted my destiny.

Water poured into the sack. | became convinced khatds being taken to an underwater
kingdom, where they say certain spirits reside.l &sed to keep the water out of my mouth, |

felt something metallic like a frozen fish bangiagainst my head. It was the pen-knife. | wasted
no time in cutting my way out. The sack materiaswary tough but the water had softened it a
little and it took some time to cut my way out amdden | did the outside world was black like

the bottom of a well. | fell out into the water tvia splash.

‘The boy has escaped!” a voice cried.

It was very dark, the river could have been thénhignd the water was bitingly cold. | stayed
under without moving. And then very gently | swaatk to the shore, serene in my element.

| struggled through the bulrushes and the tigedibf the marsh, over twisted mangrove roots
and flickering eels, and when | gained the softsahd | went on running till I got to a main
road. It was very dark; | was hungry, wet, lostg drneard voices all around me, the twittering,
vicious voices of my spirit companions wailing irs@ppointment. | ran till the road became a
river of voices, every tree, car, and face talkittigne, cats crossing my path, people with odd
night faces staring at me knowingly. At crossropesple glared and seemed to float towards me
menacingly. | fled all through the night.

The road was endless. One road led to a thousaedsotvhich in turn fed into paths, which fed
into dirt tracks, which became streets, which enithedvenues and cul-de-sacs. All around, a



new world was being erected amidst the old. Skysasastood high and inscrutable beside huts
and zinc abodes. Bridges were being built; flyoyvéf-finished, were like passageways into

the air, or like future visions of a time when carsuld be able to fly. Roads, half-constructed,

were crowded with heavy machinery. Here and thegbtwatchmen slept under the stars with

dull lamps as their only earthly illumination. Theon was round and big and it seemed bright
with the face of an awesome king. | was comfortgdt® presence. | walked on with a terrible

hunger for a destination, for Mum'’s face, and Dasti®ells. | walked past the kerosine lamps of
the somnolent street-traders.

‘Smallboy,whereareyougoingatthistime?’they oftereabke.

But | replied to no one. | wandered till my baretféroke into blisters. And then, as | walked

about in the darkness of being lost, | saw a diseh@d light ahead of me, a tiny moon the shape
of a man’s head. | followed the light. And it leceron longer journeys. And when | got to an

area | vaguely recognised, my feet gave up on ndel aollapsed at the roadside. | crawled to

the nearest tree and curled myself up betweenat goots which were above the ground and |
fell asleep under the safety of the waning moore Mosquitoes tormented me. The ants bit into
my flesh and their stings persisted. But | slepttigh it all, and dreamt about a panther.

When | awoke the moon was still in the sky, likghost unwilling to disappear under the force
of daylight. It was dawn. A few people were staigdaver me, with puzzlement on their faces.

‘He’s not dead!’ one of them cried.

| got up quickly; they came towards me with armsstretched; | fled from them. | ran through

thequickeningdawn,withthesunridingthesky.Theairbéghesand warmed underfoot; and
women of the new African churches, who wore whitmosks andrangbells,criedout

tothesleepingworldtoawakeandrepent.lpassedpropraerging from the forest with dew and

leaves in their hair, cobwebs meshing their bedtdsr eyes demented with visions. | passed
sorcerers with machetes that crackled with flanmeshe morning light, making sacrifices at

dawn of red cocks, who poured gnomic chants onutiteodden roads. | also passed workers
who had woken early and with sleepy faces made thays through the mist, pierced by the
sun, to the garages and bus-stops.

My feet were fresh on the paths. Dew wet my ankiésnger dried my lips. News-vendors

roused the dawn with their horns, announcing toatlivakening world the scandals of the latest
political violence. The industrious women of théycwho carried basins of peppered aromatic
foods on their heads, tempted the appetite of thrdvwvith their sweet voices. The worms of the
road ate into the soles of my feet.

| came to another familiar place; the passionasnthof the muezzin roused the Muslim world
to prayer. | had turned a corner, and had gone pgttathat became a track, when three men in
blue smocks rushed at me. | tore into the buslsamongst the trees, and cried out into the
echoing forest. Birds scattered from branches aab ell from the treetops. | shook off the
men, but | went on running, for the world seemegybated with people intent on me for one
obscure reason or another.



While running through the forest paths | steppe@dwom®enamel plate of sacrifices to the road. The
plate was rich with the offerings of fried yamsHj stewed snails, palm oil, rice and kola-nuts.
Shell fragments and little pins stuck in the saésny feet. | started to bleed. | was so hungry
that | ate what | could of the offerings to the doand afterwards my stomach swelled and
visions of road-spirits, hungry and annoyed, weaveg brain.lwent
onbleedingandablackcatwithgoldeneyesfollowedthd twh my blood. My head boiled with
hallucinations. | walked on broken glass, on thedamd of bushpaths, on hot new tarmac.

The roads seemed to me then to have a cruel amitenimagination. All the roads multiplied,

reproducing themselves, subdividing themselvesiingrin on themselves, like snakes, tails in
their mouths, twistingthemselves into labyrinthbeTroad was the worst hallucination of them
all, leading towards home and then away from ithaut end, with too many signs, and no
directions. The road became my torment, my aimpelggimage, and | found myself merely

walking to discover where all the roads lead toemetthey end.

And then | came to a place where | thought the sdadninated. An iroko tree had been felled
across it. The tree was mighty, its trunk gnarlad eough like the faces of ancient warriors. It
looked like a great soul dead at the road’s endyoBe, the road sheeredintoadeep
pit.Across,ontheotherside,weresand-carryinglol@gange sounds lisped in the tree trunk,
voices echoed in its hollows. | sat on a branctheftree to ease my feet. And then, while the
road-spirits raged in me, | saw a two-legged dogrge fromtheforest. It stopped and regarded
me, whimperingfrequently. | was so amazed to seedibg standing on only two legs that |
forgot my hunger and pain. It had a left forefootla right hindfoot and it stood, wobbling, as
though on invisible crutches. The dog stared at Amel with a heavy, inconsolable sadness it
turned and limped away. In my astonishment at ge#invalk | followed it as it limped on
curiously.

The two-legged dog led me through the forest. Is walean dog, with intense eyes and a
sensitive tail and flea-ridden ears. | wanted to rg of the fleas but | restrained myself and
followed it at a distance, till | came to a clegrin recognised the clearing at once. The dog
limped on deeper into the forest. | watched it gd & stopped only once to look at me. | waved,
but the dog did not wunderstand my gesture. It weoh limping,asolitary
andheroicdog,survivingwithonly twolegsandasadface.

| carried on home. At the edge of the forest | $éadame Koto with a plate of chicken and yam

in her hands. The white beads weren’t round hek.relse stopped at the roadside, looked in all
directions to make sure no one was about, and pdeckwith her passionate supplications. |

watched her secret fervour. When she had finish#dhver praying and chanting, she lit a candle

and put it on the plate. She placed a finger ofika@and some cowries beside the candle. Then
she straightened, undid her kerchief, looked imiméctions, and hurried away. | passed her road
offering. | scurried past her barfront. | ran home.

FIVE

DAD WAS SITTING on his three-legged chair, smokiagcigarette. There were plates of
uneaten food on the table. Mum was in the bed.wWihdow was open and the light that came in



increased the unhappiness in the room. Mum rushegand threw her arms round me, as if to
protect me from punishment. She made me sit obédeand began weeping. Dad didn’t move.

‘Where have you been?’ he asked, in a dangerou® voi

It was clear that neither of them had slept thghtiThere were circles of
sleeplessness round Dad’s eyes. Mum looked as thghayhad lost weight overnight.
‘Where have you been?’ ‘| was lost.’

‘How did you get lost?’

‘| played and got lost.” ‘How?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘What about Madame Koto?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Shecamelookingfor you last night.’ | said nothing.

‘You didn’t tell her where you were going.’

‘| can’t remember.’

‘Have you eaten?’ Mum asked.

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

‘Let him sleep.’

‘That’'s how you women spoil your children.’

‘Let him rest, then he will talk.’

‘If he doesn’t talk he won't rest. He has preventeglgoing to work. | want to
know what he has been doing.’

‘Azaro, tell your father where you've been.’

‘I got lost.’



‘Where?’ Dad’s voice rose.
He sat up straight. His chair wobbled.
‘I don’t know.’

‘You are a wicked child,” he said, reaching for ttene he had beside him, which | hadn’t
noticed.

He came at me; Mum stood between us; Dad shovedvingy and grabbed my neck with his
powerful hand and bent me over and flogged medm’ticry out. He whipped me and | kicked
him and escaped from his grip and he followed naahipped my legs and my back and my
neck. | ran round the room, knocking things oveminflight, and Dad went on caning me. Mum
tried to hold him, to restrain his fury, but Dadnv@n whipping me and he flogged her too and
Mum screamed. | hadn’t uttered a sound and Dadswanraged that he went on thrashing me
harder and harder till | ran out of the room, itlie compound. He bounded after me but I fled
out to the housefront and up the street and | swppnly when | was a good
distanceaway.Dadgaveup chasingme,but hestoodthiegieewiththecane.l stayed where | was.
He called me. | didn’t move.

‘Come here now, you vicious child”

| still didn’t move. Dad got very angry becausecbeldn’t get his big hands on me.

‘Come here now, or you won't eat!’

| didn’t care about food or sleep or anything. Hddenly made a sprint for me and | ran towards
Madame Koto’s place and he caught me just befamet there. He grabbed me by the back of
my shorts and lifted me up and whipped me and ardgge home. He was so frightening in his
fury that | screamed as if he were a spirit thas whducting me to some unknown destination.
When he dragged me into the room he tossed meeoheti and thrashed me till sweat poured
down his chest. When he was satisfied that he Hadped the wanderlust out of me he threw
down the pulped cane and went to have a bath.

| came out all over in heavy welts. | groaned oa tied, swearing a terrible spirit-child’s
vengeance. Mum sat beside me. When Dad returnedtfre bathroom he was still angry.

‘You are a problem to me,” he said. ‘A problem dhiWhen | think of all the things | could have
done — if it wasn’t for you.’

He started towards me again, but Mum interposedyiand said:
‘Haven'’t you flogged him enough?’

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



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

‘So what? If | were a severe father | would putgepon his wounds to teach him an everlasting
lesson.’

Dad sounded more furious than ever; but Mum stowd, fdetermined that no more beating

should be visited on me. Grumbling, complainingwhas lot, about how | held him back, how

much of a better child he had been to his par®wdsd, put on his drab khaki work-clothes. Mum

tried to get me to eat. | didn't want to eat whilad wasaround.lhadbeencryinginasteady
monotone.

‘If you don’t shut up now,’ he thundered, reachfoga boot, ‘I will thrash you with this!’
‘Yes, and kill him,” Mum said.

| went on with my steady monotonous weeping. Furinenishment couldn’t make me feel
worse than | already did. He dressed in a bad tenWgken he was finished he picked up the
cane and came over to me and said:

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

He deliberately didn’t complete his sentence, f@ater effect. Then he brought the cane down
lightly on my head, and stormed out of the roomvak relieved to see him go.

Mum was silent. She waited a while before she said:
‘Do you see the trouble you've caused, eh?’

Ithought shewasgoingtoberatemeaswell.lbracedmgsbBfonslaught.But she got up and went
out and | fell asleep. She woke me up. She hadghtoun a basin of warm herbal water. She
made me soak my feet. Then with a candle-heatedleneshe expertly plucked out the
roadworms that had eaten into the soles of my Bgtbefore that she made them wriggle with
hot palm-oil. Then she disinfected my cuts. Sheged herbal juices on my welts. With strips of
cloth she tore from one of her wrappers, she badlagashed leaves against the soles of my
feet. The leaves stung me for a long time. She aedtgot rid of the needle and the water in the
basin. | climbed into bed. She made me get ouhagagat. | ate ravenously and she watched me
with tears gathering in her eyes. When | had eateimbed back into bed. She gathered her
provisions and as my eyes shut, she said:

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

| barely nodded. With her tray on her head, shetwahinto the compound, out into the world; |
locked the door and fell asleep in the unhappinésise room.



Dad had no need to worry about me going out. Itstapugh the whole day. In several
entangled dreams | fought with the three-leggedr¢hat was trying to abduct me. And when |
woke it was only because Mum had returned. | wgkéeeling as if an alien spirit had crept into
my body duringmy sleep. | tried to conquer the abrad queasiness and heaviness of body, but
my head seemed larger, full of spaces, and mybegan to swell. It was only that night, when |
saw Mum split up into two identical people, whendBafiendish smile broke into multiples of
severity, when my eyeballs became hot, and my stapk, and great blastingwaves of heat
poured through my nerves, that | realised | hadecdown with a fever.

‘The boy has got malaria,” Mum said.

‘I it's only malaria, we’re lucky,” Dad growled.

‘Leave him alone.’

‘Why should 1? Did | send him to go and walk abalitday and all night? Did you send him?
All we told him to do was stay at Madame Koto’s.Bafe didn'’t tell him to go and walk about
and catch some road-fever.’

‘Leave him alone. Can’t you see that he is shaking?

‘So what? Am | shaking him? He probably went andkee on all the bad things they wash on
the roads. All those witches and wizards, nativetals, sorcerers, who wash off bad things from
their customers and pour them on the road, who wiastases and bad destinies on the streets.
He probably walked on them and they entered hinoklat his eyes.’

‘They have grown bigV’

‘He looks like a ghost, a mask.’

‘Leave him.’

‘I he wasn't ill, I would thrash him again.’

Then to me, he said:

‘Do you think of us, eh? How we sweat to feed youpay the rent, to buy clothes, eh? All day,
like a mule, | carry loads. My head is breaking, bngin is shrinking, all just so that | can feed
you, eh?’

Dad went on like that through the night. | trembladd my head was shot with heat and
hallucinations. Dad’s head became very big, hissdya@bous, his mouth wide. Mum looked
lean, bony, and long. They became giant shadowsyiriever. They towered above me on the

bed and when they spoke about me it seemed they tading about a ghost, or about someone
who wasn’t there. For | wasn’t there in the roomals deep in the country of road-fevers.



All the sounds of the compound were magnified trothe night. | couldn’t eat, | kept throwing
up, and all I could keep down was water. Mum kdptl wver me with a candle, Dad with a
cigarette. Shadows wandered around the room. Il iglis retreating from the world of things
and people. Late at night Mum made some peppersiowps hot and spiced with bitter herbs. It
made me feel a little better.

Then she poured me a half-tumbler of ogogoro, whaxth turned yellow with marinatingroots.
‘Dongoyaro,” Mumsaid, insistingthat | drink it atbd/n in onegulp.
‘If you don't, | flogyou,’ Dad threatened.

| drank it all down in one and was shaken to thenflations of my stomach with its infernal
bitterness. Bile rushed to my mouth; it was scebithat | shook in disgust. Mum gave me a cube
of sugar, which didn’t sweeten my mouth one bitdAail through my sleep, all the way to the
next morning, my mouth was still bitter.

‘Thebitternessdrivesaway themalaria,’Mumsaid,tugkaeintobed.
‘Bitterness is what the boy needs,” Dad said, biser heavy.

Hewasstillangry withmeforkeepingthemupallnight,fakmgthemsufferso much worry; and now
he could not forgive me because | was ill and haelated him of a target for his annoyance.
Protected from his rage by my fever, | slept thghhwracked with bad dreams and road-spirits.

Saturday morning, three days later, | was stillNMlly mouth and eyes were dry and | kept hearing
birds twittering in my ears. Mum was clattering argdhe basins and cleaning up the room. Dad
wasn’t in; Mum said he had gone to work at the gard& owards noon Jeremiah came round
with photographs of the party. Mum told him he’d/édo come back. He grumbled about how
expensive it was taking pictures of poor peoplé Haleft without creatingascene.

It became very hot in the room. The air comingronf the window brought flies aid gnats,but it
didn’t coolanything.Isweatedprofuselyonthebedtidistyingona pool of dampness. My body hurt
all over and the soles of my feet itched and a aeagexpandedmy
brain.lwatchedMumcleaningtheroominahazeofdustangines. She looked the picture of
forebearance. She said:

‘You must listen to your father and be careful hgau walk on the road.’

‘Yes, Mum.’

‘The road swallows people and sometimes at nightoan hear them calling for help, beggingto
befreed frominsideits stomach.’

‘Yes, Mum.’



She cleaned out the cupboard and prepared my fae.little. She made me get out of bed and
bathe. With the daylight hurting my eyes, with theises of the compoundjanglingmy
nerves,andthestaresoftheothertenantsincreasingsg/eémultiplication, | went to the backyard.
Mum had prepared warm herbal water.

‘Bathe of it properly,” she said, ‘or | will do for you.’lt was cold when | took off my clothes.
But the water was hot and the soap smelt

good. | was led back to theroomfeelingnew. Mumrubbeeover with herbaloil. ‘Time for your
dongoyaro,’ she said. | could have fainted at thigcgation of its bitterness. ‘If you don’t drink
it all down | won'’t allow you go out today.’ | drént all down. Later | marvelled that my urine
was the deep yellow colour of

its bitterness. Theafternoonbrought thebustlinggsnfthecompoundpeoplescrubbingtheir
roomfronts. | heard them chattering, either going on Saturday outings or being visited by
friends or relations. Mum got me to dress up infmg clothes which | wore only at Christmas.

She parted my hair and touched my face with powdbich | sweated off. And then Madame

Koto came to see us. She looked very dignified en \Wwhite magic beads and her elaborate
wrappers and

her massive blouse. She was dressed as if shegeeg to see wealthy relations. ‘Azaro, what
happened to you?’ ‘I was lost.” “You just disappeht ‘We should tie up his feet,” Mum said.
‘He walks too much.” Madame Koto laughed and braugtt a bowl steaming with goat-meat

peppersoup.

‘Are there demons in it?’ | asked. She gave mevargestare, smiled at Mum, and said: ‘It's full
of meat and fish.’ It tasted better than the scwgpserved her customers. | drank it all down and
ate

all the meat and fish and my stomach bulged. ‘Yo't finish the one | made you,” Mum said.
‘| did.” Madame Koto packed the bowl back into hag. ‘Get strong quick, and come and sit in
the bar, eh,” she said, heading for the door.

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

Mum was gone for a long time. The soles of my Begjan to itch. Then as | lay there, moving in
and out of sleep, in and out of dreams, loud neiwegocrackled from the street. The voices were
so magnified that | wondered what sort of humamdpeiproduced them. | couldn’'t hear what
they said. | felt | was imaginingthem, that theyrav@nother manifestation of the spirits. The
compound children ran up and down the passagendgadkcitedly. | heard the men and women
talking in animated tones as if some fantastic spectacle had appeared in our street, a bazaar,
a public masquerade, a troupe of magicians, withitartionists and fire-eaters. The crackling
voices drew closer and sounded from the rooftopallofhe houses. The compound appeared



empty, everyone had gone out to see what was gojragtd | could hear a baby cryingin its
temporary abandonment.

Overcome with curiosity, |1 got out of bed. The d&raaf an iron ruler shot through my
headandendedbetweenmy eyes.Theroomswayed.Theopaktieoutside spoke from an
elevated stationary position. Darkness formed rommydeyes and then cleared. | made for the
door. The passage was empty. All the compound pespte gathered at the housefront. All the
housefronts of the street were crowded with pedjhel everyone was staring at the spectacle of
an open-backed van with a megaphone. A man inaedpht white agbada was talking with
great gestures. It was the first time | had headhamplification of voice.

The inhabitants of the street crowded round the kanger on their faces. Their children were in
tattered clothes, had big stomachs, and were l#refo

‘What is it?’ someone asked.

‘Politicians.’

‘They want votes.’

‘They want our money.’

‘They have come to tax us.’

‘I saw them when | went hawking. They keep giviegsons why we should vote for them.’
‘They only remember us when they want our votebe Tan in the van spoke for himself.
‘VOTE FOR US. WE ARE THE PARTY OF THE RICH, FRIEND&F THE POOR...

‘The poor have no friends,” someone in the crowd.sa

‘Only rats.’

‘IF YOU VOTE FOR US..."...we are finished,” somesradded.... WE WILL FEED YOUR
CHILDREN...”. . . lies.””...AND WE WILL BRING YOU GOOD ROADS..." . . . which the rain
will turn into gutters!”...AND WE WILL BRING ELECRICITY...”.. . SO you can seebetter

how to rob us!“...AND WE WILL BUILD SCHOOLS..’

to teach illiteracy?

‘... AND HOSPITALS. WE WILL MAKE YOU RICH LIKE US.THERE IS PLENTY FOR
EVERYBODY. PLENTY OF FOOD. PLENTY OF POWER. VOTE ROUNITY AND
POWERY!

By this time the mocking voices were silent.



‘AND TO PROVE TO YOU THAT WE ARE NOT EMPTY WORDS BRG YOUR
CHILDREN TO US. WE ARE GIVING AWAY FREE MILK! YESFREE MILK FROM US,
COURTESY OF OUR GREAT PARTYY On and on they
went,cracklingabundantpromisesontheair,launchingéwisions

of extravagant prosperity, till they broke down thells of our scepticism. The compound

people abandoned their doubts and poured overetovdin. Feeling the road sway, with the
magnified voice quivering in my ears, | went witiein. | was surprised to see our landlord on
the back of the van. His face glistened with thelesrof the powerful and he had on a lace
agbada. There were stacks of powdered milk on #ek lof the van and men with bristling

muscles, bare-chested, ripped open the sacks ahdddout the milk with yellow bowls to the

women who had rushed over with containers. Theldaddlike a magician in a triumphant

moment, handed out bowls of milk to the great s\ggnass of people. All around me the throng
had become rowdy; the crowd converged round the aans outstretched, and the rush for free
milk broke into a frenetic cacophony. The crowd ahdhe van, voices clashed in the air,
children cried out under the crush, hands clawed tla@ sacks, and thefrenzy

becamesoalarmingthatthemanatthemegaphonebegamghouti

‘DON'T RUSH. WE HAVE ENOUGH FREE MILK FOR THE WHOLEEOUNTRY...’

His pleading only made things worse; people surgeed with basins, had them filled, rushed
to their homes, and returned with greater vigoworSthe whole street, in a frightening tide of
buckets and basins, of clanging pots, and rancorouegs, rocked the van. The landlord looked
sick with fright. Sweat broke out on his face amdtruggled to take off his agbada, but it got
caught in the outstretched clawing hands of allstneggling hungry people. The more he tried
to get it off, the more entangled it became intladl hands. It was as though his clothes too had
become an extension of his party’s promises, adifé¢o everyone. On the other side of the van
| saw Madame Koto engaged in negotiations with than at the megaphone, pointing
vigorously in the direction of her bar. All arouhdr the crowd hustled. The women'’s kerchiefs
were torn off, shirts were ripped apart, milk sgilterywhere and powdered the faces of the
women and children. With their sweating, milk-pownetéfaces they looked like starving spirits.
The crowd surged, voices swelling, and the drivarted the van’s engine. The hunger of the
crowd wreaked itself on the van; the handers-ounit began to shout; the driver got worried,;
the landlord’s agbada had been torn off him bydteevd. He battled to get it back, clinging on
to its edges in desperation, pleading. But the dromith confused clawing motions, raking the
milk sacks from under the feet of thugs, draggedl#émdlord’s agbada with them. He clung on
stubbornly and they dragged him along with his garmout of the van, till only his feet
wereleft showing,kickingvainly attheair.Oneofthegisstoppeddishingout the milk and held on to
the landlord’s feet, to keep him in, but lost thatle against the confused fury of motions, and
the landlord disappeared into the great welteraxfiés. His agbada was passed from hand to
hand, above the crowd; and soon so many handseagraspthe lace garment that it tore into
several pieces in the air and patches of its bioth ¢lew this way and that like the feathers of a
plucked parrot.

When the landlord next emerged his hair was covieretud and someone spilt milk on him and
he looked like a travesty of an Egungun and whetriéé to get back on the van his fellow party



men wouldn’t let him because they didn’t recogriis®. He shouted his indignation and the
thugs, abandoning their activity, set on him, beddhim off, and threw him to the ground, a
good distance from the van. The intrepid photogeapdppeared with his camera and took
pictures of the miserable landlord and the surgirgyvd. The landlord got up in a great fury,
shook his fists, swore at the party and, coveredhind and dried milk, his clothes in tatters, his
pants all twisted, he stormed away down the steesplitary figure of wretched defiance. The
photographer went on taking pictures. The men envin posed in between doling out milk,
smiling in weird fixity at the camera, while theoerd jostled. | saw three tough-looking men
suddenly snatch sacks of milk from the van; | saant run off down the street, pursued by the
party thugs. Children were squashed by the josthhgan fainted. Women cried out. A girl was
prodded in the eye. Someone else, elbowed in thathmespat blood into the air. The
photographer flashed his camera at a woman withallen eye, a basin of milk on her head. |
saw a man running out from the crowd’s vanguardh weep scratches bleeding down his face.
The windows of the van were smashed in the méllemdBmixed with milk on the earth. | heard
Mum screaming. | fought my way in the directionhar cry. | saw Madame Koto leaving the
scene of confusion with utmost dignity, her beaéaming in the sun. | searched for Mum in the
crowding, in the heated sweat and hungry violerideeswelling multitude. Elbows crashed on
my head and someone’s fist cracked my nose, drawiogd. | fought my way back out,
stumbling over feet of solid bone and rough ledse Van suddenly started moving. It knocked
over a man and dragged with it a hundred surgirtjeso The crowd poured after the van as if in
a holy crusade. The thugs on the back of the \esgrting to a diversionary tactic, tore open a
hidden sack and began throwing pennies and silemep in the air. The coins landed on our
heads, we caught them with our faces, were somstbiieded by their force as we surged, and
we scrambled for them, forgetting the milk, while het van
droveaway,cracklingitsannouncements,itsparty presi@dthevenueofthe party’'s next great
public spectacle. The children ran after the vaniJerthe rest of the crowd, caught in the spiral
of its own fever, scrambled for coins.

The photographer chased the van, endlessly takuotigres of the thugs flexingtheir muscles,
while party leaflets sailed in the air above usrdgove would never read. And when the van had
disappeared from our street, when the amplifiedcesrdaded into the depths of the area, we
recovered slowly from our fever. The road was ffllspilt milk and party leaflets. Children
searched the dust for hidden coins. Mum emerged frogroup of women, her face bruised,
powdered milk on her hair, her blouse torn.

‘I won't vote for them,’” said the woman with the slen eye.

Mumsaw meand cameafter me, transferringher anneyamc shouted:

‘Go back to bed!’

| hurried across the street. Everything swayed.a&ypleaflet stuck to my foot. Powdered milk
tickled my nostrils. The heat grew in my ears. Ad@che hammered away between my eyes. |
lingered at the compound-front, listening to voicesnparing their experience, arguing about

politics. And when | saw Mum crossing the roadutrfed off into the room. Mum brought in
her basin of free milk, with a look of exhaustedrtrph on her face. She placed the basin on the



cupboard, as if the effort shehadput intoacquitirgisomehowmadeitquitespecial. Thenshewent
to have a bath. The compound people convergedeipdissage and got into heated discussions
about which of the two main parties was the bekiciwhad more money, which was the friend
of the poor, which had the better promises, ang Went on like that, tirelessly, till the night Fel
slowly over the spectacle of the day.

It was quite dark when Dad returned. He looked sabé exhausted. He looked miserable and
moved listlessly and his face hung down as if haldidurst into tears any moment. He

complained about his head, his back, his legs. tdebled about the political thugs who were

giving him trouble at the garage.

‘Inearly killedoneofthemtoday,’hesaid,witharavingegssioninhiseyes.
Then his voice changed.

‘Too much load. My back is breaking. | must findb#irer job. Join the army. Be a nightsoil man.
But this load is getting too much for me.’

There was a brief silence. Then Mum told him abibet great event of the day and showed
himthemilk. Sheseemed quiteproudofhavingputup afygloiioobtain a basinful against all the
competition.

‘Now we can have milk in our pap,” she said.
‘Not me,’ | said.

‘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 asleep in the chair, overcome weithaustion. He had not bathed, nor had he
eaten, and he stank of dried mud, cement, craydisth,garri sacks. Mum stayed up for a while to
see if he would wake; but Dad slept on, grindingtketh, snoring. And so Mum stretched out on
the mat, blew out the candle, and soon began @ srevself.

| stayed awake for a while. | was still feverisitdahe darkness quivered with figures moving
about blindly. Just before | fell asleep | heardase on the cupboard and as | looked | saw
something growing out of the milk. It grew veryltahd white and resolved itself into a ghostly
agbada. There was no one in the agbada and itofddom the powdered milk and flew around
the room. Then the garment, all white, folded fisebmpacted, and settled into the form of a
bright indigo dragonfly. It buzzed its wings rourtbe room and disappeared into the
impenetrable darkness of a corner. My headache greve severe. The milk and its peculiar
nightgrowths were my singular memories of that 8ty when politics made its first public
appearance in our lives.



SIX
SUNDAY BROUGHT us the secret faces of politics.

Dad'’s relations came to visit. They came with tlobitdren, all of them stiff and shy in the good
clothes they rarely wore. We didn’t have enoughirshf@ar them and Mum had to swallow her
pride and borrow chairs from our neighbours. Thengound was aflame with politics. Our
relations came to visit, but they also came taatse. They attacked Dad for not visiting them,
for not attending the meetings of ourtownspeoptagdo
contributingtoweddingpresents,funeralarrangememds,andless financial engagements. Dad
responded badly to their criticisms. He blamed tHermnot helping him, for not being visible
during his times of crisis; and their recriminagothew back and forth, developed into terrible
arguments, with everyone shouting at the top oir theices, till they all seemed more like
implacable enemies than like members of an extefaiady.

They seemed so much against one another that &$bimed being in the room, witnessing it
all. The wives and children of our relations avaideoking at me and then | suspected that they
hated us as much as we avoided their company. Aftemg period of shouting one of our
relations tried to change the subject by bringipgoolitics and the coming elections. It was the
most unfortunate change of subject. Another griatcation started and burned vehemently in
the small room. Dad, who supportedtheParty
forthePoor,quiveredduringtheargument,unabletocohtairage; our relation, who supported the
Party of the Rich, was very calm, almost disdainfié had more money than Dad and lived in a
part of the city that already had electricity.

The room vibrated with their differences and atetinit seemed they would fall on one another
and fight out the battle of ascendancies. But Mame in with a tray of food and drinks. Dad

sent for some ogogoro and kola-nuts and made #dihygraying for harmony in the extended

arms of the family. Our relations ate in silencdteAthey had eaten, they drank in silence.
Conversation had been exhausted. When the siletde@oppressive the wives of our relations
went out into the passage with Mum and | heard therghing while the men sat in the room,

embarrassed by their differences.

The afternoon intensified with the heat. Voiceshie compound grew louder; children played in

the passage; neighbours quarrelled; our relatiarsthey were going; Dad didn’t disguise his

relief. One of the wives gave me a penny and catiech bad boy for not visiting them. Dad saw
his relations off. He was away a long time. Whengbe back he was in quite a storm of bad
temper. He raged against all relations, againsthallrelatives who had more money than him.
He cursed their selfishness, and swore that thgyaame to visit to make themselves feel better
in comparison with our condition. He worked himgatb a tremendous verbal campaign against
the Party of the Rich and in the height of his aemation his eyes fell on the basin of powdered
milk. He snatched it from the top of the cupboand atormed out. | heard Mum pleading with

him not to throw the milk away and then | heard $igh. Dad came back with an empty basin
and a wicked gleam in his eyes.



Mum sulked and Dad held her close and danced vethdhe tried to push him away, but Dad
clung to her, and soon she was hitting him affeciely on the back. | turned over on the bed.
The fever had been retreating from me and | fettebevith each hour. | heard them dancing,
heard Mum’s weakening protestations, and heard §dagest that they go visiting. Mum liked
the idea. Dad went and bathed and when he got Mack went. It took Mum a long time to get
ready and while she powdered her face and arrathgeelaborate ornamented folds of her head-
gear and dug out her necklaces and bangles, hgpemraand white shoes, and plaited her hair
hurriedly in the mirror, Dad was already asleefh@three-legged chair. The room was very hot
and patches of sweat appeared on Dad’s Frenchhssiignly decent clothes. And when Mum
was ready she was entirely transformed. All thexdtiess, the overwork, the boniness of her face,
the worry expressions on her forehead, had gonefdde sparkled with freshness, lipstick, and
eyeshadow. Her skin-tone had been softened withndation and rouge. And |
sawinMumsomethingoftheinnocentbeauty that must naade the village air lustrous when Dad
first set eyes on her. She looked radiant and everyement scented the room with her cheap
perfume. The sweat ran down her powdered face anéyes were bright with excitement. She
touched Dad and he woke up with a start, his el@sdbhot and bulging, his jacket armpits wet
through with sweat.

‘You women take so long,” Dad said.
‘We may be poor, but we're not ugly,” Mum said.

Dad woke into a good mood. He rubbed his eyes, ddvenshort of ogogoro, forebade my going
out, hooked his arm under Mum’s and, in a pictdr&edded bliss, stepped out into the world.

| waited till they had gone. Then | got up, poured/self some ogogoro, downed it,
andwenttothepassagetowatchthebustlingSunday aftelifenfthecompound.

As the afternoon passed on into the evening tHdreini crying in the compound began to cough.
Men and women queued up outside the toilet, andyeme complained of stomach trouble. The
women doubled-up and sat miserably on stools aaithidir rooms. A man heaved and threw-up
beside the well. Women screamed that they had Ipeésoned and said they had crabs
clawingaround in their intestines. Children seatkd evening with the livid heat of their
weeping. Then the refrain of vomitingbegan.

The compound people without exception looked siukwahen they passed me they glared at me
as though | were in some way responsible for thesnilmess. All the jollity and good feeling of
Sunday gave way to groans, to cries of incomprabensand demands for a witch-doctor’s
investigation. This went on all evening. The commblbecame a place of vomiting; tenants
vomited at the housefront, along the passage,dartditet, outside the bathroom, and the sound
itself seemed to becomecatching. Thechildren, w@tabbldanythingdown,wererushed
tothetoilet.They weretreatedwithcastoroil,toneiselhateverpoisonstheyhad ingested. But
nothing worked. | sat outside and watched it alhmnazement. Then one of the creditors’ wives
went past me, stiffened, turned to me, her eyegsiogwide, and, in a groan that sounded like a
curse, released a flood of undigested beans amdand bile all over my Sunday clothes. She
disappeared into the backyard. | washed off herivand went to the housefront and filled my



pockets with stones. | stopped when | saw Mumandd Deeturningfromtheir
outingandranbacktotheroom.Dad was high-spirited@mdk. Mum’s face was flushed in sweat
and love, her eyes bright, her radiance beautiful.

‘What were you doing outside?’ | told him what hHaappened. ‘What were you going to do?’
‘Stone her.’

‘Go and stone her!” he said.

| went out and threw stones at their door and rdiseel broke one of their windows.
Thecreditorcameout,lookingdesperately sick.

‘Areyou mad?’ heasked, wieldingamachete.

‘Your wife vomited on me,’ | said.

Thecreditor burst out laughingand then hefrozeastied to thebackyard.

‘Everyonemust haveeaten somethingbad, Dad said.

And then Mumtold how mystified shehadbeenatseeioglesickeverywhere, at the endemic
vomiting along paths and housefronts. The frietgy tvent to visit had been ill the whole time.

It seemed a plague had come upon us, insinuatdtling our intestines.

‘The whole world is sick, but my family is well, &l said, proudly. ‘That's how
Godrevealsthejust.By theirfruitsweshallknowthem.Véaatrongfamily.’

He went on in this vein, singing lustily, till trdragonfly awoke in the room and soaredviolently
totheceilingandkeptcrashingagainstthewallsindrufilgg.

‘That insect looks like my relative,” Dad said, ¢gning.
‘It came from the milk.’

‘What?’

‘The insect.’

‘When?’

‘Last night. Everyone was asleep. Then the indeut dut of the milk.”The milk!” Dad cried, in
a moment’s comprehension. He rushed out into thpoommd, shouting:

‘THE MILK! IT'S THE MILK!" Mum picked up a slipperand stalked the dragonfly and stunned
it against the wall and smashed it so hard it becamobscene greenish smear. With a look of



supreme indifference, she flicked down the bulbmtsof the dragonfly and swept it out into the
passage. After she had washed off the smear witlg,ashe went to the creditor's room. She
demanded that they clear their vomit from our raomtf and wash my stained clothes. In the
meantime Dad was banging on doors, rousing everyovercome by the exhilaration of his
drunken discovery, shouting:

‘They have poisoned us with the milk!’

Dad’s statement became a cry of understandingviiaat carried from one mouth to another,
almost a rallying call, till the words gained asgance over the ugly noises of vomiting. The
women got out their containers and basins of th@i@ans’ milk and emptied them on the
street. The heaps of rotten milk grew. Other compgualso had their heaps and as | looked
along the street | saw the pilings of powdered rtikk mirror-images in front of stalls. The
inhabitants of the area gathered and held a lorigymdetingabout therotten milk of politics.

The photographer hobbled about, from housefrortaiesefront, holding his stomach, his face

wretched and pale. Bravely, he took pictures oftfil&-heaps and vomit outside the houses, and
got the women and children to pose round them.odk shots of sick children, men in contorted

forms of agony, women in attitudes of hungry ougrag

The meeting went on for hours. The street was aagdysomeone suggested burning down the
local offices of the rich people’s party. They wenegry but they were also helpless and they
couldn’t decide on the best course of action. Tta¢led, could find no solutions, and as night
fell they dispersed to their rooms, hobbling, wiedtkby spasms, exhausted of anythingto vomit.

The compound became a little friendlier towardsthet night. Everyone thanked Dad for his
rallying cry, for finding the cause of the malai3ée creditor’'s wife cleared her undigested ill-
feeling from our roomfront, and the creditor hinigktl not ask us to pay for his broken window.
All through the night children went on weeping. But
therefrainofvomitinglessened,asifknowingtheprobladgsomehowreduced the condition. The
toilet was unusable.

Dad madelibations to hisancestorslongintothenigipirelyedformany things, so many that | lost
track of the details, and it occurred to me thatdncestors might also be confused by them. We
went to sleep in fine spirits, bonded by prayerd gtad that we had survived what became
known as The Day of the Politicians’ Milk. That htd slept on the mat. As darkness passed into
dreams | heard them again on the bed, moving gewitlly the music of the springs. The
movements stopped. And then a voice, out of thkensess, said:

‘I wonder if the rats are awake.’
SEVEN
THE NEXT TIME | went to Madame Koto’s bar the plawsas full of big blue flies. The smell of

animal skin and sweat and fresh turned earth askaike. It was hot and stuffy, crowded with
total strangers. All of them looked as freakishrespeople who were there the last time.



The difference was that there had been a grotesgeichange among the clientele. There was
an albino, but he was tall and had a head likebartof yam. The man who was bulbous in one
eye was white and blank like a polished moonstartbe other. The two men who were sinister
in dark glasses now had white hair and curiousdef@rmations. The youth who had no teeth
was now a woman. | recognised them all beneath trensformed appearances. There were
others | hadn’t seen before. One of them lookeed &izard with small, fixed green eyes. And
amongst these strange people were others who sewmedl, who had stopped off on their way
home from their jobs for an evening’s drink. Thagqa was so crowded that | had to struggle
through the tight-jammed bodies, all of them rasall of them singing, passing abuses and
bad jokes across the bar. | heard voices that weearthly, languages that were nasal and alien,
laughter that could only have come from dead tneeks at night or from hollow graves. | began
to feel ill again just pushing my way through thieadies which smelt bloodless and looked pale.

The mutant customers made the bar feel entireferéifit. They conferred on everything a dull
yellow light. The bar itself gave the impressiomittlit had been transported from its familiar
environs of our area to somewhere under the roaderuthe sea, to a dimly remembered and
unwanted landscape. Their laughter made the ligints. Their merged voices made me twitch.
And the toothless woman, breaking suddenly intdahig
pitchedsquealofpleasure,unleashedonmeasurprishngfrdsar. | managed to make my way to
my position near the earthenware pot. All the seatie taken, and two midgets shared a stool,
drinking serenely. | did not recognise either adrth but they both smiled at me. The toothless
woman turned towards me, staring hard, and therny s®wly, pulled out something from
beneath the table. | watched, fascinated by heraiaads gesture. When she had pulled it out
completely, | saw that it was a sack. | screamedl taied to get out of the door, but every
availablespacewaspacked.Thecrowdjostledme,blockmgyp,asthough they were deliberately
trying to prevent my escape, while not seemingdaal. | shouted and a deep-throated laughter
drowned my voice. | pushed and the harder | tiednhore completely | was surrounded.

Then | realised that more people were pouring amfithe doorway, materialising, it seemed,
from the night air. The clientele kept multiplyinfilJing out the spaces. They stood over me,
giant figures with hair that fell off in clumps ony face. Their multiplication frightened me. The
woman with no teeth became two. The midgets bedaare The two men with dark glasses and
white hair became three. The man with a bulbousaeyggiired a double, and the double had a
bulbous eye on the other side of his face. | caldedn. | had no weapon against their
multiplication. The noise lowered. Everything queg. | moved slowly, as if under water,
towards the edge of a bench. | sat down. The peasbte surrounded me kept glancing in my
direction every now and again, as if discreetlynigyto make sure | was still in the bar. | became
aware of being watched by everyone, even when these not looking at me. | became
convinced that they all had hidden and invisiblesegt the sides and the backs of their heads.
And it was only when | looked up at one of the mér was so tall his head seemed to almost
touch the cobweb-infested rafters that | knew tingty of fear.

The man had a wide mouth, prominent nostrils tlaaedl unnaturally when he breathed, and two
big disproportionate ears. And to my horror he haceyes. | screamed very loud and | kicked
the man’s shin and he leant over to me and opergednbuth wide as if he were going to
swallow me. Then he stayed like that, in apparentemplation. | found myself staring into the



horror of his mouth. It was very dark and ugly atdhe back of his mouth there was a single
luminous disc, like a flattened moonstone, and $ Wwarrified to see the disc blinking. Then |
realised | was staring at an eye. | drew back insimyck and the eye elongated towards me and
then moved around like a bright marble stuck inthisat. | spat at the eye and struggled away
from him, kicking and raving. The man made a cawsognd and leant over again, his mouth
open, and he looked for me, but | had made it adtos room.

| felt a moment’s relief; but when | saw the peoglerounding me | struggled to escape again.
Some of them were tall eyeless women. And next ¢osat the three men in dark glasses. All
three of them turned their heads in my directione ©f them took off his glasses and instead of
the blank white eyes | had expected he had normed.o

‘What's wrongwith you?’ heasked.

‘Nothing.’

‘Why did you spit into that man’s mouth?”’

‘The boy is insane,’ said another of the three.

‘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 | wattihexh, they began to transform, breaking out
of their moulds. Their shoulders seemed momentéuilychbacked. Their eyes blazed through
their glasses and their teeth resembled fangsgédcadway, slowly, and found another corner,
and stared intently at everyone. The clientele k#winging, becoming something other. What
they were underneath kept emerging under the figeétansparency of their skins. After a while

| thought my eyes wereplayingelaboratetricks onmtleadmy feverwasinvadingmeinstrange
ways, and | shut my eyes. When | opened them thle wamen with no eyes had
disappeared.lranoutofthebarandtookthelongway rathebackyard.

Madame Koto was sitting on a stool, holding herdh&€accasionally she made a vomiting sound,
and groaned. She didn’t have her white beads. &lestl like a compressed rhinoceros on the
stool. | touched her and she started.

‘Oh, it's you!” she said.

Her face was sunken. She looked quite ill.

‘What happened to you?’



Shegavemeasour look, madeadesperatevomitingmaldhdrstomach,and said:
‘It was the milk.’

‘You drank it?’

‘Of course,’ she barked.

‘We didn't.’

She said nothing. She fell into another futile spa$ vomiting. She looked dreadful.
‘What about the people in the bar?’

‘What about them?”’

‘They were the ones who carried me away.’

‘When?’

‘The last time | was here.’

‘Nonsense!’

True!’

‘Where did they carry you to?’

‘To the river.’

‘Which river?’

‘I don’t know. But they are witches and wizards.’

‘How do you know? Are you one yourself?’

‘Look at them.’

‘They arejusttroublemakers.They havefinishedallngpper-soup.Andlamnot well enough to
deal with them.’

‘What shall | do?’

‘I don’t know. Do what you like, but leave me aloroe | will vomit on you.” She sounded so
malicious in her bad temper that | believed sheld/do it. | went back to the bar and stayed at



the door. | listened to the loud sinuous voicematched them as they laughed and banged the
tables, and then | made an instant discovery. |

realised for the first time that many of the custosnwere not human beings. Their deformations
were too staggering and they seemed unaffectedhdiy blindness and their eyelessness, their
hunched backs and toothless mouths. Their expressiod movements were at odds with their
bodies. They seemed a confused assortment ofehtféluman parts. It occurred to me that they
were spirits who had borrowed bits of human betogsartake of human reality. They say spirits

do that sometimes. They do it because they ged bfebeing just spirits. They want to taste

human things, pain, drunkenness, laughter, andSmxetimes they do it to spread mischief and
sometimes to seduce grown-ups or abduct childrentheir realm. The moment | saw them as
spirits, drinking palm-wine without getting drun&nfused about the natural configuration of

the human body, everything made sense. And thetdrhe certain that Madame Koto’s fetish

had somehow been attracting them. | was confirmetis notion by the fact that they seemed to
cluster most thickly beneath the fetish. | knew wh&ad to do. | went outside and said to

Madame Koto:

‘Your bar is full of spirits.’
‘LEAVE ME ALONE!' she shouted.

| left her alone and went round to the front anarsleed for a branch that was forked at the end. |
went down the widening paths and found sticks,they were either not long enough or strong
enough. | got to the edge of the forest and heaektgroaning as they crashed down on their
neighbours. | listened to trees being felled deephe forest and heard the steady rhythms of
axes on hard, living wood. The silence magnifiegl tinythms. | found a branch which seemed
perfect. | broke off the long wood of the forkeddenlacerated myself on the splinters and bled. |
took the stick back with me to the bar.

At the backyard Madame Koto was still on the stémbking like a rhinoceros whose horn has
been cut off. She held her head and uttered a laivng sound. | went into the bar through the
front door. The disguised spirits were now compjetgroarious. They had overrun the place in
an orgy of merriment, jumping up and down, dand¢mgon-existent melodies, fighting, singing
unfamiliar songs in harsh languages. The man vighbiulbous eye was playing with his other
detachable one. A man who had removed his arm ftensocket was hitting the toothless
woman on the head with it. The spirits were druritkwheir borrowed humanity and frolicked in

their grotesque merriment.

| climbed on a bench and prodded the fetish with skick. | had lifted it off the nail and
wasbringingitdownwhenoneofthespiritssawmefromtheahdofthebar and gave a piercing cry.
| got down hastily. The fetish fell from the stickhere was a terrible silence in the bar. And then
the disguised spirit who had shouted, pointed gtané in a voice of command, cried:

‘SEIZE THAT BOYY



| snatched thefetish fromthefloor,feelingitspotestiurningintomy palm,and fought madly past
the borrowed legs of the spirits, and gained thenalay. | stumbled and fell at the barfront. For
a moment | couldn’t find the fetish. | searcheduswa furiously while the commotion in the bar
spilled outside. | eventually found the fetish unttee bushes, where it seemed to have crawled,
like a crab. | caught it just as Madame Koto resjgahto the clamour. She saw me and shouted:

‘Azaro, areyou mad?Bringthat thingback!

In her heavy milk-contorted gait, she bounded afterx She wasn’t the only one. The spirits
were after me as well, and one of them held hiadhetd arm in the air like a misbegotten club. |
fled down the paths. Their heavy footsteps sourdind me and they shouted my name:

‘Azaro! Azaro!

The whole area rang with my name. So fearfullyttigl spirits call it out that the lights changed
and yellow clouds materialised beside me. It seehteatl entered another realm. Like animals
who have discovered speech, they screamed my reaoh,in a different voice. | ran behind
huts, hid behind sandheaps, but they were ablm&ll sne out. The dogs barked my name, odd-
looking goats blocked my path, and chickens flew afuthe bushes in front of me. The trees
rebounded the vowels of my name and | felt evengthwas in conspiracy with the spirits to
betray my hiding-places. Nothing seemed safe for no¢ the rutted foundations of houses,
where | was set upon by strange insects, nor ticelar well, in which | considered hiding, but
from which my name echoed, nor the anthill, behwitich red soldier ants deployed their
malignant forces. So | made for the forest; | pddgladame Koto’s sacrifice to the road; the
plate was intact, but the food and ritual obje@d gone. | went and lay down behind the great
fallen tree, where | had seen the two-legged dadg.IBeared | might roll over into the pit and,
unable to get out, become part of the new road.r&o deeper into the forest.

The spirits were all over the place. They gave ywee a voice. | saw a rusted machete on the
ground and picked it up. The man with the bloatgel pounced on me and | smashed his arm
with the machete and he did not utter a soundditbhe bleed. | dug the fetish into his bad eye
and he let me go, blinded by Madame Koto’s poweran on till | was lost. | was not sure any
more why | was running. | stopped. | wandered amsbtige silent, listening trees. | no longer
heard the footsteps of the spirits. But from afaould still hear them calling my name. Their
voices were feeble on the wind.

It was rapidly getting dark. The wind blew hardahgh the trees. Trees groaned, branches
cracked, and the wind among the leaves sounded ldistant waterfall. Pods exploded from on
high and one of them fell on my head, like a migkhpck, and | dropped to the ground. In the
silence and darkness that came over me | found Ihmydimg the invisible horse of the night. |
rode through the trees. All around me were silgnirés in great masks. All around me were
ancestral statues. Wherever | rode | saw immemar@ioliths with solemn faces and beaded
lapis lazuli eyes. The monoliths were of gold, $ethinating in the darkness. One of the statues
moved and turned into MadameKoto.Hergoldenwrappieiingabouther,sheclimbedonto a
caparisoned horse of the night and commanded tier statues and monoliths to follow her.



The figures in great masks moved. The statues mavegly climbed their horses, and rode after
me.

| rode furiously and arrived at a place where la#l winds of the world converged. The winds
blew the army of statues one by one off their r®esad they broke into golden fragments. Only
Madame Koto, an implacable warrior, stayed on loesén and thudded after me. Just before she
fell on me, it began to rain. The water, pouringvdpgradually effaced her, beginning with her
raised arm and her grim sword. Her arm dissolvéd @am indigo liquid and poured down her
face; and her face dissolved slowly, as if the veéme an acid that ate away flesh and steel. Then
her hair fell off and her head became reduced;thad her head rolled off into a ball of red
waters and her shoulders melted and eventuallgieat massive bulk disappeared and all that
remained were her two big fierce eyes which thrabte the ground and stared at me. And then
the horse neighed and lifted its front hooves adlr and turned and galloped away, burstingher
two eyes with its hind feet. Then it too disappdar@mid infernal sounds, into the effulgent
winds.

| found myself wandering under the downpour. Theslfewas still in my hand. | wandered in the
relentless rain, till | found the clearing. | wagavy. The fetish seemed to have grown heavier
and its leaden weight frightened me. | threw theslfeinto the middle of the clearing, away from
any trees. Then | decided to bury it, just in dasspiritsorMadameKotoaccidentally
foundit.ldugaholewithastick.Water filled the holedidn’t mind. | stuck the fetish into the hole
and covered it over with wet earth and then | stu@nches and sticks around the hole to remind
me where | had buried the fetish. Then | made my back to the edge of the forest and stayed
under the eaves of a hut till the rain softened.

| was cold. My teeth rattled. The hand with whidhald held the fetish was dyed indigo. The skin
of the palm peeled away in wet flakes as thougHetieh had eaten my flesh. The rain softened,
drizzling, and | made my way home cautiously. Ddgsvled in the dark. The wind blew
strongly and lifted off the roof of a bungalow akwocked it over to the adjoining compound.
The tenants wailed in the horrible voices of tha$® have been judged and damned, as if God
had ripped off the cover of their lives and expoten to a merciless infinity. They screamed in
terrible desolation like Adam and Eve being serntafihe Garden of Eden for ever. It was a sad
night, with the children crying and the rain pogawer their possessions. There was nothing |
could do to help and | went on home, listeninghtonider rumbling from its distant homestead,
and lightning crackling its multiple candent fingaver the great trees.

Everything held menace for me. The barking of degs like the gnashing of vengeful spirits.
Branches cracking sounded as if they were abowptong on me. And even theclothes and
garments flappingonwashinglinesseemedsolikeMadaate, Klissolved from the world of flesh,
threatening to wreak eternal havoc on me for tee td her fetish. | went a long and complicated
route to avoid going past her barfront. And wheyot home Dad was on his three-legged chair,
smoking a cigarette; the mosquito coil was on #idet the broken window had been mended;
and fresh sweet cooking warmed the room with itsr&. Mum came in with a tray of food and
said:

‘You're just on time.’



Dad looked at me, laughed, and said: ‘So the raat pou?’
| nodded, shivering.
‘Dry yourself,” Mum said.

| went and had a quick wash and dried myself wittu® towel. | came back in and sat on the
half-spread mat. | ate with Mum and Dad from theaasdowls. The candlelight illuminated our
faces. After | ate, | curled up on the mat, plagtty secrets in my
silence,andsleptasifnothingunusualhadhappened.

EIGHT

| DID NOT go back to Madame Koto’s place for a vehill feared her anger. | feared her
customers. And so after schooll avoided goingpasbharfront. | would come home and find the
door locked. | would sit outside our room and wait Mum, who often returned late from
hawking and the market.

The compound was quiet in the afternoons. The glinfell heavily on all things and made it

difficult for sounds to travel and made the air sofent. At the compound-front women who

had done all their housework dozed on the cematfiopin. The heaps of powdered milk, beaten
by the rain, spread their poisonous whiteness #hengnnels of thewideningpaths. Dogs slept
with oneeyeopen, their tails pestered by fliestld.ithildren played listlessly on the sand. Older
children who had returned from school changed thaeiforms and came out, their faces dark
with sunlight and dust except where the sweat @und Their mothers sent them on errands.
Transfixed by the sunlight, | listened to the musit distant radios and the muezzin's

rousingcallto prayer.

Across the street the photographer bustled abotht s camera, undeterred by the sleep-
making sunlight, looking for interesting subjecdmetimes he hung up the photographs he had
washed in the glass cabinet outside his studio. Ween went over to look
attheweddingpicturesofpeoplewhowerecompletestratmes.He pinned up some of the pictures
of the celebration of my homecoming. Beside themewe lurid photographs of the chaos
unleashed when the politicians came round withr tr@ten milk. The rest of the cabinet was
taken up with images of defiant women, milk heagisget inhabitants pouring away the milk
against a grainy backdrop of poverty. He was vagug@ of the photographs and when we
gathered too close to the cabinet he would rush awve drive us away, saying:

‘Don’t touch the cabinet or you will spoil the pbgtaphs!

The more he drove us away the more we gatheredcdbi@et outside the studio became our
first public gallery. Every afternoon, after schdwld ended, we went there to see what new
subjects he had on display, what new funerals, wheddes, how the thugs were harassing the
women traders at the marketplaces, what newborn y bab
hehadcapturedcryingattheworld.Hewasourfirstlocabpaperaswell.



It was thechildren who first showed interest in pistographs. Then theadults,on theay to
work in the morning, began to stop to see what meages the industrious photographer had on
display. They also stopped in the evenings whentétyned. He always surprised us and began
to play up to our expectations. He became very laopuith the children. Whenever we saw him
coming down the street with his camera we nevéeddo cheer him. He would smile, pretend to
take pictures of us, and would disappear into doeet chambers of his studio. After a while we
forgot his name and he became known to us simpiyhagphotographer’.

In the afternoons, after being driven away from dlass cabinet, | often played with the other
children. We had a whole universe in which to pMie played along the maze of streets and
expanding paths, around huts and houses, in bgilsiies, and in the forests. When | got tired
and hungry | would ask the photographer for foodmgtimes he would complain that | was

disturbing him, but mostly he would give me a pietéread, saying:

‘Your father hasn’t paid for his pictures yet.’
On another day, with a glint in his eyes, in a toheonspiracy, he said:
‘Worry yourfatherforme.lwillgiveyouashillingifhepajorhispictures.’

He went on pestering me like that, asking if | Iturn been pestering Dad. He then threatened
never to feed me again or speak to me till theupgst had been paid for. One day | saw him
looking hungry and miserable and when | asked himtwas wronghesnarledat me,snatchedup
thetripodsofhiscameraand,screamingthatno one ea& for their photographs, pursued me

down the street. He was quite fierce that day. iHisger and bitterness made him ugly, and |
avoided him for a while.

His hunger got worse. In the mornings he no lorihered to change the photographs in the
glass cabinet. He no longer bothered to surprisélus old images turned brown and sad and
curled up at the edges under the bleaching forcéhefsunlight. In the nights we heard him

raving, abusing everyone for not paying up, shathat it was peoplelikeus who drovehonest
men to crimeand corruption. His clothes became shaimd his beard turned wiry and brown.

But even his hunger couldn’t extinguish his s@nt in the afternoons he still went up and down
the place,takingpictureswithdementedeyesandinaanogtofbadtemper.

The children stopped gathering round his cabined.iliVvented new games and played football.
One afternoon, while playing, we kicked the badl tward into an unintended goal, smashing the
photographer’s cabinet. He came out, waving a ntacls eyes mad, his movements listless,
his tongue coated with white sediments. He trembiettie sunlight, feeble and ill. He came to

the cabinet, looked at the destruction we had wnguand said:

‘Don’t touch the cabinet! | kill anyone who touchés
And so the football remained in the cabinet witle ttmashed glass and the browning

photographs. The adults who went past shook tresad$ in bewilderment at this strange new
form of photographic montage. The football wasl stil the cabinet when it rained. Water



flooded the images. Insects bred in the cabinetcandus forms of mould and fungi grew on the
innocent subjects of his industry and we all falil $hat the photographer had lost interest in his
craft. He wasted away in his tiny room, tremblinghe grip of an abnormal fever, and when we
saw him he was always covered in a filthy blacktclo

| felt so sad about his pictures that | began gigyreDad, who always got into a temper whenever
the subject was raised. So | pestered Mum, bugehé&onier the more | pestered her; and so |
stopped, and forgot the sadness altogether. Antheénafternoons, because | couldn’t go to
Madame Koto’s bar, nor look at the pictures in lbheken glass cabinet, my feet started to itch
again, and | resumed wandering the roads of thé&wor

Sometimes | played in the forest. My favourite plagas the clearing. In the afternoons the
forest wasn't frightening, though | often heardastye drums and singing and trees groaning
before they fell. | heard the axes and drills ia thstances. And every day the forest thinned a
little. The trees | got to know so well were cutwap and only their stumps, drippingsap,
remained.

| wandered through the forest, collecting rustedi@eks, green bird-eggs, abandoned necklaces,
and ritual dolls. Sometimes | watched the men rfgllirees and sometimes the companies
building roads. | made some money running errandsiie workers, errands to young girls who
rebuffed their advances and to married women whiewsecretive and full of riddles in their
replies, errands to buy cooked food and soft drivkgh the pennies they gave me | bought
bread and fried coconut chips and iced water fosetiy And then | saved some of the money
and offered it to the photographer for our pictuigst when he saw how much | offered he burst
into a feverish temper, and chased meout, thinkatgtwas mockinghim.

The days were always long except when | played andered. The streets were long and
convoluted. It took me hours to get lost and mamyarto find my way back again. | began to
enjoy getting lost. In my wanderings | left our araltogether, with its jumbled profusion of
shacks and huts and bungalows, and followed thie @iuthe buses that took workers to the city
centre. At the roadsides, women roasted corn. Im-pane bars and eating—houses, men
swallowed fist-sized dollops of eba, gesticulatingously, arguing about politics. At a barber’s
shop, | watched a man being shaved bald. Nextedérber's shop there was a pool office. A
man, wearing a blue French suit, his arms roundaatiful woman, came out; | started towards
him. He didn’t recognise me. When he got into g eath the woman, both smiling on that hot
day, and when they drove off, it occurred to me thhad seen the future incarnation of my
father’s better self, his successful double.

| went on walking till I got to the garage. Actiyibustled everywhere. There were lorries and
transport vehicles and buses reversing, conductoythmically chanting their destinations,
commuters clambering on, drivers shouting insultsree another, bicyclists tinkling their bells.
Traders cried out their wares, buyers haggled igwatid no one seemed to be still.

Therewas no stillness anywhereand | went on walladg saw alot of men
carryingloads,carryingmonstroussacks,asifthey waretwed,orasifthey were
workingoutanabysmalslavery.They staggeredunderthediveightofsaltbags, cement bags, garri



sacks. The weights crushed their heads, comprabs&dnecks, and theveins of their faces
wereswollen to burstingpoint. Their expressions eser contorted that they seemed almost
inhuman. | watched them buckling under the weigldat;shedthembecomeknockkneed,asthey
ran,withfoamingsweatpouring down their bodies. Timiusers were all soaked through and one
of the men, rushing past me, farted uncontrollagbblingunder thehorribleload. Further on |
cameto the lorries that brought the bags of gaomfdistant regions of the country. The
carriersofloadswerelinedup attheopenbacksofthelsaxvaitingtheirturns, with rolled cloths on
their heads. | watched the men being loaded, wdttiem stumble off through the chaos. Each
man bore his load differently. Two men at the batkhe trucks would lift the bags on to the
heads of the load-carriers. Some of the carriensHed before the shadow of the bags, some
recoiled before the loads had evenbeenlifted,amdad@riably
seemedtorisetowardstheload,anticipatingits weight, neutralisingtheir pain,
beforetheterriblemoment. But therewas oneamong tiwbim was different. He was huge, had
bulbous muscles, a toweringly ugly face, and wasseyed, | suspected, from the accumulation
of too much weight. He was the giant of the gardadeey lifted a bag on his head. He made
inscrutable noises and flapped his hand.

‘More! More!’ he said.

They liftedasecondbagonhisheadandhisneckvirtuadigpgpearedandhis mighty feet sank into the
muddy street.

‘He’s mad!” said one of the load-carriers behindhhi

‘He’s drunk!” said another.

He turned towards them, his mouth twisted, his fam#orted, and shouted, in a strangled voice:
‘Your father is mad! Your mother is drunk?’

Then he turned to the two men at the back of thektrand gesticulated again. He
flappedhishandsoviolently itseemedhewastryingtoltteem.They drewback in horror.

‘MORE! MOREY!' he cried.

‘That’s enough,’” said one of the two men. ‘Do ybink we are politicians?’ said the other. His
gestures became more furious.

‘He’s not mad,’” said the carrier behind him. ‘Hesor, that's all.’
‘MORE! MORE! the giant squealed.
‘Look, go! That's enough even for you.’

‘MORE! MORE! he said, his voice disappearing.



They lifted one more sack on his head and an eximaary sound came from his buttocks; his
head vanished altogether; the sound continuedpppable; and he staggered one way and then
another. Those waiting to be loaded fled from beéhinm. He wobbled in all directions,
banginginto stalls, topplingtables of fresh fistdareat piles of oranges, staggering into traders’
wares, trampling on basins of snails. Womenscreaimed him,pullingat
histrousers.Hewentonstaggering,balancingthe weigti{gping and miraculously regaining his
footage, grunting and swearing, uttering the woktiSRE! MORE!" under his breath, and when
he went past me | noticed that his crossed eyes @alenost normal under the crush, and his
muscles trembled uncontrollably, and he groanedesply, and he gave off such an unearthly
smell of sweat and oppression that | suddenly botsttears.

People had gathered all around. People had stoppatthey were doing, just to see if this man
who wasn’t really a giant could manage all thatghei They watched the spectacle of that squat,
thick-set man, and it was the only moment | saw pfeoin stillness. And
whentheman,wobblingandweaving,gottowherehewassepposbe relieved of the bags, the
unloaders weren’t there. He turned, calling forntheéhey came running out of a bukka, and
arrived too late; for he suddenly threw down the¢hmountainous bags all at once; one of them
spilled open; and he stood perfectly still for amemt, blinking, while people all around cheered
him and sang out his nicknames; and then he falaw motion on to the sacks and did not stir
till he had been dragged to the roadside and reunigh a bucket of water and a tumbler full of
palm-wine.

After a while he got up, his knees knocking, anahtAEack to the truck and took to carrying only
two bags. People still kept watching him, to sdeeifwould do something extraordinary with the
bags. But the only thing he did, after a few triggs go into a bukka, put away a great bowl of
pounded yam, swallowing handfuls that would havekeld a bull. The spectators who left,

resuming their busy lives, missed seeing him perfan impromptu fandango with the madame
of the bukka and then run off without paying, thelamaehot on his heels wavingafryingpan.

The garage was the most confusing place I'd even:speople shoutingeverywhere, lorries
revving, truck-pullers yelling, music blaring fromew record shops and drinking houses, cars
screeching, women screaming at pickpockets, and figting over who would carry the
suitcases of travellers. Across the road a womanwapping a madman with a broom. Behind
me a thief was caught and set upon by traders.eTvere boys all over the place, roaming
around with hungry and cunning eyes. Outside adawn shed the old bicycle-repairer sat on a
chair, smoking a cigarette, surveyingthewholecanfus A bus had broken down and
peoplewerepushingit. A woman, fat and rich-lookingexpensive lace, was ordering a lot of
men around. She looked very powerful and had amessmn of distilled scorn on her face as
she commanded the men to take her baggage frobotiteof a taxi. There was so much to see,
SO much to listen to,withclashingsoundsandvoicdsgiheattentionthis way
andthat,witheverythinghappeninginfranticsimultapgitatitwasimpossible to walk straight. |
kept bumpinginto people, stumblinginto potholesnafid, tripping over the rubbish that was
soggy on the ground. | would be watching one thegirl washing a baby’s bottom at the
roadside, when a car horn would blast noisily bemre, startling the life out of me. Or | would
be wary of the cars behind me, driving by socloseth it
seemedtheywereslowlyanddeliberatelytryingtorunmgoten someone would shout:



‘Get out of my way, you rat!’

| would jump out of the way and a truck-puller, giging behind him the entire contents of a
modest household, or a load-carrier, straining uadmonstrous weight of yams, would storm
past. | became dizzy, hungry, and confused. Nopam# much attention to anyone else. On one
side of the street a man would suddenly bolt othva trader’s tinbox of money. On the other
side a woman would be arguing with a customerabout
thepriceofbreadfruit,whileherchildwascrawlingundsgedionary lorry. | was going towards the
lorry to get the child out when a great cry stadééround me. The woman had just realised that
her child was missing. The cry was so piercing ththier women instantly gathered around,
holding their breasts and agitating the air withitthands. The lorry driver started his engine, the
child screamed, the women rushed towards me, shawedut of the way, and some of them
went under the lorry, while others pounced on theed and harassed him for parking his ugly
vehicle in front of their stalls. The driver didnstand for it and insulted them back and a
frightening din of abuse ensued, the women gesmgnvolved that they forgot the child they
were concerned about in the first place. | was @y quite obliterated with mud and dirt and |
went on further, looking for a water-pump.

| couldn’t find one and | came to a place where wene offloading cement bags from the back
of a trailer. Again there was a multitude of loadrters, their faces obscured by cement-dust,
with cement on their sweatingeyebrows and on thair. | wondered how they managed to
comb it in the mornings. Some of the load-carrieseboys alittletaller than me. | watched
theboys bucklingunderthecementbags, staggeringdoffjping them down, coming back, till
their supervisor called for a break, and they ahtwand sat around the outdoor table of a bukka
and washed their hands and sweated into their femtdhgvoraciously.

When they resumed work again | noticed that amotigsh was an old man, his son, and his
grandchildren, who could not have been much olld@n ime. Among the grandchildren was one
who had just started carrying loads that day. H& keying about his neck and his back and he
cried all through the carrying but his father waoutd let himstop
anddrovehimonwithhistongue,sayinghemustlearntobaa, mand that there were boys younger
than him who were a pride to their families, andhatt moment he pointed at me. Fearing that
the supervisor might notice me as well and takatd his head to order me to break my neck
carrying cement bags, | hurried on, searching favader-pump, till | came to another lorry
where men were offloading bags of salt. And | wisiisg at the strange number plate of the
lorry when | heard the protestations of a familiaice.

| heard the voice briefly and | sought the facedAlmen | saw Dad amongst the load-carriers. He
looked completely different. His hair was white ahid face was mask-like with engrained
cement. He was almost naked except for a very gisgupair of tattered shorts which | had
never seen before. They loaded two bags of sdiisohead and he cried ‘GOD, SAVE ME! and
he wobbled and the bag on top fell back into theyloThe men loading him insulted his
ancestry, wounding me, and Dad kept blinking asstueat and salt poured into his eyes. The
men loading him shouted about how he had beengyitiem a lot of trouble and behaving like a
woman and if he couldn’t carry mere bags of salstheuld crawl back into his wife’s bed. Dad
was still staggering, like a boxer under the orgidiof too many blows, when the loaders



dumped the second bag on his head for the secmed Fior a moment Dad stood perfectly still.
Then he wobbled. His muscles twitched erraticdllye bags were very huge and compact, like
boulders of rock, and salt poured out of one ofittua to Dad’s shoulder.

‘MOVE! MOVE ON!" said one of the loaders.
‘OR YOU WANT ANOTHER BAG, EH?’ said the other.

Foramoment IthoughtDadwasgoingtosuccumbtothedabedoteddeeper into the earth by the
sheer weight of bags that could have been pillastane. And | couldn’t bear the thought of it
and in a voice so thin in the midst of the chabarmund, | cried:

‘Dad! No!’

Severaleyesturnedtowardsme.Dadswungmany ways tojaogtethesource
ofthecry,andwhenhefacedmy directionhestopped. Hi&iattwitchingandhis neck muscles kept
palpitating, as if hewas sufferingacramp. Oneoldheers said:

‘MOVE ON, MANY’

And as the salt poured on his shoulder, tearsmagddrom his eyes, and there was shame on his
face as he staggered right past me, almost crushing with his mighty
bucklingfeet.Heappearednot tohaveseenmeandhestdaygtryingtobearthe load with dignity,
weaving in the compensating direction of the loagtavity. He weaved uncontrollably, women
and children scattering before his advance as ivliee an insane animal. Sweat poured down
his back and | followed him at a distance, griefanghecuts and wounds on his arms. As
hewasturningacornerhetripped, regained his balawobpled, and then slid on the mud and
rubbish on the road, and fell. Thesalt
bagsdroppedslowlyfromhishead,andlthought,shuttireyagand screaming, that they would
crush him. But when | opened my eyes | saw the bagjse mud. One of them had rolled over
the gutter. Dad stayed on the ground, covered id,mat moving, as if dead, while his blood
trickled from his back and mixed with the rubbish theearth. And then thesupervisor
camerunningtowards him, shouting; and a truck-pushent past him, growling; and Dad
suddenly got up, rolling and sliding on the mudihg grip and standing again, and then he ran
in two directions before shooting across the rdatbrry almost knocked him over, but he went
on running, and | could see him fleeing into thieytanth of stalls, ducking under the eaves of
kiosks, till he disappeared into the confusionha garage market, with people tearing after him
because they thought he was a thief. | didn't stag | didn’t want a water-pump any more. |
half-ran, half-walked the distance home. And | wakappy. My wanderings had at last betrayed
me, because for the first time in my life | had rseme of the secret sources of my father’s
misery.

NINE

WHEN | GOT home | sat outside and didn’t play wahy of the children.I felt very wretched
and didn’t notice the daylight pass into eveningasigjuitoes and fireflies appeared. Lamps were



lit inside rooms. The men of the compound talkedutlpolitics, about the Party of the Poor.
They too had come with loudhailers and leaflets laad promised a lot of things and had won
considerable support because they said they waudrrpoison the people.

It was dark when Mum returned. She looked haggaisain-blackened. She shuffled into the
room, dropped her tray of provisions, fell on thedplay there unmoving, and was instantly
asleep. I warmed the food and swept the room. Whkkewokeup, shelooked better.
Shesatdownandate.Aftereatingshelay onthebed aatddnsDad’s chair, watching the door. She
was silent. I told her I had seen Dad; shestanteattoup
atemperaboutmyhavingbegunwanderingagain,butsheseagired to sustain it. She lay there,
grumbling in an ancient monotone about how harel Was, and | listened intently, for | had
begun to understand somethingof what shemeant.Véekip tillvery
late,incompletesilence,waitingforDadtoreturn.

‘What did your father say when you saw him?’ sheedseventually.

‘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 fitfultyl dawn faintly lighted up the sky. Mum
became very agitated.

‘What has happened to him?’ she asked me.
‘I don’t know,’ | said. She began to weep.
‘Are you sure you saw him?’

‘Yes.’

‘Washewell?Didhetalktoyou?Whatdidhesay?Ipray naghashappenedto him. What will 1 do if
something bad has happened? How will | live? WHbtake care of you?’

She went on like that, talking, asking questionsjtering, breaking down into sobs, till | fell
asleep on the chair. When the cocks cracked theobdgwn with their cries, Mum got out of



bed, washed her face, and prepared to go and skarblad in the police stations and hospitals
of the world. She had just put food out for me, wh2ad appeared at the door. He looked
terrible. He looked like an anguished ghost, aoiorispirit. His eyes were red, his face white and
drawn, cement and yam powder all over his brow,beiard wild. He looked unwashed and |
knew instantly that he had been roving the straktsght. He avoided my eyes and Mum rushed
to him and flungher arms round his neck. Heflincaad Mumsaid:

‘Where have you been, my husband? We were so wlorrie
‘Don’taskmeany questions,’Dadgrowled,pushingMumadvagnhim.

He went and sat on the bed, staining it with dnead. He blinked rapidly. Mum fussed over
him, trying to anticipate his needs. She hurrietl and prepared food. He didn’t touch it. She
boiled water for him to bathe with. He didn’t mo&he touched him tenderly and Dad exploded:

‘Don’t trouble me, woman! Don't bother me!’
‘ don'twantto . .’

‘Leave me alone! Can’'t a man do what he wants witltowoman troubling him? | have a right
to do what | want! So what if | stayed out lasthilgYou think | have been doing nothing? I've
been thinking, you hear, thinking! So don't troubie as if I've been with another woman . .’

‘| didn’t say you have been with ...’

At that exact moment Dad leapt up into a tidal ragd scattered the plates of food and tossed
away the centre table and grabbed the bedclothdshaned them across theroom.They

landedonme,coveringmyface.Istayedlikethatwiththelmttdes over my head while Dad raged.

Mum cried out and then stifled the cry. | heard D#tingher. | looked and Dad was slappingher

on thehead,kickingthetable,shaking Mum, pushing Inenscling her around, and her arms

flailed, and then she submitted herself to his gnged | got up and rushed at him, and he
shoved me aside and I fell on his boots and hurbotiom and | stayed there without moving.

And then, quite suddenly, Dad stopped hitting hée. stopped in the middle of a slapping

motion, which changed into an embrace. He heldtight while she sobbed, shaking. Dad also

shook, and he led her to the bed and held herttadstayed like that, unmoving, embracing

awkwardly, for a long time. Outside | could heae ttocks crowing. The compound people were
preparing for work. Children cried. The female pgrepof the new churches chanted for the
world to repent. The muezzin pierced the dawn wilts to prayer. Dad kept saying:

‘Forgive me, my wife, forgive me.’
And Mum, sobbing, shaking, also kept saying, dsvere a litany:

‘My husband, | was only worried, forgive me...’



| got up and crept out of the room and went tohtbesefront. | slept on the cement platform till
Mum came to wake me. When | went back into the r@xad was asleep on the bed, his mouth
open, his nose flaring and softening, an agonigpdession on his wrinkled forehead.

| lay on the mat and didn’t go to school that ddym lay with Dad on the bed till the afternoon
and then she went off to the market. When | awdkag was still asleep. Heslept with his
sufferingstillon his face.

That evening the van of bad politics returned. ™aemen, children, and jobless men
oftheareawent up anddowntheplaceasifsomethingkenwdregoingtohappen. The street became
crowded. | went across to the photographer’s stada saw the van of the politicians who had
poisoned us. They blared passionate speeches thtbeg loudhailer. We listened in silence to
the politicians of bad milk. We listened as thegrbed the other party for the milk. We listened
as they maintained, with ferocious conviction, tihatas their rivals, the Party of the Poor, who
had been impersonatingthem, pretendingto bethem.

‘THEY WERE RESPONSIBLE FOR THE MILK, NOT US. THEY WMNT TO DISCREDIT
US,’ the loudhailers cried.

We found their statement very strange becausesdtdbk of the van were the very same people
who had come round the first time. We recogniseantlall. Now they came with bags of garri,
but with twice the number of thugs. They had whapsl clubs among the garri bags and they
seemed prepared for charity and war at the sanee tim

‘WE ARE YOUR FRIENDS. WE WILL BRING YOU ELECTRICITYAND BAD ROADS,
NOT GOOD MILK, | MEAN GOOD ROADS, NOT BAD MILK,’ tle politicians maintained,
with great vigour.

People massed round the vehicle. The photogramréeddaround with his camera. He wasn't

taking pictures, but he seemed to have awoken asiplfrom his hunger and his fever. The

thugs handed out pans of garri but no one cameafahwo receive any. The people massed
silently round the van. It was as if a message b&isg passed along. There was something
ominous in their silence.

‘TRUST US! TRUST OUR LEADER! TRUST OUR GARRI! OURARTY BELIEVES IN
SHARING THE NATIONAL GARRI AND...

‘LIES!" someone cried from the crowd.
‘THIEVES! said another.
‘POISONERSY

‘MURDERERSY



The four voices broke the stranglehold of the |mad&er. The politician who had been
launching into his litany of promises lost contesld stammered. The loudspeaker gave off a
high-pitched screeching noise. The people increasedd the van. They were silent again and
they followed the van silently as it moved, womeithwhungry resentful faces, men with
thunderous brows. The thugs jumped down from tlok b&the van. One of them said:

‘WHO CALLED US THIEVES?’

No one answered. The thug’s eyes fell on the pmapdger. His camera made him conspicuous.
As the thug moved towards the photographer theigal cried, through the agency of the
loudhailer:

‘WE ARE YOUR FRIENDSF

Then he repeated the words, with other entredtidsis language, appealingto local sentiments.
At that same moment the thug punched the photograpthose nose started to bleed. No one
moved. The thug Ilifted his great fist again and thghotographer ducked
intothecrowd,screaming,andthemenwentonofferingpgagaai, and the politician went on with
his claims, and suddenly a stone smashed the vant#dow and undammed the fury of angry
bodies. Several hands clawed at the van; some@ukext the politician on the head and he
screamed into the loudspeaker. The driver stattedvehicle; it jerked forward and knocked a
woman over. The photographer recorded the momdra.Wwoman howled and the men hurled
stones, breaking the side windows and shatteriagvindscreen. The crowd surged to thefront
ofthevan,preventingitfrommoving.Thethugsjumpeddomdvahipped
people,thephotographerfrenziedly tookpictures,agitbplewentonstoningthe side windows till
they gave completely and then they threw rock&@tten handing out garri. The men shouted,
blood appeared on their faces; the politician algokefor calm; someone in the crowd cried:

‘Stone them!” Another said:
‘BURN THE VAN

The thugs went on whipping till a fierce crowd oemsurged over them. When the thugs
reappeared they were almost naked. The women anggiecial vengeance, cracked firewood and
planks on their heads. And a smallish woman, whbsee childrenwerestillsufferingtheworst
effectsofthepoisoning,wasseenrushingfrom her hasajting:

‘I'mgoingto pour boilingwater on them! CLEAR THEWA®D!

And people cleared a way for her and she emptied&sin of boilingwater on to the thugs who
were hiding at the back of the van; they screanmetiszattered everywhere, tripping over their
garri bags, falling over the furious bodies, ancewlhey hit the ground the crowd lashed at them
with whips and sticks and when they ran the crowdsped and stoned them. The thugs ran,
pleading, but no one listened, and they were stdifiedey were bloody all over. They fled into
the mudflats and the marshes and a contingentagl@dollowed them. The thugs waded thigh-



deep in marsh and brackish waters and disappeat@thie wild forests; the contingent returned
with the news, their anger unabated.

Only the driver was left in the van. The violenalso stimulated the people that we set about
punishing the vehicle, kicking and denting its bedyk, hitting its tin and aluminium construct
with metal rods and firewood, and the van did noeam, and so chanting and cursing, we
gathered and heaved all our energies togetheritd it and tipped it on its side and, with the
tentative agility of a cockroach, the driver clamdzkout and managed the distinction of being
the only one to escape without a beating, for asrsas he got out he fled down the street
towards Madame Koto’s bar, where he was offerethaible asylum.

The van stayed overturned. Through the night peogat on sporadically wreaking their
impotent vengeance on the van. They went on eveamwle heard that a truckload of policemen
were on their way, armed with guns and batons.H&ytime the policemen arrived the impotent
rage had turned sulphurous; burning brands had bemk into the petrol tank and the night
exploded into yellow incandescence at the same mbitat the policemen, barkingorders,
blowingwhistles, jumped down fromtheir trucks. Thestoodaroundwatchinghelplessly
asthevanburstintoflames and thunder. They questiandew people but everyone had just
arrived, just been awoken from sleep, no one had se heard anything, and the police took in
five suspects.They couldn’t doanythingabouttheftagwan,whichcrackedtheairina final spasmic
explosion. All night the van smouldered and thee fibrigade did not cometoput out
theflames.Andit wasonly whenthepolicewerepullinggiat we saw the faces of those taken in
for questioning. The photographer was one of thdemhad managed to get rid of the evidence
that was his camera. He looked stony-eyed and bksevaved at us as they dragged him away.

The burnt van stayed in the street for a long tidktenight shadows came and scavenged the
engine. One morning we woke to find that it hadnbeprighted and moved as though the night
had been attempting to drive it away. The childoérthe area found in it a temporary new

plaything. We learned how to drive it, wrenchinguard its steeringwheel, takinglongjourneys

across great wastes of fantasies.

Rain poured on the burnt van, the sun and theldeathed its paint, and after a while all the big
flaking letters of the party’s insignia were obtdted, and nothing was left to identify the
vehicle, or to rescue it from forgetfulness. It wasong before it vanished from the street, not
because it was no longer there, diminishing wittheday’s sunglare, but becausewehad stopped
noticingit altogether.

The photographer was released three days afteabdaken away. He said he had been tortured
in prison. He was louder and more fearless thaarbePrison seemed to have changed him and
he went around with a strange new air of myth alhmt as if he had conceived heroic roles for
himself during the short time he had been away. Wi arrived the street gathered outside his
room to give him a hero’s welcome. He told us s®f his imprisonment and of how he had
survived fiendish methods of torture inflicted oimhto get out the names of collaborators,
planners of riots, destabilisers of the Imperiav&oment, and enemies of the party. He made us
dizzy with his stories. People brought him foodnpavine, ogogoro, kola-nuts, kaoline, and he
could have selected quite a few wives from the adgifemale faces of that evening if he had



not already permanently entered new mythic peroaptiof himself that excluded such rash
decisions. | hung around outside the photograph&sio, listening as the adults talked in
solemn tones and as they drank long into the raghts triumphant return. Even Dad went over
to pay his respects.

The next day woke us up to a great excitement. \iwegre people were talking in animated
tones. Everywhere people who had been contentstenlito the news of the country only
intheformofrumourswerenowtobeseenscrutinisingthegmge of the newspaper, as if overnight
newsprint had been given a new importance. It wdg when | got back from school that |
understood the excitement. For the first time im lbtes we as a people had appeared in the
newspapers. We were heroes in our own drama, hefaas own protest. There were pictures
of us, men and women and children, standing hapjfla®und heaps of the politicians’ milk.
There were pictures of us raging, attacking the, vasting against the cheap methods of
politicians, humiliating the thugs of politics, Imimg their lies. The photographer’s pictures had
been given great prominence on the pages of thepeer and it was even possible to recognise
our squashed and poverty-ridden faces on the gramysprint. There were news stories about
the bad milk and an editorial about our rage. Weewastonished that something we did with
such absence of planning, something that we had gosuch a small corner of the great globe,
could gain such prominence. Many of us spent trenieg identifying ourselves amongst the
welter of rough faces.

Mum was clearly recognisable among the faces. Tdhiom people would see her
faceandnevermeet herintheirlives.Shewascarryingatfasttenmilk;andthe dreadfulnewsprint
distortedherbeautyintosomethingwretchedandweirdibenh she returned from the market in the
evening people crowded into our rooms and talkexliaher fame, how she could use it to sell
off her provisions, about the thugs, who had swernble reprisals, and about the landlord, who
was furious that his own tenants had partakenerattack on his beloved Party.

Most of us were delighted to see ourselves on tbet fpages of a national newspaper; but
nothing amazed us as much as seeing a speciateicfuhe photographer himself, with his

name in print. We pointed at his name over and @again and went round to his room to
congratulate him. He was very high-spirited thaeremgand he went from place to place,
followed by a swelling tide of wondering mortalglking about national events in intimate
terms. He came to our compound and was toastedery @oom and he laughed loudly and
drank merrily. Neither his new fame, nor the aldomade him fail to remind us that we still

owed him money for our photographs.

When Dad returned from work and learned of Mum’stysie in the papers he was both
alittleproud and alittlejealous of her.Hesaidshkkmlikeastarvingwitchdoctor.But that didn’t
stophimfromcuttingoutthepageofthepaperandstickitmgithe wall. Every now and again, while
smoking a cigarette, he would look at the picture say:

‘Your mother is getting famous.’

The photographer eventually made it to our room Rad sent me to buy some drinks. When |
gotbackthephotographerwasstaggeringabouttheplawgogunk, diving behind the chair,



shooting an imaginary camera, acting the part ofjghand politicians, while Mum and Dad fell
about in laughter. He was very drunk and he kepibNogon Dad’s chair and saying:

‘I am an International Photographer.’

He went on to tell us how many commissions he leaéived since he became famous. People
who had gone to congratulate him now wanted hinphotograph them in their huts, their
shacks, their crowded rooms, their filthy backyameng with their extended families, in the
hope that he would publish their images on the pagehe newspapers. The photographer got
very drunk indeed and fell off Dad’s chair. We mé&d®a sit up straight. He would be talking and
then he would doze off, his mouth still open. Heuldosuddenly wake up and with amazing
precision continue his speech exactly where heoféft

He sat there, back against the wall, the window v head. With his lean face, his excitable
eyes, his bony forehead, his sharp jaws, and l@sgetic gestures, he seemed as if he belonged
in the room, as if he were a member of our hungydefiant family.

One moment he was talking and the next momentri'digtar him any more. His mouth moved,
but his words were silent. The candle flickeredlmntable. | was confused by the phenomenon.

‘Prepare food for the International Photographegd said, with great warmth.

| went with Mum to the backyard. We prepared el stew for everyone. When we got back to
the room the photographer was fast asleep on dloe. \We woke him up and he carried on with
a conversation whose beginning eluded us. He ate wg, declined any more drinks, thanked
and prayed for us and, wobbling at the door, heenzastatement which touched us.

‘You are my favourite family in the compound,’ heck

Then he staggered out into the night. Me and Dd#esshim to his door. Dad shook hands with
him and we came back. Dad was silent, but he logkedd and tall and he didn’'t stoop under
the memory of all those weights. When we passedualnet van Dad paused and studied its form
in the darkness. Then he touched me on the hegidgume on, and said:

‘Troublealways happens after celebration. Trouldeisingto our area.’
TEN

AFTER SCHOOL THE next day, | came home and foumdngfe people around the van. Our
landlord was among them. He kept waving his armeuigly, pointing at all the houses along
the street. The other men looked very suspiciodlsveare dark glasses. We watched them for a
while. They went round the van, talking intensdbpat it; they touched the van, poked it, looked
round at the street, then, nodding, they went tde/dtadame Koto’s bar, looking back in severe
scrutiny at the van as they went. When they hade goriew of the street’s people went and
gathered round the van and studied it and proddaslif by doing this they would find out what
the men’s interest was all about.



That same afternoon three men in French suits duupeat the photographer’s place. He wasn't
in and they stood in front of his glass cabinedriety at the new pictures he had stuck up. The
men stared at the pictures with great interest #wey aroused our curiosity and we were
impatient for the men to leave. But the three ntagex.

They weredressedidentically,woredarksunglasseseggmtidokingnervouslyat the surrounding
houses. They waited for the photographer for a lomg and with great patience. They stood in
front of the cabinet, without moving, while the scimanged the position of their shadows. The
photographer’s co-tenants became curious abouhtee men and sent children to ask them if
they wanted to buy soft drinks or food. They digd@hd so two women, with children on their
backs, went over to them and asked a lot of questamd got quite heated and made gestures
which started people gathering and the three mearbe embarrassed and went for a walk. They
walked up the street and | followed them. They wern¥ladame Koto’s bar and ordered a glass
of palm-wine each.

| went back to the photographer’'s compound andeat the glass cabinet. After a while | saw
him coming, weighed down by his new myth and himea and his tripod stand. | ran over to
tellhimthat threemen had been waitingfor him.

‘For me?Why?’ heasked, turningback in thedirechehad just comefrom.

‘I don’t know, but your compound people gave theauble.’

‘What did they look like? Are they policemen?’

‘I don’t know. They were tall and wore glasses.’

‘Dark glasses?’

‘Very dark. | couldn’t see their eyes.’

He started walking in a hurry. He went towardseen road. | tried to keep up with him. | held
on to his hand.

‘Leave me alone.’

‘What areyou goingto do?’ | asked.
‘Run.’

‘Where?’

‘Away.’

‘What about the men?’



‘What men?’
‘The men in dark glasses.’
‘Let them wait. When they have gone, | will comeka

Then he broke into a run, looking furtively in ditections, as if he had suddenly realised that he
was surrounded by visible and invisible enemiesraein a zigzag along the street. He ducked
and dashed under the eaves. He wound his way imandf compounds, crouchinglow, his
tripod bobbingbehind him, tillhedisappeared.

| went back to our compound and sat outside andheal the photographer’s house. The three
men didn’t reappear. After a while | went to lodklee new pictures in the cabinet. They showed
thugs beating up market women. They showed theeteafithe Party of Bad Milk from odd
angles that made his face seem bloated, his eybeusy his mouth greedy. He had pictures of
politicians being stoned at a rally, he caughtrtpanic, their cowardice, and their humiliation.
He also had photographs of beautifulgirls and achoi of boys
andanativedoctorstandinginfrontofawretchedlookimigeh

| looked at the pictures a long time and | gotdirend the sun was pitiless on my brain,
burningthrough my hairandskullandturningmy thougtitayellowheat.| went and sat outside
our door and I didn’t know what else to do; sotl@et to look for Mum at the marketplace.

As | walked down our street, under the persistaridbe yellow sun, with everything naked, the
children bare, the old men with exhausted veinsgngion dried-up foreheads, | was frightened
by the feeling that there was no escape from the tmengs of this world. Everywhere there was
the crudity of wounds, the stark huts, the rusted abodes, the rubbish in the streets, children
in rags, the little girls naked on the sand playvith crushed tin-cans, the little boys jumping
about uncircumcised, making machine-gun noises,athevibrating with poisonous heat and
evaporating waterfromthefilthy gutters.Thesunbdredtality ofourlivesandeverythingwas so
harsh it was a mystery that we could understanccarelfor one another or for anythingat all.

| passed a house where a woman was screaming.ePe@pé gathered outside her room. |
thought thugs were beating her up and | went thacelearned that she was giving birth and that
she had been in labour for three days and threletsiig asked so many questions that the
gathered adults finally noticed | was a child andoveé me away.lwent onwithmy
wanderings,notknowingwherelwasheaded,exceptthatl ¢@nceived the desire to see Mum.
Every female hawker | saw | thought was her. Theeee so many hawkers, and all of them
selling identical things, that | wondered just hdwumsold anythingat allin this world of
relentless dust and sunlight.

| walked foralongtime,thestreetburningmy soles,impatdry,my headsizzling, till | reached the
market. There were stalls of goods everywhere. Aillcthg the air werethesmells and
aromasofthemarketplace,therottingvegetables,thdfigts, the raw meat, roasted meat, stinking
fish, the feathers of wild birds and stuffed pasrdhe wafting odours of roasted corn and fresh-
dyed cloth, cow dung and sahelian perfume, and grelpyrsts which heated the eyeballs and



tickled the nostrils. And just as there were mamelés, so there were many voices, loud and
clashing voices which were indistinguishable frdra tinholy fecundity of objects. Women with
trays of big juicy tomatoes, basins of garri, orrgoor melon seeds, women who sold trinkets
and plastic buckets and dyed cloth, men who sotdl @harms and wooden combs and turtle-
doves and string vests and cotton trousers angesip women who sold mosquito coils and
magic love mirrors and hurricane lamps and tobdeawves, with stalls of patterned cloths next
to those of fresh-fish traders, jostled everywhdiied the roadside, sprawled in fantastic
confusion. There was much bickering in the air esmd-collectors hassled the women and cart-
pullers shouted for people to get out of their veaygl mallams with goats on leashes prayed on
white mats, nodding under the sun, stringing theads. The floor of the market was soggy with
mud and decomposing food and the children ran aonostly naked. The women wore faded
wrappers and dirty blouses; their faces were liken® in her suffering and their voices were
both sweet and harsh, sweet when attracting cussornarsh when haggling. | went about the
market confused by many voices that could have baem’s, many faces that could have been
hers, and | saw that her tiredness and sacrifice wet hers alone but were suffered by all
women, all women of the marketplace.

At an intersection of paths there was a fight rggiien were shouting, stalls were overturned,
dogs barking, sticks whizzing through the air, feghnking, flies buzzing. There were so many
flies | was amazed that | didn’'t breathe them igirtled round the fight; I went from stall to
stall, my head barely reaching the heights of diggdl goods. | often found myself staring into
the dead eyes of fishes, into basins where grediscand giant lobsters were entangled in their
mass of claws, in buckets where hammer-headedsfighd eels whipped their tails against the
aluminium. | searched for Mum till my eyes hurt vibo much looking and my head spun with
too much exertion. Then, suddenly, with the sumimgy itself into evening, with so many people
around, everyone active, everything moving, | wasroome with a strange panic. | couldn’'t see
a single familiar face in that jostling universendithen just as suddenly, in flashes of lightness
and dark, | began to see Mum everywhere. | sawwhmighing in the basin of eels. | saw her
amongst the turtles in the plastic buckets. | sawamong the amulets of the sellers of charms. |
saw her all over the market, under strange eaneabgeiwind that spread the woodsmoke and the
rice-chaffs; | felt her everywhere, but | couldhbitak the riddle of the market’s labyrinths where
one path opened into a thousand faces, all of thiéfierent, most of them hungry in different
ways.

| saw women counting their money and tying it a¢ tbnds of their wrappers. Children,
abandoned temporarily, cried on the floor, underdtalls. | walked round and round the market
spaces, unable to go any deeper, unable to findvayyout, unable to go on because my feet
hurt, and unable to stop because of the perpetoailing crowds who pushed me on or shoved
me aside or trampled me or shouted at meandlwassediy
everythingandlsatunderastallofsnailsandweptwitlamyt tears.

Then time changed. Darkness slowly swallowed the d@ame out from under the stall and

struggled through the crowd till | arrived at armtistall where an old man sold all kinds of roots
and herbs. He was an old man with the youthful efes dove and white hair on his head, a
white moustache and an ash-coloured patch of btraigard. His stall was the quietest place in
the whole market. He sat alone on a bench. Heccalbeone to buy his wares and no one came.



Behind him, dangling from multicoloured ropes ahteads were yellow roots, blue roots, pink

tubers, the skull of a monkey, the feathers of mgpathe dried heads of hooded vultures and
ibises, the fierce paws of a lion, the wings ofeagle, and a mirror that changed colour with the
lights. His stall was quite clean; behind the roped threads and bizarre items was a tarpaulin
tent, stained with mud. If he was a herbalist, hestnihave been a learned and highly selective
one, for before | reached him a man in an immaeuldiite suit approached him, nodded, and
they both went inside. They stayed in for a while.

| stared in wonder at the items on his table, tisted stems of gum trees, red leaves dried in the
sun which smelt of distant journeys, carved robtest resembled the crude shapes of human
beings, strangely angled bones, the beryl-cologestls of rare medicinal plants, transparent
seashells, dried flame-lilies, berries and anisemdt the green pimples of peacocks, dazzling
blobs like the eyes of cats that refuse to dryh $un, crushed cane-brakes and broken rings
from the depths of the sea, and a hundred othatiesldall scattered on a dirty blue cloth. | sat
on the old man’s chair and waited. And while | wdit listened to the whooping noises behind
me in the tent. Thenoisekeptchangingintothespacwaldthatonly spiritscanmake.Then it
changedtothenoiseofathickropebeingwhippedroundiashintothesound of mermaids sifting the
white winds through their long hair on golden ril@nks. Then came a scream that was not a
scream of terror; it stayed sharp; then it resoitself into laughter. The man in the immaculate
white suit came out sweating, with a little bluelsaver his shoulder. The old man also came
out. He wasn't sweating. He regarded me.

‘I'm looking for my mother,’” | said.
‘Who is your mother?’

‘A trader in this market.”Do | know her?”| don’know.*"Why areyoulookingforher?*Because
she is my mother.’

The old man sat down. | stood."Where did you losg?hAt home.*Are you a message?’‘l don’t
know.*Did she send you on a message?”No. Didrgpisend you to me?”| don’'t know.*Does
she know you are here?*No.”"Does she know whera goe?*l don’t think so."”The old man
stared at me with his strange eyes. He pickedngptaand turned it

over in his hands. Then he bit a little from it arfebwed, thinking. He offered me the root. | took
it but did not bite into it. He studied me. ‘So damnybody know you are here?’ ‘No.” He smiled
and his youthful eyes became clouded, their cotbianged. For a moment he reminded me of a
hooded bird. ‘So why did you come to me?’ ‘I dokrtow.’

Hepickedup anotherroot.ltwasshapedlikeachildwithabad.Hebitoffthe head of the child, spat it
out, and bit at its arm, and chewed.

‘What is your name?’

‘Lazarus.’



‘What?’

‘Azaro.’

He looked at me again, as if | were some sortgf.si
‘Are you clever at school?’

‘I'm looking for my mother.’

‘Does your mother teach you things?’ ‘Yes.’

‘Like what?*How to fly to the moon on the back af cricket’ The old man’s expression
didn’tchange.

‘Do you have brothers and sisters?’

‘Only in heaven.’ Hestudied me,
touchinghisbeard.Helookedroundtheturbulentmarkegldegot up, went into his tent, and came
back with a cracked enamel plate of yam and bdanas hungry. Forgetting Mum’s warning
about strangers, | devoured the food. It was dmlii The old man watched me with a gleam in
his eyes. He kept muttering low

incantations under his breath. | thanked him ferftod and he said:

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Full up.’

‘Good.’

He took the plate in and came out with a plastje @uwater. The water tasted like

it came from a deep well. It was sweet and smaitlfaof rust and the strange roots on his table.
| drank the water and felt thirstier than before.

‘How areyou feelingnow?’

| was about to speak when it occurred to me thattbrld had become dimmer. A faint spell of
evening had settled on my eyes. | felt curiougiftiand inside me there were wide open spaces.
| tried to move. But my spirit felt lighter than nippdy. My spirit moved, my body stayed still.
And when | thought | had moved a considerable dital found that | was actually at the
beginning of the movement. Then | felt everythimgioground and round, slowly
atfirst,likeacirclingwindthatwasitself the evenirggttling; and then things went faster and
dimmer and the old man’s face grew abnormally laagé then it grew so small | could hardly
make out his eyes. And then from a great distamesaid him say:



‘Lie down, my son.’

Then, with the sound of feathers beating behind, lienleft in a hurry, dissolving into a bright
wind.

The sounds of the marketplace took on a new quaityillion footfalls magnified on the earth.
Voices of every kind rose in massive waves andllédtinto whispers. From afar, | heard the
muezzin calling. | felt it was calling me, but lwdd not move. Bells and angelic choirs sounded
close to my ears and then would melt away. | watchdight start across from where | was
sitting. The two women flew at one another and wtiey were dragged apart their wrappers
drifted in the air like monstrous feathers. Theyipoed on one another again, in great rage and
velocity, and bits of their wigs and kerchiefs aiduses floated around them in slow motion. |
was fascinated by their fury. | was about to mdeser when a voice, which seemed

to come from nowhere, and which was not the vofee gpirit, said:

‘Where is the old man?’

‘Gone.’

‘Where?’

‘He ran away.’

‘From what?’

‘From me.’

‘Why?’

‘Because | am looking for my mother.” Pause.

‘Where did he run to?’

‘Into the wind.’

‘What direction?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Who is your mother?’

‘My mother is in the market.’



‘How do you know that your mother is the market®fitin't say she was the market.”"What did
you say?’*She’s a trader in the market.”Why arelpakingforher?’’l don’t know.*"What is your
name?’l answered the question, but obviously myané&iadn’'t been heard, because the
guestion was asked three times, each time faingr the last. The wind blew my answers away
and my head hit the hardness of silence and th&dwaent dark. From the moon, which was
suddenly above me, close to me, and which hadutmnbus faceof thegreat kingof thespirit
world, | heard other voices, fullof darkness, whéztd:

‘Look at him.*He is looking for his mother.*Shekabigeyes allover themarket.”People pay her
to shut her eyes.”Her eyes never shut.’ ‘They eeerything.” ‘They see all our money.’” ‘They
eat

all our money.*Our power.” ‘Our dreams.’ ‘Our sf@&Our children."They say her son flies to
the moon."That'swhy hehasbigeyes.”Look at him.&hvoices continued, turning on
themselves, as in a numinous ritual. The moon

lowered over me. My face became the moon and kdtaone-eyed, into the darkness of
themarketplace. And then, with themoon’'s light desne, fillingthewideopen
spaces,Ifeltmyselfbeingliftedup by thedarkness,pdsehby invisiblehands. And the voices
followed me, voices without bodies.

‘Maybe he’s not well.’

‘Maybe he is mad. Strangethings arehappeningto “Ties. our children.”"They say
heislookingforthespiritofindependence.”They say s looking for himself."For his own
spirit.”*Which he lost when the white man came.’&hsay he is looking for his mother.”But his
mother is not looking for him.” ‘They say she hasg to the moon.’

‘Which moon? There are many moons.’

‘The moon of Independence.’

‘So he is looking for her moon?’

‘Yes.’

‘Strange things are happening.’

‘Theworld is turningupsidedown.’

‘And madness is coming.’

‘And hunger is coming, like a dog with twelve heads

‘And confusion is coming.’



‘And war.’

‘And blood will grow in the eyes of men.’

‘And a whole generation will squander the richnesthis earth.’

‘Letus go.’

‘Look at him.’

‘Maybewhatistocomeisalready drivinghimmad.’

‘Maybe he is not well.’

And then the voices drifted away on the air. A btigrind blew over me. The

lightness in me found a weight. The invisible habdsame my own. Darkness settled over the
market as though it had risen from the earth. Evkeye lamps were lit. Spirits of the dead
moved through the dense smells and the solid daskne

And then suddenly the confusing paths became diiafeet were solid on the earth. | followed
the bright wind that made the paths clearer. Itntedin a spiral through the riddle of the market,
to the centre, where there was a well. | looked the well and saw that there was no water in it.
There was only the moon. It was white and perfeatiynd and still. There were no buckets
round the well and the soil around it was dry adricluded that no one could fetch water from
the moon at the bottom of the well and | beganitolzdown into the well because it seemed the
best place to lie down and to rest in a deep unngowihiteness. But then a woman grabbed the
back of my shorts and lifted me up and threw merdand shouted:

‘Get away from here!’

| followed the waning brightness of the path anchedo a place where white chickens fluttered
and crackled noisily in large bamboo cages. Thelevptace stank profoundly of the chickens
and | watched them fussing and beating their wihgging into one another, unable to fly,
unable to escape the cage. Soon their flutteringy £ntrapment, became everything and the
turbulence of the market seemed to be happeniagoig black cage. Further on, deeper into the
night, | saw three men in dark glasses pushing awsoman’s flimsy stall of provisions. They
threw her things on the floor and she patientlyk@it them up again. She cleaned the soiled
goods with her wrapper and put them back on thie.tdthe men tipped over the table. The
woman cried for help, cried out her innocence,thatmarketplace shuffled on, went on with its
chaos, its arguing, its shouting and disagreeind,re single voice, unless it were louder than all
the voices put together, could make the markegerisThe woman abandoned her pleas. She
straightened her table, and picked up her provssidhe men waited calmly till she had finished
and tipped the table over again. | went closer. &frtbe men said:

‘Ifyoudon’tbelongtoourparty youdon'tbelongtothisgemthemarket.’



‘Where will | find another space?’

‘Good question,’ said one of the men.

‘Leave. Go. We don’t want people like you.’
‘You're not one of us.’

‘Everyone else in this part of the market is onemf
‘If you treat people like this why should | wantlie one of you, eh?’ the woman asked.
‘Good question.’

True.’

‘So go.’

‘Leave.’

‘We don’t want you here.’

‘But what have | done? | pay my dues. | pay the fenthis space, nobody hasever complained
about me. .’

Two of the men lifted up her table and began cagyt away, blocking the path. The woman,
screaming like a wounded animal, jumped on the nbesring at their hair, scratching their
faces, clawing off their glasses. One of the mesutdd that he couldn’t see. The two other men
held the woman and hurled her to the ground. Ontheofnen kicked her and she did not scream.
A thick crowd had gathered because of the blockatth.pEnraged voices filled the air. The
woman got up and ran amongthe stalls and afterraenbreappeared with a machete which she
held with awkward and fearful determination in bbi@nds. And, uttering her murderous cries,
she hacked at the men, who fled in different dioest The man with his glasses clawed off
went on screaming that he had been blinded anddmedl out, flailing, and the woman rushed at
him and raised the machete high above his necketrit a strangled grunt and a great unified
voice gathered and broke from the crowd and thegeslround her and for a moment all | saw
was the machete lifted high above the shadowy h&ddmen began clearing their stalls. One of
them said:

‘This Independence has brought only trouble.’
And the moon left me and everything became dark lafmund myself briefly in a world

inhabited by spirits, with voices jabbering ceasslf\e The commotion settled around meand
theold man with theash-coloured beard was sayithgg@woman:



‘Pack your things and go for the night. You almkifed someone. You were lucky we stopped
you. Go home to your husband and child. Those geapl be back. Don’t come to the market
for some time. You are a brave and foolish woman.’

The woman said nothing. With a stony face of ruggwdetness, she packed her provisions into
her basin. She stopped now and again to wipe hee aod her eyes with her wrapper. All
around women were offering advice. She was haleoey in mud. It was difficult to tell what
part of her hair was mud and what part wasn’t. Whlea had finished packing she lifted her
basin on to her head and, standingtall, walkedutinothe crowd. The old man disappeared
amongst the masses. The moon left me completely saa the woman'’s face in the lamplights.
And when the night stopped turning | saw Mum in Weman | hadn’t recognised. | went after
her and held her feet and she pushed me off, fgrgmin her defiance. And | held on to her
wrapper and cried:

‘Mother!’

She looked down, quickly dropped her basin to th@orf and embraced me for a
longmoment. Thensheheldmeaway andwithstony watergsayd:

‘What areyou doinghere?’

‘I was lookingfor you.’

‘Go home!" she commanded.

| pushed through the crowd and could hear her sgbbehind me. She stayed behind me till we
cleared the market. As we left | saw the old marmaratther stall, with themoon in his eyes,
watchingmewithasubtlesmile.Whenwegottothemain fdadh dropped her basin and picked me
up and tied me to her back with the wrapper anedithe basin on to her head.

‘You are growing,” she said, as we carried on home.

‘Not everything grows in this place. But at leastiymy son, are growing,’ she said, as we made
the journey through the streets.

There were lamps burning along the roadsides. Thene voices everywhere. There were
movements and voices everywhere. | planted my teicreny silence.

ELEVEN

WHEN WE GOT home it was already very dark and Dad Wwack. He sat in his chair, smoking
a cigarette, brooding. He did not look up when wame in. | was very tired and Mum was worse
and when she set down her basin on the cupboardahieover to Dad and asked how the day
had been. Dad didn’t say anything. He smoked ensié. After Mum had asked him the same
guestion three times, with increasing tenderndss,straightened and was making for the door,



mud on one side of her face like a hidden identityen Dad exploded and banged his fist on the
centre table.

‘Where have you been?’ he growled. Mum froze.
‘And why are you so late?’

‘| was at the market.’

‘Doingwhat?’

‘Trading.’

‘What market? What trade? This is how you womeralsehwhen you get into the newspapers. |
have been sitting here, starving, and there i®nd fn the house. A man breaks his back for you
all and you can't prepare food for me when | coramaé! This is why people have been advising
me to stop you tradingin that market. You womennt stdittle trade and then begin to follow bad
circles of women and get strange ideas in your laadneglect your family and leave me here
starving with only cigarettes for food! Will a cigdte feed me?’ Dad shouted in his angriest
voice, his hands lashingout everywhere.

‘I'm sorry, my husband, let me go and...’

‘You're sorry? Will sorrow feed me? Do you know wikand of a terrible goat and donkey’s day

| have had, eh? You should go and carry bags ofenemne day to know what sort of an
animal’s life | have!” Dad went on shouting. Heghitened us. He made the room unbearably
small with his

rage. He would not listen to anything and he did matice anything and he went on about
hisviciousday.Hewentonabouthowidiotshadbeenordanmgroundand thugs bossing everyone
and that he was a hero and how he felt like givpghis whole life.

‘What about me?’ Mum said. ‘So what about you? Ydhink | don’t feellikegivingup,
eh?Give up!” Dad screamed. ‘Go on, go on, give aipd let your son starve and

wander everywhere like a beggar or an orphan! et go and make food,” Mum said in a
conciliatory tone. ‘I'm not hungry any more. Go anthke food for yourself.” Mum started
towards the kitchen and Dad pounced on her ancdgthber neck and

pressed her face against the mattress. Mum didsistror fight back and Dad pushed her head
sideways, toweringoverhersolcouldn’tseeherfacelemmitentbackto his chair.

‘Leave Mum alone,’ | said.'Shut up! And wherehavaylmeen anyway?’ Dad asked, glaringat
me.l didn’t answer. | scurried out of the room. 8ddum came out and we went to the



backyard. We made some eba and warmed the stew. akfools,” was allMumsaid as wesat in
thekitchen, staringinto thefire. When we finishewking we served the food. We all ate silently.
Dad was

particularly ravenous. He finished his eba and édke more. Mum left in the middle of her
eating and made some more for him, which he swallbshamelessly in great dollops. The
steaming eba didn’t seem to affect his hands othmat. When he had polished off his second
helpinghesat back and rubbed his stomach contgnted|

‘I do a man’s work and eat a man’s food,” he sardiling.We didn’t smile with him.He sent me
off to buy some ogogoro and cigarettes. As he desntksmoked his

temper visibly waned. He tried to joke with us amel didn’t respond at all. ‘'So what kept you?’
he asked Mother. ‘Nothing.” ‘Nothing?’ ‘Nothing,’he said, not looking at him. He looked
worried and asked me what kept us.

‘Nothing,” | said. ‘Nothing?’ ‘Yes.” ‘Then what ighat mud doingon your mother’'s face?’
‘Nothing,’ | said. Helookedat bothofusasifwewerespmingagainsthim.Hewentonaskingus

andwewent onrefusingtotellhim.Hesoughtatemperbuihigeatenandfeeling contented, he could

not whip one up. Mum was silent, deep in her sdétuand her face was impassive. It showed no
pain, no unhappiness, but it showed no joy or aamnient either. Dad pleaded for us to tell him

what had kept us.

‘Did anyone threaten you?*No.”Did they steal yothings?”*No.*You didn’t hear any bad
news?'Nothing.”Did the thugs harass you?’Mum pedis little before she said:'Nothing.’

Dad creaked his back and stretched. He was de@plymfortable and almost miserable. Mum
got up, cleared the table, and went to bathe. VWhencame back she went straight to bed. Dad
sat in his chair, belching, and smoking, sufferthg insomnia of one who cannot fathom the
mystery  of  his  wife’s implacable  silence. I Spreaimhoy  matandlay
watchinghimforawhile.Hiscigarettebecameastar.

‘There’s a full moon out tonight,” he said.

While | watched his silhouette, the moon fell freime sky into the empty spaces of the darkness.
| went looking for the moon. | followed great wideaths till | came to a shack near
awell. Thephotographerwashidingbehindthewell takicigpesofthe stars and constellations. His
camera flashed and thugs in dark glasses appeamdlie flash and proceeded to beat him up.
The camera fell from the photographer’s handsardh@eople screaming inside the camera. The
thugs  jumped on the camera and stamped onit,tgéngghanddestroy

it. Andthepeoplewhowereinsidethe camera, who weréingato become real, and who were
trying to get out, began wailingand wouldn’t stop.

The photographer snatched up the broken cameraawmto the shack and discovered that it
had moved over the well. We fell down the well dodnd ourselves in a hail. The three men in



dark glasses were everywhere, constantly multiglyiDad was smokingamosquito coiland
helooked at meand said:

‘What was mud doingon your mother’s face?’
One of the thugs in dark glasses heard him andusaand said:
‘She is not one of us.’

The thugs ran after us. Me and the photographdrifio a room and encountered the sedate
figure of Madame Koto, dressed in lace with golchinings, with a large fan of crocodile skin
in her hand. She invited us in, welcomed us, angeasat three men came and bound us. They
shut us in a glass cabinet which would not breaktside the cabinet chickens fluttered and
turned into politicians. The politicians, wearingtenobes,flewabout
theplace,talkinginstrangelanguages.Istayedtheappéd behind glass, a photograph that Dad
stared at, till dawn broke.

TWELVE

A FEW DAYS later | came upon Madame Koto and thed¢hmen. They were standing near a
tree. They were involved in a passionate argunidatiame Koto looked fat and haggard. She
didn’t have the white beads round her neck. Whensstw me she stopped arguing. She made a
movement towards me and a fear | couldn’t undedstaade me run.

‘Catch him!’ she cried.

The three men started after me, but without mugtviction. They soon gave up the chase. |
didn’t stop till I was near our compound.

| sat on the cement platform. Chickens roamed treets Two dogs circled one another and
when the afternoon seemed at its hottest one aldge succeeded in mounting the other. It was
only when children gathered around them that iuoex to me that the two dogs were stuck.
The dogs couldn’t separate themselves and therehildughed. They threw stones at the dogs
and the pain forced them to come unstuck and theyhrowling, in opposite directions.

| sat watching the listless motions of the worltheToushes simmered in the heat. Birds settled
on our roof. Dust rose from numerous footsteps l@whme inseparable from the blinding heat.
My sweat was dry. The flies came. The wind stiraad turned into little whirlwinds; dust and
bits of paper and rubbish spiralled upwards. Chitdran round the whirlwinds and only their
piercingcries carried, alongwith the birdsong, a¥er somnolent air of the world.

Everything blazed in the bright liquid heat. Sout@sl their edges softened. Beggars dragged
themselves past. Roving cobblers and tailors camend the compounds. Men who sold charms

and slippers made in the desert and bamboo aedact bright red mats also came round. Then
a goatherd led his goats down the street. The gbatisand left their smells in the air, unmoved

by the wind. | got bored watching the ordinary dgewnf the world. Flashes from the



photographer’s glass cabinet called me. | went awerlooked at the pictures. They hadn’t been
changed. | went to the photographer’s room. | kedcknd no one answered. | knocked again
and the door was opened cautiously. The photograpfece appeared at my level. He was
crouchingand hesaid, in avoicespiked with fear:

‘Go away!

‘Why?’

‘Because | don’t want people to know I'm in.’

‘Why not?’ ‘Just go”

‘What if | don’t go?’

‘I will knock your head and you won’t sleep for sgvdays.’ | thought about it.

‘Go!" he cried.

‘What about the men?’

‘What men?’

‘The three men?”’

‘Have you seen them?’ he asked in a different voice

‘Yes.’

‘Where?’

‘They weretalkingwithMadameKoto.’

‘That witch! What were they talking about?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘When did you seethem?’ ‘Not longago.’

He shut the door quickly, locked it, and then opkmagain.

‘Go! he said. ‘And if you see them again come &lime immediately.’

‘What will you do?’

‘Kill them or run.’



He shut the door finally. | stood there for a whilde image of his frightened face lingered in
my mind. Then | left his compound and went andsabur cement platformandkept asteady
watchoverallmovementsalongthestreet. Thesunmadaithend the earth shimmer and as | kept
watch | perceived, in the crack of a moment, thmumence of things unresolved — histories,
dreams, a vanished world of great
oldspirits,wildjungles,tigerswitheyesofdiamondsraagthedensefoliage. | saw beings who
dragged clanking chains behind them, bleeding fiioar necks. | saw men and women without
wings, sitting in rows, soaring through the empty And | saw, flying towards me in widening
dots from the centre of the sun, birds and hordasse wings spanned half the sky and whose
feathers had the candency of rubies. | shut my;eygdeing whirled; my head tumbled into a
well; and | only openedmy eyesagain,tostop thesemsdfalling,whenlheardtheshatteringof
glass. The noise woke up the afternoon.

Across the street three men were smashing the gitagtioer’s glass cabinet with clubs. Then
they hurriedly removed the pictures on display. ffeof the street, awoken by the noise, came
to their housefronts. The men, in a flash, had cheat the pictures and had gone into the
photographer’s compound. The people who came akelb up and down the street and saw
nothing unusual. The action had moved to the phiafger's room. | rushed across the street.

When | got to the room his door was wide open d@rhen weren't there. Neither was the
photographer. His window was wide open, but it weashigh for me to look out of; | ran to the
backyard. | saw no one. But | noticed that the lpadk led to other backyards. | followed a route
past the bucket latrine alive with flies and maggdthe smell was so bad | almost fainted.
Another path led to the swamp and marshes andattestfof massive iroko and obeche and
mahogany trees. There were deep footprints in dfiessil behind the houses. | followed the
footprints, sinking in the mud, till the soft sashaded into marshes. There was rubbish
everywhere. Strange flowers and wild grass andlewsking fungal growths were profuse over
the marshes. Bushes were luxuriant in unexpectadepl A wooden footbridge was being
constructed to the other side. The footprints metligéo many others on the soft soil. Some of
them went into the marshes. | looked around, coukimd anyone, and gave up the search. |
went back home, washed the mud off my feet, andimmed watch over the street.
Nothingunusual happened.

In theeveningMumreturned and was surprised to seeme

‘So you stayed home? Good boy. | thought by now wowld have wandered to Egypt,” she
said.

She was back earlier than usual because she hgairétto the market that day. She had gone
hawking. Her face was sun shadowed.

That night | was listeningin my childhood hour @frkiness. | was listeningto Mum’s voice and
Dad’s songs, listening to stories of recurrencd twn through generations of defiant mouths.
In that hour laced with ancient moonlight, | wastdning to tales of inscrutable heroes who
turned into hard gods of chaos and thunder



— when dread paid us a visit. The night broughtdfresad. It announced itself through piercing
voices from the street, crying out in lamentation the repetition of an old cycleof
ascendingpowers.

We rushed out into the blue memory of a street demwith shadows. Wild men were wreaking
devastation on windows, wooden doors, and human iebod We rushed out
intothehaze,intothesmellofburninghair,intotheaceittyvsmokefromthe barber’'s shop, into the
noises of corrupted ritual chants and caterwaulmgl machetes givingoff electricsparks,
cryingfor medicinalwar.

The voices howling for vengeance stampeded theetstiEhe green bodies bristling with
antimony sweated animal blood from their naked hé@hey were a river of wild jaguars. Their
deep earth songs overwhelmed the wind and came é&wrmywhere, from the stars and the
broken flowers. They chanted for destruction. Theooping filled the night. Their sweating
bodies flashed in the lamplight. Their murderousrainces washed over our forgetfulness.

It was impossible to tell who they were. Their dsaarupted from crowds gathered outside
compounds, from people who we thought were familidrose shadows changed beside us into
a dreaded heat, whose screechings broke into \e@iddcries. Even amongst us people were
answering the call of old bloodknots and secretl todirfews.

In great numbers the thugs and ordinary familiaopbe alike poured over the road of our
vulnerability, wounding the night with axes, rampag our sleep, rousing the earth,
attackingcompounds, tearingdown doors, destroyoftpps. In thewound of our cries we did
not know who our enemies were. From the darknepsds with flaming faces attacked us,
descended on us with sticks, stones, whips, angswit was some time before we realised that
we were in the grip of an act of vengeance, a nightisal, with the darkness as our antagonist.
One by one the lamps were

extinguished. The darkness conquered our voicegreat cry, as of a terrifying commander

ordering his troops, sprang into the air. There thassilence of deep rivers. Everything became
still. It was as if the night had withdrawn its kgace into itself. The wind breathed over the

houses and howled gently through the trees. The

whisperings of spirits flowed on the wind. The \ascof water and slow footsteps floated
towards us. It was as if thewind itself wereprepgiior afinalonslaught. Then the stillness was
broken by the panic of the innocent. There washaaratry, not

of our antagonists, but of a woman who had seeregonyg wonderful and monstrous. The cry
started it all. The innocents turned and with omedntried to flee back to their rooms. The panic
crossed our paths, and collided our bodies inald darkness. All over, women wailed for their
children. I moved amongst the shadows and ranrdatthe homeland of darkness, across the
street. | thought | was headed for safety. | cotildee where | was going. Then voices all
around me began shouting:



‘Kill the photographer!“Beat his photographs out lmm!“Finish him off!“Blind him.”Blind
our enemies!"Destroy them!"Teach them a less@how them power!"Break their
fingers.*Crack their heads!“Crush the photograph&nd leave his body in the street.”Let the
birds eat him!*For mockingour party.*Our powerOur Leader?’

Their chants intensified. Their footsteps becamiees) became one, and then multiplied, like
fire. The dead rose under the weight of such feptstunder such voices, under such intent. |
banged my head against something solid, scrapeellmoy against the jaws of the dead, clawed
my way through jagged rust, and discovered | hadlred the safety of the burnt van. I hid in the
driver's seat and watched, in that night of bluenmges, the drama of the Living that only the

Dead can understand.

| couldn’t see anything. But from across the stidetard, first in a whisper, then loudly under
the spell of grief:

‘Azaro! Azaro! Where are you?’ It was Mum.
‘Azaro! Azaro!’

Then there was silence. In my childhood hour okdess, | listened to Mum waiting for my
response. But the night and the wind defeated mnFnouth to mouth, from one side of the
street to the other, | listened with horror aswlired blew the name.

‘AZARO! AZAROY

The wind passed the name on. The name flowed topatir of the street and then towards
MadameKoto’sbar. Thenamesurroundedme,waveringabelethtvan in a thousand quivering
voices, as if God were calling me with the mouthsgiolent people.

Even the dead played with my name that night.

| listened in my childhood hour as the name evdlytudlowed towards the
photographer’'scompoundandechoedfaintly downthepgabsdorepassingaway into silence. | did
not hear Mum’s voice afterwards.

As | sat in the car, overcome with fear, | saw tlead rising. | saw them rising at the same
moment that the second wave of havoc started \méhchants of the antagonists. The dead
joined the innocents, mingled with the thugs, mdrgeth the night, and plundered the
antagonists with the cries of the wounded. The detated howls of mortal joy and they found
the livid night a shrine glistening with fevers. ékhrevelled in that night of mirrors, where
bodies shimmered with blood and silver. The deawbktoff their rust of living and seized up
steel. Their lips quivered with the defiance of ilm@ocents, with the manipulations of politicians
and their interchangeable dreams, and with thenitysaf thugs who don’t even know for which
parties they commit their atrocities.



It wasanight without memory.It wasanightreplayisgdrrosiverecurrenceon the road of our
lives, on the road which was hungry for great tfamsations.

The dead, slowly awakening the sleep of the roadewacrobats of violence. They somersaulted
with new political dreams amongst men, women, amttlien. | heard several voices, without
fear or beyond it, uttering a new rallying call.erhl heard fighting. | heard the bright howls of
resistance, footsteps running into the darkneashihg steel on solid bodies, chests painted with
antimony being beaten down, and women with moftarpounding yam pounding on shadows.

| heard strong men bewildered by the mutinous witessp voices crying out the names of hard
gods. | realisedthat theantagonistswerebeingregpdibepeoplefromthephotographer’s
compound were in the vanguard. The dead were alyian the side of the innocents. Voices |
knew bravely cried:

‘Fight them back!"Fight for your freedom!Ston&ém!“They poisoned us with milk.’

‘And words.” ‘And promises.’ ‘And they want to ruleur country!” ‘Our lives! ‘And now they
attack us!” ‘On our own Street!" ‘Fight them withiotear” Machetes burst into flame. Chants
were reversed in syllables. Spells were broken on

the jagged teeth of night. The antagonists attethptéast desperate rally. ‘Pour petrol on the
house!” ‘Burn it down!” ‘Burn out the photographetBurn out Azaro!’ | trembled in the van.
Someone hurled a firebrand at the photographertgoocoind.

The dead caught it and ate up the flames. Somdwae another brand in the air. It landed on
the van, and spluttered out on the bonnet. Songtrewled up my legs. Smoke drifted in from
a side window. The van was alive with spiders amdms. | started to get out of the van. | had
got my head out of the other window when I heard reaf
deafeningblastfromthephotographer'scompound. Afedatdsttherewasa profound silence. The
wind whistled over the noise.

And then the shadows, the footsteps, the greerebpthe fierce jaguars, the disaster-mongers,
the fire-breathers, the rousers of the dead, aadampagers of sleep, became fleeing footfalls
scattered by the wind and the great detonation.dBle walls of their bodies disintegrated. Their
voices were not so menacing any more, but fuleaf f

Another gunshot, not aimed in any particular dimct but cracking the air as though
astarhadexplodedoverourstreet,madetheescapingstanfpatagonists moredesperate. | could
hear themfallingover oneanother,runningintothetsobtheir own making, colliding into their
own shadows, into the luminous bodies in the dadauld hear them screaming the names of
their mothers, calling for their wives, wonderingnavwould take care of their children, as the
innocents crashed their heads with bottles, asribe of the street rained an insistent beat of
clubs on their retreat, and as they fell under dhger of lacerating claws and blunt-edged
cutlasses.

New forces had joined the night, converted the tigtade it the ally of the innocents. When the
tidal force had retreated, the agitation quelledemvthe antagonists had started their trucks and



taken off at Madame Koto’s end of the street —Hhbests of the dead descended into the open
bleeding mouth of the earth. | saw them from the.Jawatched the world dissolving into a
delirium of stories. The dead descended into thgettbulness of our blue memories, with their
indigo eyes and their silver glances.

The inhabitants of the street regained the nigloic& were reawakened. Lamps came on one
after another. People tentatively gathered at camgdronts. The only thing that was missing
was the photographer to record the events of tgatrand make them real with his magic
instrument. | got out of the van and fled acrogsstneet, into thedespairingarms of Mother.

In the morning we learned about the wounded, almiivoman slashed across the face with a
knife, the man whose head was raw with the blumigeance of a machete, the people whose
noses were cut open with broken bottles, thoselizgd with wires, the man who had lost half

an ear, the woman whose back was burnt. Againshttezents who were wounded, we heard of
the death of an antagonist. We also heard one phaity that the atrocities had been committed
by the other.

The energies that went into fighting back exhaudtesl street. We did not celebrate our
resistance. We knew that the troubles were incomptlat the reprisals had been deferred to
another night, when we would have forgotten. Thabitants of the street, frightened and angry,
set up vigilantes. They were armed with knivesbs]uand dane guns. We waited for new forms
of iron to fall on us. We waited for a long timeotNing happened the way we expected. After
two weeks, the vigilantes disbanded. We sank batckaur usual lives.

The photographer vanished altogether. His roombeah wrecked. His door was broken down,
his clothes shredded, his mattress slashed, hitablapictures and negatives destroyed, and
some of his cameras broken up. His landlord, whab i@ sympathy for heroes, went around
looking for him, demanding that his door be repaire

We feared that the photographer had been murdeéfisdglass cabinet remained permanently
shattered. It looked misbegotten. It became a smepllesentation of what powerful forces in
society can do if anyone speaks out against tha@muptions. And because the photographer
hadn’t been there to record what had happenecdhtphat, nothing of the events appeared in the
newspapers. It was as if the events were neverThal assumed the status of rumour.

At first thestreet sufferedfear.Stall-ownersstom@Hithgthingsintheevenings. The street seemed
darker than usual at night. People became so ceutltat no one opened their doors merely
because they were knocked on. Those who usually wandrinking, and who returned late,
took to getting drunk in their rooms, and singingithe nights.

After a while, when nothing happened, when no sasi fell on us, it seemed that nothing
significant had happened. Some of us began taudisbur memories. We began to think that we
had collectively dreamt up the fevers of that nightwouldn’t be the first or the last time.
Meanwhile, the river of wild jaguars flowed beloletsurface of our hungry roads.



On many of those nights, in my childhood hour, Miatd me stories of aquamarine beginnings.
Under the white eye of the moon, under the indikyy &1 the golden lights of survival in our
little room, | listened to the wisdom of the oldhgs which Dad rendered in his cracked fighting
voice. Mesmerised by the cobalt shadows, the parealcultramarine air, and the silver glances
of the dead, | listened to the hard images of [digtened also to the songs of work and harvest
and the secrets of heroes.

Outside, the wind of recurrence blew gently over¢larth.
BOOK THREE
ONE

THE VISITATION OF dread didn’t change our livesany particular way. Mum went on being
harassed at the market. When she moved her stallariother part ofthemarket
thethugswouldturnup,posingaspotentialcustomers Jésgred her and tipped over her things
and took her goods without paying. Then they walddounce her, making the most outrageous
accusations, and those who wanted to buy providrons her went somewhere else. Mum came
home without selling much. She made very little eyon

Dad returned earlier each night. He too was inanghsharassed. He was more worn out than
ever and his back hurt so much that some morniegsald difficulty standing up straight. Dad

became clumsier. His neck ached all the time. Heldped sores on his feet. The skin around
his shoulders, the back of his ears, his neckallralong his spine began to peel away. His skin
turned a greyish colour because of the salt andenemhat spilled on him from the loads he
carried.

For a while | ceased in my wanderings. When | gatkbfrom school | stayed outside our
compound and played in the streets. In the everings errands for Mum and Dad, who were
too fatigued to do anything. | bought candles, mdsqcoils, ogogoro. | warmed the food,

washed the plates, cleaned the room. | picked Herli3ad to use in his secret medicines. | went
to herbalists for medicines with which to treat Babdack. We all went to bed early and Dad
didn’t sit for long hours in his chair.

When the candle burned low, and the rats begaattd &ould put out the light and lieawakein
thedark. | would listen to MumandDadsnoringontheBedetimes when | fell asleep a lighter
part of me rose up from my body and floated indhek. A bright light, which | could not see,
but which | could feel, surrounded me. | would ifiedl out of my body, would find it difficult to
get out through the roof, and would be brought dewddenly by the noise of the rats eating.
Then | would sleep soundly.

One night I managed to lift myself out through thef. | went up at breathtaking speed and stars
fell from me. Unable to control my motion, | rosedafell and went in all directions, spinning
through incredible peaks and vortexes. Dizzy amditg, swirling and dancing, the darkness
seemed infinite, without signs, without markingstobe without getting to heaven. | soared
blissfully and | understood something of the inhaneaultation of flight.



| was beginning to learn how to control my motitwatt night when something happened and a
great flash, which was like a sudden noise, exmlaalethrough me. | seemed to scatter in all
directions. | became leaves lashed by the windeaidrrence. | felt myself falling through an
unbearable immensity of dark spaces and a shampodid agony tugged deep inside my
lightness and | tried to re-enter myself but seentigdrted into a tide of total night and | fought
and tried to be calm and then | felt myself fallwdh horrible acceleration into a dark well and
just before | hit the bottom | noticed that | wadlihg into the face of a luminous moon. The
whiteness swallowed me and turned to darknessrdt lmut screaming. And when | regained
myself | heard, for a moment, the rats chewing, payents snoring, and someone banging
relentlessly on the door.

| stayed on the mat for a while without moving. ddha violent headache. Lights spuninmy
eyes.lfelt emptyinside.Mybodyfeltodd.Theknockingttonedand interrupted my parents’
breathing. Even the rats fell silent. | got up areht to the door and asked:

“Who is it?’

Dad turned on thebed.Mumstoppedsnoring.Thepersakikmgdidn’'tanswer. One of the other
tenants from their window, shouted:

‘Who is that knocking? If you don’t want troublealee now, you hear?’

The knocks came again, gently, like a code thaad expected to understand. | opened the door.
Crouching in front of our low wall, his camera dédng from his shoulder, was the
photographer. His frightened eyes glowed in th&.dar

‘It's me,” he said.

| stared at him for a long time. He didn’t move eTliteighbour shouted:

‘Who is there that wants to die?’

| opened the door wider for the photographer atil,csouching, he came hurriedly into the
room. | lit a candle. | saw that he was bleedingnfrthe head. He sat on my mat, blood
drippingdown his forehead, past his eyes, and sgals yellow shirt. He breathed heavily and
tried to quieten it. His hair was rough, his facaited, one eye was swollen, his lower lip was
puffed and discoloured.

‘What happened to you?’ | asked.

‘A small thing,” he said. ‘Nothing that a man cahbear.’

He sat, then he knelt, his head in his hands. Wiediooked up his eyes were big and bright, full
of fear and wisdom.



‘I heard allabout what happened in thestreet. Happeningeverywhere. Oneway or another we
will continue to fight for truth. And justice. Ange will win.’

His blood was on his hands. He wiped it on histdhint. The red on the yellow made me feel
ill.

‘Believe me,’ he added.

It was a while before he spoke again. His eyes wareembering and there was a faint smile on
his lips.

‘When the three men came the other night | jump#tdod the window, ran out into the marshes
and stayed there, hiding under the wooden footgeridill the worms began to eat into my feet. |
came out from under the bridge. | was afraid. A ddgned at me and followed me wherever |
went. A two-legged dog. The wretched animal wentaanoying me and whining and people
kept staring at me and | didn’t know who was annepand who wasn’t so | kicked the dog. It
fell down and didn’t get up.’

He paused.

‘Then | went to a friend’s house. He had a giréfrd with him. | washed my legs and stayed
outside. Then | went to look for my relatives.’

He stopped.

The rats continued chewing away at our lives.
‘What's that?’ he asked, starting.

‘Rats.’

‘Oh, them,’ he said.

He was silent and | thought he had forgotten wieaivas saying. He blinked and rolled his eyes
and groaned. A drop of blood that rolled down biehead stopped on his cheek. | watched it as
he resumed what he was saying.

‘| stayed with oneor two relatives. | noticed ttsitangepeoplestarted watchingtheir houses. |
heard about what happened in the street. | owetd reeeded things for my camera. | thought
enough time had passed. And then | found myselfimgiack home tonight. As | came | hid in
dark places and tried to be careful but as | neargdompound two people jumped on me and
hit my head with a cutlass and a stick and | foupketm and ran into the forest. | stayed there.
The mosquitoes bit me. The two-legged dog begamhioe in the darkness. | couldn’t see it. |
became hungry and | heard voices in the treeslamdItdecided it was time to come home and
face the music.’



He paused again. The blood didn’t move on his ch&e&n he continued.

‘| took another route. This time | didn’t hide ahdvoided dark places because | wanted our
street people to recognise me. As | neared homeptople, who had been hiding in the burnt
van, jumped out and set on me. | shouted and theg gne as good a beating as they could
before they ran. And then | came here, becausdnlitdeel safe in my room or anywhere else.’

He was silent again. He listened to the rats ampeevhis cheek with the back of his hand.
‘They must be big rats,” he observed.

‘How do you know?’

‘You can tell by listening to them.’ | listened.

‘They havebigteeth,sharpteeth,’hesaid.'Didyoukna#itiEgyptratsateup a whole camel?’
‘What is a camel?’

‘The only animal that can survive in the desertridrvelled at the idea of such an animal.

‘And rats ate it?’ | asked.'Yes."How?'With theiteeth.’l listened to the rats.'Will they eat
us?They would have done so by now. But you c&@tsure.”Of what?"Of their hunger.’ |
listened again.‘But | know agood poison for killthgm. Thebest. | willbringyou some. The rats
stopped eating.

‘They can understand us,’ | said.

‘Good.’ He stood up. ‘This head is hurting me. Lea€l to the backyard. | want to wash away all
this

blood.” I went out with him. The wind swept harddhgh the passage. At first it was very dark
and | thought the clothes on lines were men inlbiasses, but the wind made them flap, and |
got used to the darkness. The photographer waskesonnds from a bucket near the well. He
groaned in horrible agony. When we got back tortizen

Dad was awake. ‘Who is that?’ he asked as | camidiirthe candle. The photographer stood at
the door with water and blood dripping

down his neck. Dad looked at both of us without ngag his expression. While the
photographer dried his hair on his shirt | told Deltht had happened. | tried not to be loud, but
soon Mum woke up. After Mum had learned what wasmigg@n she went and warmed some
food for the photographer and pressed ointmentki®nwounds. They all talked deep into the
night. They discussed what they could do for hird exsisted that he stay till the morning. They
decided many other things as well but | don’t knethat they were because | became drowsy
and fell asleep.



When we woke up in the morning the photographerdaatk. On the centre table there were the
pictures of the celebration of my homecoming.

TWO

IN THE DIABOLICAL heat of that afternoon six illemmate sons of minor warlords, whom |
first thought were minotaurs, enacted a battlesseadancies. They fought near the burnt van.
No one came to separate them. They lashed at arthesrwith long sticks, clubs, and whips.
They all looked alike. They were the interchangedhbtes of violence and politics. They were
all muscular. They looked like failed boxers, littee thugs and the bullies and the carriers of
loads that | had seen at the garage. They wererynamgl wild. Their chests were bared. Their
faces were awesome. And they fought for hours dksey were in a dark place, trapped in a
nightmare.

Whips cracked. | saw the swift descent of a cluie of the men fell; three others surged over
him. Two others grappled with the three and a mamra flogged their backs indiscriminately
with a horsewhip. Soon they were all covered imfsaf sweat and gore. Two of the men, fierce
antagonists, their deep bronze skins glisteningutite burning orb of sun, detached themselves
from the chaos of bodies and concentrated on ooth@n The one whipped the other’s back,
whipped the taut back till the skin broke into g¢riof whitish underflesh and soon turned red.
The other bore it and after a while lifted his owhip and repeated the process on the other,
lashing and flogging, with an absolute silence, enlyt devoid of passion. They
weredisinterestedenemies.They went onlashinganidiggiaewhips. Thenoneof
thembrokethespell,caught theother'swhip,andtheyhdrappled,fellrollingon the ground, their
backs covered with blood and sand.

One threw the other, kicked his head, and utteradbdest cry of exultation. The one on the

floor picked up a stone. The other rushed at hihe @ne with the stone pressed it into theeyeof
theother, drawingagreen sort of blood. Theothen'tlicty out. They began punching each other,

hitting one another in a dream-like sequence. Tlbedied eye grew greener and wider. The

inhabitants of the street watched the fight, pewpde

The other four men battled with one another sessbleThey fought on the bonnet of the burnt
van. They fought all over the ground. They foughtloe glass fragments fromthephotographer’s
cabinet,bled,withbitsofglassstickingfromtheirbabks, went on fighting as though pain were
alien to their flesh. At first it seemed we coul@kr out a pairing; then their entangled combat
baffled us, for they fought one another, every Whaay, without passion, without politics even,
their eyes bulging. It became impossible to telatparty they supported, what codes they were
fighting for, or what was the purpose of their lmatThey fought in the strangest ways, throwing
sand into one another’'s eyes, spitting, offeringirtiaces up for punches, bearing the blows
stoically, sometimes being knocked down by them aroking themselves up again and
resuming the fray with absolute disinterested fiego©ne of them was kicked in the crotch and
he jumped up and fell down, and rolled uncontrdflab When hegotbackup
hekeptstampingtheground.Andwhilehetried to sorthesitagony another man, who | thought was
on his side, came and smashed his head with a andkhe fell down and stretched out like a
dead animal.



‘They are the madmen of our history,” one of thkaibitants on the street said. ‘They are just
waiting for a crazy war to come along.’

And then quite suddenly the man who had stretcluedilee a dead animal began to twitch on the
earth. He twitched and kicked and made gutturatesiThen, like a figure in a nightmare, he
rose from his death, his upper part stiff, his egla and passionless. When he stood up he
released a deep-throated sound of laughter. Heghtaout something from his back pocket,

waved it in the air seven times, pressed it betwasrhands till he crushed out a flow of red

juices, and then hit the chest of an advancingamiagwith his open palm.

The man who had been hit screamed as if he hadliraeded, and then he fell heavily on the
ground and thrashed about in mortal agony. The wiinthe peculiar weapon repeated his feat
with another antagonist, slapping him on the fawdard it sounded like a minor thunderclap.
We saw the man’s face turn red and the redness\lieghip as if it were melting wax. The man

turned round and round, shouting and stamping, falhdbn his knees, holding his face. And

when he stood up again, swaying, we saw his raverfliedh in the shape of a man’s palmprint.
The skin had dissolved. He wailed like a madman whs being tortured.

The three men now gathered and thoroughly beab@iprily man left standing on the other side.
They threw him to the ground five times in sucoassilrhey jumped on his chest and kicked his
head and lifted him up and knocked him aroundh@llcollapsed altogether. Then the alliances
clarified themselves. The three men picked up tlege shirts, waving them like monstrous
flags, and went up the street, arms held high, tohguthe songs of their ascendancy, the songs of
the Party of the Poor, or was it of the Rich. Ne @ould be certain. Then | recognised the new
incarnation of their recurrent clashes, the requeeof ancient antagonisms, secret histories,
festering dreams. The three men went their waygidgrup the street, and no one cheered them,
no one acknowledged their victory, and no one thbofjthem as heroes.

The three thugs of the Rich Party — or was it therAFParty — lay writhing on the ground. The
one who had been hit on the chest got up, groafihg.sign of a palm was imprinted on his
massive chest as on burnished brass. He went dpddhthe other two. Like a sad bunch of
thieves, like crooks who had been set upon, likiefeated army of rogues, they leaned on one
another, wailing, each twisted in the directiortledir injury’s gravity. They staggered down the
street, hobbling away from their vanquishers.

THREE

WHEN THE FIGHTERS left, the air of the street wasuiged with fear. It was late evening. The
sound of a plate breaking, of two people quarrg/lmade us suspicious. The heat and the glare
restrained the movement of things arid | did nohelex far from home that day because | feared
that all over the world thugs with fire in theirdims werepoundingoneanother in aweird
deliriumof history.

Staying in that day taught me how long a hot atiemcould be, how the heat could slow time
down. | sat on the cement platform arid listenethtflies. Flying ants were all over the place.
Lizards ran up and down walls, sunning themselredding. | went to buy some beans from an



itinerant  trader of cooked food. She had a consta@ompanionship
offlies.Andshehadthemostamazingsignstattooedtoities sof her mouth. When she smiled the
signs looked odd, but when she was serious theyerhad look beautiful. She sold me a few
pennies’ worth of beans and offered to sell me Kolkai a discount.

‘What is Kokoro?’ | asked.

‘They are the ants that feed off the beans.’

‘Ants?’

‘Yes. They are good for you. They make you briltiand help you grow up fast.’

| bought some fried ants as well and went andrs#tte shade. | ate the beans and the ants and
drank some water. Then | got drowsy and slept detsur door. The sun burned on me and
when Mum got back and woke me up | couldn’t seetang for almost a minute. | was quite
blind and everything was composed of blue and reti y&ellow whorls. Mum led me into the
room and made me lie down. When | woke it was exgnlrhe blindness had given way to the
world’s variety of colours. Mum had gone out.

Mum’s absence got me worried. | locked the doat,the key under the threadbare doormat, and
went looking for her. | went down the street andamtered our landlord. With a cold gaze and
a contemptuous voice he asked if my parents were in

‘No,’ | said.

‘When will they be back?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Tell them | am coming to see them tonight aboutmeryt and another matter, you understand?’

| nodded. He hurried towards our compound. | went My stomach started to ache andifelt
surethefriedantswerecrawlingaroundinside.Suddephlyapfulstench invaded the air.
Everywhere | turned the stench was there, unbesgrabhvoidable. And then | saw the nightsaoill
man coming towards me. | didn’'t want to offend rem | didn’t move or run. But | held my
breath. He staggered and wobbled under the heaightvélooded and masked in a filthy blue
cloth, I saw his bulging eyes, and his fierce gl&te grunted, buckling, as he passed me. Feeling
the full pressure of airlessness, | ran; and whbreathed | felt very ill. So did everyone else.
Before | knew it | was near the bar. And outsiaefront of the bar, talking in between covering
their noses, were Madame Koto and Mum. | went demke. The smell stayed in the air and
even when | shut the door it was still there.

After a while Mum came in. She looked very tiretieSaid Madame Koto had been asking after
me. | told her the landlord’s message; she got agitated.



‘The rent? We don’t have enough money. When diddyehe was coming?’
‘Tonight.’

She sat still for a while. Then she went over to hesin of provisions, took out a tin box, and
started counting her money. She counted it forrg lome, with sweat breaking out on her
forehead. When she finished she sat still agairafahile. Then she unloosened one end of her
wrapper and counted the money she had there. lgt# late. | lit another candle. Mum was
quite oblivious of everything. She was still comgtiher money, calculating how much she
needed for a fresh stock of provisions, how mudfipshe had made, when imperious knocks
sounded on our door. Mum jumped up, spilling mddtexr money on the floor. She picked it up
in a hurry and put it away before she said, witle@on her eyelashes:

‘Azaro, see who is knocking.’

lwent tothedoorandopenedit andthelandlordcameihjpgmeintotheroom, openingthedoor
wide, as if hewanted thewholeworld to hear whataldeio say. He had three other men with him.
They were strangers. They were very big, with wleNeloped muscles, and the mad eyes of
political thugs. They wore matching uniforms andytltame into the room and stood, side by

side, with legs planted wide, their backs againstall. They folded their arms and looked at us
with the sort of contempt reserved for insects.

The landlord looked round, saw the semi-broken wmdand began, explosively, to rage. He
was thoroughly incoherent and he only made sensm bk calmed down a little and demanded
that the window be repaired before his next vidé.moved dramatically up and down the room,
reserving, as usual, his loudest voice and his mh@shatic gestures for when he was nearest the
door. The compound people had gathered outsides@ne of them were looking in. Waving his
hands, whipping the voluminous folds of his agbtiway and that, he turned and said:

‘Is your husband not in?’

‘No.’

‘What about my rent?’

‘When he comes back he will give it to you.’

‘He didn’t leave it?’

‘No.’

Stridingas if hewereon stage, wavinghis hands Bnghelandlord said:'Why do | have to come
and pester you for my rent, eh? When you wanted the

roomyoucameandbeggedme.Nowlhavetocomeandbegyoufemhgh?’



‘Things are hard,” Mum said.

‘Things are hard for everybody. All the other tetsamave paid. Why are you so
different, eh?’

‘When my husband returns ..’

‘He starts trouble.’

‘It's not so.’

‘Your husband is a troublemaker.’

‘Not at all.’

‘He thinks he is strong.’

For the first time Mum acknowledged the presencddefthree muscular men

standing with their backs against the wall. Shééabat them and they stared back at her without
moving.

‘My husband is strong, but he is not a troublemalstre said finally.

One of the three men laughed.

‘Shut up!” the landlord barked.

The man’s laughter dwindled into a hollow cackldeTlandlord sat on Dad’s chair and it
wobbled precariously. He sat there, scrutinising ass if deciding what to do next. Then he
brought out a lobe of kola-nut from his pocket detjan chewing. We were all silent. The
candles twitched; shadows lengthened and shoriertbé room. The three men looked gloomy
and ghoulish, and the upward illumination, catchthgir faces, made their cheeks and eyes
hollow.

‘So when is your husband returning?’

‘I don’t know.’

The landlord munched his kola-nut.

‘Well,” he said, after a reasoned pause, ‘the othatter | have come about is

simple. | do not like the way my own tenants haebdved towards my party. You people beat
me up the other day. What have | done to you, eh?’



At this point he got up and resumed his melodras@dcing. His hands flailed and his voice got
louder at the door as if he were addressing amsiiniei audience.

‘I have told this to all my tenants. Anybody whom&to live in my house, under this roof that |
built with my own hands, should vote for my paiyd you hear me?’

Mum did not nod. She stared grimly at the twitchoagdle.

‘It doesn’'t matter if you answer or not. | havedsaihat | have to say. If you have ears, listen. If
you want to be my tenant, when the election conoeiswill go and vote for my party man.’

He paused.

‘It's simple. All you have to do is press ink ndgt his name. A simple matter. My party will
bring good roads and electricity and water suppgind remember this: we havepeopleat
thepollingstationwhowillbewatchingyou.Wewillknowwjnau vote for. Whether you vote for our
man or not we will win anyway. But if you don’t wfor him there will be trouble. You might as
well begin to look for another place now and segoii can find another landlord as good as me.
Tell this to your husband. | don’t have time to @back. And send me my rent latest tomorrow
morning. That's all.’

Hewas nowstandingbehindDad’schair.Hehadfinishegkmssh.Hisbackwasto us and he seemed
to be waiting for a response. There was only sdend the spitting candle. The three men
looked like statues. They looked like dead memuld barely see the whites of their eyes.

‘God knows,’ the landlord continued, ‘that | wahietbest for my tenants. But the tenant that
doesn’t want a good thing should go. There’s poaret there’s power: anyone who looks for
my trouble will get enough trouble for life. | ampaaceful man but the person who spoils my
peace will find that I am a LION. | am an ELEPHANVWy THUNDER will strike them. And on
top of that | will send my boys to beat them up!

He was now at the window. He put the kola-nut biaxt& his pocket. He brought out a white
handkerchief and wiped his face. Then he turned f@mce Mum directly.
Wewereallconcentratingonhim.Except Mum.Shewentaimggintothecandleflame as if she saw
in it a new kind of destiny.

The landlord opened his mouth to speak when agentid came into the room and turned into
a dark figure, towering but bowed. And with theutig came a reminder of the nightsoil van. The
figure was Dad and the landlord slowly shut his thou

The three men crowded away from Dad, away fromwtakt, and regrouped in stances of half-
fight next to the cupboard. Suddenly the room sekgramped and Dad made it worse by
shutting the door. The upward illumination of tlendle-light caught his face as well, and made
him look like a man undergoing a terrible martyrdadtis cheekbones were highlighted, his eyes
sunken, and his head was stark. He looked baffiedstood in front of the door and stared at
every one of us, turning to face each one of uscti. His neck seemed stiff. He somehow gave



the feeling that he had lost the connection betwekat he saw and what he understood. He
gave the impression that he had been bashed dretltkand that his centre had been dislocated.
He looked confused, as if he had entered the wrooign and had no idea how to get out again.

‘Dad!’ | cried.

He looked at me without comprehension. It was aiftgr a while that we became aware of the
stench in the room.

Suddenly one of the three men made a noise, aslding back bile. Then he rushed to the
window and spat out. The landlord spat on the fletgpped on it, and twisted his foot as though
he were crushing out a cigarette. Another of thex mvent behind Dad and opened the door.
Moths, midges, and flying ants came in, and mosgsitvhined in the silence. The moth circled
the candle and | felt that time had moved backwardkwas trapped there.

Dad went towards Mum and sat heavily on the bedkerd8twas shame on his face. Shame,
humiliation, and defiance. The landlord, unabledme out with what he had been about to say,
moved towards the door. His sense of drama hadtddsaim. He seemed to have sensed a new
kind of menace in Dad. | sensed it too. He said:

‘Your wife will tell you what | had to say.’

He hurried out of the room without repeating hisnded for the rent. His henchmen ran out
behind him, casting their last looks at Dad.

We sat in the room suffused by the bewildering edtuvas as though an unpleasant vent had
burst under our floor. We sat without moving, with@peaking, till one of the moths got its
wings burnt and extinguished the candle. In th&mkss | felt for the matches on the table. Then
| heard Mum say, with great unhappy tenderness:

‘My husband, what has happened to you?’

When 1 lit the candle Mum’s arms were around Dawsk. She held him tight, her face in his
hair. Then, becoming aware of the light, she dmegied herself from him, and unloosened his
shoes. Dad did not move. She pulled off his shadsgave them to me, saying:

‘Your father has stepped on something. Go and wlasishoes inside the bathroom. Don’t do it
by the well.’

| took theshoes andwentout. Thewindblewthroughthegges liftingdustinto my eyes. The wind
was cool; it smelt of trees and the night, of bgsaed aromatic herbs scenting the air. It also
smelt of kerosine and candle-smoke, but it did mte the curious odour in our room. At the
backyard | borrowed one of the tenants’ lamps hiedicsome water, got some useless newspaper
and bits of wood. | looked at Dad’s shoes and tes nothing unusual on them. They did not
smell badly, except of sweat and hard-working fBet. | washed the shoes anyway and washed
my hands and went back



Dad was now sittingon his chair. Mumwas askinghieviérythingwas allright. | was certain he
hadn't said a word all the time | had been out. Mulooked distressed,
asifhissecretanguishwaseatingaway ather.Whenlmhttiesdowninthe corner, Dad brought an
envelope from his pocket and gave it to Mum. Sheneg it, brought out some pound notes, and
looked at him in astonishment. He said:

‘It's the rent.’

Mum was so overcome with emotion that she knettimtffeet 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 rhth&ehose who suffer are strangers to this
world. Dad did not acknowledge her, nor did he stamw sign of emotion, but his face was so
strange | was sure he was feeling much more thavaeseable to express.

After awhileMummadeDad somefood. Hewent and hadgiddath. Hecame back with only his
towel round his waist. He sent me to go and buy &small bottle of Hausa perfume.

lwalkedalongway up ourstreet,towardsthemainroadreééameupona cluster of Hausa night

traders who sold Indian incense, beads, perfumed,charms. | bought a cheap bottle of

perfume and ran back. Dad had changed clothesppleed great quantities of the perfume to

himself and thoroughly stank out the room withcitade ingredients. We washed our hands and
ate in silence.

After we ate Mum went and soaked Dad’s clothes igintectant and hid the bucketdeep
inthebackyard.Dadstayedup,sittinginhischair.Hedidrokand did not smoke. He was very
sober. He looked like he would never recover framghock of a certain kind of self-knowledge.
Mum sat up with him. They were silent for alongtifigenasifellasleep
IheardMumask,asthoughshewerepreparedto acceposiseopity:

‘You didn’t kill someone, did you?’

| opened my eyes. Dad shook his head. They wele $ilgint. Mum lit a mosquito coil. | shut
my eyes again.

Later that night there was a knock on the doowals the photographer. He sneaked in hurriedly.
Dad opened his eyes and said:

‘Ah, photographer, it's you.*Yes, it's me."Sleepell.”And you, sir.”The photographer lay
down with me on the mat. He showed me a little dhun

transparent bottle. It had a yellow powder insid&is,” he said, ‘is the most powerful rat poison
in the world. Tomorrow, if | return early, we wiflhish off those rats once and for all.” He kept it



among his things. | blew out the candle. We floatethe darkness and the dreadful perfume of
the heated room.

FOUR

FOR MANY DAYS Dad remained sullen. We got used ke tperfume. He offered no
explanation. And it was only when he was told ofawvthe landlord had said that he recovered
his spirit. He said even if they killed him he wdnt vote for the landlord’s party. He went
around the compound saying this. Some of the neigisonodded when he made his declaration.
Mum warned him that the landlord had spies in thr@gound.

‘Let them spy,” Dad said, ‘but | won't vote for thaseless party.”l know, but don't tell
them.”"Why not? Am | a coward?”No.”Then | mustyavhat | believe.”But you heard what the
landlord said.”Let the landlord drop dead!Lowgour voice."Why?'Spies.’

‘Let the spies drop dead too!
‘I am afraid for us.’

‘There is nothing to fear.’
‘But | am afraid.’

‘What right has the landlord to bully us, to te who to vote for, eh? Is he God? Even God
can't tell us who to vote for. Don’t be afraid. Wey be poor, but we are not slaves.’

‘Where are we going to find another room?’
‘Our destiny will provide.’

And so it continued. Sparked off by his own defenbad began to speak of himself as the only
one who would not vote for the landlord’s partyl &¥er our area party-supporters became more
violent. They went around in groups terrorising rge@e. We heard stories of people who were
sacked from their jobs because they were on thagvside of politics. Mum grew afraid of the
market and didn’t go as regularly as she wantedné@yfdoecame short. Mum had to reduce our
food.

We saw the photographer only late at night. On somgéts | waited for him to knockbut
hedidn’t. Whenlsawhimhebegantospeakofleavingtheldes@ent on taking his unusual pictures
and a few more appeared in the papers. Whenewsabeeen people gathered around him. He
had become something of a legend. For the periostdhyeed with us he tried to turn the corner
where Dad kept his shoes into a dark-room, witlsuacess, because Mum, paranoid of spiders’
webs, kept sweeping and cleaningand exposinglmalidark places.

One night some men came to our compound to askt aleyhotographer. They claimed to be
journalists. They said they'd heard he was stayuitf) tenants in the compound. The tenants



denied it, but they began to keep watch. At nightsaw strange men leaning against the burnt
van, staring at our house. When | told the photalgea about it he became scared and we did not
see him for many days.

Madame Koto appeared at our roomduringthat pestekappeared out of theair, startling me.
Mum was in, but Dad hadn’t returned. | was so drthat before | could run she grabbed me
and said:

‘You are a bad boy.’

‘Why?’

‘Runningaway fromyourelders.’

She gave me some money.

‘Why haveyoubeenrunningaway fromme,eh?Whatdidldoa@y

‘Nothing.’

‘Why did you throw away my juju?’

‘Nothing.’

Mum laughed. Madame Koto let me go. She sat oéde beside Mum. She was as fat as ever,
plump as a mighty fruit, but her face had becorfiggl@ bit more frightening than | remembered.
She did not have her white beads round her neckfate was darker; her eyes, shaded with
eye-pencil, made her look mysterious. The quawnfityrappers round her increased her volume.
The two women talked in low tones. | drew closefigten. Madame Koto gave Mum a packet
whose contents | never discovered. Then she tumee: and said:

‘lwant youtocomeback.Yourmotheragrees.Sinceyoustdppmingthebar has been empty.’

‘I will discuss it with your father,” Mum added.

They went on talking. | went and played at the letnasit. When Madame Koto was leaving she
called me.

‘I amgoingnow,’” shesaid, ‘but tomorrow | want yaudomeand attract customers to the bar, you
hear?’

| nodded.

‘I will prepare you special peppersoup with plemtfy meat.” Then she waddled off into the
darkness.



Dad returned exhausted that night. Mum did notuiscanything with him. The photographer
did not turn up. The rats went on eating.

FIVE

MADAME KOTO'’S BAR had changed. She had put up a reggnboard. The signboard had a
painting of a large-breasted mermaid serving driaksl steaming peppersoup. There were
multicoloured plastic trailings at the doorway. Sking aside the curtain strips, | went in. The
door was now blue. It was dark and cool inside. b&eches were shorter. The tables had plastic
coverings. As if she anticipated more trouble amatencustomers she had begun to install a
counter at the far end of the bar, across frombekyard door. The walls were cobalt. It felt
more peaceful in the bar. | went to the backyard saw a little girl washing plates and spoons.
She stared at me suspiciously.

‘Where is Madame Koto?’

She didn't reply.‘Can’t you talk?’Still the girl dn’'t say anything. | went to Madame Koto’s
room and knocked. She

didn’t seem to be in. So | went back into the bat sat near the earthenware pot. Flies buzzed in
the serenity of the place. The little girl cameaimd remained at the threshold of the door, the

curtain strips covering her face. She watched rhe.t#d a long sad face and big eyes. She had
little scarifications on her cheeks. She was tab aad too passiveto bebeautiful. Shewent on

staringat meand | got irritated.

‘Why areyoulookingatme,eh?’ Shestayed
mute.Thenshewenttothebackyardandcarriedonwithhéimgsf plates and cutlery. Throughout
the afternoon no one came to drink and | did net adame Koto. | slept on the bench and
woke up suddenly. It was quiet. There was a keeolsimp on the table. | felt | had materialised
in some underwater kingdom. | searched for theand could not find her. When | got back
Madame Koto was in the bar with a carpenter.

‘Wherehaveyou been?’ sheasked, shoutingabovethadarns hammering. ‘| went to look for
the girl.” ‘Which girl?’ ‘Thegirlwho was washingtipdates.” She stared at me as if | had turned
into a fish, or as if I had gone mad. ‘What plat€sRe plates in the backyard.” She went out and
looked and came back shouting. ‘Somethingis wrotigwou,” shesaid. | went to the backyard
and saw the plates and cutlery piled in a heapy Weze all

unwashed. A cauldron of peppersoup bubbled awah@firegrate near the heap. ‘Go and wash
the plates,’” she bellowed, ‘before | get angry withu.” | was reluctant, but | went. | fetched
water from the well, sat on the stool, and

washed theplatesandcutlery.Thefire,heatingmy faigrgimgmy eyes,mademe dizzy with its

curiously fragrant woodsmoke. | listened to thepeater hammering and the firewood crackling.
| got very dizzy from breathing in the smoke anahirthe blast of the heat so that | started to
sway and the evening began to turn. The pepperspilipd over in green bubbles and poured



over the firewood and the little girl came andedtoff the hot lid of the cauldron with her bare
hands. Then she stirredthesoup withalongwoodenlduibddhadtheshapeofahumanpalmatthe
servingend.

‘Get away from here!’ | cried.

When she brought out the ladle the serving endmiasing. The wooden hand had

become part of the soup.

‘Look what you’ve done!’ | shouted.

She threw away what was left of the ladle and vaéinth a sulk. Soon she returned

with a long and large bone. She stirred the soulp tvand the bone dissolved.

‘If you don’t go away | will beat you,’ | threatedeShe lifted the lid back on the cauldron and
crouched near the grate and stared into the flie. @it out her hands, as if to warm them, and
then she threw two white cowries into the flamése Tirewood cried out, popping and crackling,
and a thick indigo smoke filled the air and engulfee girl and when the smoke cleared | saw
her melting. First her outstretched hands meltealtime air and then her shoulders and

then her body. Her head remained on the groundhandigsad eyes went on staring at me
impassively till she dissolved altogether. | scrednand everything went white. | fell towards
the fire. When | came round |

was on the floor, my back on the ground. My shiasvsoaked. Madame Koto stood above me.
‘What's wrongwith you, eh?’

‘| saw the girl again.’

‘What girl?’

‘Theonewho was washingtheplates.’

‘Get up”

| got up. | felt very strange, as if | too wereddibving. | sat on the stool. There was only théhro
of soup which had spilled over where the girl’'sdchéad been.

‘Where did you see her?’
‘There,’ | said, pointingto thefroth.

‘There’s nothing there.’



‘She was here!’ | insisted.
‘Go inside. Don't bother to wash the plates. Go drnidk some water.’

| went in and drank some water and sat on a behih. carpenter’'s hammering gave me a
terrible headache. Each time he lifted the hammethe air | felt it was comingdownonmy
head.lwenttothebarfrontandsatonthesand.lwatchedpemppast. No one came into the bar. No
one even looked at it. Darkness drifted slowly othex forest. The air became cooler. Birds
circled the trees. Insects thronged the evening.oNe noticed the bar because it was more
noticeable. | felt on the edge of reality. Madanwds bar seemed like a strange fairyland in the
real world, a fairyland that no one could see.

| began to throw stones at her signboard. And thémrew stones at the blue door and the
multicoloured plastic strips of curtain. Madame &oame out and said:

‘Who is throwing stones?’

‘It's the girl,’ | replied.

‘Where is she?’

‘She ran away.’

Madame Koto gave me a wicked stare, fingered héevideads, and went back to her washing. |
stayed at the front and watched the darkness ftom the forest and gradually engulf the rest of
the world. In the distance an owl hooted. A birdgal continuously. The darkness awakened the
sounds of the forest. As | sat at the barfront,ghled hot beneath me, | saw a man going past
with a little girl. The man saw me, looked at thgnboard, and came towards the bar. With him
was the same little girl who had melted away. lirgo the bar and hid behind the earthenware
pot. The carpenter had almost finished his day'skvemd was hammering the last few nails into
the wood of the counter.

‘What's wrong with you?’ he asked, flashing antated glare at me. ‘They are coming.’

‘Who?’

The man parted the plastic curtain strips and ex$se threshold. ‘Any palm-wine?’ he asked.

‘Sit down. The madame is coming,’ said the carpente

The man sat. The girl was beside him. | hadn’taeatiher come in. ‘This place is dark,’ said the
man. ‘Bring a lantern.’

‘Take them a lantern,” ordered the carpenter.



| took the lantern from another table and put ittbeirs. The girl blew it out. The place went
dark. Fireflies punctuated the gloom.

‘What's wrongwith your head?’ asked theman.‘It'atlioolish girl,’ | cried. ‘She did it."What
girl?"The one next to you.'Thecarpenter, raisinghioice, said:‘l will knock your head with this
hammer! Can’t you see | am doing something?

Go and bring matches! | fumbled my way out of te. Madame Koto was lifting the cauldron
off the

grate. Shehad tablecloths protectingher hands.
‘That girl is here again with a man. He wants paiime and matches.’
She gave me a box of matches and said she wouddrgeng in the palm-wine. |

went inside and lit the lantern and the girl bléwout again. Her eyes shone in the dark. They
glittered like the green eyes of a cat.

‘You are wicked,’ | said to her.

‘Me?’ said the man. ‘Il come here to drink and a lbmaat like you abuses me? Who is your
father?’

‘Not you,’ | said. ‘It’s that girl. Your child. SHe wicked.’

| lit the match again and the man knocked me orhteal. | dropped the match. It burnt on the
table. The man hit me again and the girl smiled, dy@s sad, her mouth curiously tight. The
match burnt out. | backed away into the dark.

‘Come and light this thing! the man said.

| heard the carpenter stumbling his way over waudl raetal tools. He brought the smell of glue
with him as he came towards us. He kicked a bemd¢he darkness and

cursed.

‘When | catch you,” hesaid, without beingabletorseg‘l willcrack your head?’

| ran outside and stayed near the path that haohbe@ street. The carpenter appeared, saw me,
bent down, took off his slippers, and sprintedrafte. | fled towards the forest. He gave up and
went back, cursing me. | stayed out till | saw tii@n leaving with the little girl. They went down

the street in the direction of our compound.

The carpenter had finished his day’s work. He satl@ench, near the earthenware pot, and drank
palm-wine. There were lanterns on every table.



‘You are lucky you’re not my son,” he said, sulkenl
| stayed at thedoor, watchinghim.

‘You have just driven away the only customer that bome here today. Madame Koto is angry
with you. The man refused to drink in the dark &ft you wicked child.’

| watched him.

‘Either you come in or stay out. But don’t lookmae as if you are a lizard.’

| stayed out. There were stars in the sky. The meas fading. Some of the stars moved as |
watched them and | was so engrossed | didn’t Hesacarpenter creep up to me. He caught my

neck and dragged me into the bar. Madame Koto ¢anvéh two bowls of peppersoup.

‘Leave that wicked boy alone!” she told the carpenThen to me she said: ‘Il was going to give
you plenty of meat but you will only get half besawou drove away my customer.’

‘Let mefloghim,” thecarpenter offered.

‘Go and flogyour own children,” MadameKoto replied.

The carpenter let me go. | made an ugly face at Hienwent on drinking. Madame Koto gave us
our respective bowls of peppersoup. | retired tomer and sat on the floor with my back to the
wall and drank the soup from a position where llddieep an eye on the carpenter. But the
spoon Madame Koto had given me was too bigfor mytmand | went out to get a smaller one.
When I got back I found that most of my
meathadgone.Thecarpenterwaslickinghisfingerswititgteldlikerelish.

‘Who stole my meat?’ | asked.

‘Thelittlegirl,’ replied thecarpenter, with miscliiend wickedness glintingin his eyes.

‘What girl?’

‘The girl.’

| stared at himalongtime, tryingto decidewhat to @ben | went out and complained about the
theft and Madame Koto gave me some more meat. | waithout takingmy
eyesoffthecarpenter.Hekeptwinkingatme.Whenlfinisivedtand washedmy

bowlandspoon.Andwhenlicamebackinlsawamansittingat@ataear 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 hinenTlhran out to tell Madame



Koto that my father was around. She brought in sopam-wine and peppersoup.

‘Thissonofyours’,shesaid,puttingthemdown,‘'droveaway only customer.” ‘He’s abad boy,’

Dad replied, with somethinglikefondness. Hewas abmpay

for the drink, but Madame Koto said:'Keep your mpné&his is to welcome you.”l seeyou

areimprovingtheplace. I'm doing my best.”Plenty customers, eh?*They will come.’Madame
Koto fetched herself some peppersoup and wine aindesr the counter.

Everyonedrank and atein silence. Then thecarpesteayingon thebench, waving away flies,
turned to Dad and said: ‘So which party do you suf®) We all looked up at him. Dad made his
reply. ‘The Party of the Poor.’ ‘They

areascorruptaseveryoneelse,’saidthecarpenter,limgirandonthe table. ‘Still, | support them.
At least they don’t spit on us.’

‘They are all corrupt. In my home-town they Kkilled man because he wouldn’t
supportthem.They tooaretryingtorigtheelections. Thagvethugswhobeatup people in the
markets. They take bribes and they help only thérase

‘But still | support them,” Dad said, stubbornly.? What have they done for

you?’*Nothing.”So why?*Because at least they tkiof the ordinary hard-working man.“They

think of them, that’s all they do. Notalkingpolasinmy bar,’saidMadameKotofirmly.

‘You are a wise woman. Politics spoils businesaid Dad.'They are all corrupt. They are all
thieves. With the Party of the Rich everyone

knows they are thieves. They don'’t pretend.’

‘NO POLITICSY

‘But | won't vote for them.”’

‘They have...’

‘NO POLITICSF

‘Money and . .’

‘NO POLITICSF

‘Power. They can help. If you support them theymupyou. They give you
contracts. A poor man has to eat.’

Madame Koto got up and snatched away the carperiievl.

‘Didn’t you hear me? | said NO POLITICSY



The carpenter fell silent. Madame Koto went oute Thio men resumed drinking.

Dad turned to me.

‘What did they teach you at school today?’

‘About Mungo Park and the British Empire.’

‘They are all corrupt,” said the carpenter.

Dad stayed quiet. Moths and flies circled the &ithe bar. The carpenter was getting visibly
drunk and he kept slurring the same phrase. Dadedosome palm-wine for me and | drank.
Dad’s eyes grew red. The carpenter went on slurngside a bird piped an insistent melody. |
got quite drunk and the carpenter fell silent, lbegaother speech, stopped, and rested his head
on the table. Soon he was snoring. Dad got drudkoagan to sway gently himself.

‘Very good palm-wine,” he said, loudly.

The carpenter jerked up, looked round, and werk bmasleep. Dad began his own

repetition.

‘Politics is bad for friendship,” he said.

The carpenter didn’t move. When Dad finished hisnpaine he got up, swayed, staggered over
to the carpenter, and slapped him on the shouldes.carpenter started and turned his head in
every direction like a bird. His eyes were heawvgéd.

‘Friendship is bad for politics,” he said.

‘They are all corrupt,’ the carpenter slurred, éndhis head on the table again.

Dad staggered to the backyard.

‘Madame Koto, we are going,” he announced.

‘Good night.’

Dad muttered something. At the threshold he said:

‘Let’'s go home.’

And we left the edge of reality, the fairyland thrad one could see, and went home through
theswayingnight.

SIX



WHEN THE CARPENTER had finished the constructiorite counter, the bar lost some of its
fairyland quality. Madame Koto set up a chair, pkstic bowls for giving change, her basin of
peppersoup, and some gourds of wine behind theteouBhe was experimenting with
efficiency. The carpenter was paid partly in moaey partly in wine. He was already drunk
when I arrived and Madame Koto wastryingtoget
himtoleave.Hewouldn’tbudge,hekeptrequestingmorewiaesaid it was important for him to
drink after he had completed a job. Madame Kotdgsted that he had been drunk all through
the job, that the counter was bent over in onectior and that it gave an overall impression of
unsteadiness.

The carpenter was untouched by the criticism. Madad€oto carried on quibbling and the

carpenter went on drinking. A blue fly drowned iis [palm-wine and he drank on stolidly,

muttering his replies to her, complaining about hmverly he had been paid. The counter took
up a lot of space. The fresh wood smelt good irbtre There were wood shavings and nails on
the floor which the carpenter refused to sweep. atael Koto refused to give him any more

wine. He asked me to fetch him water.

‘| can get drunk on water too,’” he said.
‘Don’t give him any water,” Madame Koto ordered.

She sat behind her newly built counter, her threlknie wedged between the wood and the wall,
surveying everything with a proprietorial air. To&penter dozed. She whipped the table with a
broom. The carpenter got up, staggered to the laadkynd soon we heard him urinating and
farting. Madame Koto rushed out, | followed, and fwend him urinating on her firewood. She
reached for a nearby broom, whipped him round #eknand he ran, urinating and laughing.
She pursued him all the way down the street. | werand sat at my corner and not long
afterwards she returned, sweating above her ugperShe dropped her broom near the
earthenware pot and said:

‘I amgoingto liedown. If anyonecomes, callme.’

She shuffled out. | heard her struggling with tirewwood and abusing the carpenter. Then |
didn’t hear her any more. It was hot in the bat,the smell of fresh-planed wood was sweet and
soothing. Flies spiralled in the air. | noticed ac@-Cola poster on the wall. It had the picture of
a half-naked white woman with big breasts. Lizaafsinto the bar, stopped in the middle of the
floor, and saluted me, nodding. | nodded back dm®y sped on. | lay down on a bench and
drifted off to sleep.

| woke up when a man in dirty clothes came runnimg the bar, holding one of his slippers in

his hand. He rushed in and rushed out through #o&yard door and came in again. He stood
there, in a panic, looking in all directions. Thea brought out a handkerchief, wiped his face,
and stared at me pleadingly.

‘Where can | hide?’ ‘Why?’



‘People are after me.” ‘Why?’

‘Politics.’

‘Are you a politician?’ He looked confused.

‘Does this compound lead to the road at the back?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘If I give you money will you help?’

‘Why?’

‘Are you a dunce or something? Do you want therkiltane?’
‘No.’

He started to speak again, but we heard rough saioening from the street. Crowd voices.
They were coming towards the bar. The man rubbgdh&nds together, his slipper between his
palms, he ran one way, then the other, said ‘Oh, Gak me’ and held my hand. | pointed to the
backyard door. As a sort of payment he gave meharslkerchief, and sped out. | couldn’t
understand his handkerchief. It was very filthy d@ndidn’t look like any colour on this earth. |
went and threw it away in the backyard.

When | got back the rough voices were just beyohd turtain strips. Some of the
peoplewentaway towardsthestreet,squabblingandsiyastihey went.Thentwo men, bare-
chested and muscle-bound, stepped into the bay. Sthede towards me. | had seen them before.
One of them had come with the landlord to our rod&md the other was one of the thugs that
had been involved in the mindless battle alongstn@et. He had a bandage round his head. They
both towered over me. The one with the bandageahaassive and ugly pair of nostrils which
swelled and contracted as he breathed. The otlaidiahge lips and small eyes.

‘Where is the madame?’ the bandaged one askedtlt dmow."Who are you?”l am a
boy." They both stared at me with malevolent faddwir sweat stank out the bar. They

exuded an air of raw menace, their mighty chestagiand falling. Then suddenly they spread
out and one of them looked under the benches aidstawhile the other looked behind the
counter and the doors. They came back and stodmh of me again. Then, as if they both
shared one brain, they spread out a second tineeyent out through the backyard door, and the
other went out through the front door. They botmeaack in through opposite doors. They sat
across from me.

‘Is there any palm-wine?’ the small-eyed one gralwio."Why not?*The tapper hasn't
brought it yet.”Any water?*No.”"Why not?"The welran dry.’ They glowered at me. The



bandaged one said:'Any peppersoup?’*No."How cormi#®e madame hasn’t cooked it yet.'The
small-eyed one went to the earthenware pot, tobitsolid, and peered in.

‘Isn’t that water?”Yes, but a madman pissed inHow come?”l don’t know. The madame said
he was mad.”"Why haven’t you thrown it away?’| ¢acarry it.’He put the lid back on. He went
back to his bench. Flies circled the men.‘Areyoaoliftgus?’

‘No.” The bandaged man brought out a flick-kniferfr his trouser pocket. He began to

cutaway atthetable,chippingoffthewood. ‘Don’t datthl said. ‘Why not?’ ‘The madame will be
angry.” ‘She won't. She is our friend. Our party kds her’ They
stayedsilentforawhile.Oneofthemswottedafly,killingndheflickedit

off his palm, and laughed. ‘I killed a fly,” he daio his companion, who nodded, but stayed
silent. Then the bandaged one looked at me widracious and menacing squint and

said: ‘Did anyone come in here?’ ‘No,’ | repliechd8y stayed still for a while. Then, as if they
had ears outside the bar, as if they had

smelt something a long distance away, they bothugadnd ran out through the backyard door.
Flies buzzed in the silence. | went to the backyard looked around. They had gone.

Later, | heard voices. Two men were shouting, atidraner voice was protesting its innocence.
The voices got closer, louder, and then moved awagame distant. And then, from the
backyard, the voices sounded again, swelled byitoaddis. Many people, it seemed, were in
argument and disagreement. The thin voice criedtbatnoise of multitudes drowned it under. |
hurried outside and saw that the two thugs haddailng man. They had dragged him through
the passage and into the backyard. The thugs heldhéin’s arms and he let them hold on to him
while he meekly protested his innocence. Some peoplthe crowd surrounding them kept
asking what the man had done. Madame Koto camedfober room, saw the thugs and the
unfortunate man, and hurried back in again.

The crowd and the thugs created a frightening dime man’s voice became thinner, his
protestations feebler, and his face was patheficalhtorted as though he wanted the world to
know that he had accepted his fate.

Then he began to plead. He pleaded with the maggihg them to leave him to go free, that he
would never oppose them again, that he had beed.blhen he begged the crowd to help him.
The crowd was becoming increasingly divisive abthéir response to his fate when the man
suddenly bolted. He pushed his way through the drowhovingasideamother and

child,accidentally hittingapregnantwomaninthe stomwith his elbow, and he ran into me with

such frightened force that | fell hard on the gmdwand banged my head on a thick block of
firewood.

‘Catch him! Catch him!" the thugs shouted.



‘Hold him! Hold the traitor!’
‘Thief! Thiefl’

They boundedafterhimandthesmall-eyedthugdivedargittheman’sfeetin a flying tackle. The
man went down and the two thugs set on him andekidkm and slapped him around and hit
him in the stomach. He collapsed on his knees la@dvwo men went on unleashing a barrage of
blows and kicks on him. He folded himself into dl lzand still they went on, inventing new
forms of beating, new kinds of hand-chops, knuadkbeks, jabs and elbow attacks,
enjoyingtheir invention.

‘That’'s enough,” Madame Koto said from the crowdjwut much conviction.

The thugs ignored her. They went on beating uprthe to their satisfaction. Then they dragged
him up. He was weeping and trembling, his nose hé&mouth quivered, hebled fromoneeye,
his facewasallbruised,hehadcutsinsixplaces,andctbevd merely looked on. Then someone
began to plead for him. The woman spoke of mermgress, God’s love, Allah’s compassion.
The two thugs, switching methods to suit the mobthe crowd, said that the man was a vicious
creature who had beaten his wife unconscious amatdmimed his three children. They were
starving and his wife had been in hospital for sedlays. His wife, they said, was their sister.
The crowd was enraged by the man’s wickedness. @ndhe thugs dragged him away the
women all knocked him on the head and rained cunsdsm for his cowardice and brutality.

The thugs led the man towards the forest. His elthere torn. His head hung low. He walked
with the submissiveness of a man who is soon gairte.

When the thugs and the man disappeared, the crasykrded, but the compound people
remained. In their poor clothes, with their hungleir pain, their faces stark with the facts of
their lives, they stood outside the bar and statete forest as though it were about to release an
ominous sign, or sound, or yield its awesome sgcret

They did not move, even when they heard the innocees of the man echoing through the
trees.

It was Madame Koto who broke the stillness. Shetwerher stack of firewood and began to
prepare her fire, as if acknowledging the fact tihare are few things that happen which can
make it impossible for life to continue.

The women looked at her as she started the fieoKed at all of them. Madame Koto, in her
activity, seemed apart from them, different, sefgafeom their fevers. A formation of birds,
densely clustered, and consisting of a fast-changset of geometricpatterns, circled
thesky,spreadingtheirshadowsontheburningearth. Tdrapound people melted back to their
rooms, to their disparate occupations.

| went inside the bar and lay on a bench. | shutayss. | heard Madame Koto come in. She
said:



‘If you misbehavethesamethingwillhappen to you.’

‘What?’

‘The forest will swallow you.’

‘Then | will become a tree,’ | said.

‘Then they will cut you down because of a road.’

‘Then | will turn into the road.’

‘Cars will ride on you, cows will shit on you, pdewill perform sacrifices on your face.’
‘And | will cry at night. And then people will rem&ber the forest.’

Shewas silent. Ididn’topenmy eyes.Iheardherliftegtarthenwarepot,heard her pouringwater out
of it, heard her leaving.

The heat changed the colours in my eyes. Lyinghenbench, within the shade of the bar, with
birds calling outside, an immense space of peaeaaxpinside me. It spread deep. It lowered the
heat on my skin.

Soft voices sang from the bushes. | listened tanbezzin. | listened to myself faintly snoring.
A strange shape, like the body of a mythical anigrawn rotten on the path, burst into my
mind. | sat up. My feet didn’t touch the groundbdked about me and saw

a lizard staring at me as if | were about to bréatdo song. Outside, birds piped their
indecipherable melodies.

| lay down again, listening to the voices of schoaldren, shrill with the joy of play and
encounter. | listened to the many voices in me. Bérech bit into my back. | shut my eyes and,
within, everything was black. A deeper shade oftllanfurled within the blackness. | was
drawn into a vortex. | reached out; the blackneas light, like air. And as | floated, transfixed,
captive, a face — luminous with emerald brilliante,eyes a deep diamond blue, its smile that
of an unhappy man who had died at the right momempenedontomy
gaze.Washeanincarnationofthegreatkingofthe spoild? He stared at me and as | tried to look
deeper into the mysteries of his facelfeltmysdifigintolight. My
eyesopenedoftoomuchbrightness.

Ishut themagain.Iheardasuddensound.Acurioustakeaimsgrabbingyou from out of a trusted
darkness, swept over me. | didn’t move. | felt earf Then | saw the elongated faces of spirits,
with blood pouring out of their eyes. My mouth opdrninto a scream, and the faces changed.
Then a bald head turned round and round under mg. g2n all of its sides were sorrowful eyes.
It leant towards me, then bowed, disembodied; amitsoscalp opened a mouth which spread



into an ecstatic, elastic, smile. | woke up sudgehlsaw glimpses of wise spirits in a flash
beforelsawMadameKoto’sruggedface.Shecaughtmyrighiands,andsaid:

‘Get up. Customers are here!’

And when | sat up and looked around | knew we vierine divide between past and future. A
new cycle had begun, an old one was being brought at pitch, prosperity
andtragedyrangoutfromwhatlsaw,andlknewthatthebaldm@yer be the same again.

It wasevening.Outside,throughthecurtainstrips,ldsekbirdswhirlinground and round in the air,
as though marking, with the centre of their cirt¢hee spot where a comrade had just fallen. The
sun was an intense orange, a molten object stangebnnected with the cooling breeze of the
forest. Madame Koto’s face had broken into the srsile reserved for the customers who spent
the most.

There were a lot of people outside. They were eligalressed in bright kaftans and agbadas
and safari suits. They laughed and talked in arech&bnes. There were many women amongst
them. The strong scent of their perfumes was haadyinescapableon theeveningair.

The two thugs who had earlier led the man away psiepinto the bar. They surveyed
theplaceasiftoascertainwhetheritwasbigenoughfoeflebcationthey planned. They did not look
like thugs. In spite of the bandage and the aniexaression in their eyes, they looked like
modern businessmen, contractors, exporters, pahsc Dressed in lace kaftans, with matching
hats, they were wonderfully high-spirited. They went, came in again and, walking towards
Madame Koto with the dignity of honourable croogaid:

‘It will do. We want to celebrate here. You are duend and supporter. Since you havebeen
good to us, wewillbringbusiness to you.’

The man with the bandage round his forehead werdrmili | heard him say:

‘Come in, my people. Come in.’

He led the way, walking with a lilt. The small-eyetan stood in the middle of the bar, making
expansive gestures. Neither of them looked likepbeple they had been. | was fascinated by

their transformation.

‘My favourite customers, welcome!” Madame Koto saith a voice of such extreme
unctuousness that | turned to her, surprised.

Her face glistened. She rubbed her palms togefiertwo men sat. The people outside came in,
bringing their thick perfume smells, their crackjitace, their clinkingbangles and trinkets and
strangejewellery, and thesmellof new money.

‘More light! cried one of the men.



‘And plenty of your best palm-wine!’ said another.

Madame Koto, who seemed to me afraid of nothingeutite heavens, moved with such alacrity
it appeared she was afraid of incurring their diaglre. She rushed out and got a clean cloth and
wiped the benches before the women and the meonsiéitem. She wiped the tabletops till they
shone and she opened the curtains wider by hatiggnigwer parts of the plastic strips on a nalil.
She rushed out and came back in and gave me laléestare and for the first time she shouted at
me as if | were her servant.

‘Get up, you ugly child. Get up and fetch water oy customers!’

| was too stunned to move. She grabbed me by théf ©f the neck, and tossed me out of the
bar. Furious and confused, | picked up a lengtfireivood. | stayed out a long time. Madame
Koto came out looking for me. I held the firewoadHh ready to use it.

‘What about the water?’ she asked.

| said nothing. | held the wood harder. | withstabe metal in her eyes. She approached. |
backed away into the bushes. She smiled, her Breastving. She got close, arms outstretched,
and | lashed out, and missed, and the firewood @atvof my hands, and splinters caught in my
palm. She stopped. A new expression appeared dad¢erThen she said:

‘Okay, okay.’

She fetched the basins of water herself. | stayeat the bushes and watched her run up and
down, trying frantically to please her customeise $ame out with a heavy face and re-entered
with a big false smile. | went to the front and eked as more of the thugs and their friends
poured into the bar. They laughed roughly and thlkeout money. They talked about politics
and contracts and women and the elections. | pelepatd saw Madame Koto sitting behind her
counter, sweating. She listened with wide-eyedétteness to what was being said and jumped
up with an elastic smile whenever they wanted shingt She seemed like a total stranger.

‘Madame,” one of the men said, ‘why don’'t you tums place into a hotel? You will make
plenty of money.’

‘And why don’t you get women to serve us insteathat strange child, eh?’

Madame Koto made a reply which raised laughter, voich | didn’t hear. They went on
drinkingendless bowls of soup, endless gourds hene. | stayed out till the evening began
to distribute itself across the sky. Madame Kotmedookingfor me and when | saw her | ran.
‘Why are you running?’ she asked in a gentler voice

Then she pleaded with me to go back in and saidttiey were her special customers and |

should behave properly towards them. She promisedome money and a generous portion of
soup. Cautiously, | went back into the bar. Butlogn the men were quite drunk and had begun



to shout and to boastt Two of the men were so dhatk they
dancedwithoutmusic,staggering,sweatingpepperso@ofem climbed on a table and danced
to the tune of his party’s song. The table wobblde.sang and stamped. The other man tried to
climb a bench, but couldn’t. The two thugs kepirigyto get them to come down. The bandaged
man went round his table and tried to grab the elaraut he jumped from one table to another
and eventually jumped so hard that he crashed tightigh the wood and remained entangled.
No one moved to help him.

‘Don’t worry, Madame,’ said the small-eyed thuggwrill pay for your table.’

Madame Koto remained still behind the counter. kbsver face vibrated. | could sense her
tremendous rage. But she managed a smile of ireesincerity, and said:

‘Thank you, my favourite customers.’

Two women from the group got up and helped the maof the table. He was bleeding from

the thighs and round the area of his crotch budiie’t seem to notice. He lay down on a bench
next to me and fell asleep. His shoes stank. Hisillle perfume mingled with peppersoup

sweat. | moved two benches away from him. The sthesumed their drinking and their rowdy
merriment. Madame Koto watched them with a fixedlsmn her huge face. She watched
passively, not doinganything, even when fresh custs turned up and were driven away,
shouted away, by the bandaged man and his friends.

‘Go and find somewhere else to drink. This is oartonight,” they would say, laughing.

They went on turning people away, preventing theomfso much as coming in, and all
Madame Koto did was smile.

‘This madame is going to be my wife!” announced tbhedaged thug.

He got up, swaying, and dragged her from behind dhenter and danced with her. ‘That
madame,’ said one of the men, ‘will swallow you qbetely.” The others

laughed. Madame Koto stopped dancing, went outyatudned with her broom.
‘Run! Run-o!" came a drunken chorus.

The man who had provoked her was already outsidbétime she reached him.
‘Sweep away my sorrows,’ crooned the bandaged hading her from behind.
She shook him off. He said, with eyes both feveaistl earnest:

‘Madame, if you marry me you will sleep on a bedwdney!”



And as if to prove it he brought out a crisp paakiepound notes and proceeded to plaster note
after note on her sweating forehead. She respowitedamazing dexterity and, as if she were
some sort of desperate magician, made the monappkar into her brassiere. She danced all
the while. He seemed very amused by her greed.wégesl, his eyes opening and shutting,
behaving as if he hadn’'t noticed anything. And tlgeite suddenly he put away his packet of
money, and danced away fromMadameKoto,hisfaceglisggviththeecstasy ofpower.

The darkness outside spread indoors. The flies imégase. It became quite dark. Madame Koto
brought in the lanterns, lit them, and distributieeim round the tables.

‘Madame,’ slurred the small-eyed thug, ‘we will giyou electricity and you will play music for
us one of these days and we will all dance.’

At that moment the curtain parted and the carpeptigrs wide, clothes dirty from another job,
came into the bar.

‘Go and drink somewhere else!’ said one of the men.
‘Why?’

‘Why not?’

‘Because | built this bar.’

‘So what?’

‘No one can tell me to get out of here.’

‘Is that so?’

‘Yes.’

The bandaged man, who had clearly been spoilingdare confrontation all evening, made a
great show of tearing off his agbada. Then he wmeniously

jumped on the carpenter. They both fell on a bercHantern rocked on the table. They
wrestled, rolling, on the floor. One of the lanteifiell and broke and set the table on fire. The
women screamed, grabbed their handbags, and flsideuMadame Koto got her inevitable
broom and whipped the fire. Her broom began to biilre two men went on fighting. The
carpenter ripped off the thug’s bandage. The thitlgmgoted to strangle the carpenter. The
companions of the bandaged man began hitting thgerter, booting him, smashing his head
with their shoes, punching his ribs. But each tthey hit the carpenter, it was the bandaged man
who cried out. Then, in a flurry, benches and taldame tumbling over, glasses and plates
broke, calabashes were cracked open, spilled paha-burst into flames, and smoke filled the
air. | didn’t move. | heard one of the thugs scremmnHis agbada had caught fire. He ran out, his
garment flaming all around him, into the blue nigfte curtain strips caught fire as well. Soon it



seemed everything was burning. Madame Koto rushedwith the compound people,
bearingbuckets of water, which they poured everyahen the tables and walls, on the men
fighting over flames and broken calabashes, oventan who lay asleep and drunk and who had
earlier jumped into a table, over the curtains.rSte fires were extinguished and the men had
stopped wrestling on the floor. They were thoroygilenched. They both got up, bits of glass
and wood sticking to them, and they leant forwgrdaning.

Madame Koto fetched a new broom and waded intectted of bodies and began lashing out,
thrashing everyone with such viciousness that tdmengotion in the bar became incredible. She
whipped the thugs and their guests, pursued thernhdodoor, she turned and flogged the
carpenter and chased him round the bar, then shekatl the compound people who had come
to help, and who fled screaming that she had goa, she lashed me on the back and neck and
| ran outside. She went on hitting out and whipghegir with her broomeven when therewas no
oneleft to hit.

She emerged suddenly at the front door and heepcessent the women screaming, the men
yelling. She bounded after the thugs and theinétgg soundly beatingthewomen on theback,
themen roundtheankles,pursuingthemup theroad tembe forest. For a while, we didn't see
her. Then, breathing heavily, she materialised aysibns, and pounced on our astonishment,
quick on her feet for one so heavy. Shetoreafter, uwmanagingthecurious
featofbeinginseveralplacesatthe same time, andpiigphose of us who had run either north or
south, west or east, crackling the air with thetele fury of her new broom, cursing everything,
raising the dust and kicking up stones, whirling awearing, chasing us into the bushes, into the
backyard and down the passages. People fled evergwhran into the stinking bathroom and
remained there for a long time and only came outerwh heard other voicestentatively
emergingfromtheirhiding-places.lcreptup tothebar.

Madame Koto sat at a table. There was only onetifumag lantern in the room. The place was a
mess. Tables were broken and burnt, there wereebrgikasses and bones of chickens and
crushed bowls and twisted spoons and shatteretasdlas and torn clothes and spilt wine and
soup everywhere. There was vomit on one tableCthea-Cola calendar was on the floor, with
peppersoup stains all over the breasts of the whiteman. Benches were upside down. There
were burnt pound notes on tables and patches otilda the walls. Madame Koto sat in the soft
darkness. Her breasts heaved slightly. Her faceanaask. She sat alone in her bar, surrounded
by confusion and night-flies. Her hands trembled.

With her sad, hard eyes she stared straight ahiehdrpnot surveyingher domain. She bit her
lower lip. Then to my greatest amazement she bégdremble worse than ever, sitting bolt
upright, her face bold, her eyes defeated. She ,wppvering, and her tears ran down her
massive cheeks and dripped on the table. Thentsppesl, swallowed, wiped her face with her
wrapper, and began to lock up the bar for the &g too had crossed the divide between past
and future. She must have known that a new cydleldsgun. She turned suddenly, saw me,
became stiff, her eyes widening with the horrobeiihg discovered in a secret moment, and then
she said, somewhat harshly:

‘What areyou lookingat?’



‘Nothing.’

‘Haven’t you seen a grown woman cry before?’

| was silent.

‘Go home!” she commanded.

| didn’t move. Neither Madame Koto, nor her bar,ulbever be the same again.
‘Go home!’ she ordered.

| went.

SEVEN

MUM WAS ALONE in the room, praying to our ancestarad to God in three different
languages. She knelt by the door, her kerchiefypeotveringher face, rubbingher palms together
fervently.

‘Shut the door and come in,’ she said.

| went and sat on the bed. The intensity of heygraverwhelmed the room. | listened to her
calling for strength, pleading for Dad to get a dgab, for us to find prosperity and contentment.
She prayed that we should not die before our tthe, we should live long enough for the good
harvest, and that our suffering should turn intedem.

When she finished she stood up and came and saeb®g on the bed. She was silent. The
space around her was full of energies. She askeat &tadame Koto and | told her that people

thought she was going mad. Mum laughed, till | toéd what had happened. There was a long
silence. Then | realised that she hadn’t beemlisteto me. Her eyes were distant.

‘Did you seethedoor?’ sheasked suddenly, breakingbher contemplation.‘Our door?’*Yes.”|
did."Go and look again.’| went out and looked becbuldn’'t see anything because of the
darkness. The

compound people, like figures in a red dream, widout in the backyard, moved about the
passage. | came back in. ‘Did you see?’

‘No.’ | took the candle, cupped my palm over a sidiéts flame, and went out again. Our door
had been crudely hacked with machetes. They hadsalsplintered the wood. Gashes were long
rather than deep on the door. A foul-smelling sase, glistening red under the candle-light,
had been smeared across the wood in a set of mgnsighs. Our door had been marked. | went
back in.



‘Who did it?”It was the landlord.”"How do you knowWDad challenged his party.’Mum was
silent for a moment. | put the candle back on #i#et'Be careful of the compound people,” she
warned. ‘One day they are our friends and

the next day they are our enemies.’ ‘Yes, mothémnvas cooking food. | came to the room.
When | went back to the kitchen someone

had poured water on the fire.” We were silent.fi aow afraid to walk the compound at night.
Who knows if they are poisoning

our food, eh?’ | became afraid. | held on to Murhe $atted my head gently. For a moment |
could see our door being broken down at night, evive slept. | saw the great monstrous
Egungun, belching white smoke from seven earstingrsto our room

and devouring us all with his bloodied mouth.
‘Let’s run away,’ | said.

Mum laughed. Then she became serious. And for itisé time | saw how the world had
sharpened her features. Her cheekbones jutteth@uhose was pointed, her chin was sharp, and
the two corners of her forehead stood out likertak-shaped result of permanent bruising. Her
eyes were narrowed as if they were endlessly trigrexclude most of what they saw.

‘Our destiny will protect us. Don't fear anythingny son. The worst they can do is kill us.” She
paused.

Her face took on the bizarre immobility of a mabler eyes didn't move and they seemed to
stare past the window in an uncanny vacant corebont

‘I am tired of this life anyway,’ she said, evertya’l want to die.’

Suddenly | had a vision of her death. It came amhtwso fast and it left me perplexed. |

remembered her face when she nearly died just mfgenomecoming. | remembered that it was
because of her bruised face that | had chosendpth stay, in the confines of this world, and to
break my pacts with my spirit companions. One &f tany promises | made before birth was
that | would make her happy. | had chosen to staw she wanted to die. | burst out crying. |

threw myself on the floor and thrashed and wepe @iemon of grief seized me completely.

Mum tried to hold me, and console me, and findwhy | had so suddenly begun crying. She
didn’t know how inconsolable | was at that momdygcause she didn’t know the cause of my
grief.Shedidn’t knowthattheonlythingthatcouldmaketopwasapromise from her that she would
never die.

‘What’'s wrong with you? Is it because of the do@f?the compound people? Or the landlord?
Don't be afraid. We are too strong for them.’



Her words came too late. | could not separate rhysah unhappiness. | became my grief. |
wept in advance for all the things that would happthe unimaginable things beyond the
horizon of all the narratives of our lives. Misdilfed me like water fills a deep well after a
heavy downpour. | started to choke. My spirit comipas drank of my grief and filled me with
sweet songs to make my wretchedness more subliméneelrt stopped beating. | froze, became
rigid, didn’t breathe, my mouth open, eyes widerkbass rushed over me, a powerful wind
from the forest. The darkness extinguished my donsoess.

But deep inside that darkness a counterwave, dlicebef joy, stirred. It was a peaceful wave,
breaking on the shores of my spirit. | heard saoites singing and a very brilliant light came
closer and closer to the centre of my forehead. fah suddenly, out of the centre of my
forehead, an eye opened, and | saw this light tehbebrightest, most beautiful thing in the
world. It was terribly hot, but it did not burn.Was fearfully radiant, but it did not blind. Aseth
light came closer, | became more afraid. Then nay farned. The light went into the new eye
and into my brain and roved around my spirit andv@abin my veins and circulated in my blood
and lodged itselfinmy heart. Andmyheartburnedwithasgagony,asifitwerebeingburnt to ashes
within me. As | began to scream the pain reachedlimax and a cool feeling of divine dew
spread through me, making the reverse journeyeobthliant light, cooling its flaming passages,
till it got back to the centre of my forehead, wdet lingered, the feeling of a kiss for ever
imprinted, a mystery and a riddle that not evendibad can answer.

EIGHT

MUM HELD THE candle in her hand. The wax drippedwdoon to her fragile skin. She did not
flinch. She did not move. Her eyes were wide op¢er. face was a rock in the dark shadows
where the candle-light couldn’t reach.

‘One day | will tell you the story of how Death waenquered,” she said, in the voice of a
mysterious priestess.

She stared at me for a long time. The candle-logbated a golden aureole round the scattered
fringes of her hair. The wax turned white on hagfte skin. She put down the candle and peeled
off the wax. She stared beyond me. There was fedrdae in her eyes. She moved her hand

across the darkness and created a raft in the wisadibwas abluedarkness. Everythingturned

blue.

| floated on the raft and found myself on the nfdite candle had burned low on the table. There
were mosquitoes and midges in the room and theomingas open. The wind blew in, fluttering
the candle, and it brought the smells of the wolddinsed by the freshness of the night air.

Someone tapped gently on the door of my spiripéred the door and found the photographer
outside. At first | didn’t recognise him. | hadrseen him for many days. He looked different.
His face shone with health. His eyes were bright Hood was buoyant as though he had
discovered fields of hope somewhere in the night.

‘It's me,” he said, a little hesitantly, ‘the Inteational Photographer.’



He came in half crouching, half bouncing. His sm@wung between fear and buoyancy. He had
new cases for his equipment. On his photographi@asament was written the legend, white
against the black leather: TO BECOME A MAN. Waa fuestion unasked, a riddle unstated, or
a declaration unfinished? | had no idea. | stateéleawords, mesmerised.

‘Do you remember me?’ he whispered, as | lockeditia.

‘Where have you been?’

‘Round the world and back.*How is that?*Wonders illw never cease."Why
not?’Hedidn’tanswermy question.Welistenedtothestegpporld.Stillwhispering,

he said:

‘I am going to move soon. | am going to get anotjodr soon. Is there any food? | think
thosethugs havestopped lookingfor me. Thelandl@dtsymeto moveaway

from his house. | am hungry.’
‘There is no food.’

‘Why not?’

‘Didn’t you see the door?’
‘What door?’

‘Our door.’

‘Of course | saw it.’

‘You didn't.’

‘How did | get into the room?’
‘You didn't see it.’

‘Why not?’
‘Somepeopletriedtobreakitdown.Thenthey putsometimggeonit.’
‘Why?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Who did it?’



‘We don’t know.’

‘Wickedness will never cease.’
‘What?’

‘So there is no food?’

‘They poured water on our fire when Mum was cooKiixpd turned on the bed.He grunted in
his sleep. The rats began to eat. Mum chewed hatimamnd fell silent.

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know. Mum thinks they might poison us.’

‘Ssssshhhhhh!

‘What?’

‘A spirit passingmight hear you.’

‘What will it do?’

‘Depends.’

‘On what?’

‘Is there any garri?’

‘Yes.’

He went to the cupboard and, quiet as a thief,augome garri from the basin with a bowl. He
poured water in the bowl, got rid of the excessewat the passage, put salt and cubes of sugar
in the garri, some more water to achieve his déseeeentric balance, and ate. The simple food
satisfied him. When he finished he said:

‘Show me the door.’

| took the candle outside, cupping the flame adgdalmeswind. He studied the

gashes, touched the foul-smelling red stuff, simefasted it, and said:

‘Blood of a wild boar.” ‘How do you know?’

‘l used to be a hunter.’



We went back in. He knelt in silence on the mat.

‘Maybeit’'s becauseof me,” hesaid after alongtimepéised.

‘I will go soon. | will disappear. | will go undergund.” Another pause.

‘I don’t want to bringyou trouble.’

The wind blew in through the window and blew owd ttandle. We stayed in the
dark. When he spoke again his voice had changedydn know what | did today?’

‘No.” ‘I took photographs of women at the marketrigeattacked by thugs. The women fought
them back. I took pictures of riots against ourte/ulers. | took pictures of a

policeman takingbribes. Thepoliceman saw meandugdrsne. | escaped.” ‘How?’ ‘Magic.’
‘How?’ ‘I turned invisible.” ‘How?’ ‘I have a lot b powers.” ‘Then why are you hiding?’
‘Because if you have power you don’t use it all time.” ‘What else can you do?’ ‘I can fly.’
‘To where?’ ‘To the moon.’

‘How?’ ‘On a flash.” ‘I don't believe you.’ ‘Lastight | flew to the moon and took pictures of its
incredible face.’” ‘Let me see them.” ‘Another tim&Vhy not now?’ ‘Because | have to sleep.’
‘What else can you do?’ ‘I can change people’sddce

‘How?*With my camera.’ ‘Into what?’‘l can make theugly or beautiful.’

‘Why?*Because | can do it."What else can you dban drink ten bottles of ogogoro without
getting drunk.” The rats began to chew.‘Can youanstind what the rats are saying?’ ‘No.”Can
you talk to them?”No. But | can kill them."WhyBecause they are never satisfied. They are
like bad politicians and imperialists and

rich people.” ‘How?’ ‘They eatup property.They gataverythinginsight. Andoneday whenthey
are

very hungry they will eat us up.’ | was silent. "&fyou wake up tomorrow all the rats will be
gone. | will finish them off. I will

use my powerful medicine and my secret charms.tiBey won't work if you don't sleep.” He
got up and shut the window. We lay on the matiettto sleep but the rats went on chewing and
the mosquitoes went on tormenting us. ‘I can teamhhow to fly to the moon,” he said in the
dark. ‘How?’ ‘Just think about the moon and falleap.’

| tried it. | fell asleep, but | did not fly to theoon, nor did | even dream about its mysterious
face. And | didn’t wake up early enough to tell fieotographer that what he taught me hadn’t
worked.



NINE

MUM WAS SHRIEKING. Dad stood over her, a fiendishok on his face, dangling six large
rats by the tail. One of them was still barely alilt kicked feebly. Mum got out of bed.

‘Where did you find those rats?’

| sat up. All around the mat, under the centregtiably the door, on top of the cupboard, near
thebed,werethebristlingcorpsesofrats.Iscreamedobnawvasa Calvary of rats, a battleground of
them. They had died in every conceivable positidrere were rats near my pillow, clinging on
to the mat with their bared yellow teeth. Thereeveats all over my cover cloth. Some had died
beside me, died beneath the cloth, perished ocedhee table, their long tails hanging over the
edge. Some had clawed their way up the window icugad had died at the foot of the wall,
leaving long rips on the cloth. They had died indBaboot, their tails mistakable for his
shoelace. They had died with their yellow eyes pgaazing at us with a solemn vacant threat of
vengeance. A few of them were still strugglingll stive, and Dad put them out of their misery,
crushing their heads expertly with his boots. Téis,rin dying, squirted yellow and blue liquids
from their mouths. Bigfurry rats with longthin tailwrithed among the bodies of their
companions, kicking with their little paws. Dad ked one up to add to his pendular collection
and it made a sudden motion of rip and snag, aagcdbad on the cuff of his shirt, and tearing it,
and Dad slung the creature against the wall, aneftitits imprint there as it collapsed to the
floor, clinging on to a piece of sacking with iegped teeth, refusing to die. Dad stood ankle-
deep in the corpses of rats. | was too scared i@mo

Dad came over to me, mischief on his face, and ddkie six rats over me like an obscene
pendulum. | ran to Mum.

‘They are only rats,” she said, having obviouslyosered from her own horror.

‘So many! Dad said.

‘| 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 hisegh they decided to commit suicide.’
‘What is suicide?’ | asked.

‘What happened to the rats?’ Mum wondered.

‘The photographer killed them.’



‘Flow?’
‘With a special moon poison. It works.’
‘Works too well,” Mumsaid, gettingout of bed.

She fetched the broom. When she moved the cuplsb&dasped. The number of rats that had
died there was frightening. It was impossible tagme that we had been sharing our lives with
so many rats. They had eaten the sacking, the wbdlde table, had eaten their way through

clothes, shoes, materials. There were crumbs af &yal ratshit. Lying in a thousand different

positions—tails entwined, pale bellies showingthdmared, snarling in their death-throes — was
an unholy horde of rats.

‘Don’t touch anything!” Mum said.

She swept ever corner. She swept beneath the hddr the cupboard. She moved her hole-
ridden sacks and basins behind the door, gaspirmiror all the while. The sacks had been
more or less devoured, and rats had died amongsrtasions. Mumswept themto thedoor and
madeapileout of their corpses. | went searchingfoacarton. |  found
abigoneusedforthepackingofchocolatedrinks. Thetlgdthe carton. The creepy mass of them
nearly made me throw up. Mum went and dumped thercaf rats on the growing rubbish heap
at the back of the burnt van. Then she came badkdeenched the room in disinfectant. She
made us practically bathe in the stuff. Then she&lenas wash our hands in a concentrated
solution. Then she made food, while Dad prepareavéok.

While we were eating there was a knock on the door.
‘Come in,’ Dad said.

It was too early for visitors. We were struck by thight of the man in ragged clothes who
camein, lookingaround furtively, his eyes yellovis bomplexion pale, his mouth bitter. He was
from the landlord. He was the bearer of a messAfgewere informed that our rent had been
increased. Apparently we were the only ones toesuth increment in the compound. After he
had delivered the message, which included an optionove out if we didn't like the new rent,
and after he had gone, Dad sat in front of theestabfood like a man who had been kicked in the
ribs. He betrayed no pain, but sat still, his egdgtle bewildered. When he moved it was to
creak his neck and his knuckles. Then he movetess$y, fidgeting, his face contorted.

‘Idon’tfeellikeeatingany more,’ hesaidaftersometiBthepickedup his spoon,
continuedwithhisfood,andcleanedupeverythingontiepl@denhesent me to buy some ogogoro.
The woman who sold it wasn’t awake and Dad lost his

temperwhenlcamebackwithoutany.Solwentandwokeup dheam,bangingon her door, and she
got up and abused me while measuring out the anadtwanted. Dad drank half of it in one
gulp. Mum cleared the table. Then she went to thekyard, singingasongfromthevillage. In
theroomDad sat and stared straight ahead.



‘You see what life does to you?’ he asked. ‘Yes.’

‘You see how wicked people can be?’ ‘Yes.’

‘That’s how they make you commit murder.” He cratkes knuckles again. He sighed.

‘Where am | going to find that kind of money evengnth, eh?’

‘I don’t know.’

He stared at me. So intensely did he stare atfelethat | was the enemy.

‘Do you see how they force a man to become an aroidaer?’

‘Yes.’

He sighed again. He lit a cigarette. He smokedilense. Then, as if he had hit upon a most
brilliant idea, he put out his cigarette, and pathas work-clothes. | was disappointed when he
said:

‘When | come back | will go and see Madame Koto.’

‘She is mad,’ | told him.

He stared at me in that curious fashion again.

‘Maybeshecanloanussomemoney,’hesaid,ignoringmyepiatformation.

He got into his shoes, stamped them on the groimudhed me on the head, and went out to
work.

After awhileMumcamein, her wrapper wet. Shehad beashingclothes in the backyard.

Washingand thinking. Washingand singing. Thecompdusd awoken. Astray dogwanderedup
thepassage.ltwasadullmorning.Thesky wasgrey asiigght rain. The noise of metal buckets

clanking at the well, the sound of water being pdyura woman raising her voice, grew on the
morning air. The school-children were in their onms. A cock crowed repeatedly. Mum got
her tray together. I was ready

forschool. Mumwentdownthestreet,swaying,movingagiepily,with one more burden added to
her life. Soon she was merely a detail in the piyvefrour area.

TEN
| TRIED TO sneak past Madame Koto’s place but she se, and said very loudly: ‘Areyou

runningfrommeagain?’ She looked different. She waorew lace blouse, an expensive wrapper,
coral



beads round her neck, and copper bangles roundvhsts. She wore eye-shadow, which
darkened her eyes, and powder on her face, bendath her sweat ran. The day had become
hotter. It seemed impossible to avoid the sun.d thasty.

‘Come and have some palm-wine,’ she offered.

The bar had changed again. There were two almasfattee Rich Party on the walls. It was

surprisingly crowded for that time of the afternodimere were normal, decent-looking people,
as well as men with scars, women with bracelets wiegghed down their arms, men with dark
glasses. Arguments reverberated in the heated.plds®y discussed politics and scandals in
loud, passionate voices. Some of them had thunddiames, gleaming with sweat, and when
they talked their mouths opened to astonishingeegrSome of them were thin and bony, with
ragged hungry beards and furtive eyes. The womdridry painted fingers. They waved their
hands violently when they spoke. They fanned théraseavith newspapers Their noises mingled
with the incessant buzz of the flies.

There was a hammer on the counter. | thought thgeoger was around, but upon looking, |
found he wasn’t. There were several gourds of paine on the tables, and flies jostled on their
rims. The plates empty of peppersoup were alstila liusy with the flies. At one corner of the
room a man lay on the bench, his mouth and eyes. dppe was fast asleep. A wall-gecko ran
across his face and got caught in his hair and tkeewip screaming. The others burst into
laughter.

In the midst of all the noise sat a man with a &hieap on his head. He sat straight, with
inherited dignity, and there was a boy next to who fanned him. He had great orange beads
round his neck and wore a dazzling blue agbadadreiek as if he owned the place. He looked
familiar. |1 looked hard at him. Then | rememberedmhas oneof themen on
thevanwhohadbeenoverseeingthedistributionofpoisoilkdHis lips were large for his face and
the colour of his lower lip was a curious mixtufeed and black. There was more red than black
and it seemed he had been burnt thereas achildadHisteeyes of arat. Hecaught mestaringat
him.

‘What areyou lookingat?’ heasked. Thevoices in #inedbopped.

‘You,’ | said.

‘Why? Are you mad?’

‘No.’

He gave me a vicious stare. One of the men in #neybt up, came over, and cracked me on the
head.

‘You are mad,’ he said.

| spat at him, but it didn’t travel very far.



‘Look at this bad boy,’ he said, and cracked mecord time.

| spat again. It landed on my shirt. Madame Kotmeanto the bar. The man slapped me with
two thick fingers and | shouted and rushed forltaemmer on the counter. | tore at the man, who
for some reason fled. Madame Koto grabbed my andd4@ok the hammer from me.

‘Don’t be a bad boy! Do you see that man there®@ sdid, pointing. ‘He’s a chief. Heis goingto
ruleour area. Hewillswallow you.’

The chief, satisfied with the tribute, smiled, ameint on drinking. The noises resumed. Some of
the people commented on my behaviour and lameh&eday children no longer respected their
elders and blamed it all on the white man’s walifetvhich was spoilingthevalues of Africa.

Then one of the men suggested to Madame Koto higatveuld be better off with girls as waiters
and servants than with boys. A woman amongst thaich that if Madame Koto wanted some
girls to work for her, and to help her serve thetomers, she could arrange it.

‘That ugly boy will destroy your business for yosaid the man who had knocked me twice on
the head. ‘Who wants to be drunk on your excelpahin-wine and see that terrible face?’

“You will die!’ | said to the man.

The voices stopped. The man rose from his benshfabe quivering under the superstitious fear
of a child’s curse.

‘Say | won’t die!” he demanded.
‘Nol’

He came towards me. Madame Koto was counting mdméynd her counter. She was too
engrossed to be aware of what was happening.

‘Take it back!

‘No!

He strode towards me. Only the flies made any soise

‘Floghimtillhepisses on himself,” said thechiefhdt’s how to train achild.’

| watched the man without moving. He raised hischamhit me and | ran neatly between his

legs and everyone laughed. | stopped and made &dbe chief and the painted women. When
the man dashed at me, enraged by the trick, Idlgdf the bar and went on fleeing and didn’t

stop till I was in the forest. | looked back. Thamwas panting. He gave up and turned back. |

went deeper into the forest and sat on the miglety that had been cut down. | looked over the
great pit from which they had been dredging sarubital the roads of the world.



And then | wandered. | wandered for a long timéhm forest. The earth gave off a potent aroma
and in the heat the palm trees released alcohai®$ deep in their trunks which | breathed in
with the smell of their barks and their wine-sag@rating into the quivering air. | listened to
the curlews in the groves of wild pine trees. Intaked with the alcoholic fumes of sun on earth
| broke through a remote section of the forest, tsainbirds clustered in baobab branches, and
| emerged in another reality, a strange world, t pehich had completed its transition into a
road. The surface of the road was uneven with bufips tarmac melted under the sun and my
soles turned black. The smell of melting tarmac weady and | saw the mirage of a trailer,
quivering in its frightening speed, coursing dovine road towards me. The mirage shot right
through the road construction machines that stoédbeaintersection. It ground its way over the
women who sold iced water and oranges, over thgdysgand the workers and shacks within
which the eternal arguments about pay and strikgsd. And then the great mirage of the trailer
went on, plungingforward, right into the forest drdid not see it any more.

| came to another half-constructed road. Workewsdstaround the hulks of machinery, abusing

those who were working. They waved sticks with vgowetitten on them. | gathered that those

who cursed had been sacked. They shouted slogahg athite engineers. | did not see any

white engineers. It might have been the sun. Igzhisem and when | looked back | saw figures

setting upon the protesting workers. The sun wasrseless. Shadows were deep. Where the
sun was brightest, objects were blackest. Antag®iaisd protesters twisted in an extraordinary
dance and all | could make out were the confusivagpes of glistening bodies moving in and out

of visibility. Thelights madeeverythingunreal.

Birds cawed overhead, flying around in wideningles. | reentered the forest. The sun’s rays

were sharp like glass. The blue shadows of gress tblinded me for a moment. The shade was
cooling and the air smelt of fine aromatic herbd bark. Patterns of light and colours danced on

the forest floor. Flowers which | didn’t see scehtbe dense and tender breeze. | listened to the
fluted sound of birds, the murmurings of a distsinéam, the wind in the somnolent trees, and

the pervasive concert of insects. And then, sudddémt part of the forest was over.

| had emerged into another world. All around, ie thture present, a mirage of houses was being
built, paths and roads crossed and surroundedthstfin tightening circles, unpainted churches
and the whitewashed walls of mosques sprang upenatherforest was thickest. The worshippers
in the unpainted churches wore whitecassocks and ayegr
totheringingofbellsallafternoon.Theworldoftreesamitd bushes was being thinned. | heard the
ghostly wood-cutters axing down the titanic iroktlse giant baobabs, the rubber trees and
obeches. There were birds’ nests on the earthrendggs within them were smashed, had fallen
out, had mingled with the leaves and the dustlitthe birds within the cracked eggs half-formed
and dried up, dying as they were emerging intord,hairaculous world. Ants swarmed all over
them.

At intervals | passed people who were sitting behirees. When | looked back they were no
longer there. Nude women appeared and vanishedebefg gaze. The smell of earth, leaves,
sun, and the merest hint of dried excrement ovegpesdvmy senses. | wandered deeper into the
world  of trees, amongst the  solitude of acacias andeedlepines,
andsawpeopleclearingthebushes,uprootingtreestusikpgjgreatclusters of climbers and dried



mistletoes into heaps. | saw old bicycles restingees. | saw men and women burning the
bushes, the clusters of climbers and vines, and rethe must
havebeenecstaticherbsamongstwhatwasbeingburngartieyieldedup voluminous aromas of
sage and rosemary, dried leaves and densitiegeh@nd yellow fumes and all manner of secret
potencies and powerful crackling smells into the ai

And the smoke and the smells were dense everyvamerét was impossible not to breathe them

in and the mysteries of burning plants in the diepst charged my head and | went around
stumbling into trees, tripping over roots, walkimg against the ochre palaces that were anthills,
or wandering round in circles, or watching bicydliggng around among the trees without riders,

or noticing women pedalling the air without anythipeneath them. Anthills which I had passed

followed me. | became certain that the whole fovest moving.

The trees were running away from human habitatMy.eyes became charged too and | saw
people with serene bronze masks emerging from.ttesasv a bird with a man’s hairy legs flying
clumsily over the branches of the rain-tree. Areloge with the face of a chaste woman stopped
and stared at me and when | moved it disappearah@rihe luxuriant bushes. An old man
emerged from the anthill that had been following iMe had a white beard and green bejewelled
eyes and a face that was both a hundred yearsdldhaldlike. His hands were up in the air, his
neck slightly bent, as if he were carrying the hestvriddle in the world. He seemed to follow
me wherever | went. He had a staff which was tbevdring branch of an orange tree and he
hobbled slowly and came after me with inscrutal@esistence. When | became aware of how
intent he was | ran, but no matter how fast | fledlremained the same distance from me. |
became confused and afraid. | tripped over a skl hurt my ankle and couldn’t move. |
waited. | heard no footsteps, but the old man lkepat me, neither catching up with me, nor
retreating. He remained at the same distance,rgptre great weight of an invisible enigma on
his head.

The forest was full of mirages from which | couldtrescape. | dragged myself along on the
ground. The man kept on coming. | grew so scaratidfter a while | turned and dragged myself
towards the old man to find out what he wantededdme frustrated at the slowness of my pace.
When | got to the skull, I picked it up, and thrévat him. He vanished and a wind blew hard
through the trees and the voluminous air was fulkaves whirling and fruits and seeds failing. |
dragged myself on till | came to a palm tree. Thees a tapper’s gourd at its root and | was
thirsty and drank of the new wine. It added to mipxication. A black wind circled my head. A
strange sound came from the centre of the tappetisd. Trying to escape it, | hobbled towards
the houses on the rim of the forest. But they teoena mirage.

Then | came to a place in the trees where it wissng | couldn’t understand it. There was sun
and wind everywhere else, but at this spot it ialed water ran down the leaves of the cicadas
and banana plants. | was afraid of the rain. Beyihvedcurious downpour | could see a man,
lights flashing at his feet, in front of a well me¢he houses. It was the old man. He seemed to be
staring at me. For the first time | noticed thathael hooves for feet. Golden hooves. | turned in
the opposite direction and hobbled away painfullyien | got tired and didn’t care what
happened to me any more.



| rested against a tree and shut my eyes. Aftehifew heard a low continuous song. | opened
my eyes and saw a tortoise moving past me. | wdtdher a long time and it moved so slowly
that | fell asleep. When | woke up | felt betteyt lmy feet still hurt. 1 pushed on and found
myself at the same place where the bushes werg beimt, where the potent fumes made the
forest itself fall into dreaming. There was no @meund. In the bright white smoke | saw spirits
turninginto air, spirits of plants and herbs anthgs | didn’'t yet know about; | saw their
brightness of blues and yellows, shapes of sadfaegs brilliant with oil becoming soot, golden
eyes melting into vibrant space. | did not lingervent on and when | recognised the place
ahead, dimly at first, something fell on me andlthkeck wind descended on my soul. It was the
sunbirds that awakened me.

What had fallen on me? | looked around. Beams oliglt converged on my face. There were
branches and leaves and burst fruits on the fltvange stones warmed my soles. Not far from
me, like a skull sliced in half and blacked witln, taas a mask that looked frightening from the
side, but which was contorted in an ecstatic laeight the front. It had eyes both daunting and
mischievous. Its mouth was big. Its nose was sarall delicate. It was the face of one of those
paradoxical spirits that move amongst men and ,tiegsed by an artist who has the gift to see
such things and the wisdom to survive them. WheicKed up the mask a white bird flew out of

the bushes, startlingmewiththewildclappingofitsvaagditspiercingcry.ldropped the mask. Then
| picked it up and wore it over my face and looleed from its eyes and something blurred the
sun and the forest became as night.

When | looked out through the mask | saw a differgarld. There were beings everywhere in
the darkness and the spirits were each of themma $hey radiated a brilliant copper
illumination hard to the eyes. | saw a tiger witlvexr wings and the teeth of a bull. | saw dogs
with tails of snakes and bronze paws. | saw catis thie legs of women, midgets with bright red
bumps on their heads. The trees were houses. TWesanusic everywhere, and dancing and
celebration rose from the earth. And then birddvaitight yellow and blue feathers, eyes that
were like diamonds, and withugly scavengingfacewit
meandkeptpeckingatthemask.ltookitoffand the warltiéd and the trees seemed to be falling on
me and it took a while before things came backdomal. | held on to the mask and went on
hobbling, looking for a way out of the forest.

And as | went | saw the golden hooves of the olah mgain. | hid behind a tree. The weight he
was carrying seemed to be getting unbearably hedestopped as he walked, but he showed
no pain. If he saw me, he pretended he hadn’t. Wieewent past | wore the mask and looked at
him. He was completely invisible. He was not
there.lcouldnotseehimatallthroughtheeyesofthemaglsi&ingintheair above his invisible space,
floating on the wind, serene in the midst of a geraerald light covering that other world, was a
beautiful young boy whose slender body somehow esstgd the passionate weight of a lion.
The boy stared at me with simple eyes that cordesreme an unspoken benediction. | took off
the mask and saw the old man re-entering the aritpilit it on again and was amazed to see not
an anthill but a grand palace with beryl colonnaaed jade green verandahs, parapets of gold,
mistletoe clinging to the fierce yellow walls, wiltulptures in dazzling marble all around. Into
this palace of turquoise mirrors the boy-king ofgat innocence disappeared, with a smile like
that of a god. And then darkness fell over evenglagain.



The wind sounded strange. My wonder turned to lwemmhent. When | took off the mask the
darkness was the same. Patches of light came bgeawind. | had begun to lose my sense of
reality, confused by the mask. | sped on, my faedgony. | went on for a long time, turning
round and round, my sense of direction askew. Adtarhile, when some light filtered through
the leaves, when confusion was really beginninggvtst my brain, | suddenly broke out into the
clearing. It was the clearing where | used to @ag where | had buried Madame Koto’s fetish.
The curious thing was that there was somethingidifft about the clearing. It was both exactly
as | remembered it and different. For some redsemlace felt shaded even when there were no
trees around. | stared about the clearing, tryingadlate what was different about it. | couldn’t.
So | wore the mask and looked and saw that whatarxadsearing was in fact a village of spirits.
In the middle of the village was a great iroko trgelden and brown, with phosphorescent leaves
and moon-white birds in the branches, twittering the sweetest essences of music. There were
rose-bushes in the radiant square. | saw skysaapet flying machines and fountains, ruins
covered in snails and flowering climbers, gravdagteorchards, and the monument of a black
sphinxat the gate of the village. Luminous pilgrintelebrants in yellow cassocks, made
processions in honour of the mysteries of stramgis gl took off the mask, my head turning, the
world spinning, my eyes flaming. | sat down on ¢ineund and rested.

Darkness had grown over the forest. The noiseas#cis and birds had diminished. The wind,
scented with leaves, had become cooler. Gradub#ytitees, the clearing, the open spaces,
became obscure. Ordinary things became riddleshdnobscurity of things | saw what was
different about the clearing. Something was stapthere. A tree had grown there. It had grown
in the spot where | had buried Madame Koto'’s fetishwas an odd tree and in the dark it
seemed like an animal asleep on its feet. It wapesth exactly like a bull without horns. It was a
stout muscular tree, without leaves. It seemed odatle to sit on, to play on, and | wanted to
see the darkening world from the height of its bdckied to climb on, but couldn’t take the
mask with me; so | wore the mask and tied it rooamdhead with climbers. With the mask on
my face, with the darkness all around, and spawsrywhere in the darkness, | got on the back
of the tree. All the moon-white birds seemed tarbihe branches of my hair.

From the back of the tree | saw a completely d#iferworld to what | had been seeing. | saw
adifferentreality. Foramomentlexpectedtoseebirdsgniiginmy eyes, spirits dancing around me,
luminous and dazzling. But when | looked out theitspvanished, the white birds had somehow
flown away, the village was not there. Instead &rldethe earth trembling at the fearsome
approach of a demonic being. A white wind circled nead. | was confused by the new world.
The earth shuddered. The tree moved beneath mewAgrd | looked out through the mask, I
saw before me in that new spirit world a creatugly and magnificent like a prehistoric dragon,
with the body of an elephant, and the face of atlvaar. It towered before me. It was more
graceful and less heavy than an elephant, butrésdtwas more resounding. Its face was
incredibly ugly. A devourer of humans, of lost syubf spirits, of all things wonderful, this
creature opened its dreadful mouth and roared. &bmae the tree began to change. Suddenly it
seemed the tree was no longer a thing of woodedaitme a thing of quivering flesh. The wood
rippled slowly into flesh, transforming beneath me.

The monstrous creature drew closer and its fouathr&nocked my consciousness around. |
couldn’t bear to look at it any more and | despayatvanted to take the mask off so | wouldn’t



have to see anything. | tore off the vegetablengtrbut the mask stayed on, stuck to my face. |
tried to tear it off again, but it was like stripgi the skin off my own face. And then the
transformation of the wood into flesh became cotepéand | was suddenly blasted by the earth-
shaking bellow of a wild animal beneath me. | wasrpowered with the odour of its animal
virility. Tossing and shivering, shaking its headd bellowing again as if the sound in some way
made its transformation more permanent, | realisatl had made a terrible mistake, and that |
was ridingon theback of awild animal, awoken froetshisticsleep.

The monstrous creature swiped at me. In that cedfusmoment, without caring, |
rippedthemaskoffmy face,obliteratingitsexistencefay eyes.My facefelt somewhat raw. | no
longer saw the prehistoric monster, but the beaseéith me obviously did. It turned this way
and that, wrenching each foot from the earth as wereuprootingitself, and when allits feet
werefreeit was stillfor amoment, drawingadeep rdtzbody
expanded,bristling.ltriedtogetdown.Thebeast baakiédgivingavicious snort as if it had burst
open achannelthrough centuries of bad dreams. iThegan with an awkward canter, picked up
speed and jumped about theplace, tossingits hdtatkimgtheinvisiblemonster. Its hooves
crushed the mask into pieces. It charged towartléck cluster of bushes at such speed that |
was thrown off and it was lucky | landed on grassl asegetation or | would certainly
havebrokenmy neck.lheardthewildbeastreturning,smppoundingtheearth.l jumped to my feet,
as if from a feverish torrent of nightmares. Comgle forgetting my
hurtingankles,Iranoutoftheforest,andfledlikeachdotywhippedto Madame Koto’s bar.

ELEVEN

| DIDN'T GO in right away, but wandered in the fooaurt of the bar watchingthenight spread its
power over thesky. | stayed outsidefor awhile, pten my secrets in the silence of my
beginnings. Night was falling and, all over, theadbws were short and blurred. Lamps came on
in the houses. | could make them out through thede and bushes. A gust of wind, like the
sighing of a great animal, blew over from the fordhe wind brought the night closer. It also
seemed to sweep the last lights of the day toahédst reaches of the earth. One section of the
sky was grey and deep blue, the other was sad ehdThe pain returned to my ankle. | sat
outsidealongtime, waitingfortheworldtoquietenarommedMy spirittookalong time to settle. |
breathed in the wind from the moon.

The bar was silent. Then | heard someone chuckkagl then the person began to talk. |
listened. It becameclear that theperson was alda&kingtothemself. The painleftmy
ankleforamomentandlwent,limping,intothebar.Partwegurtains,
Istoodindarkness.Thebarwasempty.Therewasasingle&rnmpngbehindthe counter. | made out
the form of a head bent over, of a person raptseaet ritual. | went over noiselessly, limping,
thepain returningand recedingin waves. The clienkeld gone and the silence of the bar was
unnatural at that hour. | tiptoed to the countaet saw MadameKoto countingmoney. Shewas so
engrossed inthe countingthatshedidn’tnoticemy edegfaceshoneandsweatrandownfromher
hairline, down her cheeks and ears, down her neati, her great yellow blouse. She would
count a bundle of notes and then laugh. It wasrangé kind of laughter. It sounded like
vengeance. | didn't want to speak suddenly and hfelg her and yet |
foundherconcentrationfascinatingandcouldnottakey@geffher.Shecounted her money over and



over again as if she had just woken from the nigihem of
poverty.Shecountedherfingers,thesumswereclearlingmerproblems.Thenthe wind blew hard
outside, fluttering the curtain, and flickering thiemination of her lamp. She looked up, saw
me, her eyes widening. Suddenly, she screamedjuBtpedandthrewherhandsup andhermoney
wentflyingeverywhere,thecoins clattering on thefld said:

‘I's me, Azaro.’

Shestopped and for alongmoment peered at me. Térefatedarkened and she sped round the
counter and grabbed me by the neck and slappedrtieediead.

‘Why did you stand there like a thief?’
‘I am not a thief.’

‘So why did you stand there?’
‘Nothing.’

‘Why didyoustandthereeyeingmy money?’
‘I wasn’t eyeingyour money.’

‘Where have you been?’

‘In the bush.’

‘Doingwhat?’

‘Playing.’

‘With whom?’

‘Myself.’

‘With thieves?’

‘I don’t know any thieves.’

She let me go. She hurried round the counter acicegiup all her money and tied it in a bundle
at one end of her wrapper.

‘The next time you do that | will have a cutladssaid nothing. She found her

theme.



‘Thingsaregoingtostarttochange,youhear?Youthinkdmwillstay likethis for ever?You think |
amgoingto bedoingeverythingalone?No! Soon I amgoing
getsomeyounggirlstoserveforme.lamgoingtogetonearnocarry heavy things and run
messages. You are too much trouble. You don't msipe customers. You create trouble for
me. What do you do here anyway, eh? You just caméere and sleep and drink all my
peppersoup for nothing. You are useless, you hear?’

| stayed silent, but | got up and went and sat la¢rach near the front door. It was the farthest |
could go from her while still being in the bar.dtsn the darkness, she stayed in the light. And
because the lamp was on a stool below the couetefake, bright in patches, looked big and
ugly. For the first time | began to dislike herofr where she stood her eyes seemed oddly
deranged, somewhat crossed. It was only a tricketight, but that didn’t stop it from feeding
my growing distrust of her. She had changed coralyiétom the person | used to know. Her big
frame which had seemed to me full of warmth nownssgk to me full of wickedness. | didn't
know why she had changed.

She sat down. Her eyes were bright with a hungvy feeocity. She stared at me in the darkness
and | knew she couldn’t see me clearly.

‘You think because | sit here all day long, becaluseok peppersoup and wash plates and clean
the tables and smile to my customers, you thinkabse | do all these things that | don’t have
plans of my own, eh? You think | don’t want to kbud house, to drive a car, you think | don’t
want servants, you think I don’t want money and eQw
eh?lwantrespect.lamnotgoingtorunabarforever. Asyamge—now | am here, tomorrow | am
gone. You think | want to live in this dirty areaitiv no electricity, no toilets, no
drinkingwater?Ifyouthinksoyouaremad!Youareasmaly lamd you don’t know anything. Your
people are not serious. You can sit in a corner dikchicken and look at me, but when the time
comes you will remember what | am saying.’

| didn’t understand a word of what she said. | ustd®d the expression on her face. When she
had finished her speech her mouth was curled iteogot, as if she had profoundly demeaned
herself by talking to me at all. She made a nofsdenision. She got up, took the lantern with
her, and went out to the backyard. The darknessthebar becamecomplete. | heard
somethingmovingneartheearthenware pot. | heard thomgescurrying up the walls. The wind
rustled the curtain and blew through thebar and ppia
theedgesofthealmanacs.Thenight,descendingwiththe, Wwrought the smells of stale palm-wine,
dead flies, cobwebs, wood, kerosine, and old féadl above all these was the smell of the night
itself, like the aroma of the earth just beforéarms.

In the darkness things merged into one anothertdibiles were like crouching animals. Benches
were like human beings sleeping on air. A solid dvislew the curtains. A more concrete
darkness came into the bar. It was a man. He hagdaaette. Before | smelt its smoke, | smelt
dried mud, the sweat of exhaustion, and frustrateord heard the creaks distributed over his
body as he moved.



‘Father! | said.He lit a match. His eyes were moight and his face was tired."What areyou
doingthere, sittingin thedarkness?’*Nothing.’

The match went out and he fumbled along the benzhésat next to me. He smelt of overwork,
sadness, and ash. He put an arm round me and &llec$mis armpit overwhelmed me.

‘What areyou doinghere?’ hewhispered.'Nothing,” higpered back. We continued in low
tones.'Where is Madame Koto?"In the backyard.*"Wha she doing?”l don’t know. But
shewas countingher money.”Countingher money?*Yidew much?’l don’'t know. A lot.
Bundles.”Bundles of money?*Yes.”Did she give yany? “No.“You think if | try to borrow
from her she will give me?’ ‘No.”"Why not?’

‘She has become wicked."How come?”l don’t knov8why areyousittinghere?*She’s getting
some girls and men to become servants.’ ‘Is th&“ges.’Outside, the wind sighed. Dad
scratched his bristles. Madame Koto came in through

the backyard door. ‘Who is there?’ she asked grufe,’ | said. ‘Il know. But who else is
there?’ Dad was silent. ‘Don’t you have a voicel?s‘me,” Dad said. ‘Who is “me”"?’ came
Madame Koto, in a louder voice. ‘Azaro’s fathertiefe was another silence.

‘Oh, Azaro’s father,” Madame Koto said eventuallyan unenthusiastic tone. ‘So how are you,
eh? Let me go and get a lamp. You want some palme2vi will get you some.’

She didn’t move. We were silent. And then suddémguld see her. | saw her clearly framed in
a dull yellow light. The light billowed gently arad her as if her skin were on fire. And then |
saw her become two. The yellow Ilight remained. Bhér heavierformwent out
ofthebar.lheardheroutside;but thelight,billowinggly, changing colour, sometimes gently and
sometimes violently, remained where she had beesmistg.

‘Can you see it, Dad?*See what?"‘That light."WHaght?*The yellow light."Where?’Madame
Koto came back into the bar bearing a lanternantfof her. The light of

the lantern dispersed the yellow billowing lightadame Koto came over to us. She put the
lantern on the table and stared at us as if we w@r®lete strangers.

‘So how is business?’ Dad asked politely.

‘We are managing,” she replied. “Your son will tedlu.’

She stared at me suspiciously. Then she put thel gdwine on the table. The bump formed by
the bundle of money in her wrapper was gone. She wg again and returned with two yellow

plastic cups. The cups were new to me.

‘Thank you, Madame,” Dad said somewhat energeticdilay God enable you to prosper and
give you health and happiness.’



The theatricality of his prayer took us aback.
‘Amen,” MadameKoto intoned, eyeingus suspiciously.
She went and sat behind her counter, a formidadped, a solid mass of vigilance.

Dad poured palm-wine for us both. He lit a cigarethd smoked. | drank and Dad fidgeted. |
became aware that Dad couldn’t quite bring himgelask Madame Koto for money. He sat
beside me, wracked by dignity. Humiliation showedhis face. He drank the palm-wine as if it
were a kind of necessary poison.

We stayed like that till noises sounded from thveett The noises approached: men singing,
beating rhythms on glass, chanting drunkenly. Magl&wto’s face brightened. With eager eyes,

she got up and hurried out and put lanterns onatbles. Then a man with a scar on his forehead
burst into the bar and, arms wide apart, cried:

‘We are here!’

Therest ofthemcamein,noisily chantingMadameKotasea®neofthemhad a walking stick.
Madame Koto came to welcome them and showed themhbnches and wiped the long table
and generally fussed over them. They sat, singmjchanting, till they saw us in the corner.
Then they became silent.

Madame Koto, coming in with drinks and bowls, neticheir silence. She tried to cheer them up
and kept looking at us as though wanting us toded@fe men drank silently. Then the man with
the scar on his  forehead called Madame Koto  over d anthey
talkedinwhispers.Hekeptlookingoveratusduringthepattbhecameclear that they were silent
because of our presence. Madame Koto, after thepehing between them was over, nodded,
started to come over to us, changed her mind, a&rd and stood by the counter. | suddenly felt
| was in the midst of a secret society. Madame Kiot@a gentler voice, said:

‘Azaro, it’s time for you to go and sleep.’

‘Yes,whatisasmallboy doingup atthistimeanyway? askeofthemen.

‘That’s how children are spoilt,” said another.

‘Then they become thieves and steal from theirefath Dad was steadily getting drunk. | could
feel him clenching and unclenching his fists. Heked his jaws, creaked, fidgeted and, after the

last of the men had spoken,

rising late to the challenge, he said: ‘He’'s my!sAnd he is not a thiefl’ There was a long
silence. Madame Koto went and sat behind her coamig hid



her face in the shadows. One of the men laughedadta high-pitched laughter that would have
sounded more appropriate if it had come from aéhdrss laughter was cut short when the man
with the scar said:

‘We don’t want any trouble.”Then why abuse my sOiIP we want is to hold a meeting here
and we don’'t want the boy around.”The boy goes nvhego.’Madame Koto came round the
counter.'l want no trouble in my bar,” she annouh&hebeganputtingthebenchesface-
downontheempty tables.Whenshehad

finished she went outside.

‘If you don’t want trouble then both of you showdd.” ‘No!"Dadshouted,downingacup ofpalm-
wineandslammingitonthetable. The men were siléithich party do you support?’ one of them
asked, in a reasonable tone of voice. ‘None of yaginess.’ ‘It is our business.” ‘Well, | don’t
support your party.” ‘Why not?’ ‘Because it is argyaof thieves.” One of the men immediately
shouted for Madame Koto. She came in, hands on her

hips. ‘What?’

‘“Tell this man and his son to go.”l want no troabWell you have to choose between them and
us. If you don’t tell him to go we will

take our custom somewhere else.’ ‘I don’t want bteulf you want to hold your meeting, hold
it. They will go.

Everythingcan bedonepeacefully.’

‘We want to hold our meeting now.’

Madame Koto looked at them and then at us.

‘Because you people have money you think you caugmt a poor man from
drinking, eh?’ Dad said, spluttering.

‘Yes, we can.’

‘Okay, come and do it. Let me see you.’

‘Areyou challengingus?”’

‘Yes.’

Three of the men stood up at once. They were Hu@eh of them was a colossus.

They came round and towered over our table. | Bald’'s arm.



‘You want to fight in here and scatter the madanbai?’ Dad asked coolly.

Hewasactually sweatingandhisvoicequiveredslightly.

‘Come outside then,” one of the colossi said.

‘First | have to finish my palm-wine. | don’t fighill | am drunk.’

‘You are a drunkard!” Dad drank slowly, delibergteHis arm trembled and | could feel the
bench vibrating beneath me. The men hung over agjng patiently. Madame Koto did not
speak, did not move. The other men went on drinkinteir table. Dad poured out the last drop
of palm-wine into the yellow plastic cup.

‘Dregs,’ he said. ‘You are dregs! Now | am ready.’

He stood up and cracked his knuckles. The men warspressed. They went outside.

‘Go home!” Dad commanded me. ‘I will deal with tleegoats alone.’

His eyes were bold and bloodshot. He went to ther dad stood between the curtain strips. He
spat outside.

‘Come on?’

| stood up. Dad went out without a backward glahdellowed. | couldn’t see the three men. As
soon as we were outside the door was shut quiakdly bolted. Dad looked for the men and
couldn’t find them. | helped him look. The bushesved in the wind. An owl hooted deep in the
forest. | went to the backyard and found the bamixr @lso bolted.

‘They are cowards,’ Dad said.

We heard them inside the bar, laughing and shoulihgir revelry increased and, because they
spoke in alien tongues, | couldn’'t make out whaltivere saying. Dad stood around, undecided.
Then they fell silent in the bar. They talked inisgers.

‘Let’'s go home,’ Dad said, leadingtheway.

| trailed behind him, my ankle hurting again. Heode down the street. | hobbled. He didn’t
look back once.

TWELVE
WHEN WEGOT homeMumwas stilldiscoveringmoredead.rdtse roomstank of their deaths.

Mumhad swept theminto acorner and was ransackingtme. Some of them had died baring
their teeth.



‘That photographer’s poison has killed more théy-two rats,” Mum said as we came in, ‘and |
can smell more.’

Dad sat in his three-legged chair and with unusoldmnity lit a cigarette. His hands were still
trembling.

‘I nearly fought some giants,” he said.

‘We should move away from this area,” Mum repliedhewhat absent-mindedly.

‘I would have killed them.’

‘Let’s go. An evilthingwillhappen to us if wedonhoveaway.’

‘Nothingevilwillhappen to us. | won't let themdriue away.’

‘Howarewegoingtopay thenewrent?’

‘We will manage.’

‘I smell an evil thing.’

‘It's the rats.’

‘I dreamt | saw you by the roadside.’

‘Doingwhat?’

‘Lyingdown. You didn’t move. Therewas blood on ydwead. | talked to you, my husband, and
you wouldn’t answer. | tried to carry you, but yaere heavy as a lorry. | went to get help and
when | came back you had vanished.’

Dadwassilent.Icouldhearhimtryingtofindaway intothesin. Thenhe noticed me.

‘Go to sleep, Azaro. You shouldn’t listen when grups are talking.’

| got the mat, cleared the centre table out ofthg, spread the mat, and lay down. Dad smoked
with greater intensity. Mum said:

‘We will have to cut down the food if we are goitegafford the rent.’
‘Don’t cut down the food.’
‘Wewillhavetosleep onempty stomachs.Startingfrongbty’

‘Nonsense!” Dad said, tryingto controlhis temp&erveour food. Now!



| shut my eyes. The mention of food made me veryghy Mum was silent. Thenl heard her
among the plates. | heard the plates on the talsld amelt the good cooking,
thestewandthefriedplantain.lopenedmy eyes.Therdwgisawlofebaanda bowl of watery soup,
with a modest quantity of meat. We ate silentlygidingone another’s eyes. After eating Dad lit
another cigarette. Mum went out to wash the platesbring in the clothes that had dried on the
lines. | lay down. Mum returned and we stayed ugilence, not looking at one another, for a
long time. Then Mum sighed and stretched out onbtbeé and faced the wall. Soon she was
asleep. The candle burned low. Dad sat unmovirsgeyes hard. The candle went out.

‘Tell me a story, Dad,’ | said.

He stayed quiet and | thought he had vanished. Teeroo sighed. He moved. The chair
creaked. Outside, a dog barked. An owl hooted.rd tawed like a hyena. The wind stirred and
faintly rattled the broken window.

‘Once upon a time,” Dad began suddenly, ‘there wagant whom they called the King of the
Road. His legs were longer than the tallest trak s head was mightier than great rocks. He
could see an ant. When he drank, a stream wouldyerfhen he pissed, a bad well would
appear. He used to be one of the terrible monsftetise Forest and there were many like him,
competing for strange things to eat. When the FEatested to get smaller because of Man, when
the giant couldn’t find enough animals to eat, hanged from the forest to the roads that men
travel.’

Dad paused. Then he continued.

‘The King of the Road had a huge stomach and ngthaate satisfied him. So he was always
hungry. Anyone who wanted to travel on the road toakave him a sacrifice or he would not
allow them to pass. Sometimes he-would even eat the He had the power to be in a hundred
places at the same time. He never slept becausds diunger. When anyone set out in the
morning he was always there, waiting for his samif Anyone who forgot the monster's

existence sooner or later got eaten up.

‘For a long time people gave him sacrifices andallewed them to travel on the roads. The

people did not grumble because they found him thdren they came into the world. No one

knew if he had a wife or not. No one even knew Wwhehe was a man or a woman. He had no
children. People believed that he had lived fougamds of years and that nothing could kill him
and that he could never die. And so human beirgsause they were afraid of him, fed him for a
long time. And because of him, and partly becadssreer things, a famine started in the world.

There was no water. The streams dried up. The \belteme poisonous. The crops wouldn’t

grow. Animals became lean. And people began t@fieinger. And because they were dying of
hunger they stopped giving sacrifices to the Kifighe Road. He became angry and attacked
people’s houses and caused a lot of people tolpetide travellingand heatethelivingas wellas

thecorpses of thosewho had died of hunger.

‘It got to a point where all the people in the wabdouldn’t bear it any more and they gathered
together to decide what they should do to the Kafgthe Road. Some peoplesaidthey



shouldfindaway tokillhim.Butotherssaidthatthey sldfiustgo and reason with him. Those who
wanted to reason won the vote. So they sent oategydtion of people.

‘They set out early one morning. They had a greatimd of sacrifices which they carried in
several bags and carts, bush animals, corn, yamssa«a, rice, kola-nuts, enough food in fact to
feed a whole village. It was a great sacrifice. yheavelled for alongtime.They kept
expectingtheKingoftheRoadtoappear,buthedidn’t. Tlwaited for many more days. And when he
didn’t appear they thought that he had somehowswaai or died and they began to celebrate
and after their celebration they hurried back ® gathering with the great sacrifice. When they
had forgotten about him, on theirway back,whilethey
weretellingstories,theKingoftheRoadappeared tothkewasvery lean.Hecouldbarely
talk.Hewasdyingofhunger.Hecaught them and askéuelf had any sacrifice for him. His voice
was weak and he was thirsty because he had ndt énough water for a long time. The people
showed him what they had brought. He ate it atine mouthful. He asked for more. He groaned
and rolled and complained that what they had browgds so small it had made his hunger
worse. The people said that was all they had. 8d&thg of the Road ate the delegation.’

Dad paused.
‘Getmesomewater,’ hesaidafterawhile. Thisstory ismgkethirsty.’

Dad had been performing the story in the dark.itlqy fetched him some water. He drank. He
breathed a sigh of pleasure. He continued.

‘The rest of the world waited for the return of theople they had sent. They waited for seven
years. Then they sent another delegation. The faimghappened. 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 queenghi& world sent out messages to their
peopleaskingthemtogatherallthepoisonthey couldfindy gatheredallthe poisons and piled
themup andtransportedthemtowherethegreatmeetingidasithile the different people travelled

with the poison some of it spilled over and thawisy some plants can kill and why there are
places in the forest where nothing ever grows.

‘They gathered all the poisons from all the fourmaws of the earth and made a mighty dish with
them. In the dish there were hundreds of fishessteml bush meat, yams, and cassava. The cooks
made sure that the dish was tasty. The food wassth that it took more than one hundred
people to carry all of it. They travelled for a ¢gptime till the King of the Road, who was by now
sick with hunger, caught them. He asked what thag brought for him as sacrifice and
complained bitterly about how the first two delegas were happy when they thought he was
dead and about what he did to them. The leaddreodi¢legation showed him the wonderful food
they had brought him and said that they wished lbimg life. But the King of the Road was so
angry with human beings for starving him that reetalf the number of people who went on that
journey. Then he sat down and devoured the grsht di



‘He ate all of it and his eyes began to swell beeat made him even hungrier than he was
before. The more he ate, the hungrier he becambeSae the rest of the delegation. Only one
person escaped. And that person was our greatgreatgrandfather. He knew the secret of
making himself invisible. He was the one who canckba
andtoldtheworldwhathadhappenedaftertheKingoftheRadelaten up the entire delegation.

‘What happened was that, after his unsatisfactoeglnthe King of the Road lay down to rest.
And then suddenly his stomach started to hurt mohfee became so terribly hungry that he ate
everything in sight. He ate the trees, the busthesrocks, the sand, and he even tried to eat the
earth. Then the strangest thing happened. He egaat himself. He ate his legs, and his hands,
and his shoulders, and his back, and his neckhanate his head. He ate himself till only his
stomach remained. That night a terrible rain falll she rain melted the stomach of the King of
the Road. Our great-great-great-grandfather saitittinained for seven days and when it stopped
rainingthestomachhaddisappeared,but hecouldheartpettheRoadgrowling from under the
ground. What had happened was that the King oRib&d had become part of all the roads in
this world. He is still hungry, and he will alwayp® hungry. That is why there are so many
accidents in the world.

‘And to this day some people still put a small amoof food on the road before they travel, so
that the King of the Road will eat their sacrifiged let them travel safely. But some of our wise
people say that there are other reasons. Somees@jepmake sacrifices to the road to remember
that the monster is still there and that he cam aisany time and start to eat up human beings
again. Others say that it is a form of prayer thiattype should never come back again to terrify
our lives. That is why a small boy like you mustuszy careful how you wander about in this
world.’

When he finished the story Dad stayed silent ftwrgy time. | didn’t move. Then suddenly he
got up and went to bed. | couldn’t sleep. | kepisgvivid colours, kept seeing intimations of
the King of the Road, lying in state, eternally gon beneath the streets and beaten tracks and
highways of the world. | stayed tossing, my mindyvactive and awake, till I noticed for the
first time the silence of the room, the absencthefrats. Dad must have noticed the same thing
for he said:

‘Go and throw out some dead rats for the road to ea

| was scared, but | swept out under the cupboaddf@mnd two more corpses of rats. | brushed
them into a dust pan, hurried out, and threw theta the mouth of the darkness. As | hurried
back in | fancied that | saw the King of the Roadireg the dead rats and enjoyingthem. When |
got back in Dad was already snoring.

| was floatingin thedark, on awind perfumed witltense. | was staringinto the simpleeyes of
theboy-kingwho had thesmileof agod. | heard thewiaplpingon our door. It tapped a code
which | understood. 1 lit a candle. It was the mgvapher. He was dressed in a brilliant blue
agbada. He wasn't crouching. He seemed to havéisg$ear. He was not as buoyant as the last
time | saw him, but he looked healthier. He camand took off his agbada top and | saw he had
a silver-plated cross round his neck. He sat omtag cross-legged.



‘I am leaving tomorrow morning,’ he said.
‘Whereareyou goingto go?’

‘I am going to travel all the roads of the world.’
‘And do what?’

‘Takephotographs of theinterestingthings | see.’
‘Be careful of the King.’

‘The King will die.’

‘The King never dies.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Dad said so.”l am not afraid of the King.”TheKgms worsethan thugs, you know. Heis always
hungry."What King?’ ‘TheKingof theRoad.’ Helookgulizzled.‘Okay,” he said finally, ‘I will be
careful.” There was a moment's silence.'Where hgoe been?”Hiding."Where?”In my
camera."How?‘Travelling on the back of the silvelight.”"Doingwhat?’*Visitingother
continents. Flyinground theuniverse. Seeingwhat ar@hwomen

do. Takingphotographs.” ‘What will happen to youags thing?’ ‘I will leave it.” ‘So you won't

display your pictures any more?’ ‘Not here in thtseet. But | will display them to the whole
world.” ‘How?’ ‘By magic.” ‘How?’ ‘“You ask too manyguestions.’ | fell silent. “Your poison
killed all the rats,’ | said. ‘1 told you it was gd.” ‘Will you give me some?’ ‘Why?’

‘In case the rats come back to wage war on us.’
He thought about it.
‘I will leave some for your mother.’

We were silent again. Then he asked if there wgsf@wd. | soaked some garri for him, which
he ate with dried fish. Then I noticed a bowl aédr plantain and stew which Mum had put aside
and | gave it to him. After he had eaten he opahedcase of his camera and brought out a
bundle of fine-smelling pictures. He looked througemand gavethemto me. Therewerepictures
ofafishingfestival,ofpeopleonthe Day of Masqueraddse Egunguns were bizarre, fantastic, and
big; some were very ugly; others were beautifuk ltkose maidens of the sea who wear an
eternal smile of riddles; in some of the picturke men had whips and were lashing at one
another. There were images of a great riot. Stedant wild men and angry women were
throwingstones at vans. Therewereothers of marketem running, of whitepeople sitting on an
expanse of luxurious beaches, under big umbredldls,black men serving them drinks; pictures
of a child on a crying mother’s back; of a housenmg; of a funeral; of a party, with people



dancing, women’s skirts lifted, baring lovely thgghAnd then | came upon the strangest
photograph of them all, which the photographer s&dad got from another planet. It was of a
man hanging by his neckfromatree.lcouldn’t seetbetftathehungfrom.Awhitebirdwassettling

on his head and was in a blurred attitude of lagpdivhen the photograph was taken.
Theman’sfacewasstrange,almost familiar.Hiseyeswestingopen,theywere wide open, as if he
had seen too much; his mouth was twisted, hisvesys crossed and crooked.

‘What happened to him?’

‘They hanged him.’

‘Is he dead?’

‘Yes.’

‘What happened?’

‘They hanged him.’

‘Who?’

‘Across the seas.’

‘The seas hanged him?’

‘No. Another continent.’

‘A continent hanged him?’

‘No.’

‘What?’ ‘They.” ‘Who?’ He paused. | was confuse8ome white people.’ | didn’t understand.
He took the picture from me and put it back amonfgstothers. ‘Why?’” ‘You'retoo youngto
hear allthis.” | becamemoreinterested. ‘Why?’ ‘Wiiat?’ ‘Why did they hang him?’ He was
silent. | thought for a moment. ‘Is it becauseld# tvhite bird?’ ‘What white bird? Oh, that one.
No.” ‘Why?’ He was silent again. Then he said: ‘Bese they don'’t like piano music.’ | could
see he wanted to change the subject. He put thegscback in the case.

His eyes were different. His voice had changed wieraid: ‘Eight of the people I took pictures
of are now dead. When | look at the pictures of dgeaplesomethingsingsinmy
head.Likemadbirds.Ishouldn’tbetalkingto you likésthYou are a small boy.” He stretched out on
the mat. That was when | noticed that he smeltsWeet

perfume, a curious incense. | asked him abouEdr protection,” he said. ‘Protection from my

enemies.” ‘| smelt it before you knocked on the ifdosaid. He smiled. He seemed pleased with
his charm'’s efficacy. He lay very quiet and



after a while | thought he was asleep. | wanteldetar him talk. ‘Tell me a story,’ | said.

‘Blow out the candle and sleep.’ ‘Tell me a stairgtfand then | will sleep.’ ‘If | tell you a story
you won'’t be able to sleep.” ‘Why not?’ He got updeblew out the candle. The room was quiet.
| could hear him breathing. ‘It's a hard life,’ Baid. ‘That's what the rats used to say.” ‘What do
rats know about life,” he said. ‘Why is it hard?asked. He was quiet. ‘Go to sleep.” ‘Why?’ ‘If
you wait tillthesunbird starts to singyou won't bésto sleep.” ‘Will you come and visit us?’
‘Every day.’ | knew he was lying. That was whemkkv we wouldn’t be seeing him for a long

time. It even occurred to me that we might nevex Bem again. But his lie made me less
anxious. | was going to ask him to promise thatvoelld come and see us often, but he started
grinding his teeth. | lay awake hoping that he wiosliddenly resume talking, the way he did
when he was drunk. He did start to talk, but he taigng in his sleep, and | couldn’t make out
what fantastical things he was saying. Then heetlirmnd he kicked, and his teeth-grinding
lessened, and his speech quietened. He had codwimeel would miss him.

In themorninghewas gone. | felt sad hewasn't thelehad taken pictures of everyone except
himself. And after a while | forgot what he lookidce. | remembered him only as a glass cabinet
and a flashing camera. The only name I had
forhimwasPhotographer.HeleftawrittenmessagetoDagitbewasleavingand to thank us for our
help. Dad was pleased with the letter and on scep@yhnightswe sat up and talked about many
things and many people, but we were fondest ofptingtographer. And it was because of our
fondness that | was sure that some day we woultiise@again.

BOOK FOUR
ONE

MADAME KOTO GREW distant. Her frame became biggder voice became arrogant. She
wore a lot of bangles and necklaces and seemedhagigown by the sheer quantity of
decoration she carried on her body. She walked IgJovke one who has recently acquired
power. Her face had taken on a new seriousnesshamnelyes were harder than ever. | didn't go
to Madame Koto’s bar so much any more.

Dad spokebadly ofher,thoughatfirsthedidnotprevegoimegtositinherbar. | would sit there
amongst the flies which increased with the custem@éthen the thugs came in | would slip out
and wander. Afterwards | would play in front of dwuse.

On some afternoons, after the first visitation e thugs, it seemed that nothing ever happened
in the world. In the mornings Mum went hawking. ®@me evenings she returned early. She
often had a vacant look on her face, as thougimidnd&et had disappeared.

In the afternoons the heat was humid. The shadosve sharp as knives. And the air was still.
The boiling air made even the birdcalls sound Bloenething heard in a stifing dream. The
sweat of those afternoons became vapours in then.brid became possibletosleep
witheyeswideopen.ltwassohotthatsleepwalkingseentechiaTime did not move at all.



| would sit on the platform in front of our housadawatch the rubbish along the roadside
reduced to crust by the flies and the sun. A flotkgrets, flying past overhead, always made the
children jump up and down in the street, singing:

‘Leke Leke
Give me one
White finger.’

The children would flap their fingers, palms-dowm the flight of the birds. When the birds had
gone, white dots in golden-furnace sky, the childdmould look at their fingernails and find one
or two of them miraculously speckled with whiteness

Time moved slower than the hot air. In the distafien the forest, came the unending crack of
axes on trees. The sound became as familiar asdbdpeckers or the drumming of rain on
cocoyam leaves. The noise of machines also becamdigr, drillingan insistent beat on
thesleep-inducingafternoons.

Sometimes it seemed that the world had stoppedngand the sun would never set. Sometimes
it seemed that the brightness of the sun burned plpeocout of reality. |
satoneafternoonthinkingaboutthephotographerwherdsaw runningdownthe street, his shorts
tattered, his shirt flapping, and he was chasiegnietal rim of a bicycle wheel. Three men were
behind him, also running. But as he passed theavarrible light, like the momentous flash of a
giant camera, appeared in the sky, blinding me wattbrilliance, and | saw the boy’s shadow
vanish. | shut my eyes. Luminous colours, like tlagnes of alcohol, danced in my eyelids. |
opened my eyes and saw the metal rim rolling aloyngtself. The boy had become his own
shadow. The three men ran past the metal rim. o Ishadow melted and the rim rolled over
and fell near the gutter. | screamed. A dog barkéuduried over and picked up the bicycle rim
and went to the burnt van and looked all around lacwlldn’t find the boy anywhere. | asked
the traders at their stalls if they had seen thedmal they replied that they hadn’t seen anything
unusual. | threw the rim on to the back of the bwam, now bulging with rubbish, and sat in
front of our compound, puzzled, annoyed.

That evening | heard that an old man who lived neaihad been staring at a lizard, while
drinking ogogoro in the afternoon heat, when a ftegyyellow angel flew past his face and
blinded him. | did not believe the story.

TWO

THEN ONE AFTERNOON time moved and something hapdemethe world. | had been
sleeping on the cement platform and when | wokepihatographer’s glass cabinet was gone.
Someone had set fire to the rubbish on the badkefournt van. The rubbish crackled with
flames, the smoke was black and awful, and throtlgh afternoon the street stank of
smouldering rubber and burning rats.



It was impossible to escape the thick smoke, wfocmed a haze on the hot unmoving air, and it
was impossible to avoid the pungency of the smeftéch were harsh on the lining of the throat.
So | began to wander. There was music and dandildadame Koto’s bar. The place was
packed with complete strangers. Madame Koto wagirginjoyfully above the loud voices and
the vigorous revelry. The bar stank of cheap peefamd sweat and spilt palm-wine and trapped
heat. The benches and tables had been moved. Rapakerchiefs were soggy on the floor.
Bones and cigarette stubs were all over the pldoeked for Madame Koto but all | saw were
men in bright hats, women in phoney lace, wavingtavhandkerchiefs in the air, dancing and
stamping to high-life music. The men, covered iratyso that it seemed they had just emerged
from steaming rivers, had bits of foam at the sigfetheir mouths. The armpits and the backs of
the women'’s dresses were wet. | couldn’t see wterenusic was coming from.

ltseemedthatlhadwalkedintothewrongbar,hadsteppeaiiotherreality onthe edge of the forest.
On the floor there were eaten bits of chicken aqhshed jollof rice on paper plates. The walls
were full of almanacs with severe faces, beardedsfamildly squinted eyes, pictures which
suggested terrible ritual societies and secretlsabhere were odd-looking calendars with goats
in transformations into human beings, fishes wigtads of birds, birds with the bodies of
women. Sometimes the dancing got so frenzied tltatuple, crushed against the walls, would
bring down some of the calendars, and would therasedink to the ground.

Everyone danced in a curious heat. A woman grabibetiands. | noticed a female midget near
the counter, staring at me. A man danced on my. {desked up and the midget was gone. It
was very hot. | poured sweat. The woman made meedaith her. She drew me to her and my
face pressed against her groin and an intoxicasimgll staggered me like a new kind of
dangerous wine. The woman held my face to her amtet slowly to the music while |
suffocated in an old fever that sent a radiant boainding through my blood. The woman
laughed and pushed me away and drew me to her agfira curious passion and | felt myself
lifting from the ground,feet stillontheground,heatting,aspasmseizingme,andstilllifting,till 1
was almost flying, someone squirted palm-wine onfacg, and | collapsed amongst the dancing
feet in an excruciating pleasure. The woman madegeteup. The world swayed; my eyes
became a little drowsy; the woman turned me roamd, laughed again, and danced with me,
shaking her hips. The palm-wine ran down my facsyrdmy neck, joined with the stickiness of
my sweat, and mingled with the pleasurable weakimesg/ legs. The music and the flies buzzed
around my face. Then a thick-set man, who had dosheeen me and the woman, took one look
down at me, and very loudly, so that no one cooksbly miss it, said:

‘Watch your women-o! There’s a small boy here whantg to fuck!” The women burst out
laughing. Their large hungry eyes sought me outfled into the crowd and hid my
embarrassment behind the counter.

That was when | located the source of the musicti@rcounter was an evil-looking instrument
with a metal funnel that would have delighted theagination of wizards. There was a disc
which kept turning, a handle cranked round by atspi long piece of metal with a needle on the
whirling disc, and music coming out of the funnatheut anyone singing into it. It seemed a
perfect instrument for the celebration of the ddadthe dances of light spirits and fine witches.



| fled for a second time, fled from the inhumamthiand fell backwards, tripping. A woman in a
red gown caught me.

The twang of an unnatural instrument raged thraugthead. Someone gave me a cup of palm-
wine. | gulped it down. They filled my cup and kdk it all again. The woman who had caught
me had a face crinkled in rolls of fat. Foams oéatxclung to her hairline. The music was full of
hunger, yearnings, and the woman danced as if gne praying to a new god of the good life.
Her eyes were dark with shadows, her lips red asdyland she had white coral beads round her
neck. Her face was crowded with laughter. She @édirhe in an odd dance. Another man caught
me, and twirled me on. | became dizzy. Flies dichesaults in my eyes. | became lost in the
curious jungle of the crowd, lost in the midst @irgs.

The bar seemed to keep expanding. The density diebaot worse. | was a little comforted
when | saw the woman in the red gown again. Shedaasing with a fat man who seemed to
have power. He thrust himself towards her, crudmengroin in the sensual yearning heat of the
music. Then | saw through her changed appearanbenWstopped being deceived by her hair
which was different, as though a god had refasliaona her sleep — and when | saw through
all the make-up, and managed to brush past theadigins of her strong perfume, | was amazed
to find that | was staring at Madame Koto. She aasised at my astonishment. She gave me a
blue plastic cup of palm-wine. A dead fly floated ibs froth. | blew the fly away, and drank.
The bar gyrated.

‘Madame Koto!’ | cried.

She burst out laughing. The man she was dancing swtept her away into the music of
celebration, into the tight-jammed bodies.

Then the bar took on a sinister light. | saw itsentsides, felt its secret moods. The men and
women seemed like better versions of the spirite wked to come here, and who had tried to
steal me away. They had a greater mastery of theetseof human disguise. | heard their
metallic voices and the laughter of their perfunaes] underneath all the dancing and the energy
was the invasion of a rancid smell. The wind blewand the smell got worse as if it were
blowing from a marsh where animals had died.

Then | noticed the women. They had convincing v&ihands, their complexions were different
on different parts of their bodies, their eyes whtegry, and most of themwerelean.They
seemedtobeenjoyingthemselves,buttheirmouths,cwifesta constant repugnance, spoke to me
of an infernal unhappiness which | couldn’t undemst And, like some of the men, when they
laughed their tongues were freckled, or like parehinSome of their skins glistened as if with
scales. | tried to escape from the bar, but couliimi a way out of the crowding. | drank more
wine. Bodies, banging against one another, grewerheated. | could see a man’s hand under a
table searching between a woman'’s legs.

Someone hit me on the head as | was staring diahd. | turned and saw the midget woman.
Shewas short, with thick thighs,aheavy body,bigkiseandthebeautiful and sad face of a twelve-
year-old whose mother has just died. She held nmgl lzand led me deeper into the bar, behind



the counter, where the instrument sang. She madsitnt®wn with her on a mat of chicken
feathers. The midget woman had an unbelievably gdace, all made up, and her eyes were the
shape of lovely almonds. Then, holding my arm, speke to me in a wonderful voice. She
made a passionate speech to me saying that shd vadel me with her and that she would love
me for ever. Her eyes became sad. She said thatasheertain that | no longer remembered her.
My eyeballs began to burn. The music stopped. Skeesient, and she lowered her face till the
music started again. Then she began pulling my gmstering me with words | couldn’t
understand. | tried to get up, but she held me ddvimed to break into a sudden run, but she
grabbed the back of my shorts with muscular arndspaitied me back and dragged me close to
her. A heady smell, like charmed perfume and aeteweating, came from her and dulled my
brain. And then, with her face close to mine, es full like a woman’s, her face small like a
girl’s, she drew even closer to meandwhispereddoimgihichldidn’thear.Sheawaitedmy reply.

| stared at her with incomprehension. Then sheategewvhat she had said.

‘Will you marry me?”’
| blinked.
‘No,’ | replied.

She smiled. Her lips widened, as if they were mafdelastic material. Then she threw her head
back and startled me with the sudden force of twemig laughter. Her tongue too was freckled.

Instead of teeth she had coral beads. | screantedb&gan to weep. | bolted, crashing against
the counter, producing an ugly sound from the ums@nt. | scurried around, saw the door,

dashed for it, banged into the red form of Madamé&kKand just about made it outside.

Under the open sky, | stopped to catch my breathhkhrt beat fast. My legswere quivering. |
was still breathing heavily when | caught a glimp$éadame Koto coming after me. | ran on;
she pursued me in her red gown. She was barefabsla@ ran so hard that her hair fell off.
Underneath | saw her real hair, patchy in places, dishevelled. It scared me. She made a
determined effort and caught me just before | gahe 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 wawfisations. They were black as if ash had
recently been used to stop the bleeding. Her faxedifferent because of the marks.

‘Youletmy wigfalloffmy head,’'shemuttered,asshestedgndpickeditup.

When we got to the door she pushed me in, blockedaay, and wore her wig. She looked
instantly younger.

‘This is a party,” she said. ‘Go and enjoy yours€@b and pour drinks for people.’



Then she shut the backyard door behind her. Itraslier inside. It seemed more people had
joined the celebrations. | didn’t know which waytton, for | was crowded on all sides. The
noise was louder. | wanted to avoid the midget womdooked around for her. She was no
longer behind the counter. | pushed my way to athers of the bar, but | couldn’t find her
anywhere. | wanted to spot her before she spotedsmthat | could run. | went and stayed near
the counter, and planned my escape.

The men danced tightly with the women. Everyoneasea profusely. The women twisted and
thrust their hips at the men. Madame Koto reappe&hbe wore a different attire, a striped black
and white skirt, a yellow blouse. She seemed te lzafaint glimmer of gold on her hair. It was a
mystery. She fanned herself with a newspaper. Sointhe men had taken off their shirts,
revealing muscular bodies with long scars. Onénefwwomen began yelling. No one paid her any
attention. The men were quite drunk. They swayestead of dancing, with bloodshot eyes.

One of the women was practically cross-eyed witmienness. A man grabbed her round the
waist and squeezed her buttocks. She wriggledesdgit The man proceeded to grind his hips
against hers as if he didn’t want the slightestegdaetween them. The woman'’s breasts were wet
against her blouse.

Outside, the wind blew hard. The music inside spufkelease from suffering. A ghost appeared
amongst the celebrants. The wind blew, the stripsidain were fanned apart, and a yellow bird
flew into the heated space of the bar. Suddenlyeth@s commotion everywhere. The bird flew

into the ceiling, rebounded against the wall, telck dazed, and landed on the woman’s hair.
The woman screamed. The bird tried to fly awayitsutlaws were caught. Screaming in mortal
terror, the woman touched her hair, felt the qungebird, didn’'t understand what it was, threw

her head forward and shrieked as though a demonehtted her brain. Her terror spread
through the bar and people scattered all over leepThey had seen the bird struggling in her
hair, and had taken it for a bad sign. Then the amstopped shrieking. Her eyes were wide
open.

‘Help me!” she cried.

No one helped her. Madame Koto stood near the d@orhands at her breasts, an exclamatory
expression on her face. The woman shook her he#dd out a high-pitched scream which
must have scared the poor bird more than anythintpe, e for it beat
itswingssovigorouslythatitsfeatherscameflyingofflestdesperateresort, the woman took off her
wig, thrashed it in the air, and sent the birdisgilthrough the bar. It hit a wall, flew, and
dropped in the middle of the dance floor, twitchifigpere was a moment’s pause. People started
to rush forward when the bird recovered, took ntbithe ceiling, bounced down, flew about the
tight space, crashed against the counter, andirfell on the trumpet-like loudspeaker of the
instrument, and then on the turning disc. The mgsaaind to a feathered halt.

‘It's landed on the gramophone!” someone cried.

The bird was still. 1 knew that this was my momémtescape. Madame Koto rushed to the
gramophone, snhatched up the bird, held it tighd, laumrried out of the bar through the backyard



door. The ghost followed her. The celebrants léteonew cry, a quivering cheer, as though the
sign after all had been favourable.

| went out after Madame Koto. She was not in thekipard. | went to her room and pressed my
ears against her door. From within | discernedvarfef chanting, a bell ringing, the beating of a
gong, a soft voice soaring. The bird had become t paof her
mythology.lleftofflisteningandmademy way pastthebaemusichadstopped, the voices were
silenced. After a while Madame Koto re-emerged. Speke briefly. The men departed, in a
crowd, talking in hushed tones, as of a wondrowenevihey had the gramophone with them.
They kept looking backwards. The women stayed lakhin

THREE

FOR A WHILE | wandered up and down the street, siate of where to go. The smell of
burning rats was still pungent in the air, so Ideled the edge of the forest and explored the
paths that had completed their transformation indtreets. After alongperiod of
wanderinglburstintoaworldlhadnoideaexistedbefore.Th forest
therehadbeenconquered.Therewerestumpsoftreesygeagiallaround. Workers in yellow
helmets milled up and down the place. There wereden poles jutting from the earth and wires
were stretched in the air and trailed in cablethenground. Children were gathered, watching an
unfolding drama. | asked them what was happenird) they said the men were connecting
electricity. They pointed to the pylons in the wimjgen spaces. They pointed to the tents. | didn’t
know what they were talking about so | watchednraaement.

There were tents and lorries all over the areank of the tents swung an illuminated bulb. One
of the boys stole into the tent with the sole pggof blowing out the light. Before he could
succeed a worker came in, saw him, and chased ttinWe waited for the man to do something
wonderful with the illumination of the bulb. Butstead of doing anything he shut the entrance
of the tent. We waited for something unusual topesp We held our breaths. The tent entrance
flapped open. And while we were looking, we saw th&n come out again. His colour had
changed. We could not believe our eyes. He was aawrious cream colour with blotches of
pink. We stared at him in complete astonishmenrs. hriir was like straw, like bright tassels of
corn. He walked unsteadily. He wore dark sungladsgshis eyes were visible beneath them. He
wore wide-bottom shorts, a wide-brimmed hat, arallawing white shirt. And then to crown
our astonishment the man whom we thought had cldang®ur emerged from the tent. We
suspected a devilish multiplication had taken plate ran away, screaming. And came back.
We stared at the white man, expecting him to flytaojump, or to somersault. Instead he gave
bad-tempered orders in an unfamiliar language. Wieespoke the workers jumped and obeyed
as if his orders came from the wind. And when hedsa/n on a folding chair one of the workers
brought an umbrella and held it over him. A lizatdpped in front of him, nodding. It stared at
him for a long time. In a quick movement, he stathpa the lizard’s head and ordered one of
the workers to throw its corpse away. We watchex, lexpecting him to lose his colour, or to
dissolve in that blistering air. Another lizard cand nodded in front of him and scuttled round
him twice. He stared at us. We stared at him. Wieenrdered the workers to drive us away, and
when they pursued us with sticks and whipped utherback, | conceived a terrible dislike for
that white man. We watched him from a distance. Jiede from the umbrella thinned and the



sun, burning relentlessly, was unkind to him. lidedd him so much that | spoke to the wind and
not long afterwards the air stirred, took on fonc@de the distant treetops bow, raised dust, and
blew away the umbrella from the worker’s hand.

The flies pestered him, circling his nose. Red &misied an army round his chair. Soon he was
stamping and scratching his foot. We laughed anduspected us of some prank and he gave
money to some of the workers and pointed at ustlaeyg came in our direction, abandoning the

cables for a moment, and we scattered and randavere convinced that if we were caught and

taken back to the white man he would eat us uedlliome through the forest and for the rest of
that day remained in the safety of our familiaestr

FOUR

WHEN MUM CAME back from hawkingthat eveningl toleéthabout the white man. A light of
interest flickered in her eyes. But it died whee shid:

‘The thugs came again today. Election time is near.
What | had seen was greater than my empathy atrtbatent.

‘How can a man become two? How can a black man white?” Mum asked, with weary
interest.

‘By magic.’
‘What magic?’

Then | told her about the illuminated bulb and dables and electricity, about how the white
man had killed a lizard and how he wanted to catchnd take us away.

‘What wereyou doingthere?’ sheasked.

| didn’t say anything. She looked lean and worri8de complained of a headache. She lay on
the bed and I noticed that she had a wound thableasling just above her ankle. Her blood was
unnaturally dark. The wound was beginning to fedtéwld her about it, but she didn’t stir. The

flies tried to settle on it and | drove them aw@kie opened her eyes and, in a rough voice, said:

‘Go and play"”

| lingered at the door. The flies settled on heumah | watched her foot twitch. She lifted up her
head and was about to shout something when | laduotié of the room.

In the street, people were fighting. They foughinma the van. The sun turned red. The people
who were fighting moved away in opposite directiosisouting threats. The evening darkened.
Birds circled in the air. Dust and smoke, like mtheil, hung in the sky. The wind roamed our



street, blowing the rubbish along, and sweepingyatlia smell of incinerated rats and burnt
rubber. Slowly, the stars began to appear.

We waited all night for Dad to return. It seemed bues kept turning on the same axis of
anguish. When Mum had slept enough she dresseddwerd with the ash of bitterwood. She
showed no signs of pain. She made food, cleanetbtm, and counted her money in a tin-can.
She calculated her profits without any light in toem. When she finished she began to repair
our clothes, sewingon buttons, patching holes id’'®#&ousers. She stayed silent and worked
with abnormal concentration, her forehead wrinkldde someone using one action to focus on
the pain of waiting. When she had darned Dad’sseos; she began on mine. She tore off the
back pockets of my shorts to patch the holes invéen the legs. She gave my shirts many
different buttons. She would not speak. The ligbt gery dim in the room and | shut the
windows to encourage her to use a candle. But s wn working in the absence of light.
When she finished, she sighed. She put the clotimeshe line in the room. The line was
weighted down with a profusion of threadbare toweld shirts, trousers, wrappers, and sundry
rags. It looked ready to snap at any moment. Mund®an. She was motionless. Then she said:

‘Polish your father’s boots.’

What she really meant was: ‘What has happened to fagher?’ | searched for his boots and
polished them in the dark. Then | put them in aneorand went to wash my hands. When | got
back Mum wasn’t in the room. | found her sitting tre cement platformat thecompound-
front. Shewaswavingawaythemidgesandtheflyingants
andslappingatthemosquitoesthatinvadedherbody.liglasiready andthesky was of the deepest
blue. The air was cool and it tasted of rain. k& distance, towards the centre of the city, a white
light kept flashing towards the sky. Some of thenpound people joined us outside and made
small talk.

‘Is it true’, one of them said, ‘that Madame Kotowhas prostitutes in her bar?’

‘That’'s what | heard.’

‘And that she has joined the party?’

‘Not just that.’

‘What else?’

‘They have promised her contracts.’

‘For what?’

‘For their celebrations and meetings.’

‘We will be looking at her and she will become rich



‘She is rich already.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Peoplesay sheisgoingtobuy acar?’
‘A car?’

‘And get electricity?’

‘Electricity?’*And she paid cash for bales of |at&ales of lace?*To do what?“To sew dresses
for party people.”How did she manage?*She knowsatvshe wants.”My friend, we all know

what we want, but how many of us ever get it?"Thatue.”’She must have used witchcraft.”Or
juju.”Or joined a secret society.*Or all threePlus more.'They fell silent. They contemplated
the night, their condition, and the whole area

sunken in poverty. One of them sighed. ‘Why is like this, eh?’ ‘I don’t know.’ ‘Some people
have too much and their dogs eat better food theaday while we

suffer and keep quiet until the day we die.” ‘Angkr if we don’t keep quiet who will listen to
us, eh?’ ‘God,” one of them said. The rest of theere silent. The wind blew over us, bringing
dust, discarded

newspapers, and the certainty of rain. ‘One daya lopiet miracle, God will erase the wicked
from the face of the earth.’ ‘God’s time is the tje$ wish God’s time and our time would
sometimes agree.’

‘God knows best.’
‘That’'swhatmy brotherkeptsayingtwomonthsbeforehedie
‘My friend,” one of them said with sudden passi@uyr time will come.’

They fell silent again. Mum moved, started to samething, but stayed quiet. Then she got up,
took me by the hand, and we walked down the raeesttowards the main road. She made it
seem like an innocent walk, but | could feel thrersgth of her anxiety.

All around us voices were raised in laughter anggam. We passed a patch of bushes behind
which resonated the singing and the dancing ofnéhe church. They sang with a frightening
vigour, with terrifying hope, great need, greatrear. They made me feel that any minute the
world would end. The singing from the church made afraid of life. We passed them and
could hear them long afterwards. Further on, belargtove of trees, the earth throbbed with
more chanting, dancing, singing. But this was d#fé. Thechantingwas deeper,
thedancingmorevirile,makingtheearth itself acknalgle the beating on its doors, and the singing
was full of secrets and dread-making voices. Tloeymded like the celebration of an old pain, an
ancient suffering that has refused to leave, anaffiiction renewed at night. They were the



worshippers at the shrine of suffering and we thiste to their cries for the secrets of
transforming anguish into power. We could hearitltantations, the money-creating howls, the
invoked names of destiny-altering deities, godverigeance, gods of wealth, womb-opening
gods. They too made me afraid of life. They too bahe from the hunger, the wretchedness, of
our condition. Mum didn’t seem to notice them. Hace was ridden with anxiety, her bright
eyes searched the street-corners, the bat-froopéndpnto see Dad. After we had walked a while,
and when the wind lifted the edges of her wrappassked her to tell me a story about white
people. She said nothing at first. And then she: sai

‘I will tell you a story another time.’
We were silent. It seemed she changed her mind.

‘When white people first came to our land,” shedsas if she were talking to the wind, ‘we had
already gone to the moon and all the great starthd olden days they used to come and learn
from us. My father used to tell me that we taudiem how to count. We taught them about the
stars. We gave them some of our gods. We sharedkrmwledge with them. We welcomed
them. But they forgot all this. They forgot manyntys. They forgot that we are all brothers and
sisters and that black people are the ancestotiseohuman race. The second time they came
they brought guns. They took our lands, burnedgags, and they carried away many of our
people to become slaves across the sea. TheyewdyyThey want to own the whole world and
conquer the sun. Some of them believe they haledkibod. Some of them worship machines.
They are misusing the powers God gave all of ugyTdre not all bad. Learn from them, but
love the world.’

| was surprised with what Mum said. | was strucklg gentleness of her voice when she spoke
next.

‘Do you know what my mother said to me in a dream?’
‘No.’

‘She said there is a reason why the world is rod®huty will rule the world. Justice will rule
the world. That's what she said.’

We went on in silence. | wanted to ask her a logjudstions, but suddenly her mood changed,
her intensity increased, and she hurried on, hes eacked, the wind blowinguson,thenight
closingroundusinthemysteriesofitsdarkness.Andtheéag, heard a voice crying out in the
distance. It could have come from the thatch hqubeszinc huts, the mud bungalows, the tin-
can houses, or from the enigmatic doors of thehedtum stopped at a crossing of paths. The
wind was hard and the night howled. The whole aezaned to exhale an odour of struggle and
death. Dogs fought near a well. And from the daskneut of one of the obscure paths, emerged
a figure in a dazzling white smock, bearing a lemt&bove her. The brightness of gems was in
her eyes, her hair was utterly dishevelled, antdwieren't for her smock | would have taken her
for a sort of divine madwoman.



‘Repent! Repent!” she cried. ‘The light is our Jifend our life is in God! The world is full of
evil. Repent! Or in your darkness you will be dnvaut.’

Welistened to her piercingvoice.

‘Stay awake, you weak ones, guard your souls,\fts &om Babylon have come to snatch your
lives away! Repent! Ask for light and your sleepl Wwe transformed!’

She roused the wind and parted the darkness witiadige and soon we could only see the light
of her lantern. And not long afterwards, emergirant the same path, staggering like one who
has been a cripple but has now found some strangtis legs, was the figure of a man. He

swore and cursed. At once, without even seeindaas, Mum ran over and embraced him. It
was Dad. His hair was matted with mud. He wobblad, insisted on not being helped. His

clothes were torn, his chest glistened, his eyee @Weranged, and he smelt of blood and drink.

‘Thank that woman for me,” he muttered. ‘She savsdife. They were going to kill me but she
appeared and they thought she was an angel andatheyvay screaming.’

We turned, but where there had been the light @evtbman’s lantern there was only darkness.
We could only hear her voice, speaking of a peiptpera to come, soundingfromthedistance.
Her voicequivered on thenightair,confusingherpmdocation. She could have been rattling the
doors to our ears from a hundred different plandgbe living wound of our area.

‘If you can’t thank her today, thank her tomorro®ad said, in agony.
Against Dad’s wishes, Mum held him under the arng lzelped him walk. | heard her gasp.
‘You are bleeding.’

‘They were going to cut my throat. This is justmaadl wound. Azaro, my son, they weregoingto
killyour father. Becausel won'’t votefor them.’

His voice failed him. | held on to his other arnheTdarkness filled with people. The night had
broadcast our sorrow; the people knew what had dreggh The faces, hungry and sweating,
peered at us, following us, a long way down theeeitr They showered
encouragementsandstrengtheningproverbsonus.Munattm@dm.One of the women burst out
crying. Dad hobbled on, his face screwed into akméalse wind blew against us. Women sang in
our footsteps. When we got home, Mum thanked thgaina and they retreated back into the
night, and left us to our unhappiness. The reth®fvorld was asleep.

Mum boiled water and dressed Dad’s wounds and @ddsis bruises. He told us his story. It was
a familiar one. He had been accosted by some mweey Were drunk. They asked who he was
voting for. He said no one. They set upon him, thak money, were about to do something
worse when the woman appeared. They fled. Wheimishéd the story we sat in silence. Mum
served food. For the first time in a long while Daidn't sit up smoking and thinking into the
night, rocking on his three-legged chair. He sf@pimptly after he had eaten.



He woke up the next morning complaining of stompeims. The sheets had fastened to his
wounds, which had bled at night. Mum had to appbrmv water. The dried surface of his
wounds came off on the sheets. His pain was reapéfeewent to work as usual.

FIVE

| REMEMBER THE day distinctly when, on my way baitkm school, great crashing noises
exploded over the forest, as if all the trees hatusaneously fallen. For a moment everything
changed. The sky came close to the earth. Theeamrbe charged, sharp, and unbreathable. |
could not move. Then the air darkened, the noigpdoebed again, and a bright light flashed over
everything. The sky split open. And the path becamkearing.

The world was still, as if it had momentarily beera picture, as if God were The Great
Photographer. The clearing turned into a new wofliit of the flash came the sharp
outlinesofspiritsrisingintotheairwithwearyheads.Amehtheyfelldown and bounced and floated
over the stillness of the world. The spirits passed, passed through me, their eyes like
diamonds. And when the next explosion came, foltbuwg another blinding flash, the spirits
were obliterated. The heaviness of the air settlégeclouds opened, and thefirst
torrentialdrenchingof theland began.

The clouds dissolved into rain. Water flooded thghe Suddenly, as if released from a spell, the
photographic immobility of everything burst intoremotion. The wind cracked the branches of
trees. The people raised a great cry. Everyonerbegaun. Some dashed to clear their clothes
from lines. Some ran for ~cover. And many ran for eith buckets,
hurryingtoputthemundertheeaves,tocollectthepurdstast radiant water of the season. The rain
released the children from the tedium of the loog &fternoons. They raised a different cry.
They ran out naked, bellies protruding, screammgully as the bright water soaked them,
foamed their hair, and made their skin shine.

Water was blown into rooms. Mothers cried out feattwindow to be shut or that door to be
locked. Birds and insects vanished. The water,ingstiown runnels to the lower regions and the
half-dug gutters, soaking fast into the ground asithg quickly above the land, released forever
in my memory the mysterious aroma of a new seasleaves and rustic herbs, wild bark and
vegetation, the secret essences of a goddess fismghe earth.

The wind cleared the air of our area’s desolatiaught between the desire to throw off my
clothes and run naked into the first rain of tharyer to avoid having my clothes soaked, my
books wet, | waited too long. The rain lashed me& bBmerely stood and watched as the water
rose up past my ankles and earthworms crawled upesty | brushed them off. It rained with
such insistence. The wind whipped the water on egkrso hard that each drop felt like a stone.
| feared the heavens would unleash so much wadéttike earth would become an ocean.

During the harmattan we always forget the rainyseeaThat’'s why it rains so viciously on the
first day, reminding us with a vengeance of itsseace. It poured down so hard that sometimes
| couldn’t see. | shut my eyes and walked blindhg &ven then the rain lashed my eyelids. |
pushed on at an angle to the path. The downpouravgessistent weight. The force of the wind



knocked me sideways and blew me off the ground.rdhd became slippery. The earth turned
fast into mud. When | could see, the street seeimdthve vanished. The forest was distorted.
The houses quivered.

And then terrible wonders unfolded. Lights flasltleee times in a frightening succession. Two
birds fell from the branches of a tree, wings waitilittering. | heard sheets of zinc crumpling
and twisting, heard nails complaining, wood splidtiand then saw the entire rooftop of a house
wrenched away and blown across the floodtide inaineChildren howled. Women wailed. It
could have been the end of the world. | saw a mutddisintegrate and turn into clumps. The
roof lowered and people came running out. Two d@ovay a solid bungalow wall collapsed.
The roof tilted sideways. Inside was a confusionhotisehold objects and clothes scattered
everywhere.At themouthofourstreet ahousewasbeirigdakvayonthewater, as if its foundations
were made of cork. The road became what it usdaeia stream of primeval mud, a river. |
waded in the origins of the road till | came to tked bungalow of the old man who was said to
have been blinded by an angel. He sat outsideeindim, partly covered in a white shroud. He
had a pipe in his mouth. He was staring throughrtie, at the watery street, in ferocious
concentration. Fascinated by his intensity, byvtla@y image of him in the rain, his feet deep in
murky waters, his red trousers soaked throughgta@en eyes clotted, | went closer. Suddenly he
pointed at me, his finger gnarled and wrinkledgeli&n old thin pepper. And in the voice of
nightmares, he said:

‘You boy, come here, come and help an old man.’
‘To do what?’ | asked.
‘To see!’

Ashepointedat me,hishandquivering,rainpouringfraaies,changingtheir colour to purple,
achillclimbed my neck,andterrorrootedmetotheshifgiound. The old man, raging, shouted in a
quivering voice that he could see. He got up amd #® few quaking footsteps towards me, his
face ugly with joy, the white shroud falling fronsslshoulders. He got quite close to me, but a
light flashed, shaking the earth, breaking the wian’s spell. | saw him stop, frozen in his
gesture. | saw his face collapse, saw his eyes liagk to green. Then he began rantingand
cursingthe blindness that had come back to him;vattd a wind rising against me, awakening
goose-pimples all over my body, | shook off my tarand backed away. But the old man
tottered after me and fell face down in the mudd atayed there. | was too scared to do
anything, and no one either moved towards him wor Isian. | ran in the first direction that my
feet carried me.

When | stopped | found myself panting against tladl wf an unfinished house. Millipedes and
slugs and little snails climbed up the wall. Thegrevknocked down by the wind. Undeterred,
they climbed up again. | heard the old man's voiége the rain and |
hurriedondownthepathoforigins.Theearthkeptslippiadfellintoa ditch. Mud-water got into my
eyes and covered my body. When | eventually fowtd ground | stood up and looked around
and saw a sepia universe full of the swaying sgatfegiants. There were shrines everywhere
and God spoke in the bright wind and the giantkspiack in whispers.



| cried out for help and no one heard. As | stumtdeound, walking into nettles, sliding to the
ground, bumping into tree-trunks, | realised thatak both lost and blind. | washed out my eyes
with rain-water and when some of the mud clearefbund myself at one of the Road
Construction sites. The freshly laid tarmac hadnb&gept away. Bushes floated on the water.
Road-workers’ tents had been blown everywhereand
allthosewhowerebuildingtheroadintendedtoconnecitfetay had fled for cover and were
nowhere to be seen.

Further on | saw thatch eaves over banana plaogneé to another site of devastation. It was the
place where the men had been laying out electbtesaThe tents were gone. | saw an umbrella
on the branches of a tree. Something had happdimede was smoke in the air. Bushes were
blackened. Charred bits of tarpaulin clung to tluengs of trees. The wooden poles were burnt.
Workers stood around thecables, staringat theneaixmsomethingdramaticto happen.

The rain and wind forced me on to the forest etlgehe pit where they dredged up sand. The
white man stood there with his foot on the log. M@re a thick yellow raincoat
andblackboots.Hewaslookingthroughapairofbinocutamsaethingon the other side of the pit.
Suddenly the path turned into a ditch. The earth vado Floodwaters
fromtheforestpouredunderneathus.lclungtoastump.fiiteman shouted, his binoculars flew
into the air, and | saw him slide away from view.e Hslid downslowly
intothepit,asastreamofwaterwashedhimaway.ThelogohdWe earth gave way in clumps and
covered him as he disappeared. | didn’'t hear hisTne log rolled over, and a moment’s flash
completed the hallucination. | began to shout. VBmskrushed out of the forest. They rushed
down the side of the pit to try and find him. Thdyg up his helmet, his binoculars, his
eyeglasses, a boot, some of his papers, but hig Wwad not found. The pit was half-filled with
water. Three workers volunteered to dive in andcketor him. They never returned. The pit that
had helped create the road had swallowed all ohthe

| drifted in the chaos of grief and wind and ranmdavavy patterns in the air and | came to a half-
familiar fairy-land where a signboard was face-dawnthe earth. The door was open. Water
poured in and drenched the tables and chairs. Tleepwas empty. And then
Isawtheelephantinefigureofanancientmother,sittimip@mch, with a disconsolate expression on
her water-logged face. She caught me before Idatl, she carried me off to her room.

SIX

SHE MADE ME bathe. She fed me steaming peppersshe.rubbed a grainy ointment all over
me and massaged me with her rough fingers. Shedpalit the edges of her green mosquito net
and made me lie down on the great bed of her bowjis. She smiled at me beyond the netting,
her face veiled in green. Then, slowly, she recdilleahly her smile remained, faintly sinister in
the green darkness of my mind.

When | woke up it was raining steadily. Water lehke through the window and ceiling. The
rain distorted my eyes, twisted the sheets of mgnorg. | was startled by my new surroundings.
There were cobwebs on the massive mosquito net dgf and sat on the edge of the bed. The
room stank of freshcut wood, feathers of wild bjrcEmphor, aromatic plants, and an abundance



of garments. There were clothes on every nail ané. [There were garments everywhere,
cascades of fine lace, white blouses, expensivepera with gold-threaded borders, massive
skirts, headties, dyed cloths, and gowns that lsdwhve enough for many bedspreads.

White sheets screened off a corner of the roomsi@eit the rain drummed on the cocoyam
leaves. The screen shimmered with images. All olverroom there were disembodied noises,
cockroaches in flight, birds flapping their brokemgs. Something tapped away, measuring the
heartbeat of the rain. Somethingbreathed out arofamahogany and breathed in silence. |
resisted the urge to look behind the screen.

The mysterious smells of rain on earth and plale® In through cracks in the window. The rain
made everything alien. Its persistence altered miow. After a while it seemed to me that
beyond the screen lay a bazaar of mysteries, aatibent of the forbidden. | got up and tried to
draw aside the white sheet. It was heavy. A cldudust wafted from its fabric. Shadows moved
in the room. On a wall the form of an enormous kwnér changed into the shape of a bull.
Mosquitoes whined. A spider drew itself up on awisible web. | decided to crawl under the
screen. It seemed | was crawling under an impebletfaliage of whiteness. Dust rose to my
face. Cockroaches scuttled at my advance. Newhais broke into frightened motion. Ants
scattered across my arms as | went into the lathgiof a stranger’s secret life.

When | emerged on the other side | noticed theikegdainted floor. Its whiteness stuck to me
and wouldn’t come off. An earthenware bowl was rtbarwall. In the bowlwerecowries, lobes
of kola-nuts,asproutingbulbofonion,feathersofayelloird, ancient coins, a razor, and the teeth
of a jaguar. Three bottles stood next to the bdwlone was pure ogogoro. In another roots
marinated in a yellow liquid. In the third weretlit beings with red eyes in brown water. There
was an upturned turtle near the third bottle, ridarside painted red, its feet kicking. The turtle
made noises. | turned it over. It began to crandyaw caught it, was surprised how heavy it was,
andlturnedit onitsbackagain.Theturtlestoppedmalorsgs. Thenlsensedthe emanations of an
enormous feminine presence and became aware,ddirsh time, that someone was staring at
me from the musty darkness of the chamber.

| could feel the intense gaze of an ancient motier had been turned into wood. She knew who
| was. Her eyes were pitiless in their scrutinye &new my destiny in advance. She sat in her
cobwebbed niche, a mighty statue in mahogany, dawerith the aroma of fertility. Her large
breasts exuded a shameless libidinous potencyfffosacoloured cloth had been worn round
her gentle pregnancy. Behind her dark glasses,sesbeed to regard everything with equal
serenity. She gave off an air of contradictory disal was mesmerised by the musk of her half-
divinity.

| could hear her heart beating. It sounded likeeaatic clock. There was a transistor radio near
her seat. On the wall behind her was a blue mithast above her head, on a little shelf, was a
clock that had stopped working. On a nail, behiad tread, was an iron gong and a bell. At her
feet were a pair of red shoes. She gave off themaatated odours of libations, animal blood,
kaoline, the irrepressible hopes of strangers,aapellow impassivity. White beads rested on her
lap. The clock made a sudden clicking noise, astérted. She watched me intently. Under her
gaze, serenity and intensity were the same thing.



The clock was still. | saw the yellow bird in theaslows behind the ancient mother. It was bound
and its feathers kept twitching, its eyes shinimghe niche. | became aware of the cobwebs on
my face. A fly droned behind me. Then it flew rouad settled on the nose of the pregnant
goddess. The clock made another noise, startliaglyh The turtle kicked. The bird fretted. |
looked at myself in the blue mirror and couldn’esay face. | became afraid. At that moment
the ancient mother in wood spoke to me.

She spoke to me through all the objects, througtd#fiant noises of the upturned turtle, thebird
beatingagainstitscaptivity,thecomplaintsoftheflye€lockbegan ticking. A lizard scuttled over
my foot, and | jumped. When | recovered | found elfypressed against the wall, my heart
pounding. Then | noticed that everythingin the eorwas alive. The bowl moved towards me.
The mirror banged itself against the wall, reflegtinothing. 1 sensed the wall moving,
disintegrating beneath my touch. Things crawledhm air. | saw a snail on the wall. | moved
away and nearly stepped on the turtle. It was srieiet, behind the bowl. | noticed that there
were snails all over the white screen. They wegeebniough to eat. | staggered against a bucket.
Then | realised that there were snails all overatiigent mother, on the face of the mirror, on the
edges of the bucket. I didn't know where to turry Mead expanded with the goddess who was
speaking to me through the snails and objectsrirciember.

How could | find my way out of the maze of theseaining objects which were all obstacles
before me? How could | escape from the mystenhefttead of a snake, its sloughed skin on a
newspaper? How could | escape the stones blackeitedhe tar of new roads, or the single
finger pointing at me in a jar of transparent ldfiiThe goddess in wood spoke to me through all
these things, but most of all she spoke to me Wwéh eyes. | didn't understand her speech.
Without thinking, like someone wandering aroundaistranger’s dream, | climbed the body of
the goddess and took off her glasses. In the depahof her sockets she had eyes of red stone,
precious stones theexactcolourofblood.My breatlaizgsl. Hereyesfixedonmewithsuch heat that
| hurriedly put her glasses back on. Sweat brokeatluover me. | found myself caught in a
strange immobility. Then to my greatest horror, sf®/ed — as if she were about to crush me
into her pregnancy. | jumped down from her greatyoand fought my way through the tangle of
cloth, screaming.

| sat on the bed. My journey into the secret watidnged things | saw in the room. What | had
previously thought of as tumbles of clothes becamgs, shawls, undergarments, coloured
headties, batik materials. Dull almanacs of sesweieties hung on the walls. Snails inched along
the walls, leaving a clean wet trail. In a cupbotrdre were men’s clothes, a black walking
stick, and five umbrellas. Above the cupboard vireslégend, printed in gothic lettering: GOD’S
TIME IS THE BEST. High up on the wall was the imagfea crucified Christ and beneath it
another legend: THE EVIL THAT MEN DO. There weraléa prints of Madame Koto and a
man on the walls. The man had only three fingerom& hand. He had a lively face and sad
eyes. It was an old picture, browned by sun ancb.tirlow could | escape that labyrinth of
objects? | went to the bed, lay down under thergresting, and slept in the feverish dreams of
the room.

SEVEN



WHEN | AWOKE 1 felt as if my memory had been wipel@¢an. The room had changed. Intense
shadows brooded on the walls. Futures not yetleigiibwded the spaces. Powers not yet active
crowded the air. My eyes filled with the shapesaptors, the albumen of unbounded monsters,
genies in murky bottles, homunculi in the nestshafs. Unformed beings were everywhere;
trapped ghosts and masquerades in unwilling shapesror lurked in that forest of shadows.
The rain had stopped falling. The wind whipped zhree roof. | tiptoed out of the room and shut
the door behind me. | felt different. | felt asaifvind from the future was blowing through me.

Thepassagewas empty. At thebackyard someonehawlpédi to start afirewith wet wood. The
smoke was terrible. Evening had fallen with therdihe sky was grey. The backyard was full of
puddles. With each step | took towards Madame kabalr | felt our lives were changing.

There were no lights in the bar. When | went irhdught the place was empty. | moved

noiselessly to my place beside the earthenware Tgw. front door was partially open. Flies

buzzed and | could hear the wall-geckos scuttlieigvben the tables. As | sat | distinguished the
outlines of women in the darkness. They sat shijrheadsfacingthefrontdoor.Afterawhilethey

begantospeak.

‘Whenarethey bringingourelectricity,eh?*How shoultl know?*MadameKoto has been
talkingabout it for alongtime.*"She has become éittan. Only promises.”And talk.”They
will bring it.*And this bar will shine.”And one dy it will turn into a hotel."But when will they
bring the light?*One day.”One day | will build mypwn hotel."How? Will you steal the
money?”Politics will give it to me.”Will you fuckpolitics?“Isn’t that what you too are
doing?“Not only me."Who else?*Madame Koto.”"Doh’mention her name. Her ears are
everywhere.’

‘I hear that she is pregnant.”For who?*How willkhow? Was | there when they did it?"It's
possible.”Anythingis possiblenowadays.”Who toldwy she’s pregnant?’*Yes, how do you
know?‘People talk.”People always talk.”l don'tetieve them.People talk too much.*Rumour
is a cheap prostitute.””So what are you?”| am alokéap.You're cheaper than shit.*"What about
you, eh? The men say your anus smells.”Your cam¢ls.”Even chicken can fuck you.*Rat
fuck you.”Dogfuck you.”Shut up.”You too shut upRigfuck your mother.*Goat fuck your
mother and produce you.'Shut up!’

‘Why doyoukeep tellingeveryonetoshutup?*Youtoosiplt They fell silent for a while. The
wind blew the front door against the outside wsilaining its hinges. Then the women started
up again, abusing one another in blistering phrabegs voices sharper than glass. One of them
lit up a cigarette. There was a lull in their bogarrels during which the wind moaned in the
trees. Then, all over the area, the crickets statteir trilling. During the silence Madame Koto
came in through the back door, a lantern in hedh8he looked massive, as if she had somehow
bloated in the dark. Her face shone. Outside I&tsek a palm-wine tapper, his bicycle encircled
with climbing ropes; kegs of wine, tied together,

dangled from his carrier.

‘No light?” Madame Koto asked.



She came over to me and shone the lantern in sy eye

‘So you're up, eh?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘Feel better, eh?’

‘Yes.

‘Why did you touch the bucket of snails?’

‘I didn’t.’

‘Liar! Do you know how long it took me to find therAnd many of them are still

hiding. Why do you cause me so much trouble, eld?tBey send you into this world to punish
me?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Andyouhavebeensearchingevery cornerofmy room.’
‘No.’

‘What did you find?’

‘Nothing.’

‘What did you see?’

‘Nothing.’

She stared at me for a while. The women hadn’t moVkeir faces remained angled towards the
door. Then one of them looked at me.

‘When did you come in?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘You better start going,” Madame Koto said.

| stayed still. She went behind the counter. Onthefwomen got up, went out, and came back in
with three lanterns. She put them on differentdabl

‘Whenarethey bringyourelectricity?’



‘Don’t ask me questions,” Madame Koto said.

Shecameroundthecounter,went  out,andlheardherhgggiithetapper.They reached an
agreement. The tapper made a raucous joke. | lnardvheeling his bicycle away, leaving a
rusted cranking sound in his wake. Madame Koto camte the bar with three kegs. Flies
followed her. Wine spilt on the floor. The womenlilii move. When she dropped the kegs near
me she planted her fists on her hips and roundigtbd the women for their lassitude. They
jumped up and made themselves busy, arranging bsnefashing cups and plates. Madame
Koto went out again. As soon as she was gone thmemoresumed their places and their
motionless expectancy. Then the wind blew a mathéofront door. He stood outside, visible
behind the strips of curtain. He came in and lootedd and two of the women rushed to him
and led him to a seat. It was Dad. The women sposite him. | went over and he touched me
on the head, and said nothing. His face was gaimtristles were growing wild, and there was
a vacant stare in his eyes. | knew something wagygmhappen.

‘Let’'s go home,’ | said.

‘Why? I've only just arrived. It's been a devil'sag Fetch me some palm-wine. Where is
Madame Koto?’

‘Gone out.’

One of the women brought him palm-wine and waitedhfm to pay. He waved her off.

‘I don’t know you,’ she said. ‘So pay now if youmbwant any trouble.’

Dad stared at her as if he might hit her.

‘He’s my father,’ | said.

‘So what?’

Dad, very reluctantly, paid. | sat beside him.

‘Oneday, ’hesaid,‘troubleisgoingtoblowup inthisarea.

One of the women sucked her teeth. Another one spat

‘Spit all you like,” Dad said. ‘“Your trouble stitemains.’

The women left him. He hung his head and drank Islohhe women began to talk about the
forthcoming rally. They built such a picture ofdipolitical rally that it sounded like a fantastic
bazaar to be held at the end of the world. Thegethbf cows that were going to be slaughtered,

goats that would be roasted on spits, great musidiaat would perform, cars of all kinds that
would be seen, and they invoked visions of monegwh out to the people from bags, of



thousands of people converging from all over theldvto be fed, to be shown the miracles of
power, and the promises of a new future.

‘Rubbish! Dad said, sucking his teeth.
The women were at first silenced. Then, in a gigwalice, one of them said:
‘It's people like you who eat rubbish!

Dad finished off his palm-wine in one long slurpdahen he belched. He stared intently at one
of the women and the woman glared back at him.winhe blew the curtain strips into a frenzy.
We all looked at the door as if expecting an unupaesonage to step in from the rain. Dad went
on staring right through the woman, through thelsyand the vacant concentration in his eyes
frightened me. The lamp nearest the door fluttaredl went out. Then Dad gave a chilling laugh
that began the faintest tremor of a fever in mewdat on laughing, with an unmoving face like
a mask in the darkness, and his laughter seemaftet the wind. Something shook the rooftop.

| heard the curious wailing of cats from the for@$te wind roamed the bar like a disembodied
spirit looking for somewhere to sit. When Dad stegpaughing the room seemed darker and the
wind had stilled. We were all edgy in the longsgackan undefined expectancy.

‘Let’'s go home,’ | said, ashiver passingthrough me.
‘Shut up,” Dad said, eyes still vacant.

One of the women stood up and sat down again. Anathe got up and, rolling her buttocks,
went and stood at the door. In the faint light lilcbsee a scar at the back of her neck. She stood
there for a long while, trembling. The rain startaghin, slowly drizzling. Dad poured himself
more palm-wine. Another lamp went out. The eyeshefwomen were bright in the darkness.
The wind started; | heard it howl as it gatheredgsn@mongst the trees. A terrible spirit stirred in
its movement. Gusts of air rattled the zinc rodfeard the trees protesting, the wind blew on the
croaking of frogs. The woman at the door turned, ahdking every inch of movable flesh on her
body, came towards us and went round a table driteaaily. She sighed.

‘No customers tonight,” she said.

There was a moment’s silence. | looked at the dbloe. curtain strips parted, as if giving way to
a great form, and a three-headed spirit came h@doar. Each of its heads was a different shape.
One was red with blue eyes, the other was yelloth wed eyes, and the third was blue with
yellow eyes. The spirit had about ten eyes in all.

It came into the bar, stayed at the door, each hemdng in different directions, smoke issuing
from the yellow eyes. Then it moved slowly and awksly into the room.lwatchedit
infascination,feelingaterriblefeverrisingtomybrdihespirit came and stood in front of me. Then,
from across the table it elongated all three héadsrds me and stared at me with its ten eyes.
The fever got to my brain and an awful noise likaracessant drill started at the top of my skull.



The spirit stared at me for a long time. | could mmve. The colours of its eyes began to hurt
me, began to burn out my sight. Then a voice irskull said:

‘Shut your eyes.’

| shut them and could still see. The heads of et swayed and then were retracted. Then the
spirit, walking through the table as if it didnXist, went and sat between the women. Two of its
heads, in opposite directions, stared at the wosn&ates. The one in the middle, the yellow
head with red eyes, stayed fixed on me. One ofambmen coughed. Another one sneezed. A
third stood up and sat down again. Dad burped.

‘Something stinks in here,’ said the woman who justl sneezed.

‘| feel sick,” said another.

‘I want to vomit.’

‘I can’t move.’

‘And no customers.’

‘No customers, no money.’

‘No electricity.’

‘Stupid rain.’

‘Bad wind.’

‘And Madame Koto has vanished.’

‘Where has she gone?’

‘How would | know?’

They fell silent. The wind was still, as if the thrhad finally given birth. One of the
womenbrought out somesnuffandsniffeditviolently. &reh,foralongmoment, she gripped the
table, her head swaying, her mouth poised and wpen. The spirit's blueheadwasinfront
ofher.Then,suddenly,shegavethemostdevastatingsnedreh fairly rocked the spirit's head.
The head drew back, startled. The other heads wdltdreir eyes and the one on the farthest side
began to sway and toss about. Its eyes becamebiggnAnd then it burst forth with a mighty

sneeze which practically threw me against the wall.

‘What is wrongwith you?’ Dad said.'Nothing."A womasneezes and it blows you away? Are
you not a man?’



Then | began sneezing. Dad hit me on the head.h&naif the women took up the sneezing.
Dad joined in. Soon we were all infected with uricollable sneezing. We sneezed for such
alongtimeand with such intensity, that it seeme@vaudd loseour heads altogether. The woman
who began it sprayed her mucus everywhere and sdert the last lamp. Dad dislodged snot
into his cup of palm-wine and then knocked the ouer. We were all contorted in paroxysms,
when the wind, roaming the bar, took our sneezingya and in its place left five rowdy men
who laughed at us. Wedidn't realisewehad stoppedzngtilloneof themsaid:

‘Is this how you welcome customers?'Then the wonveipjng their noses, struggling amongst
themselves, falling over

one another, rushed to the men and led them tble. tMore wine!’ Dad said. No one paid any
attention. The spirit's central head turned to Radf he had

suddenly materialised. ‘And more light” he addéme of the women got up and lit the lamps.
The spirit was reduced in visibility. ‘Just becaugau have customers doesn’t mean you
shouldn’t serve me,” Dad said

in a bad-tempered voice. ‘Shut up,’ said one ofrtten. Dad gave the man his vacant, intent
stare. The men stared back at him. Dad looked

away, sank back into himself, and becamesilentwbneanlightingthelampscame over. ‘You
want another bottle of palm-wine?’

Dad didn’'t speak, nor did he look up. He seemedhdwe wholly retreated into himself.
Thewoman repeated thequestion.Dadstilldidn’tsayrang.Hehunghis head.

‘Leave that useless man alone,” said one of the.'théwe doesn’'t want to answer you, let him
swallow his saliva,” said another.Dad looked up &aked down again. A man sneezed. The
spirit moved one of its

heads and looked at him. The woman placed a fistevrhip. Then she went to the backyard,
came back with a bottle of palm-wine, and slamntezhithe table. Dad poured himself some
wine. The woman went and sat with one of the freenmlhey began talking amongst
themselves. The spirit got up and sat next to tha mho had sneezed. Dad finished the cup of
wine in one swallow and then, with his face sed,dyes charged, he looked up. He surveyed the
men. Then he stared at the man who had sneezdulstAltthought he was staring at the spirit.
The man he stared at did not notice.

‘What areyou lookingat?’ thewoman with theman asked
‘None of your business.’
The man looked up and caught Dad'’s ferocious stare.

‘Let’'s go,’ | said. ‘The rain has stopped.’



Therewas silence. Then Dad stuck outhishandandgtantaveringfinger,like aman makingan
astonishingaccusation. | looked to seewhohewaspgattThe central head of the spirit looked
surprised and its eyes flashed different colours.

‘You coward!” Dad shouted, standing up, pointingitguunmistakably at the man who had
sneezed, and who had an ominous scar near hesykeft

‘Who areyou callingacoward?’ theman asked, rising.
‘You! It was you and your friends who attacked e tther night. You are a coward!
‘You are mad!’ the man cried. ‘You are a thief! ¥dather was a coward!

‘If you are so brave,” Dad said in a thunderingcei‘why don’t you fight me yourself, alone,
now!’

Another silence. Then the women began to curse Balling him a troublemaker. They
triedtorestraintheman,theirhandsclutchinghisshasltlgingtogethimto sit down. The man
shrugged violently and brushed away their handsl Was still standing, trembling, his finger
pointed, his jaws working. A woman screamed. Anotree sneezed. My eyes were wide open. |
couldn’t see the spirit for a while. The man camend the table. The women tried to restrain
him. He threw them off. The wind started. The maonde to the centre of the bar and made a
great show of taking off his voluminous garment. \Ma&s taking it off for a long time. It got
stuck round his neck, entangled with the beads andlets. Another woman screamed. Dad
poured himself another glass of palm-wine, dowrtedjot up and went round our table. He
helped the man to remove his voluminous garmerg. Wind started and seemed strong enough
to blow the bar away. | felt the floor tremble. Wihthe man had taken off his great garment he
fumed and cursed and then started taking off his$. $htook a while. Dad went out to urinate.
When he got back the man was bare-chested, exaetitef amulets round his neck. Scar-marks,
like weird brandings, ran down his chest and coge@rat his navel. His followers had by this
time surrounded Dad. It was frighteningto seehollected and calmDad was. | began to cry.

‘We don’t know you,’ one of the women said, amidisks. ‘We don’t know you and you come
here with your ugly son and spoil our business@nge trouble.’

Her face was quite wild, her eyes twisted, herdimgils like red claws.
Dad ignored her.

‘So what do you want to do?’ the man asked, finggehis amulet. ‘Do you know this thingl
havehere, eh?If you touch meyou willfalldown setieres and then. .’

Suddenly — it seemed like a flash of lightning M@t in the bar — Dad had hit him in the face.
It happened very fast. The next moment the bar deas wide open and the man had
disappeared. We heard him groaning outside in &nle. d he lightning vanished back into Dad’s
fist. Then the woman with the red fingernails pceshon him from behind. She howled like a



deranged cat, scratched Dad’s neck, and triedat out his eyes. Dad knocked her away and
she fell on a table. The man she was with rushest amd jumped on Dad and they rolled
outside. | heard them struggling to get up. The wonwho had been knocked over saw me,
came over, and gave me a resounding slap. The sgappeared in the bar. | ran outside. The
woman followed. | ran into one of the men. He pukshee away and | fell on Madame Koto’s
signboard that was on the soggy ground. It wakdstdzling. | could see that the two men were
fighting Dad. One of them held him from behind, ahd other hit him from the front. Dad
jerked forward and downwards and tossed the mamdbehim over his shoulder. Then he
flattened the one in front with a crackling punohthe nose. Both stretched out in a messy heap
on the mud. Dad, satisfied, smiled at me. The wopnarped on him and pulled his hair and
clung to him with her nails. Dad found it difficuld shake her off. And by the time he had
managed to do so the other men inside had come out.

‘Let’s run,’ | said.

The men surrounded Dad. The two that had fallemibeg stir. | tried to beat them down with a
stick, but it did no good. The men, five in allghtened the circle round Dad. Shrieking in
unnatural voices, the women urged them on, urgenh tto kill Dad, to rub his face in the mud,
force him to eat dirt. One man attempted to punald i the face, missed, and tripped. Another
one lunged at Dad and brought him down. Soon tha@leMot of them fell on the two bodies on
the floor and formed a writhing heap. The fightdr@e confused. Everyone seemed to be hitting
everyone else. Then, out of the wriggling mud-cedamnass of bodies, emerged the yellow head
of the spirit. It looked fairly confused. Then tbpirit disentangled itself altogether from the fray
and wobbled towards me and stuck its yellow headecto my face, so that | couldn’t escape its
flaming red eyes. The voice in my head, again,:said

‘Shut your eyes.’

| did and could still see. The spirit blinked rdgiénd the brightness of its eyes hurt me. The
men had rolled off the heap. Dad lashed at therdlyyiswinging granite punches. Then he ran
to the backyard and returned soon afterwards widgrréying piece of wood. | opened my eyes.
The piece of wood had several long nails sticking

through it. | shouted. The spirit, ten eyes widerednt its central head closer to me, and said:
‘They toldmetobringyouwithme.”Who?’ “Your friendsWhat friends?’

‘In the spirit world. Your companions.’ Dad lashedt with the piece of wood. ‘You had a pact
with them. Before you were born. Remember?’ The reesittered as Dad wielded his ugly
weapon.

‘Hold him!” one of the men cried."You hold him,” ishanother.Dad pursued them. They fled. He
pursued the woman. She ran, screaming, towards

the forest. ‘They saidimustbringyou,’thespiritsagean. ‘I won’'t come.’” The other women in the
bar were now outside. One of the men picked umg lo



branch. Dad tore after him with a murderous expoessn his face. The man dropped the branch
and ran. ‘Cowards!” Dad shouted, triumphantly.

He kept tearing after the men and they kept fleeifiten he went into the bar. The women
scattered as he approached. He re-emerged with kbasd of palm-wine
belongingtohisadversaries.Hedranksteadily whilekegmeyeonthemen.

‘So you won't come?’ the spirit asked me.'No."Whaibout your promises?”What
promises?“They will be angry.””So what?'Don’t sayidn’t warn you,’ the spirit said.

‘About what?’

‘Remember that | have only three heads. After lenfaled, your companions will send the spirit
with four heads.’

Oneof thewomen jumped on Dad whilehewas gulpingdihetast of thepalmwine. Then they all
jumped on him and they called the men to come emshfhim off. Dad struggled. The calabash
broke. A woman cried out. The men approached casiio

‘And after that they will send the spirit with fiveeads.’

Dad shook off the women. They fell from him. Onetlidm managed to snatch away his feared
weapon of nails and ran off with it.

‘And when it gets to theturn of theseven-headedtsmthingwillbeableto save you.’
The men approached Dad more confidently. The wdnegian to throw stones at him.

‘And if you somehow escape from the seven-headeadt spur companions will come
themselves.’

They stoned Dad and caught him on the head. Hedtthhem back. But the men joined in and
soon stones flew at him from many places in th&mss.

‘Prostitutes! Yam-breasted women of hell’ Dad beled. They began to stone me too. Dad
picked up Madame Koto’s fallen signboard and used & shield. We edged backwards into the
bar. When we were inside we locked the front ddbe spirit came in through the shut door and
pestered me to follow him. Dad piled up benche&dep the door securely shut. The spirit
followed me everywhere, reminded me of promised thare not his business, pleading,
threatening, with a head in front of me allthetimendanotherheadtalkingalwaysintomy
ear.Thethugsstonedthedoor.l heard them run routigetback. Dad blew out all the lights. The
men didn’t have the courage to come into the dakn&he spirit, luminous, its eyes blazing,
wandered around in the darkness as if it had testanse of direction. Dad cursed. He said he
was bleeding. The mosquitoes fed on us. We triecemoain still. 1 had no idea what would
happen next. The spirit, slightly crazy, wanderbdwut the bar, and went outside through one of
the walls. Thunder boomed above. The spirit canshing back in. Lightning cracked. The



spirit, confused, staggered and turned in all dioes. The rain began falling again. We heard
someone creeping in through the back door. Dadvtsmmething. A man screamed and ran out.
There was a long silence. Then we heard the loucevof Madame Koto at the front. She
banged on the door. The thugs bolted to the badkydre prostitutes rushed into the bar and lit
the lamps and hurriedly ordered the place and thelbenches away from behind the front door.
The spirit came and sat next to me. The prostitofened the door and made excuses for it
being shut, saying something about the ferocityhef rain, and Madame Koto, drenched, her
face thunderous with rage, stepped into the bag.sBbok herself like a great feathered bird and
sent sprays of water everywhere. Dad sat stillpdbldripping from his forehead on to the table.
The spirit’s blue head watched the blood with ratfascination. Madame Koto stared at us. She
said nothing. It was clear she was making up hedmabout us in some way. She went slowly
up the bar. The spirit got up and followed her. Phestitutes cowered against the walls, faces
pressed into the shadows. Dad stood up and said:

‘Madame Koto!

She stopped walking. Water dripped from the botwimher wrapper. The spirit went right
through her. She shivered.

‘Madame Koto, your friends nearly killed me two daggo. | saw them here today. They fought
me and stoned me. Your women stoned me as wellt @haou going to do about it?’

She said nothing. She went on towards the couster walked through the spirit.

‘You are a wicked woman, a witch,” Dad said in aeretone of voice. ‘And, because you don’t
care about human beings terrible things will hapfgegou. Me and my son will never set foot
here again.’

Madame Koto turned to look at Dad. She seemed iserrbut not curious, at the verbal attack.
She looked at me. Her eyes could have turned metal. | think she became our enemy from
that moment. She carried on walking. She disappeate the backyard. Dad finished his drink,
took me by the hand, and led me outside.

The thugs were gone. The rain poured on us andiavet chotice. The forest was one watery

darkness. The street had become a pond. The goiteriowed. As we went the solid earth

turned to mud and we waded through the slush #athed up to my knees. Dad said nothing.
The steady falling of the rain silenced all humances. The sky was very dark. As we neared
home Dad said, chuckling:

‘We showed them pepper, didn’'t we?’

‘Yes.’

‘That's how to be a man.’

‘How?’



‘When people fight you, toughen up, study them,tviai the right time, and then fight them
back. Fight them like a madman, like a wizard. Ttrezy will respect you.’

Iwasshiveringnow.My teethchattered.Dadstrodeonatfeas Therainran down my back.

When we got home there was a candle lit, theretiasmell of a new pot of soup, the room had
been cleaned, it was warm, the door was open, huh Masn’t in. Dad changed into his towel
and went and had a bath. When he came back | wamd &ad one.By
thetimelgotbackMumwassittingonthebed.Onthetablegisd  bowlof  steamingpeppersoup.
Mumlooked fresh but lean. Shehad powder on her éackher eyes were bright. When | came
in, my little towel wrapped round my

waist, Mum smiled. ‘So you and your father havebgghntingeverybody, eh?’ | went over and
sat on her lap. ‘Did they stone you too?’ ‘Yes, bdbdged.” Dad laughed. Mum rubbed oil over
me. | combed my hair, and dressed. | fell asleep

in Mum’s arms. Then | woke up suddenly. The liglatsvdifferent. There was a

mosquito coil burning. ‘Have some peppersoup,’ Maard.

| was now on the bed. I got up and finished what {g& of the soup. It was hot

and it made my mouth and head come alive. My eyesdd. Dad was on his three-

legged chair. ‘| saw a spirit today,” | said. Thiegth sat up. ‘What spirit?’ ‘With three heads.’
‘Where?’ ‘In Madame Koto’s bar.” ‘When?’ ‘When weere fighting.” Dad looked at me
dubiously. Then slowly he sat back. ‘What waske®’ ‘It had three heads.” ‘What did it say?’
‘That | should follow it.” ‘Where?’ ‘Where | cameadm.” They both fell silent. Dad shut his
eyes, rocked skilfully on the chair, and then he

opened one eye and regarded me.

‘It's time for you to sleep.’ | said nothing. ‘Sbhey would have killed me and all you would have
told people is that you saw a

spirit, eh?’

‘No,” | said.

‘Go to sleep.’

| began to spread my mat.
‘Sleep on the bed.’

| climbed on to the bed. Mum cleared the table spreéad the mat.



‘If a spirit calls you,” Mum said, ‘don’t go, youelar? Think of us. Think of your

father who suffers every day to feed us. And tlehkne who carried you in my womb for more
than nine months and who walks all the streetsusecaf you.’

‘Yes, think of us,” Dad added. | nodded.

‘And’, Dad said, sternly, ‘from now on Madame Ko our enemy. Azaro, if | see you go
thereagain, | willflogyou and put pepper in youesyyou hear?’

‘Yes, Dad.’

‘She is a witch, a wicked woman. That's why she maghildren.’

‘But she is pregnant,’ | said.

‘How do you know?’

‘Someone said so.’

‘Shut up. And don't listen to what people say.He gpregnant for you?”’
‘No.’

‘Thenshutup anddon’tanswermebackwhenl’mtalkingtoyou

‘Yes, Dad.’

| turned away from him and faced the wall so astadee his frightening expression. Besides |
feared that if | looked at him it might make hingayand he might pounce on me. He muttered
and cursed for a while. He abused the thugs, the rty,pa his
job,thecolonialists,thelandlord,andtherain.Histenfpedingonitself, grew worse. He abused
Madame Koto and wondered aloud whether he should #ownherbar.At that point Mumput
out thecandle.Iheardhershiftingonthemat. Dad wertwsing in the dark.

EIGHT

ONE MOMENT I was in the room and the next momembund myself wandering the night
roads. | had no idea howl had gotten outside. kadhlon the dissolving streets and among the
terrestrial bushes. The air was full of riddlesvdlked through books and months and forgotten
histories. | was following a beautiful woman wittblwe head. She moved in cadenzas of golden
light. She floated on the windofaroyalserenity.Supposedondistant plangency
ofMumprayinginthe dark, the woman turned and beeklome. | followed her smile and listened
to the fugal birds. She drew my spirit on to foumsaof light and lilac music and abiku
variations. The air was faintly scented with resis@moke and incense, flavoured with the fruit
of guavas and cherries and crushed pineappleslked/dehind the woman for a long time,



walking to the tunes of alto voices beneath cyptessss. | heard someone call my name from a
heavier world, but | went on walking. Beyond thdrhaf the beautiful woman there was a
landscape with luminous flying-machines, gardeiildnt with passion-flowers and cana-lilies.

My name sounded heavier. The woman urged me onfader gentle in the light of a dreaming
nebula, promised the ecstasies of a secret homeaandrld of holidays. A rough, familiar hand
touched me on the shoulder.

‘Where are you going, Azaro?’

It was Mum.

‘That woman told me to follow her.’
‘What woman?’

| pointed at the woman whose smile was foreverlaoi, whose hair was blue, and who was
disappearing amongst the pomegranate trees amthohnale of roses. Her head became a solitary
cloud.

‘There is no one there,” Mum said.
‘Yes there is.’
‘I'mtakingyou home.’

| said nothing. She lifted me on to her shoulderould still see the head of the woman. | could
still hear the voices in passionate gardens, catiltl hear their sunflower cantatas. | saw
delicious girls dancing tarantellas in fields ofreets. The woman’s head turned to give me a last
smile before she vanished altogether in a Milky V@aynusic. The air became void of riddles. |
heard the last notes of a flute adagio floatings€m lake of green mirrors. Mum took me home
over the mud and wreckage of the street, over tleedrluge, under an arpeggio of watery stars.
She was silent. | smelt the gutters and the rudst@l of the corroded houses. Then all | wasleft
withwasaworlddrowninginpoverty,amother-of-pearim@ndthelong darkness before dawn.

BOOK FIVE
ONE

THE RAIN GOD was merciless for two weeks. It rairsal much that the sky seemed to have
become as inexhaustible with water as the seasight water leaked through our ceiling, which

we soon discovered was full of holes. Mum had toriBeeher basins and pots used for

cookingto catch thewater that dripped down. In mam there were so many containers that it
became almost impossible to move about. Some af there near the bed, some in the middle
of the room, some on the cupboard. We had to moxelbthes-line and Dad’s boots. One night
as | slept the rain dripped on my head: it seerhedrain was corrosive and ate through new



places in the zinc roof. | had to move my mat. Stomes it rained so much that the containers
filled up and overflowed, and the floor coveredaater. The first time that happened | woke up
thinking | had wet the mat. My amazement borderechorror when | thought | had pissed so
much in my sleep. | got up and quietly tried toaclehe urine. Mum woke up. | felt ashamed.
Then, | realised the trick the rain god was plagmge.

The rain swept down so badly that | could no lorgleep on the floor and had to share the single
bed with my parents. When more holes opened aboge we had to keep
movingthebedroundtheroom.ltgotsoawfulthatwecoufdrdaplacethat wasn't leaking. We ended
up settling for having the water drip on our fde@ad complained to the landlord, but he merely
threatened to increase the rent further if he fittedroof. We couldn’t afford the rent as it stood
so we had no choice but to settle for being soafexigh at night.

Sometimes in the morning we would wake up and §hays, worms, and millipedes crawling
about the room. Little snails appeared on our wéatighe containers we found tiny fishes. Dad
was convinced that an enemy was trying to poisanHgs became suspicious of the whole
compound and warned me not to take anyone’s fooplay with their children. We became
quite lonely.

The rains made the days short. | was ill a lothef time. At first Mum went hawking with
polythene over her basin of provisions. But aswkeather got worse she stayed at home and she
made very little money. Dad returned in the evesiogvered in mud, his clothes stinking, his
eyes mad. He developed livid cuts and boils alr dwe body. His feet became raw and twisted.
It was a rough time for loadcarriers.

Our street turned into one big stream. Water flooidéo our rooms from the gutters. Sometimes
it rained so much the compound began to stink lscadf the water that flowed past the palil
latrine. During that time children fell ill, and ma people caught strange diseases and had to be
rushed home to their villages for special herbehttnents. Those who could afford it built little
cement dams in front of their rooms to stop the Wwatkrs going in. The rest of us sat helpless in
our rooms and watched the water rise. | was coldtrabthe time. When Mum got back from
her restricted hawking she would bathe and chalgbes and sit on the bed, huddled up, her
teeth chattering. With the steady drone of rairuadous, there was little to say. The noise of the
fallingrain penetrated our bones, our silences, amddreams. Dad’s face took on a watery
quality. Sometimes when Mum came back from hawkingh earthworms clinging to her
ankles, and rain pouring down her face, | coulde’sure whether shewas weepingor not.

| continued to attend school in the mornings. Mgreise books got soaked, the ink ran, and |
was flogged all the time. Our improvised schoollding, of mud and cement, roofless and low-
walled, crumbled in the rain. Plants grew wild iar aclassrooms. Snakes slithered in to our
hygiene lessons. And when the rain got too muctn&ld our classes under the eaves of nearby
buildings.

Onmy way backfromschooloneday itwasrainingheayphssedMadameKoto’s bar. A lot of cars
were parked outside. Through the curtains | madenammen with red lips and painted faces,
men in bright clothes. | didn’t see Madame Koto.lAgsssed the bar there was a flash in the sky.



It broke over me, and | ran. | fled towards thesfdy but the wind was strong. It lifted me up and
flung me to the ground. | got up, stunned. At timatiment | heard a terrible groan. Then a tree
fell in slow motion, as if in a dream, and collappsen several other trees. Branches and leaves
blocked off the road behind me. | ran towards tgbthing flash. | ran on water. Stones chafed
the soles of my feet. The rain whipped my face.lirgdehat | couldn’t go much further, my
lungs bursting, | ran under the eaves of a houae i It was only when | was there, shivering,
temporarily free from the violence of the weathhbat | realised | had run right into the territory
of the old man who had been blinded by a passirglang

Hetoo was on theverandah, sittinginachair,hisfacettowardsme,hiseyes green and half-
dissolved. He was smoking a pipe. He wore a hateMihsaw 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 frightening in the.ra

‘Why not?’ | asked, trembling.

He knocked his pipe against the chair, and gave sieister smile. His eyes moved oddly.
‘Because’, he said, ‘if you don't listen to me, ahgou go, you will drown in a pit.

Snakes will crawl into your mouth.’

The wind sprayed my face.

‘Come here,’ he said.

‘Why?’

‘I want to see with your eyes.’

| wanted to run.

‘Don’t move!’ he commanded.

| froze. My limbs were numb. | was rooted. | coutdmove. The old man laughed. His teeth
were more or less brown and his mouth was like ando

‘COME HERE! he commanded again.
| stayed still. The wind rose again and hurledree fspray of rain at us. After a while, | felt

myself moving. Something in me moved. | resistedt Bie wind was stronger. The blind old
man laughed as | struggled. | discovered that timel Wwad divided me, had separated me from



myself. | felt an inner self floating towards thind old man. Or was it that the blind old man
was floating into me, invading my consciousnessadn’t sure.

The wind stopped. The rain fell in silence. Eveytfwent dark. | tried to blink, but couldn’t. As

if I had woken into a nightmare, thick green subsés passed over my eyes. They settled.
Gradually, my eyes cleared. When | looked out atworld again, what | saw made me scream.
Everything was upside-down. The world was smaleebrwere like slow-moving giants. The
rain was a perpetual nightfall, and night a pergletain. The earth was full of craters. It kept
moving as if it were a monster fretting in sleepeTspaces between things were populated with
the most horrifying spirits | have ever seen. Thayg wounds all over them which dripped pus.
When they talked green spit poured from their msutrscreamed. My eyes caught fire. Then
the smile of the boy-king appeared to me and vauisicooling my sight. | heard shrieking
witches confessing their evils. The monster thas tee earth opened its gaping mouth and out
sprang a big yellow animal with blazingruby eyed &g claws. It leapt into my eyes, and | fell
back. A savage wind blew in my head. My eyes heatedgain, and | thought they would
combust. Then blackness came over me.

When | opened my eyes | found myself still standifilge rain poured on my face. Behind me
the blind old man had fallen off his chair. He céalsthe air with his crooked fingers. His pipe
was on the ground. His hat was in the rain. Anthehat, brilliant against the brown felt, was a
big white cat. It was a beautiful cat with gnomyes. When | moved the cat leapt. In an instant,
it disappeared. The blind old man called for hélgoor opened. Two women came out. They
saw the old man twisting onthewet

ground,hismouthopen,choking. Theysawmestandingfhieegmade strange connections between
us. They shouted. | fled out into the malevolenatier. They did not follow.

The rain hurt my skin, but | ran without stoppis | ran, | saw a future history in advance,
compacted into a moment. | saw an unfinished housable under the force of the rain. And
then all that was left were metal rods sticking oluithe watery earth. It happened so fast | was
convinced | was still seeing the world through Ithiad old man’s eyes.

Whenlgot homeMumwasatthedoor,balingwateroutofthensithaplastic bowl. All the holes
were leaking like open taps. The bed was thorougldy the clothes dripped. There were pots
and buckets everywhere.

‘Help me empty the pans,” Mum said as if | had btere all along. | dropped my school bag.
Still wet, | began to empty the buckets and pomitithem back in their places.

‘I'm cold,’ | said.
‘Empty the pans.’
‘I'm going to beill.’

Shewent on balingwater out of theroom, into thepgss



‘If you don’t fall ill I will give you a big pieceof fried fish. And if you empty the pots and help
me dry the room, | will tell you a story.’

‘What story?’
‘About rain and the rain god.’

| emptied the pans with greater enthusiasm. Ouenants looked out at us from their windows.
The rain showed no sign of abating. When | finishenptying the pots |
gotaragandhelpedMumdry thefloor.Nightfellovertherdfhenthefloor was as dry as we could
make it, we washed our hands. Mum went out to peepar dinner. | stayed in, overcome by a
chill. I listened to the wind. | lay on the bed aralered myself with a wet blanket. As | slept |
heard the momentous growlings of the rain god. Wierflashed his eyes, there was a sharp
light everywhere. Sometimes it was like a dazzbogfle hurled against a black wall.

The room was warm with the smell of food. A lit déenwas on the table. Giant shadows moved
fast on the walls. | sat up. Dad was punching thedacking, bobbing and weaving, hitting out
at his shadow. | watched him till he noticed me.ddwl:

‘Your father is goingto becomeaworld champion.’
‘Of what?’
‘I'm going to be a boxer.’

He sounded very pleased about something. He werltitingout, grapplingwith the air, in-
fighting, blocking. The rain had become gentle. Mwas looking better, her hair was neat, her
face glowed a little. Dad boxed round her.

‘Your father has gone mad,’ she said."Why?'*Hergsring to be a boxer."We both watched him
attacking the mosquitoes and the flying ants. He wa

sweating and his face was screwed up in absurdeotration. ‘You seehow poor weare,’
Mumsaid. ‘How arewegoingto feed aboxer, en?’ Dadldsmly stopped, as if he had been struck
in the stomach. Then he slowly

collapsed to the floor and lay there, pretendingaee been knocked out. Mum laughed. A light
flashed past in one of my eyes, as if | had a canmemy brain. For a moment everything was
still. The walls dissolved, the room vanished, anthe relative space of that time we moved to
somewhere else.

‘We are now on the moon,” | said.'Isn't food reatly?ad asked, gettingup and dustinghis
trousers.Mum passed the food and we ate in silédag.had a tremendous appetite and he



ate the poor food with clear relish. After we hadshed Dad lit a cigarette while me and Mum
cleared the table. Dad smoked on his chair, dragigieply and exhalingin longsighs. Mumsat
down with her basin and began countingher money.

‘Thisrainy seasonisgoingtomakeuspoor,’shesaid.'Sdmre’ll be a break,” Dad said.Then |
remembered the story Mum promised to tell me. eddter about it and she

smiled, but went on with her calculations, usinphar fingers. Suddenly Dad shivered, his
shoulders trembled. He got up swiftly, put on hoets, and went out. ‘What happened?’ | asked.
‘Your father felt something.” ‘What?’ ‘A messagewarning.’ ‘How?’ ‘In his body.’

| fell silent. An inexplicable dread came over rheould hear the world breathing. Mum stopped
counting her money, put the basin away, and seribrbay a small measure of ogogoro.

Outside it was dark. The rain had stopped fallingthe air was wet. Water gleamed from every
surface. The passage was covered in puddles. Timparond was silent, as if the rain had
extinguished all the sounds. The buildings wert istia way | had never noticed before. The
walls were wet through and water dripped down frémerooftops.At thecompound-front
Iheardwatergurglinginthegutters.Therewas no onaratoThe trees weaved in the dark sky and |
could only hear them as leaves breathing. | shdvarel crossed the street. The burnt van seemed
to have reduced in size. Glass splinters on theaurgtowere the only reminder of the
photographer’s cabinet. | knocked on the ogogolleis® door. It was a while before she
opened.

‘Yes?’

Her serious face, with long scarifications, frigidd me. | asked for the measure. She took my
bottle and went back into the room, leaving meha tvet passage. | could hear the family

talking within. After a while the woman came ouér liace still grim. She had a dollop of eba in

one hand. In the room behind her | could see kerdhildren and her husband, seated in a circle
on the floor, eating from the same bowls. She gaeethe bottle and my change. | left the

compound, which stank of dried fish andurine,andwen

tothefront.lwasthinkingaboutthephotographerwhensawan go behind the burnt van. | thought

it was Dad. When | got there | encountered a pedganger urinating on the door of the van.

His urine steamed.

‘What areyou lookingat?’

‘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 myself.” | laughed and backedy.
‘Who is your father, eh?’ he asked angrily.

| turned and started to leave when | heard himecagin. When | looked | saw that he was
coming after me, urinating. | broke into a run.

‘God punish you, useless child! he cried.
‘God punish you too,’ | said.

He pursued me. | ran. The ogogoro spilled. | wemt hid in a bush and crawled roundtilligot
tothebackyardofahouse.Icouldstillhearthemanshoabinges at the new generation of children.
His drunken voice faded into the darkness, occadiipemerging louder.

‘Stupidchildren,’hesaid.‘Lookingatmy prick.Asifhistherdoesn’thaveone.’

When his voice had gone far enough | crept out pfhiding-place. The wind rose again and
whistled in my ears. A cat shrieked and leapt ominfthe darkness near me. | jumped in fright.
Blood pounded in the side of my face. Then | hegdtle voices calling me in the dark. | went
towards the street. The voices moved. They beghingane from the bushes nearest the front
window of a bungalow. When | heard the voices | vaf=mid. The wind dropped. When |
answered the voices they changed and began singintame in twisted melodies. | challenged
the voices to come out, to show their faces. | afaghe opinion that they were not spirits but
children mocking me in the darkness. | got angny timmew bits of wood and balls of wet paper
at them. But to my surprise they threw stones at@me of them got meon the shoulder. So | put
down the ogogoro bottle and threw stones backeanhtswearing and cursing. | got so involved
with throwing stones, angry at not hitting themnat hearing them cry out, that | didn’t notice
when the voices stopped. The next thing | heard thasbreaking of glass. | had shattered a
window. A light came on in the room. | heard a kasn in a lock. The curtain parted and the
blind old man, holding a lantern, face pressedreggdhe broken window, looked out at me with
malignant concentration. His eyes became flamesshtaited for help. It was only when |
realised that it was the house where the blindnadoh lived that | picked up the bottle and ran
home.

‘Where have you been?’ Mum asked, when | came in.
‘Nowhere.’

‘You have sand on you. Sand and mud. You have poogegoro on yourself. You stink of it.
What have you been doing?’



‘Nothing.’

She got up and came over to me, menacingly. Herdhanged.
‘You have been drinking the ogogoro, eh?”’

‘No, no,’ | said, helplessly.

She reached out, swifter than the wind, and caoghtShe hit me on the head. She lifted up her
foot, took off a slipper, and lashed me on the back

‘You arestillachild and yet you aredrinkingogogoed,?’
‘No.’
‘Stealing ogogoro, eh?’

‘No!"*Hiding in the bush and drinking, eh?’ she shed.Each statement was accompanied by the
cracking of the slipper on my back. | tore

away and ran to the door, opened it, and saw Cadistg there, like a stranger. He didn’t move.
Mum put down the slipper and sat on the bed. Dateda, shut the door, and said:

‘An evil wind is blowing in my head.’He didn’t sdn his chair, but stood at the window. Then
he said:'How long will a man have to struggle? Tdhevas a moment’s silence. My back was
singing with the lashes. | wanted to

cry out, but Dad’s mood made it impossible. ‘Thexesome ogogoro on the table,” said Mum.
With vacant eyes, like someone who had woken um faodeep sleep into a strange land, Dad
picked up the bottle and went to the door. Mum cedeher head with a headtie. Dad made
profuse libations, using up half the drink. He m@yo his ancestors to save us from poverty,
from hunger, from trouble. He asked for guidancd amgns of what to do. Then he poured
ogogoro for us all and downed his in one. He shsiteyes. ‘Something strange is going to
happen,” he said wearily, ‘and | don’t know what it

is.” Dad stayed still, his eyes shut. Now and admeartossed his head backwards. ‘An evil wind
keeps a man poor,” he said. Me and Mum watchedimiemtly. He stayed silent for a very long
time. Mum

began clearing the room. The place stank of ogogncbrain. | prepared my mat, and lay down,
when crude knocks sounded on the door. | thoughh@fphotographer. | opened the door and
saw a man, a woman, and the blind old man.

‘That's him?’ one of them said.Instantly
Itriedtoshutthedoor,butthemanwedgeditwithabigfoul@ushed



his way in. ‘Who is it?’ asked Dad. ‘I don’t know,said, running to hide behind him. The three
apparitions came into the room. A terrified lookpapgred on Mum’s

face. The old man — blind, chewing his mouth—watexicane in the air. The other man held

on to the old man’s arm. The woman stood in thedhief the room, hands aggressively on

hips. The blind old man, cocking his head, movesiface in one direction and then another.
Green liquid leaked out of his eyes. He waved #ree@gain and knocked the candle over. Mum
picked it up and stuck it back on the saucer ortdb&e. The blind old man’s cane hit her on the
bottom and Mum straightened and the cane fell filoenblind man’s hand. The woman picked it

up and put it back inhisgraspingfingers.Thensheisaidangry voice:

‘Your son broke our window.’

‘I didn’t,” | said.

‘Shut up,’ said Dad.

‘He broke the old man’s window with stones.” ‘Y oliosild discipline your son,’

the man said. ‘Flog him,” added the woman.

Then the blind man, moving forward, stumbling, arstetched, confused by the unfamiliar
room, working his mouth, said:

‘Whereis theboy?Bringhimhere.’” | went and hid behdhebed.

‘We want you to pay for the window,” the woman said

‘Glass is expensive.’

‘Bring him here, let me hold him,” came the blind onan in a cracked, unnatural
voice.

‘How do you know it was my son who broke the windwasked Dad.

‘The old man saw him,’ said the woman, changingdtence. There was silence.
‘The blind old man?’ asked Dad, a little incredugtyu

‘Yes.’

Another silence.

‘How did he see?’



‘Hesaw your son stoningthewindow.’
‘How?’
‘What kind of question is dat?’ ‘I said how?’

‘The old man can see when he wants to.” | lookedfonively from behind the bed. The blind
old man was now completely

still, his hands frozen in theair, his head cockad,eyes movingstrangely. Then, to my utmost
horror, the old man pointed his cane in my diractiéveryone turned towards me. The blind old
man, caught in a sinister fever, began stammekMgird noises issued from his mouth. Then,
suddenly, he broke free from the man who was aatirfgs eyes. Hecameforward, pushed past
Mum’s knees, and tripped against thetable, felhegandle, plungingtheroominto darkness.
Hecrashed on thebed and fought his way up. Dad ftatch. The old man, arms flailing, a
terrible, guttural, ancient howlpouringfromhim, ched towards Dad likeamad animal. For some
reason Dad was scared, and he fell off the chaith \Whcanny resolution, the old man moved
towards me, eyes wideopen, green tears streamingtavface. Then he stopped. Dad lit the
candle. With another howl, the old man pounced at hducked. He fell behind the bed. The
woman and the man rushed to pick him up. When he standingagain, hemadeanother
demented cry, threw their arms off him, likean eed beast, and stalked me again. Mum
screamed. The blind old man tracked me round tmmerolo kept runningin circles, round
thecentretable. | was completely horrified at theught of being clutched by the old man. Then
suddenly he was silent. He became very still. He hk& someone serenely fighting to get out of
a dream. The room changed. The lights became tinggedred. Then to my amazement | saw
that the old man had two heads. One had good eyks @ruesome smile of power. The other
remained normal.

‘Come here, you abiku child, you stubborn spirittdhYou think you are powerful, eh? | am
more powerful than you,’ the old man said, in aresit, young man’s voice.

‘Leavemy sonalone,’Mumsaidbeforelettingoutadeafghigh-pitchedshriek.
The old man stopped in his tracks.

‘We will pay for the window,” Dad said, in a voiod conciliation. The two heads of the old man
became one. Then, as if released from a spellytimean said:

‘Of course you will pay.’

The other man came forward and held the old maa.Wdman gave him back his cane. The old
man slumped curiously, his shoulders dropped, ack thunched, his head cocked. He became
passive and frail. His bones rattled. He stumbled muttered. A macabre agedness came over
him, as if his uncanny exertions had dried up ifés Without another word all three of them left
the room.



Holdingourbreaths,wewatchedthemleave.Whenthey hslMaomgotup and locked the door.
Then she turned on me.

‘Why did you break their window, eh? Do you wantith us? Don’t you see how poor we are,
eh? Have you no pity on your father? Do you know Inouch glass costs, eh?’

‘| didn’t break it.’

‘Who did?’

‘The spirits.’

‘What spirits?’

‘How can spirits break a window?’ Dad wondered.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Youusethesespiritsasanexcuseevery timeyoudosonugthd,eh?’

‘No.’

‘You're lying.” ‘I'm not,” | screamed. | began tag. ‘You're lying.’

‘I'm not. It was the spirits. They stoned me and stoned them back.’

‘Why did they stone you?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘So you went and broke the window because thets@toned you, eh?’

| was silent.

‘Do you see what a dangerous son you are? Youkdlilus, you know. You will kill us with
your troubles. Look at what you've done. You letatthblind old man come
intoourroom.Doyouknowwhatpowershehas?Didyouseethdvedehaved?If he had caught you,
only God knows what would have happened.’

Mum got so worked up in her fear that she came amdrgrabbed my ears. She held them tight
between her fingers and thumbs. She twisted théihthibught she was going to wrench my ears
from my head. | howled. My cry seemed to enragefumther, for she pulled and twisted my ears
harder and pinched them and then she swiped mesatle head. She hit me so hard | went

flying across the room. | collapsed against thel waatl slid down to the floor. | sat still, eyeing
Mum with a vengeful solemnity.



‘Don’t look at your mother like that!” Dad said.

| lowered my eyes and cried silently, tears drigpam to my thighs. | stayed like that even when
Mum put out the candle. | stayed sitting againstwlall when they went to sleep. | didn’t move
from my position even when they snored and turnadtlebed.ltdidnotmatterwhetherthey
sawmy protestornot.lwasdeterminedtostay like thahé end of time.

And then it was morning. | found myself stretched on the mat, a cloth covering me. Tear-
tracks were stiff on my face. | woke up happy. &smonly after Mum gave me some bread and
set out hawking that | remembered | was supposéed tngry with everyone.

TWO

IT WAS IN the evening, after Dad came back with tlagpenter and a pane of glass, that | got
the full force of his anger. | was in the room whenreturned from work. He came in, put down
the glass, changed his clothes, and went out. gigtday a word. | followed him at a distance.

He went with the carpenter to the old man’s holisaias the same carpenter who had built
Madame Koto’s counter.

The blind old man sat outside on the verandah, aitlat in his lap, and a pipe in his mouth. He
wore the same hat | had seen him in. Dad said mptta him. He showed the carpenter the
window. With a hammer the carpenter broke the jdgedges of the glass left standing in the
window frame. The noise startled the cat, whichgaeothaway from the old man’s lap. When the
glass fell into the room it brought protestationsnf the woman. She complained and insisted
that the carpenter sweep the room. The carpenigthgsawouldn’t, and dropped his tools. The
other man came out. Other people from the compaeantk out as well. The man began to push
the carpenter around. Dad stepped in. The man guShe around as well. | could see Dad
struggling to contain his anger. The shouting amguiag attracted a crowd. Soon even
MadameKoto cametoseewhatwashappeningandwhenshedsindd@ed to calm everything
down but only succeeded in drawing a spate of afrase him. Sheslunk away, cursingDad and
men in general.

The argument about sweeping the room raged forikewhhen the old man shouted that they
should allow the carpenter to continue with his kvor

‘Do you people want mosquitoes to kill me in my alge!” he said. The quarrels were instantly
resolved. The woman allowed the carpenter to caaton the condition that he made the glass
fall outside. The carpenter, however, only resumvedk after Dad had appeased his anger with
bottles of beer and some kola-nuts. The old mam@dds the carpenter put the glass back into
the wooden frame. Then, as if to complete the plealse derived from listening to the carpenter
work, the old man called for his accordion. White tcarpenter fixed the glass and dextrously
hammered away at the little nails to keep the pan@ace, the blind old man played the ugliest
music | have ever heard. The music made the caperiss a nail and hammer his thumb. The
music made me slightly nauseous. Dad obviouslychateHe kept frowning at the blind old
man, who played happily, his pipe in his mouth. Deleated to the far end of the housefront.
The carpenter, anxious to flee from the noxiousdoaf the music, worked swiftly. Theold man



soon gottiredoftheaccordion.Notlongafterwardsthepeater finished, the pane sat in the
window. The woman complained that the glass wobbieits frame, but the carpenter ignored
her and packed his tools. Dad swept the glassaihostpan and threw the rubbish to the back of
the van. As he and the carpenter left, the old saaah

‘The next time that son of yours troubles me | wathch him a lesson he will never forget.’

Dad said nothing. He went home with the carpefted, bought him another beer. The carpenter
drank happily. They talked about Madame Koto. THigin't talk about politics. | watched them
from the door.

‘Come in, or go and play! Dad said.
| went in.
Thecarpenter,slightly drunk,offeredtofixDad’schair.

‘No, I like it like this,” Dad said philosophicallylt reminds me that whatever we sit on will one
day make us fall.’

The carpenter laughed, finished his beer, hagglsaltahis payment, received his money
inagrumblingspirit,andleft.

It was when Mum returned exhausted from hawking,fhee a mask of dust and shadows, that
Dad suddenly pounced on me. He whipped out hisflmatt his trousers, locked the door, tore
the shirt off my back, and flogged me mercilesslg lashed me as | ran, wincing, round the
room. He thrashed me with the full energies andahessof his great furious body. His flogging
filled me with lightningflashes of pain. Every paftme burned with rawness. He had a savage
expression on his face. The belt cracked like adwhip. | jumped and danced in fiendish
contortions. He belted my feet, my neck, my back,legs, my hands. He chastised me the way
a master boxer beats an inferior sparring partmig, rage and methodical application. As he did
so, he said:

‘You are a stubborn child, | am a stubborn fathieyou want to return to the world of spirits,
return! But if you want to stay, then be a good!'son

| gave up running round the room and collapsedheap near the door. | no longer felt the pain.
Not once did | cry out. He wanted evidence thatpusishment was being felt. | didn’t give him
that satisfaction. His anger increased. And sor &téong time, when | was no longer sure
whether he was still punishing me or whether | wesely dreaming the pain, he stopped, gave
up, held his arm, and sat on his chair. | lay anftbor. Mum came and lifted me to the bed.

‘Don’tgivehimany foodtonight!’'Dadthundered,gettimgu

That evening | watched them eating. Later, Mumntelé and gave me some food in secret, but |
refused it. Dad slept peacefully that night, sngilike a bully. The next day | refused to go to



school. | refused to play. | refused to eat. Andtdyed in bed, growing in stature, full of
vengeance. That was how | went into a curious sthteeing. | began to feed on my hunger. |
fed well and had a mighty appetite. | dipped intgseif and found other worlds waiting. | chose
a world and lingered. There were no spirits thérevas a world of wraiths. A world of famine,
famishment, and drought. | dwelt amongst them féorg time. Mum would sometimes wake
me up. Dad grumbled incessantly about the amountarfey it cost to feed me. He ranted about
the cost of glass, the humiliations | had made sirffier in secret and in public, about the agony
of his work and how | made his dreams wither beeaus was such a bad
son.Istoppedlisteningtohim.lwithdrewfromtheworldegfings,sentiments, sympathies. | refused
to eat the next night. My mouth became dry. | lesergy and felt myselfbecominglight.ifelt
aterribleecstasygrowinginme.lsmelttheworldof hojslathe world of spirits. | saw the fields of
music, the fountains of delights. My head filledthwair. My face shrank. My eyes expanded. |
listened to the music of famine.

On the third day of refusing to eat, | began tovéethe world. Everything became distant. |
willed myself away, wanting to leave, singing theng of departures that only my spirit
companions can render with the peculiar beautyudéd over desolate mountains. Mum'’s face
was far away. The distance between us grew. Dads, large and severe, no longer frightened
me. His assumption that the severity of his featigave him power over anything made him
look a little comical. | punished him by retreatifigm the world. | tortured them both by
listening with fullness of heart to the unsung ndés of spirit companions. My stomach,
feeding on the diet of the other world, on thedifamine, grew bigger. | drank in the evils of
history. | drank in the food of suffering that gath in the space just above the air we breathe,
just within range of all that we see. And then atteMother weeping. | refused to be moved. |
sank into the essential indifferent serenity of dpérit-child’s soul— the serenity that accepts
extremes of experience calmly because the spilld-chat home with death. | did not sleep for
three days. | did not eat. Mum wept. She seemeth@ Way off, in a remote part of the earth. |
ranged deeper into that other world.

On the fourth day, the amnesia of hunger begaprasd its curious ecstasy over my paradoxical
soul. Then | found the three-headed spirit sittoggide me. He had never left. He had been
waiting patiently. He could always count on thent@ended callousness of human beings, their
lovelessness, their forgetfulness of the basicgtiof existence. For a while, the three-headed
spirit stayed silent. Dad was on his chair, pohghhis boots. He looked at me furtively. | felt the
frailty of parents, how powerless they really akaed because Dad said nothing to me, because
he made no attempts to reach me, made no gestwvasds me, did nothing to appease me, did
not even attempt a smile at me, | listened to whathree-headed spirit was saying.

‘Your parents are treating you atrociously,” hedsdCome with me. Your companions are
desperate to embrace you. There is a truly wondérlst awaiting your homecoming. They
yearn for your lovely presence. You will be treali&é a prince, which is what you are. Human
beings don’t care. They don’t know how to love. Jii®n't know what love is. Look at them.

You are dying and all they do is polish their bo@se they love you? No!



| paid attention to the words of the spirit. Ands lwords led me into a blue terrain beyond
thehungers of theflesh. Sunbirds sangfrombranches:desweregolden. | travelled on the wind
of amnesia till we came to a mighty green road.

‘This road has no end,” said the three-headedtspiri
‘Where does it lead?’ | asked.

‘Everywhere. It leads to the world of human beiags to the world of spirits. It leads to heaven
and hell. It leads to worlds that we don’t even\rabout.’

We travelled the road. All the trees around couttvenand had their own form of speech. Every
tree had a distinct personality and character. Sohtbe trees were quite evil and the bizarre
forms of witches and wizards were perched on thinches, eyeing us with special interest. As
we travelled on | saw a bird with Madame Koto’sdalt circled over us three times and flew on
ahead. The road sloped downwards. The deeper wietemore vivid the colours of that world
became. There were colours | never knew existeldur® so dazzling, so full of health and
radiance, colours that blurred all distinctionswestn brightness and darkness, that seemed to
occupy the highest octaves of new dreams, thatvelied in a state of perpetual astonishment.
The world kept changing. The road began to movieelitaved like a river, and it flowed against
the direction of our journey. Travelling suddenlgcame very difficult. My feet hurt, | was
excruciatingly hungry, and with each step | felleligiving up. | had thought the journey to the
other world would be an effortless one.

‘Are we travelling this road to the end?’

‘Yes,’ thespirit said, walkingas if distancemeanthing.
‘But you said the road has no end.’

‘That’s true,” said the spirit.

‘How can it be true?’

‘From a certain point of view the universe seemsb® composed of paradoxes. But
everythingresolves. That is thefunction of contcéidn.’

‘l don’t understand.’

‘When you can see everything from every imaginabtént of view you might begin to
understand.’

‘Can you?’

‘No.’



Dad got up from his chair and stood over me. Heathing manifested itself as a heavy wind in
the world in which | was travelling. The wind blenve on. | felt very light. Every time my
exhaustion threatened to wash over me completeiy wvind lifted me up in the air. The spirit
caught me and dragged me down to the ground.

‘Don’tfly away,’thespiritsaid.‘Ifyoufly away Idonknowwhereyouwillland. There are many
strange things here that devour the traveller. @la@e many spirit-eaters and monsters of the
interspaces. Keep to the solid ground.’

Dad coughed, and | tripped over a green bump omahé. We travelled on. Then we came to
the beginnings of an orange-coloured valley. ThHews of the valley also kept changing. One

moment it was blue, the next it was silver, but whdirst saw it the valley was orange. Trees

with each fruit as a human head populated the rdesisand the high grounds of the valley. |

recognised some of the faces. The fruits fell, fiees dropped to the ground, the sun melted
them, they became precious waters which flowedht roots of the trees, and new faces
appeared as beautiful fruits on the branches. Tbeeps of falling and regrowing seemed very
quick and | saw several faces die and be rebommoments between a single footstep.

The valley was essentially populated with strangmdps. Instead of faces they had masks that
became more beautiful the longer you looked at tidaybe their masks weretheir faces. They
hadhousesallalongthesidesofthevalley. They alsokadth palaces and
centresofculturebelow,undertheearth. Theiracropal@sgwiththeir fabulous cemeteries, were in
the air. In the valley they were all hard at work.

‘What are they doing?’ | asked.

Dad crouched low, his face close to mine. He todche, and | shivered.

‘They are building a road.’

‘Why?’

Dad held my hands. | felt cold and began to tremidiebreathed in my face and thewindalmost
knockedmyheadawayandlkeptbeingflungupintothespadesiae spirit finally had to hold me
down by my hair.

‘They havebeenbuildingthatroadfortwothousandyears.’

‘But they haven’t gone far at all.’

‘I know. They have only built two feet of the road.

‘But they are working so hard.’

‘What has that got to do with it?’



‘All they seem to be doing is building the road.’

‘Absolutely.’

‘But why are they building it?’

Dad touched my face and his hands burnt me. Hekshwo | felt my bones rattle. My head
rocked violently. He churned the emptiness of mgnstch, and stirred the fury of my
famishment. He stared deep into my eyes. Some ef itihabitants of the valley
stoppedworkingandturnedtheirmaskedfacestowardsdghBavmeback on the bed, got up, and
left the room. The people resumed working.

‘Because they had a most wonderful dream.’

‘What dream?’

Dad slammed the door shut when he left the roora.fdrce of its slamming shook me all over.
‘They had been living for eternity as faces ongdheat tree. They got tired of eternity. They were
the ones that the sun didn’t melt into preciousewathey became beings, people in masks. One
day their prophet told them that there were woddd worlds of people high up. The prophet
spoke of a particular people. A great people whibrdit know their own greatness. The prophet
called that world Heaven and said they should bailgteat road so that they could visit those
people, and that those people could visit thenthimway they would complete one another and
fulfil an important destiny in the universe.’

‘Why did the prophet call that other world Heaven?’

‘Because his people are the dead.’

‘How can the dead have prophets?’

‘There are many ways to be dead. Besides, the alealot what you think.’

‘Carry on with what you were saying.’

‘About what?’

‘About why the prophet called the other world Heave

‘Yes, because the prophet's people are the deadveafiemeans different things to different
people. They wanted to live, to be more alive. Theynted to know the essence of pain, they
wanted to suffer, to feel, to love, to hate, togbeater than hate, and to be imperfect in order to

always have something to strive towards, whichdauty. They wanted also to know wonder
and to live miracles. Death is too perfect.’



‘So why has it taken them so long to build soditl

‘Their prophet said many things which they nevedemstood. One of the things their prophet
said was that the road cannot be finished.’

‘Why not?’
‘What their prophet meant was that the momentfinished all of them will perish.’
‘Why?’

‘| suppose they will have nothing to do, nothingdteam for, and no need for a future. They will
perish of completeness, of boredom. The road is ir theoul, the soul
oftheirhistory.Thatiswhy,whenthey havebuiltalonggewfit,orforgottenthe words of their
prophet and begun to think they have completedaitdquakes happen, lightning strikes,
invisible volcanoes erupt, rivers descend on thieanticanes tear up their earth, the road goes
mad and twists and destroys itself, or the peopt®ime distorted in spirit and start to turn the
road into other things, or the workers go insahe,geople start wars, revolts cripple everything
and a thousand things distract them and wreck et have built and a new generation comes
along and begins again from the wreckage.’

| looked at the road with new eyes. It was shod ararvellous. It was a work of art, a shrine
almost, beautiful beyond description, created duhe most precious substances in the world,
out of amethysts and chrysoberyl, inlaid with céieme brilliant with patterned turquoise.

‘Why is it so beautiful?’

‘Because each new generation begins with nothingatideverything. They know all the earlier
mistakes. They may not know that they know, butytde. They know the early plans, the
original intentions, the earliest dreams. Each g has to reconnect the origins for
themselves. They tend to become a little wiser douit go very far. It is possible that they now
travel slower, and will make bigger, better mis&kehat is how they are as a people. They have
an infinity of hope and an eternity
ofstruggles.Nothingcandestroythemexceptthemseldtsapwillnever finish the road that is
their soul and they do not know it.’

‘So why don’t you tell them?”’

‘Because they have the great curse of forgetfuln€lsy are deaf to the things they need to
know the most.’

‘Can | tell them?’
The spirit stared hard at me, and continued trangelMWe went down into the valley. When we

got to the lowest point the colour of the placesfarmed from orange to deepest red. The sun
was blue. Constellations were visible in the skychestar a different colour, luminous and



pulsing. The redness of the place came from thadigonverging on the substances of the
valley. The redness hurt me all over and then @nged, astonishingly, to a ravishing golden
hue, pierced with a shimmering of crimson lighteeTvalley was a place of marvellous reality.
We went amongst the inhabitants working in theexallcreating their road. As they worked,
striking their tools against the earth, againstalhetompressing and distilling the gemlike
substances with which they made their road, thegyred wonderful music. The music came
entirely from their tools, from their work. When weere amongst the inhabitants of that golden
valley | experienced a rare serenity. The peoplddcoot speak; they had no need of speech.
Lights came out of the holes of their eyes. Thatigvere understood. They clustered round us
and led us to their houses. We stayed amongst #mehrested. We were treated like honoured
guests, like people whose coming had been prophésieracles and riddles. We were given
food, which the spirit told me not to eat, but whice ate with great relish, feeding all three
heads, while | became more wraith-like with hundéy. growling stomach alarmed our hosts.
They held feasts in honour of our presence whidieth several days. They had clearly
misunderstood the prophecies concerning our ariifvidlwas us they meant, for towards the end
of the feasting Mum came into the room and wept one. Her tears became a rainfall which
wiped away the most recent labours of the peopdel €ame in and shouted at me and his anger
resulted in thunder and rainstorms and hurricafié® people began to look upon us as
harbingers of disaster, bringers of misfortune.yltvere so disgusted that they began to make
plans to sacrifice us on altars of gold in the nsuwfethose most revered prophets whom they had
consistently misunderstood.

‘It's time to leave,’ the spirit said.

Mum wept over me, pleading with rue in simple woofi$ove, and | was a little moved. It rained
so heavily that the houses of the valley got flabd& river, roaring and delighted with the
prospect of fresh destruction, descended on thig Emashed the houses, felled the trees, which
instantly regrew, and destroyed sections of thénamting road. The spirit grabbed me and led
me over the wreckage. The acropolis had becomaca if ruins. Time had accelerated over the
land. Heliotropes and hibiscus, wall-flowers andatlies grew wild in the once flourishing
sites of the enactment of their Mysteries. Thely stank of dead lands. The people were in deep
mourning, not for the children and families thatdhbeen killed in the flood, but for
thedestruction ofpartsoftheirroad. Theirwailingsoeelerywhere. Thesunwas now a pure white.
The sky was black. The stars were drunk with thiégmce of their own indescribable colours.
The road of two thousand years had been laid veaste¢he people bewailed their fate and some
of them committed suicide at the loss of a way Hradr bodies were burnt at the root of evil
trees. The warriors began to search for us evemgyhmelieving that only our deaths could in
some way restore the potency of their ancient dreélaenpower of their way. As the spirit led us
through secret tunnels of water, up into the langtoup of warriors attacked us. They stoned us,
shot arrows at us, and fired guns at us. We flechd wounded in the stomach. The wound bled
into my hunger. | shouted at them, saying:

‘Why areyouattackingus?It'snotourfault..

‘Shut up!’ the spirit said.



| ignored him.
‘...Your road will never be finished anyway! | ed.

| had barely completed the statement, which wasvadea out by all the noise and wailing
around, when a most ominous roll of thunder gathere

‘You are a fool! the spirit said.

‘Why?’

The thunder broke over our heads and lightningvelédahe land and in front of us a monstrous
chasm burst open on that strange earth. On the sidhe of the chasm our own road continued.
The chasm was the lowest point of our journey.

‘Because,’ said the spirit, ‘you have annoyed tiged.’

‘How?’

‘Their god didn’t want them to understand what pihephet said.’

‘Then why did their god allow the prophet to s&/ it

‘Because it is true.’

‘You mean their god doesn’t want them to know tteht?’

‘Yes and no. They will know what they need to knatven they need to know it. Only gods
know the truth. Only all of the gods united intoeo@od can know all of the truth. The people
will have to become gods, and they are not readg, will not be ready for thousands and
thousands of years. Besides, it is bad to havenaoy gods in the universe. And so the people
know as much as they need. When they need moiensae, they will find more. Do you think
it is good to know all the truth when you arejusgimningto build agreat road?’

‘No.’

The spirit was silent.

‘I don't think they heard me anyway. There wasteofonoise around.’

‘Don’t worry about that. The people are deaf to theh. It is their god you have angered. Our
journey will become a bit more perilous, that’s’all

It was my turn to be silent. All around houses ajodled of their own enigmatic will. The road
howled. The land contorted in the agony of a baduar. The people were bewildered. Wondrous
flowers burst out of the barren places, sproutetafuthe wreckage. The blood of the dead



bloomed into silver-coloured trees. Red geraniuike,spontaneous flames, leapt into being on
the golden edges of the valley. Roses flowerech@ndir. The acropolis smelled of death and
beauty, the aroma of beauty conquering decay. Theping inhabitants didn’t notice the
transformation taking place under the alcoholieepoy of the air.

‘How are we going to cross this chasm?’

‘It was your fault.’

‘I am sorry.’

‘We are going to have to cross it. Your companiaresdesperately waiting for your arrival.’

‘How are we going to cross it though?’

The spirit said nothing. Thunder growled in thetalige. The lights changed over everythingand
thegolden huedeepened tillit becameakind of radlarkness.

‘lamgoingtohavetotieyoutomy back,becauselstillcatrnstyou!
‘Why can’t you trust me?’
‘I'm still not sure you want to return to your coarpons.’

Before | could protest the spirit caught me, pinmed to the ground with its weight of a
mountain, and tied me up with silver cords. At #sne moment Mum came into the room,
lowered her face to mine, and embraced me tighg. Sfirit tied me to its back.

‘You've become so light anyway that you will be pblem in the flying.’

Mum talked to me in the deepest hours of the damkegolden hue. Her embrace tightened. The
spirit stood poised over the chasm.

‘Are you ready?’
‘No,’ | said.

Mum pressed her warm face to mine and lifted meTh. spirit leapt into the chasm. The silver
cord kept me steady. My feet dangled. My hands \iree A powerful wind rushed through my
mind.My hungerenvelopedmeinitsvoid.Somethinginsideexpanded with terror. The spirit flew
over, fighting the white wind, dipping into the dma. There was a terrifying whiteness at the
bottom of the abyss. | screamed. The whiteness avésce that seemed to pull us down.
Suddenly, | couldn’t see. The wind felt like rodksrled at us. The abyss was full of lurking
terrors, monsters, prodigies, black illuminatiorhite cries and incantatory noises that never
ceased speaking with the wind’s frightening voidéth a supreme effort, the spirit lifted us



higher, into a roseate sky. Mum held me aloft amdied me to the bed. She hovered with mein
theair forawhile,speakinggoodwordstomeinthevoidesdky. The spirit said:

‘Don’t be afraid.’

| wasn’t any more. Mum'’s voice was in my soul. T&perit hovered over the green road and as
we landed | heard a great noise behind us, a bblthonder, the clapping ofmighty
godlikehands.Mumlaidmegentlyonthebed.Thesilverduradingme to the spirit were loosened.
They vanished. When | got up and looked back | #eawthe chasm had gone and the valley of
gold had disappeared.

‘They have reappeared somewhere else,’ the spidt s

The spirit pushed on and | followed reluctantly.eTimad swept upwards. There were no trees
around. | heard the susurration of rivers.

‘Up at the top of the road is where all the rivefshis world meet,’ the spirit informed me.

‘What happens there?’

Mum touched my face. Her fingers smelt of rosemary.

‘When we get there 1 will tell you.’

Mum left the room and | travelled lightly. | founiddifficult going up the long road.

‘I'm hungry.’

‘Don’'t eat anything,” the spirit said. Taking my euhe produced some food from
theair,andatehappily.‘Ifyoueat anythingyouwon’tagandyouwon’tbeable to return. You'll be
stuck here in the dreaded interspaces.’

We travelled up the road for a long time. | grewawe but the spirit wouldn’t let me rest. We
came to a swamp full of crocodiles and snakes.sitamp kept bubbling. Yellow gases wafted
up from the surface. And then the bird with Madatodo’s face alighted on the bank. A snake
slithered towards the bird. There was a suddenena@isd the bird took off. To my horror a
yellow hand emerged from the swamp, shot up indiheand caught the bird with a terrible

precision. The hand withdrew swiftly into the swaem the bird vanished under.

Further on | saw alizard withtheblindoldman’sfatedsplayinganaccordion at the roadside. |
chased it.

‘Come back! the spirit ordered.

| ignored the spirit and pursued the lizard, whschttled into an aquamarine undergrowth. | tore
after it into the undergrowth. The lizard ran ostdmped on its tail. The tail came off. The lizard



stopped for a moment, mystified. Then | pouncedt®head with a stone, but the lizard escaped
me and dropped its tiny accordion, which Isquasbegidetely
withthestone,producingalittledinofangrymusic.lwékssearching furiously for the lizard, to
smash it utterly, for | was sure it would have smo# of effect on the blind old man, when the
spirit came and dragged me away.

We went on climbing the road. Soon its gentle gaface gave way to green rocks and stones.
They were sharp underfoot and they hurt with eadgp. S hen the stones and rocks became a fine
spread of bright green glass which cut into mdedl lall the way up the endless road. Behind me
the redness glittered on the green, and the bleapagated, and its mist coloured the air.

‘You need to lose all your blood before you arrivaaid the spirit. When | thought | could no
longer bear the pain underfoot and the hunger, wherroadsides became littered with dried
corpses, skeletons of babies, skulls chatteringngdy verse, the road changed into a green
stream. It was carpeted with thickly matted we&ds.walked on the carpet of stream-weeds.

‘Soon we will get to the great river,” said theréipiBe grateful. When we cross the river there is
no turning back. Your companions and the wholehef $pirit world and the goddess of the
spirit-rivers will have a wonderful banquet awadftiyou, because you are their prodigal friend.’

We travelled on. | dragged behind, my stomach fltgnmy soles wounded, and my blood no
longer red but blue, like ink, inscribing my barelgcipherable history on the matted weeds. The
spirit marched on in front, occasionally lookingchdo make sure | was still following. Then the
stream became a plateau of cotton-wool, or wasist, ror was it clouds? | heard wailing all
around. The spirit, after a while, yelled:

‘Look! | see the river-bank!’

| did not share its exultation. We approached tkeribank. The river was an expanse so

smooth, so unruffled, it seemed impossible thaivals composed of water. It seemed like

nothing, emptiness, air. Near the bank, on whatishbave been the water, there was a dug-out
canoe. Next to the canoe was a figure, head coveradlack hood, whom | assumed to be the
ferryman of the dead.

When we got near the bank | saw no birds. No beeadted over the river. There was no spray,
no mist. Nothingstirredonitsblindingexpanse.Then@mmesounds of any sort, not even the
gentlest ripple of water could be heard. As we e@&dhe canoe the figure stood up. Over the
expanse of unnatural water, still and frighteniag, infinity of silver, the figure’s reflections
were multiplied. It was only when | looked at theer properly that | realised it was a vast,
undisturbed mirror. The canoe stood on a hazegbt,liwithout troubling the mirror’'s surface.
The lights of that world, converging on its shimimgrsurface, made me utterly transparent, as if
| had disappeared from reality, become a ghostaRomoment my eyes, suffused with light and
silver, were blinded. Then Dad came back into tdwemr with the moon in his eyes.

He hovered over me.



‘My son,” he said, gently, ‘there is a wonderfulndgi blowing in my mind. | drank the moon
tonight. The stars are playing on a flute. Theissweet with the music of an invisible genius.
Love is crying in my flesh, singing strange songke rain is full of flowers and their scent
makes me tremble as if | am becoming a real man. sée (great
happinessinourfuture.lseejoy.lseeyouwalkingoutditimelseegoldin  your eyes. Your flesh
glitters with the dust of diamonds. | see your neotlis the most beautiful woman in the world.’

And then he was silent.

| wanted him to carry on speaking. His words offienee water and food and new breathing. But
he stayed silent and his quiet breath did notlséirslightest wind on the face of the great mirror.

And then, to my utter astonishment, Dad knelt leyllled. He rested his head on the pillow and
the smell of alcohol floated on his quiet breathiéhen he moved his head, turning the moon in
his eyes away from me, as if he were ashamed efafielyg something that would free him, the

figure by the canoe turned towards us and liftdditefblack hood. Standingthere, crowned in

blacklight,wasanakedyoungwoman, with an old womé#ae. Her eyes were harder, and glinted
brighter, than diamonds.

‘Where is the ferryman?’ asked the spirit imperilgus

The spirit’s voice reverberated, becoming shar@@heime, over the horizon of mirrors. The
woman did not reply. She took a step towards usfanthe first time | noticed that she had the
feet of a lioness. Her eyes were those of a tifjee. spirit went forward, attempted to brush her
aside, to reach the canoe. Lightning flashed froeir tcontact. The light was so dazzling that for
a while all I saw were two smallmoons revolvinggiass of clear alcohol. Dad was saying:

‘| see us dancing on lovely beaches. The water-emagings for us. | see the days of our misery
turn over and become bright. My son, my only samurymother has never ceased being a young
woman rich with hopes, and me a young man. We aoe. WWe have little to give you, but our
love. You came out of our deepest joy. We prayed/do. We wanted you. And when you were
born you had a mysterious smile on your face. Téay passed and we watched the smile grow
smaller, but its mystery remains.Don’'t youfeelf&tiserymomentthatmyheadisburstingwith
loads at the garage, my soul is brimming with gdegims for you. In this life you have seen
how sweet even sorrow can be. Our life appearseta bad music. So how can you come and
then leave us? Do you know our misery? Do you khow you make even that bearable? They
say you are an abiku child, that you care nothingéur parents, that you are cold, and that you
have eyes only for that special spirit who is aubés young girl with golden bangles and
copper anklets. But | do not believe them. You haeet for us and watered the tree of love. We
have suffered for you. Suffering is our home. We bt make this strange bed that we have to
sleep on. But this world is real. | have bled inJb have you. Your mother has bled in it even
more than we have. There are beautiful young tiel® with soft tender voices and eyes that
God made with moonlight. Must | sing to you all migfor seven days, and sacrifice two white
hens, and two dizzying bottles of ogogoro, befara fiear me? And even now your mother is
wandering about in the night, crying to the windl dne road and the hidden angels, looking for
a way to reach you. Does this life not move you?eWRou play in the streets and see the



children die, and hear the mothers weep, and Iheaolt ones sing of each miraculous birth, is
your heart untouched? We have sorrow here. Butlseehtave celebration. We know the special
joys. We have sorrow, but it is the sister of loamd the mother of music. | have seen
youdance,my son.Andifyouwillnotlistentomy song, wdtsingany more.’

Again he fell silent.

| tried to move, to indicate to him that | had beistening, that tears flowed in my soul, but he
made a sudden movement which alarmed me. | hebrddanoise in advance. | looked for his
eyes. | saw only the spirit crouching, swaying &mdly, a weapon in its hands, attacking the
woman. They fought one another through all thelections. The spirit struck the woman and a
great din, steel on steel, crashed all around rhe.spirit went on striking her till golden blood
flowed from her wounds. She made no attempt tordeferself. The golden blood flowed down
her and resolved itself into a dazzling protecsiheld. Then she drew a weapon from her body,
and waved it in the air. Suddenly | saw both ofrthmirrored to eternity. They were everywhere
and each reflection was real. And then, as if lethilglass window illuminated at night, | slowly
made out Dad’s face. He watched me with calm eyéde the spirit fought the woman. They
fought on the river of glass, fought on the carfioeght in the sky. And Dad spoke gently in my
ears, as if | were a flower.

‘We are the miracles that God made to taste therhituits of time. We are precious, and one
day our suffering will turn into wonders of the #arThe sky is not our enemy. There are things
that burn me now which turn golden when | am hafyounot seethemystery ofourpain?That
webearpoverty,areabletosingand dream sweet thargkthat we never curse the air when it is
warm, or the fruit when it tastes so good, or tgbts that bounce gently on the waters. We bless
things even in our pain. We bless them in silefi¢et is why our music is sweet. It makes the
air remember. There are secret miracles at worksamy that only time will bring forth. | too
have heard the dead singing. They tell me thatlifieiss good. They tell me to live it gently,
with fire, and always with hope, my son. There isonder here and there
issurpriseineverythingthatyoucannotsee.Theocedluffangs. Thesky isnot our enemy. Destiny
is our friend.’

Kneeling by the bed, he sang wonderful tunes ingcears. He told me stories in songs about our
ancestors who had left their original land and mad&ange place their home; about grandfather
who fought a great spirit of the forest for sevaysiand was made the Priest of the Shrine of
Roads; about gods who divided the universe betweetand of spirits, the land of humans, and
the infinite regions of heavenly beings, and wheegm all realms a special homeland for the
brave.

Then abruptly he stopped speaking. The lights abéngime contorted. Weapons created great
sparks over my face. Dad held a knife over me.ardh¢he cry of a white bird. The old woman,

waving her weapon, golden in the brightness of engrirswung at the spirit, and severed one of
its heads. The spirit let out a horrifyingcry, uyehuman. The woman slashed off its second
head. Feathers fell in frenzy over me. The bloothefspirit spattered my face and momentarily
blinded me. And when I looked again | saw Dad toaxgsr me, a white hen in one hand, a knife
of menacing sharpness in the other. Mum stood éttback to the window, surrounded by nine



blue candles, and a configuration of cowries. Deldl lthe white hen firmly, wings and feet and
head. Blood dripped down his arms. There was andibere in the room, whose shadow
expanded the spaces, filled it with the aroma dd willage shrines, and the solemnity of rock-
faced priests. He danced about the room with atyiigim of eagle feathers that threatened to set
the room into flight. His dancing, fervent and inesawith red amulets and cowries cackling
round his neck, became the whirlingtorment of thetweheaded spirit.

The weapon of the old woman with the feet of ad&s had become golden-red. One of the
heads of the spirit had rolled on to the river afrars and its eyes stared at the eternity of
reflections in a bad-tempered astonishment. Theit,spurning round and round, howling,
spinning, confused, made for the dug-out canoesttklenly jumped in, pushed the canoe out
on the mirror, and began to row on the lights. Dhie woman went towards him, striding on
silver, weapon raised. Dad’s knife, full of reflects, was lifted above me, as if | were to be the
sacrificial victim of my own birth. | screamed. Thaife in Dad’s hand descended swiftly,
slashed the air twice. The herbalist releasedr@ipgcry. The old woman struck the spirit at the
same moment, with a mighty swipe of her weapon. Bladhed the chicken’s throat. The old
woman severed the spirit's last head. The spintghd vainly in the canoe as the chicken
twitched. Its blood dripped on my forehead. Thebhést fell silent. The spirit's head, landing
on silver, looked around, saw itself separated fitsnbody, and let out its final scream of horror,
cracking the surface of the river. The mirrors sratl. It became dark. Splinters and reflections
caught in my eyes.

THREE

MUM WAS SITTING beside me, stroking my eyelids. Dadt on his chair, his forehead
creased, stubbles of beard on his chin. There wal laottle of whisky on the table. There was
the smell of superb cooking in the air. | openedeygs wide and said:

‘Where is the road?’

Dad immediately rushed at me and kept my eyes @p#nhis fingers. Mum poured a black
liquid into my eyes. The liquid hurt when | shut rmyes. But when they were wide open they
did not hurt. | stared wide-eyed at everything. Tieebalist was gone. His shadow and the flight
of his eagle feathers remained. Mum made me dnt&rtherbs. Dad made razor incisions on
my chest and shoulders and forehead andpressadgpogionsonthecuts.Icriedoutforfood.They
paidnoattention.| triedreturningtomy journey buticitshutmy eyes.Mumfedmewater,andpap,
and orange juice. Dad, lingering in the shadowhefhierbalist, looked as if he hadn't slept all his
life. Mum was so gaunt, and bony, and beautifuien sorrow, so radiant at seeing me alive, that
| wept for them both. Dad burst into song. Mum leé@ my temples. | hadn’t eaten for two
weeks. The doctors had pronounced me dead. But héeer really left the world of the living.

FOUR
| WAS FED gradually; from pap, they moved me on heavier food. Mum spent

muchlovecreatingformethemostravishingdishes.lwoedieheretheygot the money for delicious
soups of goat-meat and stockfish, the peppersolipffunew yams, the vegetable dishes, the



stews with aromatic peppers and bright-red lobstelhad become very lean and insubstantial,
too weak to move. Walkingwas painful, my soles hony eyes developed odd irritations. Each
night the liquid they poured into my eyes made hegs shallow. | slept the way rabbits do, with
eyes open, to fool antagonists. Dad stayed up mghkts, alternating with Mum, watching over

me. Candles burned into the dawns.

The herbalist came again on another visit. He peréa rituals and treated me with the deepest
suspicion. He told Dad and Mum to be kinder to taeyot shout, not beat, not restrict me, to not
quarrel amongst themselves, and he hinted at thgppct of performing the ceremonies that

would cut off my access to the world of spirits. Bi@id something about the importance of

retrieving my spirit tokens which he believed | Hadden in secret places. He spoke to them at
night, while they thought | was asleep. | immediataought of him as an enemy. He collected

his exorbitant fee and when he left he took higiesehshadows away.

And so for a long time they spoke to me gently, &edted me kindly, as if | were a newborn
child. When | ate the choice dishes Mum prepardtt Bat opposite and watched me, smiling.
Mum’s eyes became bright with joy and, curiouslyjthwpride. Dad watched meas
iflwereastrangeandsurprisinganimal. They keptplegdith me to eat more than | wanted. They
bought me soft drinks and Dad shared his whisky wik. If they had enormous difficulties
earning money, if Dad had suffered untold humitiati, unspeakable torments borrowing the
money or carrying loads, if Mum walked the entity sellingher provisions, cryingout in dust-
dried streets, her voice hoarse, they did not shoBomehow my return had assumed great
importance. | felt bad that | may have increasesrthuffering. | tried to please them, to run
errands, wash plates, stay in, attend school. &yt $eemed more anxious to please me and they
took offence if | tried to do anything. During thiane Dad swept the room, fetched water from
the well, came back from work always with a cheeshirit, was delicate and kind to Mum, and
would hug her often, and would sit on his chairpkmg and singing bright ancestral songs.

It seemed that our lives would know a new dawne tak new colours of sweetness, and that in
the warm spirit our miseries would be transformet® isomething miraculous and tangible like
the birds of heaven. The world was new to me, gharg was fresh. It was the earliest days of
creation. | marvelled at cobwebs and cockroachesuldn’t stop staring at people’s faces and
their eyes. The fact that human beings talked, Hadg wept, sweated, sang, without
somevisiblethingwhich made all the animation pdssithe fact that they were alive in their
bodies, contained this thing called life in théesh, seemed incredible to me. | watched babies
with open-mouthed wonder. | couldn’t get over thetfthat we can look out of our eyes, out
ofourinnerworldsat people,butthatpeople,lookingedusdn’tseeintoour eyes, our thoughts, our
inner worlds. How transparent one feels, but howgoe: it mystified me. Even the act of
motion, human beings walking on two legs, balan@ngthem, surprised me. With eyes wide
open from a new fear of sleep, | looked at the @drkried to see all that was in it, | embraced
all things into my life. | hugged the alarmingmystef reality, and grew stronger.

Everything felt strange to me. Everything felt &g were both floating away and being reborn
for ever. Even our neighbours who had grudges agais came one evening to pay us a visit.
They brought gifts of sweets, drinks, and lengths@w cloth. They brought their children to
play with me. They drank and talked merrily with Mand Dad, as if there had never been great



animosities between us. Their faces were all vagiashiliar. | felt | had been away a longtime.
Duringthat period names were a mystery to me apbhounced their different nicknames or
public names over and over again as if for the firee. | played, it seemed to me, in slow
motion, with thechildren, touchingthemtenderly.

Our neighbours spoke warmly to me. As they spoketched their faces. My heart heaved for
them all. Like a stranger, | saw the suffering baitt faces, the years of misery and suspicion,
their extreme sensitivity to slights, the vigourtbeir reactions, the energy of their appetites,
their boundless enthusiasm and hope. Their facdis, and thickly masked with time, seemed
fragile to me. Everywhere terror looked out at théfears of frustration had turned their eyes
into instruments which looked out at the world wihpeculiar, unforgiving, sharpness; often,
even, with meanness. And yet,therethey
were,withprivationbeforethem,hungerbehindthem,pgysavisit to welcome me back from
being dead.

FIVE

DAD BOUGHT THEM drinks. Mum served them food. Thalytalked in subdued tones as if in
the presence of a corpse. It was from them thaink of some of thethings that had been
happeningduringthetimethat | had been away.

There had been a break in the rainy season. Hihakbeen flooded and whole families had
been forced to move. Streets had become streanmmovieed graveyards had become so
waterlogged that coffins had been seen floating Ipasses, or beached in front of the abodes of
certain minor politicians. Electric cables had béeought down by the force of wind and rain
and, some people added, by the forces againstgeegrishes had been found in wells. A snake
had slid into a house and killed a woman. People the snake had been sent by an enemy. |
heard stories of politicians, who were memberseaiet societies, who tried to hold back the
rain because of the grand rally which they haddepkpostponing. | heard that Madame Koto
had joined them. | also heard that one day sheshpged on the muddy ground, had taken a
nasty fall, and had to be rushed to a powerful &lesh That was how the talk went, from the
most ordinary events to the most singular, from rien who had raved under a tremendous
downpour, swearing that he saw red eagles withdtevin their mouths, to the woman who was
said to have given birth to a big white egg.

They spoke of strange things and omens, of thedkdid man who had woken up one night
screaming that a giant lizard was pursuing him #ra it had smashed his accordion. They
spoke of omens in the movements of giant consi@tist A star had fallen into the Atlantic.
Another star had burst into being over our areaddBbf gold had been seen at night. Sweet
songs had been heard by women in the dark, songdesiag down the empty street. People
dreamed of statues that walked, bringing giftshio drea; they dreamed of birds and butterflies,
of hybrid animals, of antelopes with jewelled nedds, of beggars who were princesses, of a
rain of gold dust, of the land suffocating with mtede while the majority starved, of a
cornucopia two decades long with darkness to fqllofamiracles on hungry roads, of the wise
man who would emerge from nowhere to rule and toansthe future agonies of the land. They
even talked of widespread rumours, confirmed on wemtinents, about one of ourmost



important politicianswhohadbeensightedonthemootehiagtothem instilled in me an absolute
awe of the world. | was lightning-struck by life.n&h they left, my brain fairly combusted with
the realities they had conjured in low voices. Aliant aura linked Mum and Dad that night.
They glowed with an almost spectral radiance. tl éghausted and restless. | wanted to see the
world again. Mum sang. Dad said:

‘Birth brings glory.’

| slept on the bed that night. Mum and Dad sleptl@ mat. Later | heard them moving and
whispering, moving and shaking the floor, as ifytixeere in a hurry to fill the world with glories.

SECTION TWO
BOOK SIX
ONE

BECAME STRONGER. I ventured out into the streetldtvned on me that | had been granted a
greater freedom, so long as | stayed alive. When went out toplay it
seemedthatsomethinghadalteredtheworld.Bushesangspiantshad grown wild everywhere.
The rain had beaten holes in the ground. Streete wepassable for mud. Trees had fallen
across paths and roads. Electric cables danglgwkiair. | tried to wander — my feet had begun
to itch — but water blocked off my attempts. Thearebo had made the world smaller. In the
forest the ground was thick with mud and yellowk=a and sacrificial offerings. | wandered
about in the devastation of our area. It wasn’'t mium. The rain had completely joined whole
streets to the marshland. All the streets in oeaavere once part of a river. As always, theriver
god was claimingback his terrain.

And so with nowhere to go | was forced to be contéth the distractions our street offered. As

| had to avoid two places along our street | fotimein both quite magnetic. | climbed a tree, sat
on a branch like an awkward bird, and watched Ihailses. Children were playing outside the
blind old man’s bungalow. He was not around. Hiaickvas on the verandah, soaked with rain.
His window had been broken and the room seemedyeri@dame Koto’s bar was different.
The barfront was covered in water and weeds. Plankdgones led to the bar. Her signboard was
askew. The curtain strips had thinned and | cout pbout see in. Electric cables had been
connected to her roof from a pole on the street. \8&s the only one who had this privilege. A
few cars arrived at the barfront and blasted thems. A great number of women came out of
the bar, chattering and laughing. Dancing to ssrash music, they filed across the planks.
Madame Koto, her stomach bigger than ever, het figit bandaged, came out and waved to
them. The cars drove the women away.

Madame Koto paused at the door, and surveyed thie.wéer white beads sat proudly round her
neck. Soon her eyes fixed in my direction. Sheestaat me for a long time. Then, to my
amazement, she started coming towards me. | taeget down from the tree, but the branch
caught the back of my shorts. | resigned myselftiat she would do. Rolling the fat of her body
with each measured step, avoidingthe treacherous ddigs



andmudholeswithoutseemingtodoso,shestrodeup tomensls massive. The sheer weight of
wrappers gave her a queer grandeur. There was [@essive new exhaustion on her face. She
stood beneath the tree, fixing me with a stare,sandt

‘Azaro, what are you doing?‘Nothing.”Do you thinkyou are a bird?*No."Why
wereyoustaringatmejustnow?”l wasn’t.*Come dowiNb.’'She glared at me. Then, suddenly,
she said:'Whatwereyoudoinginmy dreams?”NothingéShade an attempt to catch hold of my
feet, but | withdrew them. She jumped,

landedbadly,hurtherfoot,andgaveup tryingtogetmetwmmown.Shesaid: ‘If | catch you in my
dreams again | will eat you up.” Then she hobbladkibto her bar. When she had disappeared
behind the curtain

strds her women came out and stared at me and atadé/e signs. When they got bored with
watching me | got down from the tree and went home.

Dad had returned early from work. He was bare-eueahd sweating. He had attached a bag full
of rags to the wall and was punching it. He lookédhe, sweat pouring down his face, and said:

‘My son, your father is practising.”"For what?"The world champion.’He went on hitting the
bundle, making the walls tremble, each punch vibgathe

foundations of the house, grunts escaping frormtasth. He went on punchingthe bundle till a
neighbour banged on the door. ‘What are you tryindo, eh?’ he shouted. ‘You want to break
down the wall?

Goandjointhearmy insteadofdisturbingpeople!’

Dad stopped punching the bundle and began shadginghdzach especially solid punch at the
air was accompanied by the names of real or imdgememies and a string of abuses. He
jumped about, ducked, jabbed, threw upper cutsiddj and bobbed. Foam appeared on the
sweat of his chest. He grew tired. He went andé&hadth. When he came back | began to serve
his food. He stopped me. He served the food himgédf ate together.

When we finished | went off to wash the plates. Batdin his chair, smoking. He was restless
when | returned. | watched him silently. He looks&tdme every so often and smiled. Not long
afterwards the landlord turned up. He didn’t knoklle pushed his way in, left the door wide
open, and addressed his complaints to the whol@cond.

‘They tell me you have been breaking down the wallsyou damage anything in my
housethunderwilldestroy you.Andyoubetterstartggteady tomoveaway.l am tired of your
trouble!

He stormed away. Dad carried on smoking. He hahoved. When the landlord left Dadgot
up,shut thedoor,andwentbacktohischair.Wedidn'tsgyangtill Mum returned.



TWO

WE HAD NO idea how serious Dad was with his boxilte began to train dementedly.
Sometimes he would wake up at night and bob andteogunch, hit and jab, swing punches
and lash out at imaginary adversaries. In the mgsjibefore he chewed on his chewing stick,
before he ate, he would work out all around thexroble would wake me up with his footwork
and laboured breathing. I would look up fromthemat
andseehisgiantfeetjumpingaroundmyhead,hiselbowegting his face. He punched at the
clothes-line, till the line snapped. He punched 4dlies and jabbedat
mosquitoes.Hespecialisedinfightinghisownshadowasfiehismost hated antagonist. He would
get me to stand on the bed and hold a folded téovetim. He would punch it from all angles.
His movements became crab-like, and he developeddbest upper cuts. The more he became
involved in boxing, the more he ate. His appetaesp large that Mum pleaded with him to stop.
We couldn’t afford the money, she said. Dad igndned We cut down on what we ate so he
could build his body. He didn’t know that we did.

Itgotworse.Dadtooktosparringwiththeaironhisway tokv@nhisway back he did the same thing,
shuffling, performing fancy footwork, executing kijabs, throwingcombinations. Webegan to
think somethingterriblewas happeningto him.

‘Poverty isdrivinghimmad,’Mumsaid.

People began to look at us as if we were freake fdom became too small for Dad
topractisein.Hehadby thenpunchedpractically evangihsight. Hehadmade my matthreadbareby
standingitagainstthewallandthumpingit. Hehadpundiads in the mattress. He burst the bottom
of one of Mum’s basins. He stopped listeningto hmganyonesaid. Hebecameso engrossed in
his obsession. We couldn’t understand it. But iswdaen he took to boxing on the verandah that
we abandoned all attempts to comprehend what haddséold of his brain. Something had
changed in him. His eyes became cool, serenegfiamd narrowed, all at once. He seemed to
look at people as if they were transparent, insuftgtl. His knuckles
becamebigandrawfrombashingthebackyardwalls.Onestaynbledonhimin thebackyard. Hehad
acloth round his fists and hewas hittingthewallwatlthis strength. He went on hitting till the
white cloth was covered with his blood. Then hepta.

‘To be a man is not a small thing,” he would saynie.

His shadow-boxing, however, began to attract atieniWhen he punched walls in the backyard
the women would appear round the well, on the &igfhpretext. Fetching water without using it
suddenly became fashionable with the married andammed women. Hedidn't mind
performingto thecrowd of women and children. Bugbe dissatisfied with the backyard because
the water spilt on the floor made it difficult t@ dhis footwork. One day he slipped and fell. The
women laughed. The next eveningheshadow-boxed dbwepassage. And that night, when
hethought theworld was asleep, heresumed trainthgeompound-front.

On thosenightsDadhadthebestsparringpartners. Hetfineg¥ind,themidges, and the mosquitoes
that rose from their millions of larvae all oveetewamp of the road. | would wake at night and



be aware immediately that he wasn’t in the roonwds the absence of his restless energy. |
would rise, tiptoe out of the room, and go to tlmgefront. Like a hero of the night, alone,
invincible, and always battling, Dad boxed all owBe grounds. He always fought several
imaginary foes, as if the whole world were agamst. He fought these foes unceasingly and he
always knocked them out. When they had hit therfl@would throw up his arms triumphantly.
For me, then, he was the king of the ghetto nightsuld watch him for a long time. The night
became safer for me. And while he trained | woulkthder our road. When he was around the
night turned everything familiar into another cayneinother world. What a new place the night
made the ghetto! The houses were still. There wergghts anywhere. The forest was a mass of
darkness, a deep blue darkness, deeper than tteusding night. The houses, the trees, the
bushes, made of our road a curious mountain rangbehouses werehumped
likesleepingmonstersinthedark.Isolated trees weskister of giants with wild hair, sleeping on
their feet. And the road was no longer a road heatdriginal river. Majestically it unfolded itself
in the darkness, one step at a time. It was wheandered the road at night that | first became
aware that sometimes | disappeared.

At first it frightened me. | would be walking alongever able to see far, and then | would pass
into the darkness. | would begin to look for mysélbecame a dark ghost. The wind passed
through me. But when | kicked a stone, or trippedyhen a light shone on me, | would become
miraculously reconstituted. | would hurry back tar dvousefront, where Dad was still training,
unaware of my presence.

He seemed so solid on those nights. The darknessriaehis cloak and friend. His eyes burned
bright. He talked to the wind and his voice was pdul; it had weight, it was the voice of a new
man. When he had finished his training he wouldp séihd shuffle about in fascinating
footworks, calling himself Black Tyger. The namegae to fit. | never saw him so radiant and so
strong as when he practised at night. And it wesuigh his night training that his name began to
spread. When he shadow-boxed he began to attracigst kinds of attention. | was watching
him one night, with mosquitoes swarming all over, mben | saw a single light come down the
road and stop not far from him. The light was Isglit It was smaller than a matchlight, but it
stayed there and watched Dad box with the darkessime passed the number of lights that
watched him increased. One day | counted threlbesht

‘Dad, therearethreelights watchingyou,’ | said.

‘What?’

He was startled to hear my voice. | guess it waditkt time he realised that | was there.
‘What lights?’

| showed them to him, but he couldn’t see them.

‘It's your eyes,’ he said, and went on with his lmax



The lights watched him till he finished. They dimove. The wind had no effect on them
whatsoever. When we went in | looked back. Theyevgtitl there.

On another night Dad was training with a peculeno€ity when | saw a bright yellow pair of
eyes come from over the swamp. It stopped notrfamn fDad and watched his moves. Dad
ducked, shuffled sideways, switched from an anglirch to a right cross, from an upper cut to
a hook punch and ended with a jab. | saw the eglémning him. The eyes studied him as he
changed from orthodoxto southpaw stances. | weet tw theyellow pair of eyes and found
nothingthere. | went back to where | had beenngjttand the eyes reappeared. They stayed
watching Dad till he finished for the night. Wetldfstole back, and the eyes were gone.
AnunusualthinghappenedthenextnightthatistayedupchwagDad. Thelights turned up, one by
one, as if they had a meeting, as if they were iiognan earthly constellation. Then the yellow
eyes came over from the swamp. And when Dad wasgakshort break after the night’s first
session, a huge man stepped out of the darknessiakl@oo big for me not to have heard his
footsteps. It seemed he had stepped out of nowbatepf a different space. | couldn’t see his
eyes.

‘Who are you?’ he asked Dad. Dad sized him up.

‘My name is Black Tyger,” Dad said, fearlessly.

‘Good.’

‘And who are you?’ Dad asked in return. The manc&hed.

‘They used to call me Yellow Jaguar,” the man reghliGood.’

‘So you will fight me?’

‘Yes,” Dad said.

The man chuckled again.

‘Your fameis beginningto travel. But | willput ame to it.’

‘Don’ttalktoomuch,’Dadsaid,takingup asouthpawstance

It worried me that | couldn’t see the man’s eyelse Two men circled one another. Dad lashed
out at him and the man grunted. Dad hit him agaithe face and this time Dad cried out.

‘You're like wood!’ Dad said.

‘Now you're talking,” the man said, and struck Dadhe face.



Dad fell, rolled over, and landed in a puddle. Than waited for him. | still couldn’t see his

face. Dad got up slowly, his head hanging. Suddémyrushed the man. The three lights
dispersed at the assault. Then | noticed that no#tmgr lights of different colours had appeared.
The two men fell in another puddle. They pickedntieelves up. Dad hit the man with all his
might. The man grunted again and Dad cried out.

‘You're like a tree!’

The man launched a barrage of punches at Dad. AvaiviDad ducking, parrying, shuffling,
blocking with his elbows, bobbing and weaving, hatdidn’t give way, or give ground. Then
Dad, planting his feet solidly, let out a contingsanimal cry, a wounded cry, and unleashed an
onslaught of wild blows. He rained them down on ien. He released a veritable hurricane of
combinations, of swinging punches, wild hooks, s crosses, crackling upper cuts. | saw the
man rush backwards, | saw his head lower, his &eldess. Dad didn’t stop his cry till he had
beaten the man into theswamp.My
spiritsliftedwithpride.Andthenthedarkness,seeminggthicker from the swamp, covered them
both. There was silence. | waited. | heard nothirgaw nothing. Then after a while | heard feet
trampingthrough mud. Dad emerged and slouched tsvae.

‘Where is the man?’ | asked.
‘I don’t know,” Dad said, his voice heavy with extsdion. ‘He disappeared in the swamp.’

And then | heard someonekickingin themud. Then atgigoice,speakingwith the power of the
darkness, rose and said:

‘| have just started!

And the man, all thunder and density, came rushauk into the fight. As he pounded towards
Dad, emerging from the darkness, two things stroekabout him: he was covered completely in
mud, and his eyes burned yellow. He descended anlika a whirlwind, a mistral, a tornado.
He shattered Dad’s defences. He anticipated Daeigev
movement.AndheknockedDadabouttheplace,cuttinghineotia swift punches and
combinations, merciless blows, blinding and ac&ucatunter-punches. Dad fell under the savage
assault like a puppet. The man had become a fer®@aergy, an unnatural force of nature, a
storm. Like the five fingers of lightningover theést, heappeared everywhereat thesametime.

‘Your eyes are too bright!” cried Dad.

And then | realised that the yellow pair of eyed [@ned on to the man.

‘I amamad Jaguar! theman boasted, andpouredaémghgtorrentofblowson Dad.

The man went on beating Dad, pulverising him, dngthim with an avalanche of ceaseless

punches. | could see Dad falling around in exhanstind bewilderment. There was a terrified
and cowardly look in his eyes. Blood poured dowa #ides of his noseand thecorners of



hiseyes.Dadwastakingacruelbeatingbuthedidn’tturourad and run. He took the blows. He
absorbed them. He withstood them. He soaked them his body and spirit. 1 heard the
wrenching of his neck. | heard the rattle of histihewhenever the man’s knuckles connected
with them. | heard the grinding crunch of fiststwome. Dad cried out and groaned. And then he
cowered. With his fists barely held up, Dad bemt,las if he were grovelling. The man towered
over him, his yellow eyes steaming in the darkndssl then Dad crouched. He made the
movements of a trapped wild animal. Then, slowl/nmoved this way and that, swaying, hands
in front of him like a praying mantis. Then | saevhDad was transforming. Hewas goingback
to simplethings.Hewasgoingbacktowater,tothe eadthhe road, to soft things. He shuffled. He
became fluid. He moved like a large cat. Slidingkveards, he entered into the midst of the
gathered arabesque of lights. | felt a great s#agmergy rising from him. He was drawing it
from the night, and the air, the road, his frientlse man closed in on him and Dad went on
dancing backwards, shuffling, floating on his agsniinto the darkness. The lights followed
him.Andwhenhisbackhit thebody oftheburnt,rustingizadstopped.Hehad nowhere else to go.
Then suddenly, and | don’t know why, and it maydoe of those riddles of theLivingthatonly
theLivingunderstand,suddenly,lcriedout.My voiceusting a moment after | had uttered the
words, floated on the wind. My voice sounded tda #nd frail for what it helped unleash.

‘Black Tyger, USE YOUR POWERY' | cried.

And Dad, dead on cue, utterly surprised the mah thié unrestrained and desperate fury of his
own counter-attack. Dad rose miraculously in s&at#tind with all the concentrated rage and
insanity of those who have a single moment in whakthoose between living and dying, Dad
broke the chains of his exhaustion and thunderetd blows on the man as would annihilate an
entire race of giants. | don’'t know if it was thieesr monstrous accumulation of all the blows
and punches, the howitzer combinations, or if is\est one that connected with the right place,
but suddenly, amidst the blur of Dad’s madnessnthe let out a terrified howl. He staggered
backwards. Dad followed him, baffled, arms rais€den the man stood straight and still, his
bright yellow eyes askew. The wind sighed abovehked. The yellow eyes dimmed. Then they
shut. When his eyes closed it became darker alinakoas if a mysterious lamp had been blown
out. Then like a tree that had waited a long tirfterats death to fall, the man keeled over
slowly. And when he hit the earth with an unnatainald, the strangest thing happened. The man
disappeared. Into the earth. Into the darknessave mo way of telling. Steam, tinged with
yellow, like low-burning sulphur, rose from the wesrth. The gathered lights had all gone. The
night was silent. And then a hyena laughed in trest. We looked for the man in the dark, but
couldn’t find him. Dad was mystified, crushed wakhaustion.

‘What happened?’ | asked.

‘I don’t know,” he whispered.

We waited. The wind moaned over the sleeping ghBitanches creaked. We felt around on the
earth and then | came upon a hole. Dad went irfetctled a match. It wasn’t a hole, but the full

imprint of a grown man on the ground, as if he falén a long way. Dad was covered in mud
and blood. His mouth had been beaten out of shagédia lips had grown monstrous in a short



space of time. His nose was all cut up and thelswslon his forehead frightened me. Blood
drooled from the cut near his eyes and from theeoof his mouth.

| began to feel cold.

‘What was his name again?’ Dad asked, blowing lo@tatch.

‘Yellow Jaguar,’ | said.

Dad gripped mein asudden horrifyingrealisation.

‘Yellow Jaguar used to be a famous boxer in thémahe said, lowering his voice fearfully.
‘What happened to him?’

‘He died three years ago.’

A shiver ran through my bones. | heard the windwdasbreath. Dad had beaten a boxer from the
spirit world. He trembled. Then he held on to nifdor support. | could feel him quaking.

‘It's cold,’” | said.
‘Let’s go in,” he said, hurriedly.

Then he lifted me up, ran back into the compound| mto our room. He locked thedoor.
Hesatonhischair.InthedarknesswelistenedtoMumslgepihebed. Dad lit a cigarette. He
smoked, his eyes blazing. | could smell the mud,sveat, the fight, the excitement, the terror,
and the blood on him. | could smell the fists ofl8% Jaguar on his spirit. | could smell Dad’s
rebirth in advance. Sulphur stank on his breativals a mystery. When he finished his cigarette
he went and had a wash. He came back and swiftlingmbed. | heard him tossing, turning, and
creaking his body all night. He couldn’t sleep tbimking about the dead boxer. And neither
could

l.
THREE

DAD STAYED AT home for six days after the fightlis bruises got very big, his eyes swelled
to extraordinarily bulbous proportions, and his éoviip grew larger than a misshapen mango.
He wasn't ill, but he wasn’t well either. He lingekin a curious state of shock, between agony
and amnesia. He was silent the whole time andyleis eere vacant. Occasionally he would give
me a concussive smile, an idiotic wink. We had @edf him pap, as if he were the biggest
newborn baby in the world. He slept for long houtay and night. He slept like a baby. He
grinned like one every now and then. He howled bke. And he sometimes even betrayed the
curious stare of genius that only babies and acerr@admen have. For a time he lost control of
his limbs and he jerked constantly on the bed. H®ldd and farted indiscriminately. He made



funny faces and twiddled his great big fingers kkborrible buffoon. | expected his wounds and
bruises to reveal the full extent of the beatinghad taken. But the bruises proved short-lived,
the swellings were not alarming, the growth of Imgbous eyes ceased, and his wounds didn’t
bleed after a while. The true extent of the beatitag not visible and that is what worried me. |
watched him kicking on the bed like a beetle oupturned cockroach, as if he had found a new
freedom to be an insect, to enter into other
statesofbeingnotpermittedtoadults.Hewouldbemoroketos and then suddenly delirious and
idiotic. Our poor relations came to see us. Thay heard what transformations had come over
him, but no one could find an explanation for hisdition, nor understand what had happened.
All they could offer were the usual litany of segiabout the hundreds of strange cases they had
picked up over the years of consoling themselvethemiseries of others. We kept the business
of Dad’s having fought a dead man to ourselvesiiguhose three days the house was crowded
with visitors and well-wishers. Dad’s cart-pullintpad-carrying colleagues came and they
brought gifts and sat around, drinking in silengégen the landlord came to see us briefly. He
hoped, he said, that Dad had learned his lessahthet when he recovered he would give up
destroying his walls. He brought no gifts and didzven notice Dad’s condition, or the mood of
the house. Everyone else felt it. Visitors werersied by Dad’s deliriums and baby-talks, his
flatulence, and vacancy, his inability to recogmseple, his fits of playfulness. He seemed very
tragic in his grotesque condition of an adult teghm the consciousness of a child. The mood in
the room was sad. It was as if an elephant wasgdyilo one wanted to see how monstrously
comical Dad was in his condition. If | had saidtthdully grown man, bearded and big-chested,
married and with a son, was being born as certage lanimals are born, | would probably have
been chastised by all the grown-ups around.

On the day that Dad’s bruises began to take omgraolours, Madame Koto paid us a visit.
She too had heard of Dad’s condition. When sheremtthe room everyone fell silent. This also
included those who didn’t even know who she wase Sdt on Dad’s three-legged chair. She
looked at everyone and everyone avoided lookirtgeatShe had changed. Her face had become
big and a little ugly. Her foot had swollen and wasapped in filthy bandages. There was a
patch of rough darkened skin on her face which nteteexpressions sinister. She had become
more severe, more remote, more powerful. Her pezfiitted the room and her expensive
clothes illuminated everyone’s poverty. Her stomaeds bigger. Her eyes were fierce and
disdainful. Outside the room there were two men \Welad come with her. They looked like
thugs, paid protectors. Mum invited them in and/tb®od in the doorway, blocking most of the
light. One of them held a bundle under his arm.

For alongmomentMadameKotodidnotspeak.Then,jabbidgbtheshoulder with her stubby
fingers, she asked:

‘What happened to you?’

Dad stared at her without recognition. She jabkbieddgain. He made insect-noises. She turned
to me. Then she looked round the room. She drestragght on the chair.



‘Sonobody wantstotalktome,eh?’shesaid,suddenly. Wienghaveldone anybody that you all
keep quiet when | come in, eh? Have | stolen yooney? Did | burn down your houses? Am |
your landlord?’

There was a pause. Then:
‘You too proud,” someone ventured.
‘And you support that party,” said another.

There was another pause. No one said anything.siléxece waited for her reaction. It didn’t
have to wait very long.

‘You are all jealous!” she said. ‘And none of yoaandouch me.’

She stood up. She began to gesticulate, wavingutmes about, but Dad made noises from the
bed. Madame Koto restrained herself. She rearrahgeavrapper, a clear sign that she had put
up with enough and was now leaving. She made headdaress to Dad.

‘I heard you were ill and | came to see you. Wearéuman beings. We are neighbours. Your
son helped me. | brought some gifts for you. | haweguarrel with you. This earth is too small
for people to forget that we are all human beir&s.for these other people who keep quiet
whenever | come into the room, they will see whatnl made of, they will find out what | am.’

She took the bundle roughly from her protector putit on the table.
‘Ipray youshouldbestrongsoon,’shesaid,andlefttheroo

Mumwent out with her. | heard themtalkingin theags Thepeoplegathered in the room were
uneasy. Dad made faces at them. There was a lemgeai Dad went on making strange faces,
his blue bruises and his green wounds concentratiisg expression into a distillate of
indecipherable mockery. He was actually in great.pane of the gathered visitors, speaking for
the others, said it was time to go. But they digndve. Mum and Madame Koto stayed talking
in the passage for a while. The gathered visittegesl a while too. In silence. When Mum
returned, her face bright, thegatheringdispersathpmne,leavingtheirmodestgiftsbehind.

On the sixth day, when Dad had shown a few vaggiessof improvement, the blind old man
came to pay his respects. He wore a bright yelloint,sa red hat with feathers in the felt, and
blue sunglasses. He was led in by a younger marsatien Dad’s chair. He had brought his
instrument.

‘When | heard that you were ill, | brought my aation so | could play for you,” he said in his
weird voice.

Dad groaned. Mum served him ogogoro and the bliddman made a libation and drank the
alcohol down as if it were a soft drink and begauplay the accordion with astonishing vigour.



Now and again he would swing his blind eyes in nmedlion, as if he were demanding
applause. He played blissfully, happily. He playied most dreadful music that could possibly
be imagined by the most fiendish mind of man. Hafeleed us with the sheer fabulous ugliness
of his music. He made our flesh crawl and bristithviais noise. Mum'’s face began to twitch. |
kept jerking. A strange smell, as of a rotting @apor of a great animal in the throes of death,
rose from the music, and occupied the room. It weedible. Dad twisted and contorted on the
bed as if the cruelty of the music were causing gigater agony than all the unearthly blows of
the celebrated Yellow Jaguar. Mum opened the dodrvendow to let the music out. The foul
air of the compound came in. Dad began to sit upherbed, struggling, kicking, fighting to get
out of the womb of the vile music, as if he werpprad in aspacetoo
smallforhisspiritorhisframewhichwasacceleratingin rowth.Fightingtoget
up,hegroaned,almostweepingbecausethemusichurthimsb. The blind old man turned to me
again and intensified the full ugly power of the situ Dad was struck still, unable to move,
frozen by his own efforts. Then suddenly the olchretopped playing. Dad slumped back down.
The old man said:

‘How many times is a man reborn in one life?’

He chuckled, looked at me, and carried on playiith wnrestrained zest. Then someone came in
through the door, bringing ghosts and memoriesaamgic, fleeting smile. | looked up. A flash
dazzled me. It was the photographer. He had jhsnta picture. He hurried over to Dad’s
bedside. He made a quick speech about his besesvishd hopes for recovery. Dad did not
recognise him. The photographer didn't let it bothien. He took Dad’s hand and shook it. Dad
made faces. The photographer took another picithie. flash hurt Dad and he groaned. The
photographer, with an air of mystery, said:

‘They don’t know | am here. So I'm going.’

He touched me on the head, fondled my hair, putisrat, and crept out into the compound as
if everyone were after him.

‘When people keep running, something keeps pursthegi,” the blind old man said, in his
sepulchral voice.

The old man started to play again. Dad was s@iedt that, to our amazement, he got out of bed
and saw the blind old man to the door.

On the seventh day Dad rose miraculously from brglition. It was as if he had snapped out of
a trance. The colours of his bruises had becomly faormal. His face was still disfigured, his

eyes still swollen and angry, his wounds livid, bBatnething in him had mended. His recovery
surprised all of us. | woke up to find him jumpiagd shadow-boxing again. He looked lean but
his eyes glowed. It seemed as if his illness asdebctape into the world of infancy had given
him fresh energies and accelerated his healingwétde to work, but came back early. He slept
for a while, boxing in his dreams. When he wokehepmade me tell him about his epic battle
with Yellow Jaguar. He made me tell it several tméde didn't seem to be able to



remembermost ofwhathadhappened.Hespokeofthefigineethingthathehad dreamt, and the
illness as the only thing that had been real.

Mum returned late and told us of the preparatioms fhe great rally. She said
womenwereearningalot ofmoneycookingfortheeventattthdameKotohad offered her a job.
She asked Dad if she should accept.

‘People will think you are a prostitute,” Dad said.

‘But what about the money?’

‘Wedon’t need their stinkingmoney.’

Mum sulked for the rest of the night. It didn’t bet Dad because all he wanted to do was talk
about his fight with Yellow Jaguar. He grew so ads$ee about the fight that all through the next
day he talked about it, made me repeat my accdumw he had crouched low, and moved into
the dark, how he had launched his counter-attalek.dnly thing that spoiled it for him was that
there had been no one else apart from me who haeésged the strange battle.

‘Are you sure no one else saw it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Nobody woke up?’

‘No.’

Dad grunted in agony. It seemed to hurt him aelith have performed such a heroic feat
unwitnessed.

‘So no one saw it?"No.”"Not even a woman?*No.*Nather children, no onepassed
alongthestreet, no traders?*No.”So no one elsg s beat him?*No one.”Not even a dog, a
cat?”Not even a dog or cat.”No strangers?’

‘No. Except three lights.’

‘What three lights?’ ‘Three lights,’” | said. He hite on the head. ‘Then other lights came and
joined them.” He hit me again. | shut up. Dad wasspressed by his performance that he badly

wanted to boast about it. He knew no one wouldelelihim. But that, in the end, didn’t matter
because after Dad got well he developed interegiingers and a kind of madness.

‘Maybe you have to overcome things first in therigspvorld, before you can do it in this world,
eh?’ he would say to the wind.



He went around, demented and restless, as if @ajdad somehow got trapped in his brain. An
unbearable energy bristted in him. Whenever he camsar me | felt him
shiveringlikeagreatanimalstartledby itsownferocity.

FOUR

AND SO DAD resumed training. He woke us up with &iercises. He went off to work, and
came back early. In the evenings, after he had,shepwould practise at the housefront. The
neighbours, who stayed outside drinking and talkiegause of the heat in their rooms, watched
him. Most evenings they brought out their chaird atools and made themselves comfortable in
anticipation of Dad’s arrival. When enough peopés lgathered he would bound out of the
room.

‘Black Tyger!" the people would cheer.

Then shamelessly he would begin to shadow-box addergrunting noises. His activity drew so
much interest that street hawkers, prostrate fromhale day’s wandering, would stop to watch
him. Sellers of oranges, boiled eggs, bread, rdagteund-nuts, would crouch and stare at him.
Some of them did quite well for themselves, sellingir wares to the compound people. Some
of them, seated on the sand, their basins of gbed&le them, would eventually stretch out and
fall asleep while Dad trained. Mallams and childognerrands, old women on visits and charm-
sellers, all stopped to watch for no other reakan that a crowd had formed around him.
Meanwhile, Dad jumped about, throwingcombinatianghiefour winds.

‘Is this a new thing?’ one of them would ask.

‘Yes.’

‘Is that so?’

‘Yes.’

‘A new thing, eh?’

‘Completely new.’

‘So who is he?’

‘They call him Black Tyger.’

‘Is that so?’

‘Yes.’



The shop-owners and street traders around didlertélusiness on account of Dad. They all did
good business, except Mum, who was unaware ofntieeeist Dad wasgenerating,andwhoat that
momentwasprobablypoundingthedustofthegreat ghettstes, selling nothing but a box of

matches for the whole evening. While Mum wendedlbeg way back home the street traders
sold drinks and sweets, cigarettes and mosquitts,ckola-nuts and chewing gums, cheap
sunglasses and kerosine lamps. They wove Dad’ssamtio their sales cries; meanwhile, Dad
sparred with the air and dust and shattered bmaks his fist. He developed such a reputation
from fooling around at the housefront that everybaeame afraid of him.

His fame spread on the wings of their fear.

| would wander round our area and pass bars an#lidg houses and hear people talking about
Black Tyger. | heard his name mentioned in the widdmen talked about him in dark places.
People argued about how he rated in comparison euthent boxing heroes and decided in
Dad'’s favour, because he was unknown, becauselbtegeel to the ghetto, and because he was
not afraid to show the range of his styles to teepte. When | told Dad about all this his
obsession grew. We became very poor because obbession. We ate very little and he ate a
lot, because his increased powers needed it. Hietiy grew legendary, like that of the
elephant. After he had trained for the eveninghéat drank bottled malt and stout, he would
settle down to eat. He ate ravenously. We woulcesaé him in horror as he swallowed mighty
balls of eba.

‘There was once a man,” Mum would say to me, ‘whoked on eba. They had to cut open his
throat to get it out.’

‘That man was not Black Tyger,” Dad would say, @tvieeen one gulp and another.

Not only did he swallow such death-defying doll@b®ba, he ate gargantuan quantities as well.
He ate as if his body were some sort of abyss. Andte fast, as if he were attacking the food,
ranging counter-gulps and eating-combinations an rtfassive portion. He ate so much that
Mum became very lean indeed and | lost appetitédod. Dad did all our eating for us. And at
the end of every meal he always complained abowt the eba was never enough and how he
could have done with more stew. He never spokéetdste of the cooking. My stomach began
to expand.

What made all this worse was that he brought bas& inoney from work. He spent all his time
thinking about boxing. He would travel long disteaacto see a free or a cheap
boxingmatch.Hewoulddisappearforhours. Thenhebegpetatess money on food. For one
thing, he drank more. After he had eaten he wouwdogt and visit a round of bars and
everywhere, on account of his new-found fame, pebplght him drinks. He would come home
drunk. The more he trained, the more he drank. thednore he drank, the madder he became,
the more restless. He could spend an hour creakifpghts, freeinghis body of trapped energies
and frustrated dreams of greatness.

He began to scare us. In the evenings, when | kmewas coming back from drinking, | would
take to wandering the streets. But in the lateriaftens, when he trained outside, | was always in



thecrowd watchinghimimproviseand conjurenew
movementsintobeing.Peoplebegan,however,tocommentosmellingstomach. While keenly
watching him exercise, two men said:

‘His son starves.’
‘His wife is lean.’
‘Have you noticed that as he gets stronger . .’

‘His son gets thinner.”While his power increase$SHis wife’s presence decreases."While he
learns new tricks . .’

‘His son’s legs become like sticks.” The pair o laughed. A deeper voice in the crowd said:
‘He eats up all their food.” A woman said: ‘Someipihas entered his head.” The pair of wits
began again: ‘Big man . .” ‘With no shame.” ‘Big sules . . ‘With no brain.” They
laugheddrunkenly.Hearingallthisdidn'tmakemetoohappgtaftersome

timeltemporarily stoppedwatchingDadtrain.Iplayed&imthestreetwhile peoplewatched
himperformhis new feats. Hehad now taken to bregkanks with his fists, smashingbottles on
his head, liftingseveralpeopleon his arms, and imgnishetal rods round his elbows.

| was sitting alone, away from the crowd, watchiihg street, when a sharp flash of blue cracked
me between the eyes. | heard the blind old manaery.| didn’t understand. A dog barked. The
sky was clear. | watched the street and then sugldesaw the metal rim of a bicycle wheel
rolling along by itself. | froze. The metal rim,liiog along, dispersed flashes of lights with each
revolution. | waited. | looked around. The streeisvempty, but the metal rim rolled towards the
burnt van. | heard a noise. | blinked. And whemdled again | saw a shadow, and then the
shadow became a boy. He wore white shorts andeadblint and he was driving the hoop along,
round and round the burnt van. Where had he coora#rl was amazed. He seemed to have
appeared from nowhere. | was furious. And thert, ggssuddenly, he disappeared. | got up and
went to the van. The metal hoop was on the groutmbked round the van and saw nothing. |
was about to leave when a shadow blocking out timeefeom my face made me turn round.
Standing on the top of the van, like a child-comqueurveying his newly won lands, was the
boy who had been burnt out of reality during thistbting afternoons of the harmattan and who
had now materialisedinthebreakoftherainy seasonadewtchingDadpractisefromhis height.

‘Are you the boy who vanished?’ | asked.
‘No.’

‘Did you turn into your own shadow?”’
‘No.’

He answered my questions, barely giving me a glance



‘Come down! | said. ‘Why?’

‘You are not allowed to play on the van.’

‘Why not?’ Disconcerted by his serenity, | clamlzeugp the van and tried to push him down. We
began to fight. | hit him in the face and he hit baek. | hit him again and he grabbed me round
the waist and we wrestled. He tripped me, | fail] &e fell on me, knocking the wind out of my
chest. Soon we were on solid ground. | kicked Hmcaught my foot, and threw me down. |
jumped back up and lashed out in all directionghwhe sort of blind ferocity that Dad
sometimes had, and one of my punches made cortiietnose sprouted blood. He was
untroubled by the bleeding and he unleashed awofidlows on me, cracking the side of my
face, and we wrestled again, and fell, and we gotaad hit one another blindly and soon several
adult handstoreusaway fromoneanother.Liketwowiltfiggcocksseparatedin a bloody battle, we
kicked and raged in the air, cursing and swearing.

On another day, when Dad was training, | saw the dtanding on the top of the van again. |
went over.

‘Come down from there!’ | said.

‘No.’

| clambered up again. He didn’t move.

‘My father’,hesaid,’hasgivenmesomethingspecial.’
‘For what?’

‘If you touch me...’

‘Yes...’

‘And | hit you...’

‘Yes .

‘You will fall down seven times and then die.’
‘Who is your father?’ | asked him.

‘My father is a great cobbler and carpenter,’ hdiegl.
‘My father’, | said, ‘is Black Tyger.’

And then | hit himin theface. Hehit meback. Notthagpened. | began to laugh.



‘Why are you laughing?’
‘Becauseof thestupid thingyour father gaveyou.’

He didn’t say anything. After a while he got dowarh the van and went and played nearer the
crowd watching Dad. | stayed on the van for sommeeti It wasn't much fun and |
gotboredandinoticedthatpeoplewerestaringatme.lgatdod went to look for the boy. At first
he didn’t want to talk to me. Then | told him ag#mat the man shadow-boxing was my father.
His face lit up in transferred admiration.

‘What's your name?’
‘Ade. What's yours?’

| told him. We shook hands. His father was a cabébal carpenter and a fierce supporter of the
political party on the side of the poor. He wasoa®smething of a medicine man and counted
many feared thugs as family friends. | was somewhptessed.

He took me to their house. They lived in our areane small room. Their family was large; his
father had two wives and ten children. | don’t knbew they all managed in that room. His
mother was buck-toothed and small and ferocious. \&s the eldest wife. His father had great
scarifications, noble and impressive like the sataf ancient warriors; he was tall and his spirit
was rather terrifying. His teeth were kola-nut4sémi and his eyes bloodshot, and he beat his
children a lot, in the name of the sternest andtroasective discipline. His voice had a chilling,
piercing quality. | didn’t like him much.

Ade took me to his father's workshop and showedmeetools of his trade — his hammers and
tongs, his chisels and boxes of heavy nails, hig lvork-bench and tables crowded with a
mountainous tumble of shoes and handbags, the ptae#ting of glue and rusted nails and old
metal and raw earth and ancient wine spilled oshfi@laned wood. The shadows gave off the
aroma of cobwebs and the intense sleep of cockahabé fetishes twisting on rafters. The
ceiling was dark with a fastness of ancient cobwabd lengths of leather hung from the ceiling.
The workshop was an exciting place and it seentied! Ifound an entirely new universe in which
to explore and play. We tried on the different shoeith their incredible variety of sizes and
shapes. We hid behind the cabinet. We banged imailSfresh-planed wood. We glued bits of
abandoned leather together, trying to create n@e@simstantly. We were totally absorbed in our
play when his father came in suddenly. He saw agipj, saw the laughter on our faces, and
brought out the long whip he kept on a nail belthridoor. 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 mat, e never went far. He was scared of his
parents. If they called him and he didn’t answergbe whipped for it later. | told him to run
away from home and to come and stay with us, butdseafraid. He said his father would thrash
him and put pepper on the wounds. He showed mbauk and | saw the old whip marks along
with numerous razor incisions for the herbal tresita he received. | felt sad for him. And
because of him | didn’'t go wandering for a whildriéd to take him to Madame Koto’s place,



but he wouldn’t go there either. His father hadltoim that she was a witch who supported their
political enemies.

Wewereplayingintheforestoneday whenwecameuponMalatoeShelay on the earth, at the
root of the legendary iroko tree, her white bealle b jewelled snake in her hand. When
sheheard us comingshejumpedup anddustedhersetidBbelvery embarrassed.

‘Who’s your friend?’ she asked, blinking.

‘Ade,’ | said.

She gave him a curious intense scrutiny. Ade saidvas going home. He wandered off and
waited ashortdistanceaway,watchingusfurtively.Maeldototurnedher disquieting gaze on me.
She studied my stomach. The merest hint of compassossed her face.

‘So you don't like my bar any more, eh?’

She smiled.

‘Are you hungry?’ ‘No.’

‘How is your father?’

‘No.’

Shestared at me. Then sheunwound her wrapper dretl thebigknot at theend. | had never
seen so much money in my life. She had a thick afapgound notes at her wrapper end that
could easily have choked a horse. She unwrappestalavwtes and gave them to me. At first,
lookingover at Ade, | refused. But shepressed threme, shuttingmy fingers tightly.

‘If your mother asks, tell her you found them i florest, eh?’

‘No.’

‘Don’t tell her | gave them to you, you understand?

‘Yes.’

She touched me gently on the head. For the firs¢ ii saw that she had changed. She was now
wholly enveloped in an invisible aura of power,oace-field of dread. Her stomach was really
big and she seemed very wide. There was a heavalesst her that made her look as if
weariness had moved into her face as a permanewlitiom. Even her shadow weighed me
down. Her eyes were distant. They couldn’t comer heanan beings any more. They had the

same quality that the eyes of lions have. Her f@&® round and fresh and she seemed very well.

‘I am not happy,” she said, suddenly.



‘Why not?’

She gave me a puzzled look, as if she were sudptiss | had spoken. Then she smiled, and
turned, and shuffled down the forest paths withgrace that most human beings seldom have.
The midges trailed her.

Ade didn’t speak to me for days because Madame Katbgiven me money. And when | gave
the money to Mum it caused an upheaval in the hdusened out to be much more money than
| had imagined. She made me sit on the bed and spens subjecting me to the most rigorous
guestions about where | had found the money. Saeedethat it belonged to some trader, to
ritualists who could infuse syllabic curses inteithpossessions, or some powerful figure who
might hunt us out and punish us. But it was hepisign that | had stolen it which annoyed me
SO much that I burst intoangry weeping.Dadsat
inhischair,rockinghimself,smoking.Muminsistedthaalke her to the spot where | had discovered
the windfall. | told her | didn’t remember, thath&d 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 gave it to yoehh?” Mum said with more than a hint of
mockery.

‘Yes,’ | said.

Then Dad broke out of his imperturbability and #diemed to beat me if | didn't tell the truth. |
went on lying. He got so impatient that he slappedon the face. | stared hard at him. My body
suddenly became serene. Then he held me to hisagswayed and said:

‘Forgive me, my son. | did not mean it. But we ac thieves in our family. We are royalty. We
are poor, but we are honest.’

Then he asked me again where | had stumbled updnauamount of money. Still | went on
lying. They gave up trying to get any sense oumef They had been at it for hours and night
had fallen. They decided they wouldn't touch the neyw for a weekandifthey
didn’thearanythingfromanybody they wouldconsidgjiirom heaven. Dad, in a mood of
celebration, sent me to buy a big bottle of ogogomMyhen | got backhespent
anotherhourprayingtoourancestorsandtotheinscrudaties. Then heand
Mumspenttherestofthenightdiscussingwhatthey woulddhthe money. Dad wanted to buy all
the paraphernalia he needed for boxing. Mum wamtedpen a shop of provisions and a
boutique. They argued bitterly all night and | faflleep to the sound of their raging acrimony.
When | woke up in the morning they were still bagiwith discord. They were both foul-
tempered. For three days they went on like thabtAer four days passed and they still hadn’t
reached an agreement and they quarrelled the wiimoée dredging up old memories about a
hundred unforgiven matters relatingto money.DuhagiimeDadusedsomeofthewindfall to buy
drinks, entertain friends, and to buy a pair ofweanshoes and a second-hand pair of boxing
gloves. As it turned out there was more than endogbet Mum a completely fresh stock of
provisions for her trade, to buy us all some nesthds, to pay our rent, and to feed us happily
for more than a good month.



FIVE

THE DAY OF the great political rally, which had lmemuch talked about and much postponed,
drew nearer. The most extraordinary things werepeaimgin Madame Koto’s bar. The first
unusual thing was that cables connected to hetapafow brought electricity. llliterate crowds
gathered in front of the bar to see this new wondlbey saw the cables, the wires, the pylons in
the distance, but they did not see the famed @#ygtrThose who went into the bar, out of
curiosity, came out mystified. They couldn’t undarsl how you could have a light brighter than
lamps, sealed in glass. They couldn’t understand yau couldn’t light your cigarette on the
glowing bulbs. And worse than all that, it was baff for them to not be able to see the cause of
the illumination.

Madame Koto, much too shrewd not to make the miosteryone’s bewilderment, increased the

price of her palm-wine and peppersoup. Then, fathde, she began to charge a modest entry
fee for merely being able to enjoy the unique faes. She was after all the only person along
our street and in our area who had the distinctibelectricity. She was so taken in by this

distinction that she had her signboard amendedygtdight the fact.

The next thing was that people heard very loud mbkiring but saw no musicians performing.
After that came stories of strange parties, of wommmning naked into the forest, of people who
got so drunk they bathed in palm-wine, of party raers giving away large quantities of money
to the women whose dancing pleased. There wererlusburs of the things the men and the
women did together, screaming into the electrifigghts. In the midst of all this Madame Koto
grew bigger and fatter till she couldn’t get indhgh the back door. The door had to be broken
down and widened. We saw her in fantastic dres$esllo and lace, edged with turquoise
filigree, white gowns, and yellow hats, waving a fa& blue feathers, with expensive bangles of
silver and gold weighing her arms, and necklacepeairl and jade round her neck. When she
walked all her jewellery clattered on her, annongdier eminence in advance. She painted her
fingernails red. Her eyelashes became more defibd. wore lipstick. She wore high-heeled
shoes and moved with an increasingly pronounceg,liwalking stick always in hand. She
began to resemble a great old chief from anciemé¢di a reincarnation of splendour and power
and clannish might.

Cars began to converge at her place. The lightseoutill deep into the night and always from
the street | could hear them talking, planning éélgt and could see their shapes through the
strips of curtain. Rumours, always stale, begarirttulate that she had joined the most terrifying
cults in the land, that she had been acceptedganisations that usually never allow women,
that she performed rituals in the forest. | hedrthiparre sacrifices, goats being slaughtered at
night, of people dressed in white habits dancinghdoher house, heard of cries that pierced the
ghetto air, of drumming and thunderous chants, that strangest thing | heard of was the
forthcomingbirth of thefour-headed Masquerade. Nekmew what it was.

People came to believe that Madame Koto had exdeleeself in witchcraft. People glared at
her hatefully when she went past. They said shee W hair of animals and human beings on
her head. The rumours got so wild that it was kirtteat her cult made sacrifices of human
beings and that she ate children. They said shébbad drinking human blood to lengthen her



life and that she was more than a hundred yeatsTolely said the teeth in her mouth were not
hers, that her eyes belonged to a jackal, andhiratoot was getting rotten because it belonged
to someone who was trying to dance in their gr&ree became, in the collective eyes of the
people, a fabulous and monstrous creation. It didwmatter that some people insisted that it was
her political enemies who put out all these storidse stories distorted our perception of her
reality for ever. Slowly, they took her life ovanade themselves real, and made her opaque in
our eyes.

In spite of what people said, however, she proshextile the rest of us suffered. She opened
another bar in another section of the city. Sheddn her time between both. She opened a
mighty stall in the big market where she sold gdace materials, and jewellery. She had many
servants. Conflicting stories, however, did reastabiout her wealth. Some said she wasn't very
rich, that she had too many people to support. Sth®intained that she had so much money
she could feed the entire ghetto for five yearseard that she spent endless days counting her
profits, that when she went to the bank she neededrmed truck. Then we began to hear of
how mean she was, that one of her servants neededynfior treating a liver condition and she
wouldn’t give him so much as a farthing. On theeothand, we heard that she had given a lot of
money to a woman she didn’t even know, whose ahddld have died from food poisoning if it
hadn’'t been for Madame Koto’s timely interventidnhbegan to seem as if there were many
Madame Kotos in existence.

Andthenoneday aslwasplayingwithAdewesawseveralpgagiheredoutside her barfront. They
all stood in the mud. They all wore white smockd &ad ostentatious Bibles. Their leader had
the biggest Bible of them all. It looked like arstrument of vengeance. He had wild hair and the
rough, scraggy beard of a self-anointed prophet.wids barefoot. If it hadn’'t been for the
authority with which he held the wooden crozier, ¢muld well have been mistaken for a
complete madman. A large cross dangled from hi&.nEee whole group of them, whipped up
to paroxysms of denunciation by their leader, atutsd the representatives of one of the most
influential new churches springing up in the cithe group consisted of prophets of varying
ranks and they danced with righteous fervour arayqu with fearful certainty in front of the
bar. They  evoked visions  of fire and brimstone, pburandtorment
anddamnations.Theyprayedasiftheywerepurgingthefaadoonstrous and incarnate evil. They
sprinkled holy water over the ground and threw holy
grainsofsandtowardsthebar.Theystayedforalongtimgijsgwithbrioand might,inlusty
voices,inperfect rousingharmony,chantingandstampihgmud. Their presence stopped people
going to the bar. The women in the bar would oaradly peep out between curtain strips and
the leader of the group, the chief prophet, foanainthe mouth, would point a crooked finger at
the women and the singing would reach new propustiof intensity. They carried on till
nightfall and completely succeeded in imprisoningddme Koto and her women within the bar,
souringtheir business for theday.

The following evening they returned, bringing agkar congregation. We saw them chanting and
beating their church drums along the street. ltreekthey had an entire orchestra with them.
Brass sections pierced the air with their clash ratid the trumpets blasted thewind,andthedeep
voicesoftheprophetsleadingtheway tothe battle agjawil woke the street from its mid-season
slumber. As the procession approached Madame Kb#&w'she world joined them. They became



a great flood of human beings, a surging mass eétafors, like an army of divine vengeance.
They sang different songs all at once. They arratedladame Koto’s bar and found it shuttered.
They sang, played their music, chanted, and stompeely bellowed and belted out their holy
tunes till they were hoarse. Those who had expestadething to happen were disappointed.
The only thing that happened was that the frusinatnade factions of the crowd begin to
quarrel. Fighting broke out between musical sestiobetween prophets of differing
denominations, between contending visionaries. gl priest was leading a song of exorcism,
his staff and Bible high in the air, when the figlat encircled him. He found himself torn
between quelling his unruly flock and launching biser attack against the scourge of Madame
Koto’s electricity. He managed to deliver, in thédst of all the chaos, a tremendous philippic
on the apocalypse of science. The shouting gredewiamongst his congregation. A man was
hurled to the mud. Another man was being strangigith thefolds of his smock. Soon
everyoneseemed to befightingeveryoneelse.

‘The DEVIL has come into our midst!’ the head ptiesed.
No one listened.

‘Let us stand as one to drive out this ABOMINATION!
No one heard.

‘THEY WILL START WITH ELECTRICITY AND THEN THEY WILL BURN UP THE
EARTH!" he thundered.

No one cared. And then the most extraordinary tihiagpened. The sky was rent asunder. The
air lit up as if an unbearably radiant being wasgdo descend from the heavens. The light in
the sky, flickering brightly, stayed for a long ment. Everyone fell silent and froze in the
presence of the unknown annunciation. A terriblehantment hung over us like a single
flashing sword. The wind flowed in silence.

‘GOD HAS ANSWERED OUR CRY! said the head priest.

The sky darkened and lowered. The air became fyskesence. The wind was still. 1 smelt, in
that moment, all the known and unknown herbal es=sf the forest. The world swam in
aromas.

‘HALLELU ... HALLELUYAY cried the head priest.

His congregation picked up the cry, lifted it uphe heavens, and fell silent, waiting.

Then in thedeepestreachesofthesky somethingcrditkeételoosealtogether. Then it rolled
down the unnumbered vaults of the heavens, gathemmmentum and great wondrous volumes

of sound as it neared us. Then it exploded ovetheads and before we could recover from the
incredible drama of the universe the sky openedyaided a river of rain upon us.



The congregation scattered everywhere. The commatas farcical and wild. People screamed,
children howled, mothers yelled. Only the head gir&tood firm. Soon the entire crowd, the
valiant brass sections and the rousing wind ensenfldd their many ways, lashed by the
torrential rain. | watched them fleeing as if franburning house. The head priest called to them,
denounced them, urged them to have courage anelstehdfast in crisis. He waved his staff and
Bible in the air, and thunder cracked above hint lBadid not move. He did not give ground.
He went on praying with great fervour. He curseg @lbomination that was Madame Koto and
referred to her as the GREAT WHORE OF THE APOCAL¥?8nd he danced and sang alone,
while the rain mercilessly drenched him.

He soon became a ridiculous sight. He resembledrastrous drenched chicken. He shivered as
he prayed. His smock clungobscenely to his buttogks his passion waned, gradually
extinguished by the indifferent rain, he trembledren Everyone watched him from the cover of
rooftops and eaves. Trapped in his solitary deéah¢s Bible dripping a second flood, his beard
a sad sunken ship upon the waters, his voice desapy in the din of cosmic events, he had no
choice but to continue with his absurd posture.ddanted, shaking at the knees. And as he
chanted, railing against prostitutes, science, riteecof evolution, the enshrinement of reason
against God, and evil women of Babylon, a processibcars drove down the street. They
parked around him. The car doors opened. Men amdemnan fine attire spilled out. They all had
umbrellas. Madame Koto was among them. She worassiie and dazzling black silk dress,
with white shoes and a white scarf, her arms aruk gdittering with jewellery. The splendid
guests passed the head priest and if they heamdwigys they betrayed no signs of it. The bar
door was opened, and they all went in. Only Mad&wi® came back to give the head priest her
umbrella. Shamelessly, hetook it.
Shelimpedbacktoherbar,walkingstickinonehand,whdb#adpriest resumed his imprecations and
denunciations of her. It was at this point that gleo began to jeer him. When
theeveningfell,andthedarknessspread,theheadpriestwaeck of a soaked man. Under the cover
of darkness, shivering, his voice hoarse, he leftiddne Koto’s barfront and made his miserable
way down the street. Much later we learned thahdw led his congregation against Madame
Koto mainly at the instigation of the party supgorby the poor. There was also talk of possible
charitable contributions to church funds. We wasapointed by their methods.

SIX

AND THEN, TO crown our amazement, the news reaamedhat Madame Koto had bought
herself a car. We couldn't believe it. No one alomyr street and practically
nooneintheareaownedsuchathingasacar.Peopleowneldisiagd were proud of them. One or
two men owned scooters and were accorded the tesgssrved only for elders and chieftains.
But it most certainly was news for a woman in theaato own a car. We clung to our disbelief
till we saw the bright blue little car, with thefeftionate face of an enlarged metallic tortoise. |
was parked in front of her bar. We still clung tar alisbelief even when we saw her hopeless
attempts at driving it, which resulted in runningeoan old woman'’s stall. She promptly had the
stall rebuilt and gave the woman more money than lsd possessed in the first place. We
watched her learning to drive the car. She was nioehmassive for such a small vehicle and at
the steering wheel she looked as if the car wasshell and she merely the third eye of the



tortoise. The fact that the car was too small far\was the only consolation that people had. But
we were still amazed.

With a man sitting next to her she learned to dal@eng our street. With a determined, half-
crazed look on her face, her shoulders hunchetdhees weight somehow helped the car to move
forward, she zigzagged down our street. She could®p the car straight. When she was seen
coming a voice would cry out, saying:

‘Hide your children! Hide yourselves! The mad testis coming” Then we would see her
vehicle, swaying from side to side, scattering gaatd fowls, and causing innocent bystanders
to flee into the most unlikely places. Her persiste never paid off. Even when she could
manage to get the car to travel straight, she wdsasght, working up such a fury wrenching the
gears around that the engine would make fearsonnghang noises.

‘The tortoise is hungry,” people would say.

Then we heard that she had difficulties with the lcacause of her bad foot. Whenever she
applied the brake she did it so abruptly that tlze teachingher had his head banged against the
dashboard. And because she couldn’t drive it, sfieHe car for her driver to take on errands.

It didn’t really matter that it was a small car,tbat she couldn’t drive it properly. What mattered
was that yet again she had been a pioneer, domgthing no one else had done. People became
convinced that if she wanted she could fly overghetto on the back of a calabash.

When the day arrived for Madame Koto to wash h&r oar, many people came to celebrate the
ritual with her. Our landlord was present. Peoptaught their bicycles and scooters. Many came
on foot. There were old men whom we had never be&re. And there were a lot of powerful
strange women with eyes that registered no emoisaw chiefs, thugs, and there were even
herbalists, witch-doctors and their acolytes. Thayhered in the bar and drank. They talked
loudly. Eventually everyone was summoned for theshiay. They formed a circle round the
vehicle. The great herbalist amongst them wasra stan with a face so battered and eyes so
daunting that even mirrors would recoil and crachkis glance. He uttered profound incantations
and prayed for the car.

‘This car’, he said, after much mystification, ‘Wilrive even to the moon and come back safely.’
The people nodded.

‘This car will bring you prosperity, plenty of mopeNothing will touch it. Any othercarthat
runsintoitwillbedestroyed,butnothingwillhappentoycar.This is what we call superior magic.
Even if you fall asleep while drivingthis car youillwbe safe. Anyone that steals it will

immediately have an accident and die. Anyone thsh&s evil on the car will die!’

The people assented. Madame Koto, her walking sticne hand, nodded vigorously. At this
point, everyone was more or less drunk.



‘If people want to be jealous of you, let them balpus. Jealousy is free. People can eat it and
grow fat on it if they want. But anyone who thingegil of you, may this car run them over in
their sleep. This car will hunt out your enemiag;soie their bad spirits, grind them into the road.
Your car will drive over fire and be safe. It wdfive into the ocean and be safe. It has its fisend
in the spirit world. Its friends there, a car jlike this one, will hunt down your enemies. They
will not be safe from you. A bomb will fall on thear and it will be safe. | have opened the road
for this car. It will travel all roads. It will airre safely at all destinations. This is what | say.

The people cheered. Some laughed. The herbaligtkigat his complex potions and his
corrosive liquids on the car. He emptied half atlbadf precious ogogoro on the bonnet. And
after the ritual washing was complete, after trilep®ople present, the powerful ones, the chiefs,
and the cultists, had made their libations, théxgr@ng got down to the momentous business of
getting drunk. They drank solidly. They argued tokl better and they drank to argue better.
More people joined them. The prostitutes servednpaine, peppersoup, fried bushmeat and
grilled rabbits. The blind old man turned up angkth himself into the serious drinking and got
involved in aheated discussion with achief. Thegatiygotrowdy.ltwastobeexpected,it was
even desired. But suddenly an uproar broke outoh® knew how it started. Birds wheeled
overhead and alighted on the roof of the car. Thyedarkened. The great herbalist, looking
uglier than ever before because of his drunkennlesgan to utter the most controversial
statements. Then he said something which brougbbomplete silence.

‘This car will be a coffin!” he suddenly announcédchave just seen it.’

The people stared at him in utter bewildermenttrArgyje wind seemed to blow over his head.
His eyes became crossed. His twisted mouth gavatteisance the weight of destiny.

‘Unless you perform the proper sacrifice this cdl me a coffin! | have to speak the truth when |
see it or | will die,” the herbalist carried on.

The mood of the gathering changed instantly. Thie roen and women hobbled home with
unusual alacrity, disturbed by the mention of threaded word. The chiefs and high-level party
members got into their cars. The young men and wamekred into the bar. Only the prostitutes,
our landlord, the blind old man, who carried on higument with theair as if nothinghad
happened, and MadameKoto remained.

‘But if you give me one of these women,’ the heidiadaid, lunging at one of the prostitutes, and
missing, ‘then | will drive the coffin away fromelcar.’

He stood, swaying, his eyes bleary and focusedhemarest. The birds took off from the car top.
The wind fairly howled and whistled along the etiectables. Then the herbalist gathered his
potions and staggered past the car and up thd,stvemards us. When he neared me arid Ade as
we sat perched on a branch the herbalist, foandinmk, his eyes distorted, said to us:

‘Very soon one of you will die?

Then he went on towards the forest.



We jumped down and followed him. He stopped to atenagainst a tree. His urine was
yellowish. When he finished he staggered on, gealsiiing, waving his arms, shouting:

‘All these trees will die,” he said, bitterly, ‘bagse nobody loves them any more!
Andthenflinginghisarmsabout heturnedandfacedusahgsentingacharmridden finger at me:

‘You, spirit-child, if you don’t take your friendveay from here now — | will turn both of you
into snakes.’

We turned and fled. As we ran we heard him wailmthe forest, his voice echoing amongst the
trees, rebounding from the absorbent earth. Wedh@aardrunken lamentation, as he cried:

‘Too many roads! Things are CHANGING TOO FAST! New WILL. COWARDICE
everywhere! SELFISHNESS is EATING UP the WORLD. THEARE DESTROYING
AFRICA! They are DESTROYING the WORLD and the HOMiad the SHRINES and the
GODS! THEY are DESTROYING LOVE TOO.’

We heard his insane laughter, lacerating the arcéhtinued with his cries, in a different voice.

‘WHO CAN DREAM A GOOD ROAD AND THEN LIVE TO TRAVELON IT? Who can
GIVE BIRTH TO HIMSELF and then BE HIS OWN FATHER ANMOTHER? Who can
LIVE IN THE FUTURE and LIVE IN THE PRESENT and n@0O MAD? Who can LIVE
AMONG SPIRITS AND among MEN WITHOUT DYING? WHO caBAT AND SLEEP
WITH HIS OWN DESTINY AND still KNOW THE HAPPINESS © A BEAUTIFUL

THING?

The same laughter rang out.
‘THOSE ARE RIDDLES FOR THE TREES! we heard him shdrom a long way off.
Then we didn’t hear his voice again.

When we got to the barfront Madame Koto sat outsitlea cane chair. Her women surrounded
her. We watched them for a while. They sat withmatving. They sat in completesilence.They
wereallstaringatthecar.

SEVEN

DAD’S PUBLIC PERFORMANCES had to take on spectacdiaensions. During the period
in which Madame Koto got electricity, and bought bar, people lost interest in his training.
They were more interested in the car. In the egEnin
peoplewenttoMadameKoto’sbarandhungaroundthevetaalehingit, marvelling. One night |
even dreamt that she drove the car to the moorcamdn’t come back. When her servant drove
up and down our street, bringing supplies of palmewand food, people stopped what they were
doing to renew their wonder at the machine. Childilkvays ran behind the vehicle, cheering.



Madame Koto graduated from palm-wine to beer. Theas more money in beer and breweries
had begun to be established in the city. Sometiafésy, the evening’s supplies of beer had been
delivered, she would invite the children of theaafer a ride in the car. It increased her pleasure
in her own possession and she considered theiffeas an act of charity. Ade refused to have
anything to do with the car. His father had warhed that it was the work of the devil. She gave
me a ride once, and | never forgot it. She sat@back. | sat at the front. | couldn’t see thadroa
It seemed to me that we were driving on the wirtte Stopped to give people lifts. When | was
the only one left she told the driver to increae speed. The driver relishedit anddroveat
suchnightmarespeedthat lwascertainwewereflyingtatben. When | begged the driver to slow
down, because | felt nauseous, Madame Koto said:

‘Faster! Faster!’

And the driver drove like a madman, pressing oneehat vengefully at frightening speed. |
didn’t understand the source of the vengeance. MadKoto’'s face was radiant, her eyes
widened, and her massive frame became luminous thersheer pleasure and the power of
acceleration as much as from my own horror. Buh the speed and my fear made me throw up.
| threw up on the driver and Madame Koto orderedidar to be stopped and gave the driver the
sign to bundle me out. The driver did just thatteAfhe had cleaned my vomit off him, using
sand and rags, he gave me savage looks. The lodis do anything to me so he sidled over,
pretended to touch my head in a gesture of forgisenbut gave me such a cracking with his
bony knuckles that | was too dazed to notice thewedff. | walked the long distance home and

| never accepted a ride in the car again.

When | got home late that evening, Dad was trairisgf he had gone insane. No one watched
him except a boy, two chickens, a goat, and thedbbld man. That night, furious at the
fickleness of the world’s tastes, angry that peopéee now bored with his antics, Dad began to
rave and storm about the road, issuing challengéiset entire planet. He boasted that he could
fight three people at once. No one took up hislehgk. Then he insisted that he could beat five
men. It was only when he increased the numberrahat people stepped forward from the
darkness.

| was exhausted that night. | sat on the cementopta and watched as seven men moved in on
Dad. They were load-carriers and part-time bodydgidrhad often seen them among the crowds
that studied Dad as he trained. Dad unceremonidunslgked one of them flat out with an upper
cut to the jaw. After the man fell he didn’'t movihe six other men crowded round him. Dad
jumped about, charging himself with recitationshig fighting names, his secret names, the
names he had given his spirit. Two of the men rdsheOne of them caught Dad on the head
with a roundhouse punch, poorly executed. Dad ladgterisively and executed the very same
punch. The man fell brutally. Dad pursued a thimhinchanged direction, and smashed a fourth
man in the solar plexus, then put him out of tigatfiwith a rather cruel-looking left cross. Three
men lay on the ground, motionless. The other féenl fis with one mind. Dad didn’t follow
them. The blind old man clapped for Dad and the ¢alled out his fighting name. When they
came and led the blind old man away we heard tlaéstof his accordion in the darkness as he
went. We were surprised that it sounded ratherspliata



EIGHT

WE WOKEUP to find theworld staringat us with nevgpect. It had gone round the globe and
even to the world of spirits that Dad had beatereisanen in a fight. Dad, who had become
something of an impresario, didn’t train in pubfmr three days. He explained the curious
principle to me:

‘When people don’t believe you can do somethingymddo it, they begin to respect you. That
is the time to disappear. The longer they respeat the better. Then you keep your secret. Their
interest grows. Time passes. They get tired of Jidwey get bored waiting for you. Then they
don’t believe in you any more. That's when you Iyebkgin to show them.’

| had no idea what he was talking about. Insteattamhing at the housefront, he now took to
jogging down the street.

‘Black Tyger!" the people would call.

Hewouldn’t respond. Hewould joginto thedistanced arouldn’t beseen till nightfall. Hewould
jogto thehousefront, shadow-boxfor afew momentguhlic, and then disappear into our room.
The interest in him grew. His name travelled. Higdnd sprouted into being. Whenever | got
back from school there were always some men aronaking enquiries about Dad. They
wanted to know where he trained, who his coach aad, what party he belonged to. In the
evenings crowds gathered round our housefront. IPedpo had heard of Dad’s prowess came
from the far reachesofdistantghettos,fromremoteggdatey hungaround,staringatthe house. The
neighbours came out early, with their little centables and chairs and drinks. Street traders,
hawkers, beer-sellers, traders in iced water anéf,sgathered round in anticipation. When Dad
got back from work they chanted his name and ungetrainforalltosee.Herespondedby
demonstratingsomepunches,some footwork, and themol& vanish into our room. He didn’t
oblige them. He refused to satisfy their fickletdies. The crowd grew restless, then bored, then
disenchanted, then they disbanded. Then the wagdrb& go round that Dad hadn’'t beaten
seven people at all, that in fact he hadn’t evaght anybody, and that he was now too scared to
train in public.

When Dad heard about these rumours, he smiled rioistéy. He went on jogging off towards
the forest, to a place no one knew.

NINE

IT WAS AROUND this time that the political seasdarsed up anew. Suddenly one morning we
heard amplified voices again. The voices urgedysih the Party of the Rich. The voices told
us that they were going to stage the greatestigailtally in the world and that the most famous
musicians in Africa would be performing on the dad that there would be gifts for children,
prizes for women, andjobsformen.Laterintheday wésavansdrivingpastslowly,makingtheir
extravagant announcements. They had more thugbaaybuards with them. Big party flags
draped the vans and men distributed leaflets. Whew first appeared | thought there would be
trouble in the area. | thought houses would buh @arty vans be destroyed and thugs roasted. |



thought people would remember how the very samiy pad poisoned them with bad milk and
had unleashed their rage upon our nights. But jeelogdl forgotten, and those that hadn’t merely
shrugged and said that it was all such a long g that things were too complicated for such
memories, and besides the party had new leaders.

Dad missed the dramatic return of politics to owed. He kept going off to train somewhere in
secret. When he got back the street would bedittarith pamphlets, which no one read. He took
very little interest in what was growing in the Wwbabout us. When we told him about the vans,
he blinked.

‘What vans?’ ‘The politicians’ vans.’ ‘Oh, politians,” hewould say, his eyes returningto their
vacant contemplation. When Mumasked himwherehehaeh,bthesamethingwould happen.
‘Been?’ ‘Yes, where have you been?’ ‘Oh, trainingvhere?’ ‘Where what?’ ‘Where have you
been training?’ ‘Oh, somewhere.” ‘Tell me.” ‘WhatANhere?’ ‘Why?’ ‘Haveyou been
trainingwith another woman?’ ‘Woman?’ ‘Yes, womatWhat woman?’ Mum would give up.
It became quite exasperating asking Dad questidasite as

much as ever, and stayed silent most of the timebking took on a new intensity. Mumtried to

start oneor two quarrels, but Dad, deepeningin mapability, refused to be drawn into any

arguments. It was a while before we realised thatwa power was enveloping him. He was
becoming a different man. His eyes were hardee, flikt or precious stones that can make their
mark on metal. He was more withdrawn, as if belngdo a different constellation. His face had

become more abstract and mask-like and, curiogsiytler.

One day he said to me:

‘I am beginning to see things for the first timehi§ world is not what it seems.
Therearemysterious forces everywhere. Weareliviagiarld of riddles.’

| listened intently. He stopped. Then he lookedhat as if pleading with me to believe what he
was about to say.

‘I was training yesterday when this old man cargysomething invisible on his head came to
me. He asked me for money. | gave him all | had.gdee it back to me and said that | was
lucky.’

‘Why?’

‘He said if | hadn’t given him any money | wouldvgadied in my next fight.’

‘So what did you do?’

‘At first | didn’t believe him. He knew | didn’t. ien he pointed to the sky. There were two birds
in the air, fighting one another, making strangese®. Then many other birds flew towards them

in the sky. One of the birds fell. Slowly. | randanaught it before it touched the ground. The
bird melted suddenly in my hands, like ice intoevaBut in this case it melted into blood. | tried



to clean the blood off, but it wouldn’t clean. Tokel man came up to me and spat in my hand.
The blood disappeared. The old man pointed agdooked but | saw nothing. When | looked
round the old man had gone. | saw him in the degaand | ran after him and no matter how
hard | ran | couldn’t shorten the distance betwasnl| gave up. | didn’t train any more that
night. Don't tell your mother what | just told yoyou understand?’

| nodded. After that he withdrew into his cavernailence. | too became silent. His story had
infected me. Mum found us both unbearable and b&myaick quarrels and blame me for things
| hadn’t done. But | didn’t say anything. Me anddDstayed silent the whole night.

TEN

| BECAME VERY curious about Dad’s secret placerairiing. The next day | waited for him to
jog there, so | could follow him. | waited, but &k&ayed in, sleeping. He was tired. | woke him up
and reminded him of his training, but he turnedrarmed went on sleeping. | went outside, stayed
close to our compound, and kept watching for hiniievhplayed. The air was full of noises. The
politicians’ vans rode up
anddown,blaringtheirpartymusic,makingtheirinternfile@announcementsand promises. It
became quite confusing to hear both parties vigtyalomise the same things. The Party of the
Rich talked of prosperity for all, good roads, #ledy, and free education. They called the
opposition thieves, tribalists, and bandits. Atithally, they said, everyone would be fed, all
guestions would be answered.

That evening the van of the Party for the Poor pls@ded our street. They too blared music and
made identical claims. They distributed leafletsl anade their promises in four languages.

When the two vans, each packed with armed bodygug@ssed one another, they competed
with the amount of noise they could generate. Timsylted one another in their contest of

loudspeakers; and the heated blare of their misshing created such a jangle in the air that the
road crowded with spectators who expected a tremendombustion. The two vans clashed

twice that evening. We kept expecting some somvaf to break out, but both parties seemed
restrained by the healthy respect they had develépeone another. The truth was that the time
hadn’t yet arrived.

Madame Koto’s car was seen in the service of theyRd the Rich. She wasn’t in the vehicle.
Which was probably why the driver took to showinff. dVhen the driver saw us in
themiddleoftheroadhewouldcomespeedingatusasifimaetiorun us over. We would all flee.
Only Ade would remain where he was, unafraid, alndasing the driver to kill him. And always
the driver stopped very close to Ade, a big grin lne face. Thedriver developed this
tasteforfrighteninguswiththecar.When we saw thatida’t run Ade over, the rest of us didn’t
move either when he threatened us. Terror alwayedene though, when the car screeched to a
halt and | could smell the engine oil smoulderimgl @ould see the driver smiling. Ade, always
defiant, never smiled back. He would stop what s doing, and go home. He was a lonely kid.

When the driver took to showing off with the calgdting the horn, shouting insults at goats and
chickens and passers-by, the people began toalislddame Koto very intensely. But it wasn’t



her fault that her driver gave lifts to girls amqgashed mud on hard-working folk and, whenever
he saw the chance, drove at us in his macabreoite@ke.

Three days after Dad’s encounter at his secretitigiground, there was an unusual gathering of
people along the road. There were more vans themaloThey made so much noise with their
music and loudspeakers that children cried andebieof us were deafened. We no longer heard
what they said. They obliterated their own messag#stheir noises. That day some men came
to make enquiries about Dad. They hung around,ivgaior him to return. One of the vans,
packed full of party stalwarts, had stopped acthssroad and had set up a permanent blare of
discordant music and meaningless exhortations. $peke in many languages, in such vigorous
voices, that the loudspeaker made complete nonsérikeir utterances. Everyone was on edge
that day. The hot spells of the seasonal break weite infernal, the air was humid, and the
noise grated on our teeth. There was a feelingsitiaething unpleasant was goingto happen.

When Dad got back from work the men converged om dund asked him questions. He didn'’t
answer them and he brushed them aside and wentthetcoom. He was catatonic with
overwork, his eyes dazed, and his silence wastliganood of an ancient grudge. | fetched him
water, he bathed. We placed food before him, andt&dis usual huge quantities. And then he
slept. He slept through till the evening. The mensale still waited. Then they left. The van
stayed parked and occasionally one of the men wkedgh up a running commentary on who
would win the forthcoming elections. They playedittmusic very loudly. It was not the sort of
music we liked. It could only have been the awfakef the music, its loudness, which angered
Dad; for, an hour before his usual waking time, se&v him with a towel round his neck,
storming towards the van, his chest bare.

WhenDadgot tothevanthemenwhohadbeenwaitingforhippeared. They surrounded him. Dad
went to the driver's door and shouted something Miusic got louder. Dad shouted again. | saw
him reach for the steering wheel. Suddenly the omusnderwent a vicious scratching
transformation, and then went dead.

‘Trouble has arrived!” someone said in the newsi&e

For a long moment nothing happened. One of thegnaimbed Dad round the neck and he lashed
out. The man stood still, back against the vansdyezen. None of the others moved. Dad
stormed back to the house. The man he had stridofgn slowly.

The party stalwarts, the bodyguards, and the tbagse pouring down from the back of the van.
They were all mighty men, with muscles of solidktegheir faces were fierce and some of them
carried clubs. The last thug to come down was tlghtest of them all. He wore a tracksuit and
as he emerged he took off his top. | had never segone so cramped and crowded with
muscles. His eyes blazed and he was rugged andsdraedand his face twitched as if an
implacable agony was lodged in his brain. The atletrared the way for him. He was obviously
their leader. The others ran round him in a kindloéisance and they pointed to our house. The
chief thug gave our compound the contemptuous gléinprobably deserved and slowly, with
the great dignity of one for whom victory has alwayeen certain, he strode towards our
housefront. Crowds trailed behind him. Childrenerieel. The inhabitants of the street hissed and



cursed. The music was resumed on the loudspeakkes@neone sangproverbialvariations on
thethemeof thetroublethat peoplebringupon themselve

By the time the chief thug reached our housefrbit ¢crowd had formed the perimeter of a
ringside. The compound people had brought out ttfairs and drinks and sat where they had a
clear view of the centre. And then from behind¢h®wvd a voice started to chant Dad’s name.

‘Black Tyger! Black Tyger!

Thechant waspickedupandgrewinmomentum,tillevery@seallingforDad, stampingtheir feet
rhythmically.

‘SHUT UPY thechief thugbarked suddenly.
A hush fell over everyone.

‘Who is this Black Tyger? Is he not afraid of déaWhy did he insult my men and spoil our
music? Tell him to come out — NOWY!’

The crowd resumed chanting.

‘SHUT UPY barked the chief thug again.

He strode around the human ringside, baring histch#lating his stature.

‘Do you know who | am?”’

‘No! replied the crowd.

‘They call me . .’

‘Yeeeessssss?' came the crowd.

‘THE GREEN LEOPARDY

‘Is that so?’ sighed the crowd.

Then there was silence. His name alone was a niiydrror. He was a legendary personage, the
most feared fighter and terroriser in many of thettps. He used to be an armed robber, was
nearly a world champion boxer, and spent yearsrgpwiead in a thousand streets, making the
nights horrifying for women and men alike. His nam&s always spoken in low tones, for fear
that he might materialise behind you, and up hilittday no one had seen what he looked like;

they had only heard the myth of his terror.

Dad didn’'t show his face. The world began to thk a coward. The crowd grew restless. The
legendary Green Leopard, who had, it was said ngiyehis days of armed robbery, stalked the



human ringside proudly. They said he was now agrparty man, rehabilitated into the mould
of bouncer, bodyguard, and canvasser of votes. &teastually the great bully of the ghetto, and
he strode about the place, chest pushed out, asorimgat his side.

In the meantime they had wheeled out the blindnoéth. He fretted excitedly in his chair. He
had brought his accordion. He wore a red hat aartlexti us with his green glasses.

‘Ah, so there is going to be a fight?’ he said is fraveyard voice, laughing, and fretting in his
chair like a large cockroach.

‘Ah, a fight, eh? Good, Fisticuffs! Excellent. Whewas a youngman . . .* and he pressed strains
of music from his accordion.

The beer-sellers, the trinket merchants, the stafiers, the hawkers of dried fish and roast
ground-nuts circled amongst the crowd selling thirigrinks were bought in great numbers. Ade
found me and we kept close together and waited.auh@dKoto, with her swelling foot, and her
black walking stick, pushed to the front of the &p#ors. We heard her servant blasting the car
horn up and down the street. The blind old manfalen into an argument with someone about
who would win. They madeabet. Then
thefeverofbettingcaughteveryoneandthefatmanwhootheedoetting-shop up thestreet went
roundcollectingoddsonDad.Mostpeoplefavoured Greeophrd. Dad had stayed inside too long
and the feelings of the people had turned agaimst ami, the betting-shop owner, realised
while collecting the bets that he needed a buakeali the money. He bought a bucket. Then he
sent for his brothers. Six of them came, with méeheand dane guns, and surrounded the
bucket. Then Sami went and spoke to the Green kdople gave Sami a terrible stare and then
said, very loudly:

‘If I don’t destroy that Black Chicken in two mireg | will give him one hundred pounds!

The spectators went wild with cheering.

‘GREEN LEOPARD?! they chanted.

And still Dad didn’t emerge. | got worried. | weinto the compound to see what was happening.
ELEVEN

THEROOM WASDARK.MumsatonDad’schairmendinghisshigdlay on the bed, snoring. |
woke him up and told him what was going on outsiBen’t go,” Mum said. When Dad heard
about the hundred pounds his face brightened. I®&y tare ready?’ he asked. | nodded
vigorously. ‘And there are a lot of people?’ ‘Théale area. Even Madame Koto is there.” He
smiled. Then, filtering through the walls of therqmound, we heard them chant the chief thug’s

name.

‘Who is that?“The crowd. They are hailing the nidithat man?*Green Leopard.’Dad got up.
His alacrity betrayed the fact that he was cleavisare of his



opponent’s reputation. He began to shadow-box.tigched his muscles. He limbered up. He
was soon sweating. The chanting outside grew lowdienvent through his pockets, brought out
some pound notes, and gave them to me to go arahbyes behalf.

‘Don’t lose it,” he said. ‘It's the last money ihdg house.’Mumhad amiserableand helpless look
on her face, asifsheweregoingtobesick

for a long time. ‘So you aregoingto fight him?’dkaed. ‘Don’t, Mum said. ‘And beat him’, Dad
said, ‘in ten minutes.” ‘That's what the man said twould do to you, | informed him.
‘Wonderful,” Dad replied, absent-mindedly.

| left the room. At the housefront the spectataasl Imultiplied. There were faces everywhere.
Hungry faces. And now they were hungry for speetacl

It was a bright evening. The heat alone was entnighake everyone feverish. | went and placed
Dad’s bet with Sami. The odds against Dad were AighSami smiled as he took Dad’s money.

When Dad emerged from the compound | understood twayodds were so high against him.
Dad looked puny compared to the Green Leopard. Dappearance drew cries of derision. He
came out and jumped around, snorting, shadow-boxXargen Leopard regarded him with an
expression of purest scorn and, in a powerful vasked:

‘What is your weight?‘l have no weight,” Dad regdi. The crowd broke into laughter.”The man
has no weight,’ they said.

Ifelt sorry forDad.IstartedtogoovertopullhimawayfmtheringwhenAde held me back.

‘My father gave me this strong spell,” he said, imgva dead frog in my face. ‘Throw it into the
ring,” he added, giving it to me.

| aimed at Green Leopard’'s head, and threw the ttegd And missed. It landed on the head of
one of his followers, who turned, saw the miscloefour faces, and pursued us. We ran to the
burnt van, circled it twice, ducked under a stailid dashed to the forest. He went back to the
spectators. We followed cautiously. When we goth® crowd, and wriggled our way to the
front, the two men had begun warming up. Music frima party van was strident over the
loudspeaker. Green Leopard had limbered up andedonkmself into a great sweat. He was a
veritable Titan. He seemed to have been carvedttlirgom the core of a granite mountain. His
muscles glistened in the evening sun as if he ladldeld in oil. Dad looked lean and tough, but
nowhere near as mighty as | had imagined befoesl ldnyone to compare him with. | feared for
him and began to feel quite sick.

‘So you have no weight, eh?’ Green Leopard askadcidgaround heavily, aiming a few trial
punches at Dad’s head from a short distance.

‘No,” Dad said, hopping like a mudskipper, movirkel a crab, a defensive animal, ‘but | will
beat you and disgrace your philosophy.’



Green Leopard laughed contemptuously again and $dactk him full in the face with a
lightning jab. Green Leopard’s head rocked backwakis laughter stiffened into a mask of
pain. Blood appeared on his mouth. He was complstalprised by the speed of Dad’s jab. The
crowd gasped. The loudspeaker fell silent. For anerd the wind howled over our hungry
heads. The blind old man fidgeted excitedly ondhiair and broke the silence with a few strains
from his ancient instrument.

‘The first blow has been struck!" he said.

Then the Green Leopard mounted a ferocious atthpkimches on Dad, swinging wildly, using

his elbows, throwing crosses and hooks, shoutingm@éh in the crowd screamed. Dad
disappeared under the fury of punches and wasrselig into the crowd. The people pushed
aside for him and as he got up a few hands prapeéil® back into the fray. One of the people
who had pushed him was our landlord.

‘The first attack! cried the blind old man.
| hated him intensely.

‘Have you got another frog?’ | asked Ade.
‘No. But I've got this.’

He brought out a catapult. | snatched it from hioynd a little stone, loaded the catapult, and
fired a shot at the blind old man’s face. | hit hesl hat instead. Someone conked me. The old
man squealed. The crowd gasped again. Dad hadskeeflying with a barrage of crude, heavy-
handed blows. The thugs helped him up and, smiylshgved him back into the fight.

‘Successful attack number two!’ the blind old mamaunced, and hid his face.

| searched for another stone. Someone snatchechthpult from me. The crowd yelled. | saw
Green Leopard staggering backwards. Dad pouncedhimnand unleashed a cascade, an
avalanche of punches so fast his hands seemed hkachine. Dad’s speed was marvellous, his
hands were a blur, and the Green Leopard was geaivkngon his buttocks. His followers
started to move. But Green Leopard picked himgelfTine blind old man winced in his chair.

‘Finish him off!" | cried.

My voice disappeared in the noise and murmuringghef spectators. Dad waited for his
opponent to get up. He began to dance, to perfasnfamcy footwork. He skipped, he even
pranced a little. He looked very defined. His powad all of a sudden grown. His skin shone.
And there was a look on his face | had never seéoré. It was the look of a man at home with
the great hinterlands and energies of his spitier& was no fear on his face. He seemed both
serene and insane at the same time.

‘No weight! No weight! he cried. ‘But | am the Bt Tyger of this forest.’



Green Leopard rushed him. But Dad wasn’t thered&tly had he jumped out of harm’s way.
He stood behind Green Leopard. He waited for theethterroriser to turn round. Green Leopard
was confused. He looked for Dad and couldn’t sefmt him. When he turned round his face
was all squashed and swollen, beaten out of shkeealtin car in a bad accident, his eyes
narrow, blood streaming from an ugly cut at theneorof his nose. It seemed as if Dad’s fists
were made of something more unpleasant than m&taén Green Leopard turned, blinded by
his swellings, Dad struck him again. And again. Mipeoceeded to unravel a combination of
hooks, upper cuts, right and left crosses, and lpaohches, so savage and methodical that the
crowd was breathless with amazement at the sheee o the smaller man. Green Leopard
looked dazed, bewildered, trapped in the higheheraatics of a thorough beating. Dad, with all
of his might, smashed him on the nose. Then endédanoundhouse punch to the ear. But the
Green Leopard refused to fall.

Then suddenly the blind old man let out the strahdmgughter that ever proceeded from the
mouth of a living human being. Dad stopped. Andi¢al: The blind man grinned.

‘Don’t look!" | cried.

It was too late. Green Leopard caught Dad with mchwf such malevolent power that | heard
bones snap in his neck, | heard the base of hifl pkotest, and felt his entire world-view
undergo several revolutions. Dad was sent flyingaedt crashing into the blind old man. The
old man and Dad disappeared into the bodies andfebe of spectators. Green Leopard
rushedhim,lashingoutatthespectatorsinhisway.He enlgd became uncontrollably mad. He
threw people about. He tossed women and childrénfdus path. He unloaded vicious hooks at
shadows and faces. He spat blood on people anédcansd grabbed the blind old man and
hurled him into the scattering crowd as if he warmere dummy. He grabbed the wheelchair,
and brutally smashed it to the floor, then he caughd by the neck, jerked him up, and
proceeded to trounce him with maniacal viciousn@$sere was wailing and pandemonium
everywhere. The fight had lost its rules. It hadgarazy. Green Leopard had swung off into an
orbit of purest insanity. He raged, pounding Ddabsly, as if his brain had become flooded with
the ecstatic liquids of tyranny. He finished hislazaic attack with a punch to the stomach that
should have indented it for ever and again Dadpgisared into the crowd. When he reappeared
| couldn’t recognise him. His face was swollen b&yadescription, bloodied, mashed, and
pulped; his nose was cut; blood spurted from ureliman eye; a cut had widened on his
forehead; and his mouth was so monstrous it reseméh obscene fruit. Blindly, he flailed
about in the crowd, his arms everywhere, his legsbly. He kept staggering, but he didn’t fall.

‘Dad! | screamed with all the power of my lungs.

He stopped, turned, looked around with eyes thatdodt seem to focus. Then he vanished. |
thought he had fallen. | ran there. The crowd hadrsied the place | had last seen him. We
looked for him among the feet of people, amongféiien. He wasn’t anywhere. Green Leopard
stood in the middle of the ring, his arms outstrettas if hehad won animportantchampionship
fight,hisfacepouringwith blood and a mess of gore.

‘Where is the man with no weight?’ he asked.



The crowd replied:

‘He has run away'’

‘Tell him to run far. Because when | catch him [lwi

Suddenly Dad reappeared. He stepped out from teetatprs, a ghastly, horrifying sight, an
apparition covered in rubbish. From the waist doards he was pouring with mud and slime.
For some reason he had gone into the swamp. Hamwagly sight. He was beyond caring, his
eyes were not afraid of dying, he was no longeefertsive animal, and his eyes burned as if he
had the sun in them. He had gone back to somepaic@mwition. Hestepped into theringand
said:

‘What will you do?’

‘Kill you,” Green Leopard said.

‘First you have to find me.’

‘That's easy.’

‘Then promise me that your followers will not infere.’

Green Leopard looked confident and puzzled at #meestime. Then he spoke to his followers
rapidly in the only language they would thoroughlyunderstand. His
followersprotested,buthespokeangrily,beratingthedtlzey noddedreluctantly.

Madame Koto kissed her teeth and said:

‘Men aremad! | amnot goingto stand hereand watdple&illthemselves.’

Shepushedherway outofthecrowd.lheardhercallinghendr

‘Women!’ the blind old man said.

Dad went into the ring. He didn’'t dance, or do amy fanciful. He stood, fists guarding his
face, ready. Green Leopard danced towards him,gevengy almost, confident, arms at his side.
His followers began to chant his name.

‘Green Leopard!’

‘Master boxer!’

‘Destroy the Tyger!’

‘Eat up his fame!’



The music started again from the loudspeaker. Timel lold man squeezed additional discord
from his accordion. | found a hardened lump of ehathe floor and threw it and this time |
didn't miss. | caught him flush on the mouth. He oKed blindly
around.Hestoppedplayinghisinstrument. Thenlheardiyms

‘Takemeaway fromhere.Thespiritshavestartedattackeigbroaddaylight.’

The woman who had brought him wheeled him off. Whenhad gone the mood of the fight
swung into a new hemisphere. The Green Leoparcehliing wading, arms swinging in a curious
half-hearted attack on Dad. He was half-heartedseemed, because Dad looked finished
anyway, he looked wobbly on his feet, a defeatedd mhom a few ordinary punches would
destroy. And that's why we were all so surpriseaddenly, from seeming so weak, Dad became
rock-like, and charged. He let out a manic screanergy, concentrated, glowed from him in an
instant. His fists, released from their immobilishot out in a series of fast, short punches,
raining down from a hundred different angles. Thighes were blistering, mud from Dad’s
fists flew everywhere, and the entire action lastesthort time but the speed of the attack seemed
to elongate the moment. It was mesmerising. Dad’dmdish into an attack. He didn’t move
forward. He punched from the spot where he stoedf he were in an invisible, invulnerable
circle of power. A short burst of this close-rarfgting ended with an upper cut that travelled
from Dad’s solidly planted feet and all the mudheg rage. It connected with Green Leopard’s
jaw, drawing a great sigh from the crowd. The daskdned. A cloud passed over the face of the
sun. Birds wheeled overhead. The music from theddpaaker was full of victory and
celebration. Green Leopard stood, arms out, ag ifidd gone deaf, or as if he had been shot
from behind. His eyes were blank, his mouth opertlduid of dust flew up as the great boxer
collapsed slowly to the floor. It was like a dreabad was on one knee, within his invisible
circle. The crowd was silent, stunned by its urdfeli

| let out a cry of joy. Green Leopard’s followershed to pick up their man. But he was out cold
and didn’t so much as twitch. His mouth floppedroped his body was limp as if he had totally
given up on reality. The crowd, profoundly disapyed, spat abuses at Green Leopard and his
followers. They showered curses on his reputatiimey damned his fame and booed his
reputation and they began to leave in utter disgugihe money they had lost betting on a man
who was much weaker than his legend had suggeStegn Leopard’s followers lifted up the
prostrate form of their chief protector, master &oxerroriser of ghettos, the orchestrator ofrthei
myths of invincibility. They looked overcome witlh@ame. The music died Out and a funereal
silence reigned. They carried the horizontal forintheir legend, they lifted him high as if he
were dead, as if he were a corpse, and they taukdithe van. Hurriedly, they bundled him in.
Hurriedly, they drove away. Green Leopard did nonhdur his bet. They left with their
philosophy in disgrace. The pamphlets they hadridiged, which were scattered about the
street, flew all about as the van sped off oventhe

No one rushed to congratulate Dad except me and Buecrowd were curiously unforgiving of
his surprising victory. We jumped around Dad andifted us up and carried us in the air and
our thin voices rang out his name and sang ouatisevement so that the earth and the wind
and the sky would bear withess to it even when pbestors didn't.
Thecrowdscatteredinshameathavingbackedthewrong imamame for having judged things by



appearances, and in bad temper because they Kiawit how to achieve the swift turnaround in
appreciation. We were not bothered. Dad’s victogsvall the world we needed. And beaten,
mashed up, his face broken, he carried us, chedomgrds the room. Then Ade remembered
our bets.

‘Sami has run away with our money!"’ | cried.

Dad immediately put us down and stormed to thartgethop. We strode, proudly, behind him.
When we arrived, Sami was counting the money he dalécted in his bucket. His hefty
brothers sat around him in the shop, their facesvigig with money and the light from the
kerosine lamp. Sami sat on a stool, his face covenéh sweat, his eyes glittering. When he
looked up and saw us his face darkened. Then he limto a smile.

‘Black Tyger,” he said, ‘you surprised everybodit. ddwn. Have a drink. We were just counting
the money. Then we were coming to give you youresh@o, what will you drink? This fight of
yours has made me more money in one day than Ithade in months.’

‘So | see,’ Dad said, refusing to sit.

Westood on either sideof him, his minutebodyguartierewas alongsilence.

‘Are you going to give me my money or not?’ Dad egkfinally. ‘Or do | have to fight
everybody here as well?’

Sami smiled. There was silence. The flame crackibeén Sami got up, went to the back room,
and eventually came back with a thick bundle oesoHe gave them to Dad, who gave them to
me. | counted the money. Dad nodded his satisfacfie we turned to leave, Sami said:

‘Send one of your boys the next time you are figiti
‘Why?’
‘We could make more money together.’

Dad said nothing. We left. On the way Ade said hd tb go home. Dad gave him a pound
noteand Adewent on home, dancingdown thestreefingjaf our triumph.

It was only when we got home that a monstrous esti@mu seized hold of Dad. As weopened
thedoor Mumwassittingonastool,withacandleonthetafitentof her. She was in an attitude of
prayer. She looked up, saw Dad, and rose. Her napghed wide when she saw the devastation
of Dad’s features. She rushed to Dad and embraged $he began weeping. Then Dad
collapsed on her. It took us an hour to carry torthe bed. He did not stir.

TWELVE



DAD SLEPT, WITHOUT waking, for two days. He wasdila giant on the bed. It was a shock
to see his bruised feet, the cuts on his solessaam his toes. His swollen face grew bigger as he
slept. His mouth puffed out, red and frightenings Fbrehead became almost twice its normal
size and the cut on his nose widened. While Daut,dhés face swelling, his eyeballs expanding,
blood occasionally spurtingfrom his numerous wouldsl lacerations, Mum applied warm
compresses to his bruises and treated him withahdilods. Mum nursed him, washed him,
combed his hair, as if she were nursing a corpsalgin’t want to bury. On the second day we
worried about him and tried to wake him up. He @&arim our direction, opened his swollen eyes,
and threw a feeble punch, clobbering Mum. She vaeotind that day with a swollen jaw and
had to hide her face with a headtie. We gave up/aking him and took to watching over him,
as if to ascertain that he was still alive. We vdosit in the room in the evenings, three candles
on the table, our faces long with anxiety. His gleg form spread a ghostly silence in the room
and made the shadows ominous. Occasionally, Datthmoutter something. We would wait and
listen. But he would be gone again.

On the third day, in the evening, when the windtsthto rattle our rooftops, Dad began to howl
in his sleep. Then he kicked and struggled on #t And fell down. He jumped up, his eyes big
and mad, ran around the room, kicking things osewing havoc with his gigantic shadow,
wounding himself on sharp objects, and then hegpsdd
atthedoorwhilehewastryingtogetout.lttookusanothertomirag him back to the bed. Mum lit
three sticks of incense and stuck them in strateginers of the room, to ward off evil spirits.
Then that evening, as | sat in the room alone, hagcDad heave on the bed as if breath were
deserting him for ever, Mum brought three womero itite house. One of them was Madame
Koto. They were all dressed in black. One of thelearned later, was a powerful herbalist who
had once been a witch and who had confessed incpabld who was stoned. She reappeared a
year after her confession, transformed into astrertgplistwhohadpromisedtodo some good to
the community. Everyone feared her and few trubtad

When the three women came into our room | knew $oimg very serious was happening. |
stayed silently in a corner, hidden by clothes.yltdieIn’'t seem to mind my presence. | stayed
silently in the corner and watched them calling Bagpirit back from the Land of the Fighting
Ghosts. All through the night they called Dad’s lpiland secret names in the strangest voices.
All through the night they performed their numinatisals, singing the saddest songs, weaving
threnodies from his names, chanting incantatiorsd Hitered the spaces in the room, that
increased the sepia-tinted shadows, that made dhwebs writhe and flow as if they had
become black ancient liquids. The forms of nightdbitook shape amongst us, fluttering swiftly
over the candle-light; the room filled up with ndess presences, passingthrough the air of
burning sacrificial herbs. The black sea-wavesddsbn the dark shores of the ceiling as the
women conjured a hundred forms to fight the thithgd prevented them reaching Dad’s spirit in
the remotest regions of the human hinterland. Térbdlist who had been a witch sweated and
performed, conjured and contorted, she changedyhises under the cover of shadows, she
fought heroic battles with the spirits we couldsée, and she fought them with her frail form,
her face crushed and wrinkled like the skin ofdlged tortoise which she put on the bed to help
her travel faster through those realms where spgead eternal paradox. Over the door she hung
the dried heads of an antelope and a tiger, thik aka boar and the bristling paws of a lion long
dead in its prime. She sacrificed two white cockkeir blood, mixed with strong smelling



potions, was smeared on our walls. The feathes pérrot and an eagle were burned on our
floor and nearly burned down the house. The hesbaiade razor incisions on Dad’s shoulders
and pressed ground herbs into the bleeding cutd.dn’t move. | watched his blood trickle
down his shoulder, black with the herbs. Then dedpe night the women began to dance round
the bed, shrieking. A crowd gathered outside ownroDad began to stir. The wind seemed
intent on blowing our houses away. The door waswhr open, all the candles were
extinguished, and in the darkness | saw the huggevdrm of a swollen spirit suspended in the
room. | screamed and the form weaved in the aircame falling down at great speed. It fell
down on Dad. When the door was shut, and the caitlié®ad jerked up suddenly, gasping for
breath, heaving, his eyes wide as if he had wokamn &« dream of terrors. The women rushed to
him and Dad, not knowing who they were, or whetherhad indeed woken up, pushed them
aside, sent the herbalist collapsing on the bed,slmoved Madame Koto, who came crashing
down on me. Like someone trying to escapefromamghehefledout
oftheroomandwasseentearingdowntheroad towardotbstf

The three women, Mum, and me, went after him. I ¥earfully dark. The three women, faces
veiled with shadows, kept changing shapes in thmkngas. Madame Koto seemed to have
recovered the full use of her bandaged foot. Thvel thoman had a presence so featureless that
no one noticed her even when she ran. She washikair or like a shadow or a reflection. Her
presence was important in ways I couldn’t fathonedrhallest
ofthemwastheherbalistandassheranlkeptnoticingthatla@ds flapped in her black smock. It
came as a surprise, a shock from which | didn'ovec for a long time, to see her lift up into the
dark air, as if the wind were her ally. Then therkdass increased round her, became
concentrated, like a black smock of cloud, and wihencloud cleared | saw only two women in
black running, Mum besidethem.Theherbalist
haddisappeared.Thenlheardtheclappingofgreatwingseirair above me and | saw a great eagle,
black, with red eyes, take off towards the fored the night of mysteries. When we got deep
into the forest we found Dad asleep, his back mgeth thetrunk
ofabaobabtree,withtheherbaliststandingover his tealform.

‘We must take him back now. Before the spiritshaf forest start to smell him,” she said.

We were worried about how we were going to carryd ack. But the third woman, who
seemed to have no features, and who never sposde,his arm and pulled him up. To our
amazement Dad stood up like a child, his eyes gpehvacant. Mum held his other arm; they
both supported him. And like a man who is neitrede@p nor awake, neither dead nor alive, we
led him down the forest paths. When we got homectbe/d had gone. We lay Dad on the bed.
He refused to sleep. He kept jerkingup, saying:

‘If | sleep | won't wake.’

The herbalist gave him something to drink. It segmeery bitter drug and Dad’s eyes widened
as he swallowed the herbal draught. Then he gatnagpsat on his three-legged chair. With his
eyes bulging, his mouth big, slurring his wordsdeegan to speak. The three women in black
sat on the floor. Mum sat on the bed. | sat in m@oand could see Dad’s face, gaunt in the



candle-light, his eyes like those of a man who $tased into the deepest pits of existence. At
first it was difficult to hear what he was sayihgit we got used to it.

‘I have been having the most terrible experienceajd Dad, staring straight ahead, as if
heweretalkingto = someoneintheroomthatwecouldn’tseassleepingand then | wasn'’t
sleepingany more. Suddenly | found myself fightexgn spirits. They saidthey hadbeensentby
GreenlLeopard’'smother.Andthey wantedtokillmeinmyeplso that | wouldn’t wake up. | fought
them for a long time. All the time you thought | svaleeping | was battling with them. They
fought me viciously and kept trying to come outnoy dreams to fight my wife. Eventually |
defeated them. Then | tried to rest. And then &séweaded spirit . .

‘No!" cried the third woman.

‘Yes,” said Dad. ‘A seven-headed spirit armed vadven golden swords came to me and said
because | killed his comrades he wants my sorégiifreturn.’

Thewomen screamed. Mumrushed over and held mehsnmogme.
‘| said NOY’

The women wailed in low monotone. Mum held me #ght feared she might break my neck
without knowing it.

‘Then the seven-headed spirit attacked me. | folgit for nine nights. | only managed to cut
off one of his heads. The spirit was much too péwdor me and there was nothing | could do
but run. | ran into the forest. The spirit caught e mand tiedmeup
withsilverropesandbegantodragmetotheLandoftheFiglihosts. They are ghosts who spend all
their time fighting. The spirit dragged me and | vee stoppedresisting,buttheonly
thingthatsavedmewas..’

Dadpaused. Thewomen madesad noises, heads crawaddo

‘...was my own father, Priest of the Shrine of Rodds.said the spirit couldn’t pass any road
that he has blocked. The spirit fought him. Theftléd it out for a long time. | didn’t know my
father was so powerful. He cut off two of the heaflshe spirit. They both became tired. They
agreed to make a truce. My father said if the sfgtime go, he would take my place. | didn’t
understand what he meant.’

Mum began to wail.

‘Shut up, woman!” Dad said.

Mum fell silent. | heard her swallow down her tears

‘And then both of them vanished. | freed myselinfrthe ropes. All of my energy had drained
from me. An eagle perched on my head and thenngetuinto a woman. And then four women,



three of them dressed in black, just like you,” Batl, pointingat thethreewomen, ‘cameand led
mefromtheforest. And then | wokeup.’

We all stared at him in silence.
‘Pour me something strong to drink!” he demanded.

Mum poured him some ogogoro. Dad finished it inugpgThe herbalist made Dad drink some
more of her herbal draught. Then she got him tbdat specially treated water. When Dad got
back she had prepared another potion for him. Haldit in one and surprised us all by the
tenderness of his ravings. He sat on his chairbeagan to talk about how sweet the black rocks
of the moon tasted, and how he drank of the goldedr of the sun, and of the innumerable
geniuses of the future that black peoplewould pcedand of how hesaw Mumdancingnaked in
theforest, her hair suspended by the brilliant celisvthat the gods had spun, and how he saw me
walkingbackwards into ayellow river, and of abefulyoungwoman hesaw who called him deep
into the place where dead bodies grew red flowens ftheir mouths. And then just as suddenly
as he began, he fell silent. His mouth stayed odeneyes were shut.

‘Thismanhasgotastronghead, theherbalistsaid.'My igiedusually puts people to sleep before |
count to three. Help me carry him to the bed.’

We carried him. Dad snored. After a while the thneemen got up. Mum talked to them about
money. A small argument ensued. Mum loosened tldeoérher wrapper, counted out some
money, and paid the herbalist and the third woriveadame Koto said to

Mum:

‘We must continue that conversation of ours.’

‘My husband says no,” Mum said.

‘Ask him again.’

The three women left. It was the first time in #hr@ghts that we got any sleep.
THIRTEEN

WHEN DAD WOKE up the next morning he bustled witeegy as if nothing had happened to
him. His face was still swollen, his eyes almosisible, his mouth puffed out, but he swore that
he felt twenty years younger. He talked of grantestes. He talked of buying enough
corrugated zinc to roof the whole ghetto. He talké8uying enough cement to build houses for
all the large families who lived in oneroom. Hespok tarringalltheroads andclearingaway
alltherubbishthathad accumulated in theconsciossnes
ofourpeople.Hedreamtofopeningmassivestores thatldveall food cheaply to all the poor
people. He got us worried when he began to dreame@dming a professional musician. And we
started to think that Green Leopard had dislodgadeshing in his brain when he talked of



becoming a politician and bringing freedom and peossy to the world and free education to the
poor. And it was when he began to talk loudly abdmetoming the Head of State, seizing power
from the white people that ruled us, and of all tgeod things he would do for
thesufferingpeopleof theworld, that westopped pgtgio much attentionto him.

Then onemorninghewentfromroomtoroom,knockingondeakingpeopleup, and asking them if
they would vote for him. Most of them slammed thaors in his face. It was unfortunate that,
to humour him, one or two people said that they ldiolil gave him greater encouragement. He
went from compound to compound. He spoke to stafters and provision-sellers. He queried
the ground-nut hawkers and the urban shepherdshanaimulet traders. He had long arguments
with palm-wine tappers. He was seen in bars, ditntglking to drunkards, outlininghis policies
for government. A new idealism had eaten into m&rbwith the freshness of his recuperation.
He made enquiries about the cost of zinc. He wadlaloud about how long and how wide the
ghetto was. He made extensive, illiterate calcoetiabout how much it would cost to build a
house, to build schools, about the population efgbor, and how much money he would need to
win an election.

He astonished us with the crankiness of his thopkithe conjured an image of a country in which
he was invisible ruler and in which everyone wotlave the highest education, in which
everyone must learn music and mathematics andaat feve world languages, and in which
every citizen must be completely aware of whatasig on in the world, be versed in tribal,
national, continental, and international eventstdny, poetry, and science; in which wizards,
witches, herbalists and priests of secret religimosild be professors at universities; in which
bus drivers, cart-pullers, and market women wowdelaturers, while still retaining their normal
jobs; in which children would be teachers and adplipils; in which delegations from all the
poor people would have regular meetings with thadHef State; and in which there would be
elections when there were more than five spontasgots in any given year.

Dad began to spend a lot of the money he had wdiuying books. He couldn’t read but he
bought them. | had to read them to him. He bougitkb on philosophy, politics, anatomy,
science, astrology, Chinese medicine. He boughtGheek and Roman classics. He became
fascinated by the Bible. Books on the cabbalagoed him. He fell in love with the stories of
the Arabian Nights.He listened with eyes shut to the strange wordslagsical Spanish love
poetry and retellings of the lives of Shaka theuZahd Sundiata the Great. He insisted that | read
something to him all the time. He forced me to havdouble education. In the evenings he
would sit on his chair, feet on the table, cigarett his mouth, eyes misty, paper and pencil
beside him, and he would make me read out louda$iacally he would interrupt me for an
explanation. Most of what | read made no sensedo 30 he bought a large dictionary which
must have cost him at least ten mighty punches filoenfists of the Green Leopard. Dad’s
bloated eye twitched when he opened it out on ablet releasing into the air of our room the
aroma of words and freshwood. Like a battered ptitrostic salesman, he said:

‘This book explains books.’

His passion began to drive us slightly mad. Thenwdmcame cluttered with books of all sizes,
ugly books with pictureless covers and tiny lettssf intended only for the ants to read, large



books that broke your back to carry them, booké$ wiich sloped lettering that they strained the
neck, books which smelt like cobwebs and barks edliminal trees and old sawdust after rain.
Mum complained and sometimes made piles of the $oakd balanced her basins and
cookingpots on them. Dad got furious at her disgespnd they argued bitterly. Then Dad began
to contemplate the notion ofcompulsory military
serviceforvomen.Then,lookingatme,heincludedchildiéa saw himself both as invisible Head
of State and as fitness master. In the morningsdieto drilling us. Whenever we annoyed him
in any way he would wake us up very early and takéhrough exercise routines. Mum obliged
at first, even when she was cooking. That was itis¢ ime | saw Mum burn an entire pot of
soup. We went hungry that day. Mum became exenopt @l drilling. Maybe that was when
the future notion of joining the army first enteri@dd’s head.

He didn’t go to work for days. He went around, émby the new lights that Green Leopard had
knocked into his head. He spoke to the prostitatdsngth. He persisted even when they abused
him, even when people began to speculate loudlyutabdus strangealliances. Then
hetalkedofgettingadelegationofMadameKoto’'sprostgutto go and protest to the Colonial
Administration. For three days Mum refused to codkd Dad, forced to eat beans cooked by
hawkers, and brought down by a bout of stomachbtegugave up the notion of the Council of
Prostitutes. But he created a special place fontimehis imagined country.

It didn’t take Dad long to realise that he didmiokv what he was talking about. When he tried to
organise the men of the area to start clearingh@pubbish along the streets, he was surprised at
the ferocity of their insults.

‘Doyouthinkwehavenothingbettertodo?’they said.
Dad, never to be daunted, took to clearing theislibhimself.

‘We have to clear garbage from our street beforeclear it from our minds,” he said, echoing
something he had heard in one of the books.

But when he had cleared a bit of rubbish, and dumpa the swamp, people would litter the
section he had cleaned up. In one week his efs@ésned to have resulted in there being more
rubbish around. The street got worse. People beégahink it more natural to dump their
garbage on the street. Dad quarrelled with thenos&tthat might have voted for him, few as
they were, publicly withdrew their support. Aftemdnile they began to see the possibilities of
the swamp. Dad had shown them the way. When teetdbecame too cluttered, they emptied
their garbage into the swamp. When the rainstte#i swamp grew and covered half the street.

But it was when people took to bringing their peyhbk to him, when they asked him for money,
for advice on everything from how to get their dnéin admitted to hospital to how to get books
for their youngsters, that Dad realised he coulbe’ta visible or an invisible Head of State just
by himself.

‘A politician needs friends!” he announced one niogn



And he began to contemplate a new alliance with aMael Koto. He thought seriously of the
importance of information and knowledge. First neasnt of making me a spy. He wanted me to
begin to revisit Madame Koto, to listen to the cersations in the bar, and to find out how to
become a politician. We were amazed by Dad’s Vialée- Mum, at first, rebuked him, called
him a hypocrite and a coward. But, when she hadidaif some of her vengeance, she openly
supported the plan. Sheclearly hadinmindthepog#s#isibfmakingmoney
cookingforthegreatrally.

Dad’s next idea was that shortly after | had reessd Madame Koto’s bar, he would begin his
reappearance. His intention was to speak to hetomgss, to her party supporters and
colleagues, learn something about how politics wdrkand maybe even win some of them over
to his philosophy.

‘You used to hate politics,” Mum said. ‘What happaned, eh?’

‘I've been thinking.’

‘So it took Green Leopard to start you thinking?eh

‘Where there’s politics, there’s money,” Dad saithm was silent.

‘We can’t remain poor for ever.’

‘Yes, we can,’ | said.

Dad gave me a vicious stare.

‘In this world,” he said after a while, ‘this is whhappens to you every day if you have nothing.’
He pointed to his swollen face, his puffed-out eyes bruised lips.

He paused.

‘But while we are doing these things, spying on Eiaeé Koto, finding out everything, | will
continue as | was.’

We didn’t understand him. The subtlety of his camppaluded us. He didn’t explain. And then,

slowly, we realised that Dad’s manner had chanii¢den he pointed at something he did so
with authority, as if distinguishing objects in spafor the first time. His eyes were still

obscured, so we couldn’'t see what new lights ddzmlethem. But he was no longer like a
demented boxer, spoiling for a challenge to pravesklf. He was slowly taking on the manner
of a soldier, a commander. Me and Mum and anyoagligiened to him were his team. It was a
small army; and because we were a captive audi€ret,had his secret stage from which to
spring. He filled our lives with a strange excitarheit the time we didn’t know it.

‘You,” he said, pointing at me, so that | felt mijsdistinguished from everything else in the
universe, ‘you can do what you like, but you alsowhat | tell you. From today listen carefully



to what | say, watch carefully what | do. This lie a joke that is not really a joke. Even
mosquitoes know they have to survive.’

FOURTEEN

GRADUALLY WE SAW the subtlety of his campaign. Weotuight he had changed. He had. But
to our chagrin instead of saving the money he hadarirom the fight, as Mum had suggested,
he immediately let it be known that he was throwengarty. He invited the compound people,
Madame Koto, the blind old man, Ade’s father, amel herbalist who had treated him. The word
went round that the man who had conquered Greerdtdoshavingaparty
tocelebratehisvictory.Dadinvited only a few peojlet the whole world came.

It was meant to be an intimate party. Dad order@ahes drinks and got Mum to fry three
chickens. While Mum fried the chicken, coughingnfrall the smoke, Dad kept appearing and
walking off with his favourite pieces. A fourth chien had to be ordered, which | fried, because
Mum said she’d had enough of the smoke. Dad codfimenself to a steady consumption of
beer.

‘You used to drink ogogoro,” Mum said.

‘Lifegets better,” replied Dad, openinganother lsott

When | had finished with the frying and the burnioigthe chicken, | was sent to go and hire
some chairs. When | came back with the chair-hiem,nas we called him, Dad was outside, at
the housefront, sweating. He had been trainingnadée piled the folding chairs in front of our
room and Mum, grumbling, paid the chair-hire mahpvwasked if he too could attend the party.
‘It's a small event,” Mum said.

‘Good, so | can come with my wife.’

Mum had no choice but to give her consent. At thasefront Dad had begun to stride up and
down the street, bare-chested, his battered glongsalling himself the champion of the world,
and inviting all challengers. He was quite drunkl &e boasted with a fury | never knew he had.
He said he could beat five Green Leopards. Helsaicbuld kill three lions with his bare hands.
He announced that he could knockouttentreesanagesbiuildingwithasinglepunch.

‘Isn’t that the man who humbled the Green Leopae$Red Mr. Chair-Hire.

‘Yes.’

‘Excellent.lwillcomeandenjoy hisparty.lwillbringatly friends.’

And he hurried off to attend to his business. Dashtwn raving. He boasted with such ferocity,

lashing out with such energy, and sweating so gedfu that his drunkenness soon left him and
he had to keep going into the room to replenishiritisxication with bottles of beer. When he



returned and resumed his furious boasting Madame'&aear drove past. The driver slowed
down to listen to him.

‘As | was saying, | can destroy a house with ontye @unch! | can lift a car with one finger. If
the car is coming at me | can put out one handthedtar will stop. | can build a road in one
day’’

The driver laughed.

‘I can punch a man so hard’, Dad shouted, ‘thahallWwill be able to do is laugh for the rest of
his life.’

The driver took the hint and moved on. When Dad $@eht himself with training and shouting,
and no one took up his challenge for a battle, éetuwn, had a bath, and prepared for the party.

The evening came slowly. On the road | watchedchasfdrest darkened. Flocks of white birds
settled on the topmost branches of the trees. Mad#&wto and her driver went past
severaltimes,carryingcartonsofbeer,boxesofpapegdatdnapkins.| watched also as the women
of her bar helped with pilingup hired chairs. Prapans for the great rally were underway.
There was now a general fever of anticipation altoeitevent. Those who swore they wouldn’t
attend it had changed their minds. Its promisepaici&acle, the numbers of popular musicians
appearing, the hints that money would be distrithutethe crowd, the talk even of witnessing
free films, made the staunchest opponents waver.

Ade’s father, his two wives, and Ade himself, wehe first to turn up for Dad’s modest
celebrations. We opened a few folding chairs fanthand poured them drinks. Dad talked to
Ade’s father about politics. Mum talked to the wsvabout opening shops and trading in the
market. | talked with Ade about Dad wantingto beatlef State.

Then the blind old man turned up with his accordaml his helper. After them came Madame
Koto, her stomach massive, her face sad. And dfeerwere the herbalist and her silent,
distrustful acolytes. Behind them came the compquemple, with their children. We ran out of
chairs. The room was already crowded. People chometurning up. We didn’t recognise many
of them. Traders, lorry-drivers, clerks, stall-owsyehawkers, bicycle-repairers, the carpenter and
his colleagues. The party spilled out of the roam mto the passage. By this time the room was
excruciatingly stuffy and hot. Flies buzzed ovee thrinks and settled on our sweating brows.
Someone tried to open the window, applied too miecbe, and practically destroyed it. The
carpenter promised to fix it for free. The blindl @han supplied music from his vile accordion.

Meanwhile, outside, the problem of those who tummgduninvited, to the party grewworse.They
clamouredandraisedaterribledinalongthepassage.Witéwas going to suffocate inside, from
the sweat and the old man’s music, | struggledetoogt. | was shocked at the size of the crowd.
Dad’s modest party had been overrun by
trampswhosehairwasthebreedinggroundofliceandsmgruibbish,andwho  stank; by the
wretched and the hungry and the homeless, all @inwhad such defiant and intense eyes that |
felt they would pounce on anyone who dared ask ttemheave; by the deformed, whose legs



looked like the letter K, whose mouths always sekitoebe dribbling, whose rickety feet were
turned somewhat backwards; by weary ghetto-dwellpepple | had seen sitting outside
mechanics’ workshops dreaming about sea-journea@plp | had seen in the streets or at the
markets, faces worn, eyes yellowish.Therewerehandgoungmenwhobroughttheirgirlfriends,
women of unknown histories, old men and women vadokéd like all the old people | had ever
seen. There were people in black habits, with wedefaces, eyes bright like royal jaguars,
chests and arms covered with spells and amuletreTlere also people long rumoured to be
witches and wizards. | could recognise them ingtdmy their anti-smells and by the way they
didn’'t want anyone to touch them. They always slage their own. | stared at one of the
wizards intently. He stared back at me. Then hab@&gpming towards me. When | turned to run,
| heard a dog barking. When | looked again thewizarhad goneand
adogstoodinhisplace.ltwasawhite dogwith green eyes.

‘Kill that dog! | shouted.

The dog had an almost human expression of bewilgernon its face. Someone threw
astoneatit.laimedakickatitsmouth.Thedogfled,howhhgmentslaterl saw the wizard coming
down the street. One of his eyes was swollen. léedad me for the rest of the evening.

Apart from the witches and the wizards, who browgghtilmost sweet smell of evil to the crowd,
there were thugs from both of the main parties eb as some from the lesser organisations.
They had come to see what Dad looked like and yalpsir respects to the man who had tamed
the legendary Green Leopard. The thugs strugglegetdo our room, but the crowd was too
dense along the passage. So they lolled aroundcdhgound-front, flexing their muscles,
expanding their chests, and chatting up the women.

Evening fell and more people poured in from all otlee place. Boxers turned up in their
training shorts, with their boxing gloves on, withwels round their necks. Men with guns and
rounds of ammunition also turned up. They wereistddand policemen, some of them. They
strolled proudly into the gathering and chattechwiite prostitutes. They, too, had heard of Dad’s
feat. They were all ex-ghetto men, who woretheir etaelned pastsproudly.They
keptaskingforDad,buthewasnowhereto befound.Hewasn't
intheroom,alongthepassage,inthetoilet,oratthecomgoont.

Then as we were looking for Dad we saw a processidreggars coming down the road. They
wereledby ahypnotically beautifulyounggirl. Thereeaooutsevenor eight of them. Some of the
beggars had legs that were limp and pliable aseul@ome had twisted necks. Others had both
feet behind their heads. One of them had one ey&hrhigher up on his face than the other.
Another seemed to have three eyes, but on clospedation it turned out to be a wound like a
socket with an eye missing. One was almost conlglétand and could see only through pupils
so scrambled up and confusing that they seemedradshed egg yolk. It was when the girl got
closer that we saw she was blind in one eye. Allltbggars trailed alongthe ground, in filthy
clothes, each with sticks and pads of cloth bentehoints of limbs that scraped on the rough
earth. Dust rose with their advance. Then to owzlament the beggars, looking up with the
bright faces of arrivants, turned into our compotnoast. The girl arranged them into a semi-
circle. Then | saw that the procession of beggaeseva family. The most deformed was the



father. He seemed to have all their deformities.tldes line went towards the youngest each
member seemed to have a peculiar variation of tcpkar deformity. It ended with the clarity of
the little girl’s blind eye. | couldn’t stop lookinat the girl. She was extremely beautiful, like a
flower whose flaw is its luminous perfection. Shasnalso curiously familiar, like the distant
music heard on those afternoons when all the warlcesolved into a pure dream, a music
without a location, the music of one’s mood andispdistilled by a secret affinity. | went over
to the beggars and asked who they were.

‘We are from a distant place,’ said the girl, ‘and heard that a famous boxer was throwing a
party for people who are hungry. We have alwaysibdeengry and it took us a whole day of
travelling to get here.’

| immediately renewed my search for Dad. | founah Im the room, surrounded by boxers, all of
whom wanted to try their new techniques on him. Da@s in a frantic state.
Theroomwasovercrowded.Peoplewerescreamingintetinesgdiacesbeing crushed about them.
The clothes-line had been pulled down and our elothy scattered on the floor and trampled on
by mud-covered shoes. The window had been splohdeenby
oneoftheboxerswhowaspractisingasouthpawpunch.Theisagd in complete disarray with
children  jumping about on it Our  cupboard had beernnvadedby
strangerswhowerehelpingthemselvestoourfood. Themavdsereto move in the room. In a
corner one of the boxers relentlessly punched thiewith his bare fists. Mum sat where all the
clothes had fallen. She had a frightened expressioher face. | couldn’t reach either Mum or
Dad. As | fought through it | became conscious thatcrowd was actively preventing my entry.

| was completely encompassed by witches and wiz&ds of them smiled at me and revealed
her dazzling white teeth. A tall witch looked doathme. She was very pretty indeed and had an
almost royal bearing. Then she got out a pair akggs and put them on. Her eyes looked
monstrous. She laughed. She put her hand on mydsholt brushed against my face. Her hand
was so cold in that heated place that | came doskinting with shock. The witches and
wizards closed in on me. | felt myself suffocatiitpeir smells were so sweet, so without sweat,
it made me ill. The one with the swollen eye brdught a black sack. | screamed. When |
stopped screaming they weren’t around me any mofeund myself surrounded instead by
thugs. One of them slapped my head.

‘What's wrongwith you?’ hesaid.

| made a new effort to get to Dad. | called to h&hthe other side of the room | could hear him
telling everyone to leave, that the party wouldhedd at the housefront. No one listened. He
spoke louder and said he wouldn’t serve any drimké$ood if people didn’t leave the room.

Gradually they pushed their way out. They were npwd
inthepassage, mutteringtheirdisappointments.OnlyMedéoto,someof the prostitutes, Ade and
his family, and the blind old man remained.

‘What are we going to do?’ asked Dad.

‘Youinvitedthem,’Mumsaid.'Why areyouaskingus?’



‘| didn’t invite the whole planet! Dad said.
‘What's the problem?’ Madame Koto 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 bamhe to see him. | told him
they'dbeentravellingforawholeday andwerehungry.

‘You mean beggars came to see me, eh?’

‘Yes.’

‘And they travelled for seven days?’

‘One day.’

‘And they are outside?’

‘Yes.’

‘Come and show them to me,” Dad said, staggering.

Then | realised he was very drunk. We left the ro@utside, it was crowded. Dad mingled with
the soldiers, his fellow load-carriers, cart-pudleand boxers. He became very exuberant and
talked about political miracles. By the time we ¢mthe housefront, | had lost him. A group of
thugs descended on him and they got very animadbeditasome issue. | went over to the
beggars. The old man began to sing. The girl statade with her sad hungry eye. All around
there was chaos, People werestrugglingfor thefgtthiairs. Boxers began sparring. Witches and
herbalists convergedandheatedargumentsgrewfrorotimdlictingphilosophies.They had furious
rows about the superiorities of their powers arartivay, the values of their accomplishments,
the extent of their influence in the visible angigible worlds. One of the herbalists brought out
a red pouch, waved it about, and threw it on tloaigd. A cloud of green smoke rose in the air
and hung over the gathering. Another herbalist ginbwout a bundle wrapped in silver foil,
screamed incantations, and threw the bundle irathel'he green cloud dispersed. The soldiers
crowded the prostitutes. Madame Koto came out ®ffttom and ordered one of her women to
call her driver, whohadbeenseendrivingup anddovptéloe,terrifyingwomen,drunkenly
threateningpeoplewho crossed thestreet, blastirginig and shoutinginsults at thosewho moved
too slowly. Thethugs crowded MadameKoto and sangaises. Dad got on to the cement
platform and attempted to make a speech. He wasdrank and he weaved about, a bottle in
his hand.



‘There is food for everybody! he shouted. ‘There drinks for everybody! Madame Koto has
made a generous contribution.’

Silence fell gradually over the noisy celebrants.
‘Today there will be a miracle! he announced again
The crowd roared with anticipation.

‘I amgoingto divideonechicken so that everyonewallatheir share,” hesaid, and left the
platform.

The noise started up. Shortly afterwards Mum and'$\dhother came out and distributed small
chicken pieces to the crowd. People complainedePayps with small quantities of beer were

also passed around. The thugs grumbled that th&tiguavas an insult to their saliva. Arguments

started up. Disagreements flared in the bad-terdpereeption of the food and drink. Shop-

owners around mingled in the crowd and sold bottledr and ogogoro. The soldiers and thugs
drank a great deal. Dad appeared amongst the lsedgsaw him give them a whole chicken.

There was a flash. The beggars fell on the fooshed it, dismembered the chicken, and ate like
famished beasts. Then Dad, standingproudly amaihgsh, his eyes big, his lips swollen, a

bottle in one hand, said:

‘Thesearemembersofmy party.Thisismy worldconstityghebeginningof my road. Watch
them. One day we will remember their hunger wheravegeas hungry as they are. These people
are our destiny!’

No one listened to him. He went on with his poétideclaration, untroubled by the fact that no
one listened. He criticised the people of the ghtit not taking care of their environment, for
their lazy attitude towards the world, for theimaist inhuman delight in their own poverty. He
urged them to lift themselves up by their thoughts.

‘THINK DIFFERENTLY, he shouted, ‘AND YOU WILL CHANGE THEWORLD.’
No one heard him.

‘REMEMBER HOW FREE YOU ARE,” he bellowed, ‘AND YOUNILL TRANSFORM
YOUR HUNGER INTO POWERY’

One of the soldiers burst out laughing. Dad screbat¢he soldiers for carrying guns, for always
having weapons, and for their arrogance. Then inectaed an attack on all the thugs who went
around terrorising people. He abused the governntentdenounced both political parties for
poisoning the minds of the people. But he resehisanost furious assault for the people of the
nation. He blamed them for not thinking for themmssl he lashed out at their sheep-like
philosophy, their tribal mentality, their swallowgnof lies, their tolerance of tyranny, their

eternal silence in the face of suffering. He conmad bitterly that people in the world refused to



learn how to see properly and think clearly. He ®wthat days of fire and flood were
comingwhen soldiers and politicians would drowrhair own lies.

‘He has gone completely mad!” someone said.
‘No more political speeches!” someone else cried.
‘Give us food!

‘Give us winel’

‘Give us music!

‘Keep the politics for yourself!’

Dad’s arms flailed. He attempted to answer his legskbut the voices cryingout for drinks, the
confusion and the arguments, the fury of drunkenmem and noise of thesoldiers
amongtheprostitutes, drowned out his speech.

‘Music!’
‘Food!’
‘Wine!’

Dad was confused. At that moment the blind old nvaguely resembling a centaur, struck up
on his accordion, and altered the mood of the earty. Music, like the awful sound of wild
beasts gnashing and grinding their teeth in thestsy poured from the pleats of his instrument.
He pla