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Chapter 1

​Living on My Own Terms

It was a hot, dry afternoon at the top of Bungi Hill. Lami dressed ostentatiously for this dark and liberating act. She had taken time to prepare. The old woman at the village square had colour-synchronized these beads, which now lit up her neck, with the larger ones on her wrists. The whitewashed beads on her ankles and around her calabash-shaped hips glowed in the sun. Multicoloured shells adorned her hair plaited at the village salon the night before. All these adornments beautifully contrasted against her skin.

She was a sight to behold, majestic and sensual as the baubles on her hips swayed with every step she took. She was the epitome of a grown, beautiful young woman in her prime—with those large breasts, her white teeth a perfect contrast to her glowing brown skin.

It was a beautiful day, with clear skies and the sun streaming down through the scattered clouds. The dry season was around the corner, falling leaves creating a beautiful grass carpet. The sun’s rays filtered through the scant leaves on the trees.

“Today, I would live on my own terms,” she muttered.

Regal but with an ominous air about her, she appeared flustered and indecisive about her next move—this could have an impact on her legacy. The ultimate sacrifice—a virgin sacrifice? A weighty gesture of eternal consequence.

The village will have to perform cleansing rituals. Being dead and deflowered, however, will be the ultimate insult. Pleasure first, pain to follow.

Like a choreographed ritual, she swung her oiled hands in the air. Resting her heart-shaped buttocks against her chosen tree, she parted her wrapper and thrust her fingers high up her thighs. Her eyes closed, she began to perspire as her fingers went in and out in a sort of rhythm.

The sun’s brightness intensified as it pierced through the clouds. Hot breeze wheezed across her face as her breathing quickened. The tiny droplets of sweat on her face began trickling down her neck, her bosom, skirting past her navel, down into her pleasure spot. Her fingers continued to engage frantically, almost hysterically. The tree began to shake, dry leaves falling to the ground along with a few dead fruits. Still, she pushed her fingers deeper and faster, making her ecstatic with agony and desire. Blood and sweat lazily trickled down her thighs to her heels, staining her wrapper. She showed no hint of discomfort as the pleasure drowned the pain.

During the morning conversations at the stream, young ladies whispered of self-gratifying sensual acts. This was a taboo, but she revelled in the pleasure unimagined, unhinged. It was like heaven on earth. She found it difficult to articulate the profundity of the pleasure. Her fingers strayed, massaging her firm paw-paw-shaped breasts. Letting out a soft moan, Lami started to breathe faster. Her eyes closed, she smiled, thankful to the loathsome gods. She will miss this one good thing created by the damn gods. Blood and sweat trickled down her thighs and she wiped her bloodstained hands on her wrapper.

She glimpsed the noose on the tree, which she had put there days earlier. It was as she had placed it. It was a difficult decision, but she would have it no other way. Rather than follow the council’s decision, she chose death as solace. It was an ash-coloured noose with a large spherical rock underneath it.

She paused, tears trickling down her eyes as she glanced at her place of birth. She saw the brown thatched roofs of huts scattered across the landscape. Young girls darted off to the stream and the luscious green cassava plantation. Lami fought to block the memories of her childhood, remembering how she and the other young girls in the village followed the worn path to the stream. This was their source of clean water. They had a spring in their step on the way to the stream.

A sense of nostalgia filled her as she, unbidden, reminisced about the laughter and games they played there. The stream was a place where girls could be girls away from the prying eyes of the boys in the village. It was an opportunity to exchange ideas, a time to have intellectual discussions on contemporary issues within the community. The stream was a place that gave them a voice, a place of liberty. All young girls looked forward to the daily walk to the stream.

Memories of the days spent by the stream made her chuckle. Her thoughts drifted to her family. What would her mother be doing at this moment? Preparing to go visit her friend, of course. What would her mother do when she does not return? Would Mama cry inconsolably, puzzled, fearing the worst? Ending her life is a drastic action, a bad omen! Lajara, her sister, would curse her for being so defiant.

She smiled to herself. It was a weird and painful smile as tears and sweat began to soak her breasts. Thoughts turned to her father, who would be so ashamed of her decision. Too painful to consider how he would feel, she thought. With resolute defiance, she reached and gripped the rope, whispering,

“Lami, it’s time.”

Lami climbed the rock, placing the noose around her neck. She squinted at the sun’s unrelenting rays. Her fingers were slippery with sweat. For a brief moment, she thought the evening would have been a better time for this. She immediately pushed that thought aside because the evening was a busy time of the day in Rolami. There would be scores of busybodies around. This place would be in full view of the village square. The old women would be entertaining the children with stories. The men would gather under trees in small groups waiting for the call for dinner. No, this was the best time.

With her renewed resolve, she suddenly felt a deafening silence, which lasted for only a moment. Memories started flashing through her mind, such as an argument she’d had with her mother two nights before. It was so vivid. She had yelled, “This will happen over my dead body.”

And her mother had stated in a measured tone,

“It’s tradition. We all experienced it, and so will you, my dear, you are no different from any of us.”

Her sister Lajara’s voice whistled loudly in her head.

“If you do this and bring shame and dishonour to our father, sister, I will never forgive you.”

Next was Mudi, her best friend, who flashed through her mind. She remembered two nights ago when he begged her to let him take her to a neighbouring village. He had told her they could become outlaws if they escaped.

“I will protect you, Lami, but you need to trust me. You can’t do it alone.”

Hearing his baritone voice in her head made her heart skip a beat.

It all became quiet again, her heart beating faster, as the cloud covered the sun. There was respite as the breeze became cooler. The perfect signal, she thought.

Lami! Lami! Lami! The sound of her name being called startled her. Was this the first step into oblivion? Was she hearing the voices of her long-passed relatives, welcoming her to the other side? She thought it sounded like her late grandmother. There was a brief pause. Lami! Lami! It was louder this time. That did not sound like her grandmother, at all. Is her plot undone? The rapid footsteps became louder. She could make out a familiar voice calling her name. She looked around furiously, thinking her plan had unraveled. “I should have chosen another time,” she thought angrily.

She had spent lots of time planning. She had no choice but to make the move today. The council had vetoed her appeal last night and she had three days to act. She had to act immediately. She did not envisage a close monitoring of her movements. She could see young warriors climbing the hill in her direction. When she finally saw them coming, she awkwardly tilted her body forward, the noose choking her, robbing the light from her eyes. The blackness was instantaneous.





Chapter 2

​The Cleansing

November in Rolami was dry season—a time for clear skies and parched soil. Trees were at the tail-end of shedding their leaves. The rays of the sun were unrelenting during the day, while evenings were a time of solace with the cool breeze caressing people’s sweaty faces. Despite the dryness, some rugged crops thrived. The dryness made everything dusty.

Dark brown huts contrasted with light-coloured straw roofs interspersed along the road. Dust hung in the air and settled everywhere. Barely clothed children ran across the streets, covered with dust as they played. Young boys played football, their usual pastime. Those who didn’t make the team gathered round to watch with their brown clay-smeared faces from playing rough in the mud, hoping to make the next team. A fresh breeze carried the scent of roasted plantain and corn, which pervaded the air. Old men sat on stools around the charcoal pot, watching the corncobs sizzle in the heat. The old men laughed and chatted while they drank burukutu, the local alcoholic drink brewed from guinea corn and millet. Their eyes ogled the young women. The notorious womanizer Buzu tapped the lady roasting her wares on the rump. She squirmed at his unsolicited gesture.

The farmlands were like a collage, with sections gradually shifting from brown to light green. Few crops had the capacity to withstand the intensity of the sun and still flourish. The farmers moved like tiny specks of brown dots across the fields, their chatter and clatter like a broken symphony. Men and women attended to their business.

Amidst the mild chaos, you could intuit the shimmering sound of the dry thatch as it had become hotter.

The mood became more sombre. A group of enthusiastic street urchins walked from the base of Bungi Hill, marching through the dusty roads of the village in the heat. Chaos followed them. They shoved aside young girls carrying their wares, scattering them on the wayside. The fierce-looking warriors carried a beautiful brown-skinned lady on their shoulders. She offered little or no resistance. She wore the traditional ceremonial dress worn only for special occasions, which was odd as there was no announced feast, festival or ceremony.

Women exchanged curious glances as they performed their chores, pretending to be busy while trying to understand what was going on. They wondered what event attempted to colour what would have been an ordinary day. Each tried to take in as much detail as possible while attempting to appear disinterested and dignified. They wanted information, so they could supply the salacious details at the evening rendezvous at the stream. Some yet unable to contain themselves ran to join the group, struggling to catch a glimpse of the lady. People asked in raised voices:

“What is happening?” “Is someone in trouble?”

“She must have been trying to elope with a man from a forbidden tribe.”

Others smacked their hands together in excitement, gesturing toward the warriors. The whispers and murmurs got louder as the crowd grew. Teenage boys climbed trees, jumping as high as they could. Some stood on top of one another to catch a glimpse.

The lady’s traditional wrapper was bloodstained and she had ligature marks on her neck. Fish-eyed warriors walked with swift steps. The custodians, the women who performed the ritual, followed. They were four frail, elderly women with deep reflective eyes that belied their age. You could sense anger from their demeanor, but they could not hide the ecstatic grin on their faces.

They’ve got her. The voluble Lami, who had been a thorn in their flesh. This was a day they had anticipated for a long time. The conclave of elders only delayed the inevitable. This was victory for “tradition.”

The custodians were dressed in their ceremonial white wrappers tied across their chests, with a red scarf knotted above their waists. The first custodian was burning incense, while the other two were muttering incantations. The paramount custodian was Haditha who towered above the rest. She walked with a hunched back and suffered from titubation. Haditha masticated her chewing stick and spat at will.

The village revered Haditha. In her heyday, men had to raise their heads to speak to her because she was so tall. According to folklore, her height was the reason the gods had made her lead custodian. Custodians never married and do not have offspring. Custom had it that every girl child born in the village was the daughter of the custodian by proxy. Haditha always had a strange glowing grin whenever it was time for this ceremony. The ceremony that freaked out most of the young ladies.

Some lost interest the moment they recognised the young lady hoisted on the warriors’ shoulders. The emotions were mixed within the increasing crowd. Most noticeable was the young ladies present. Their excitement and curiosity turned into horror the moment they recognised her. Some even began to cry and wail while others walked away with their heads downcast. This was a disaster. All their hopes dashed by this singular imagery unfolding before them.

The beautiful lady in ceremonial dress was Lami, the outspoken daughter of the respected village mediator and scribe, Magda. She had been vocal in her defiance of the circumcision ritual. It was the norm, a rarely questioned tradition, until Lami started to talk about it. Her speeches at the stream had given the other young women a new perspective. They had dared to dream, dared to hope things could change. She had tried to change the status quo. Alas! While there was nothing unusual about the ceremony itself, the person in question today made it something out of the ordinary. She had been defiant to this tradition.

Lami was finally taken into the circumcision hut, called by the villagers as a “place of transition,” which towered above most of the huts in the village. Its inner walls were painted with white dye, with one large window located in its eastern part. The window had a mesh made from dyed straw woven by assistants of the custodians. The primary responsibility of the assistants was to see to the general maintenance of the hut. The single window and door were the only source of natural light into the hut, which had little by way of furnishings. In the centre was an elevated slab made from baked mud similar in height to the table used at the council. Each corner of the slab was fitted with a small pole and a firm string designed to restrain their victim.

Lami was placed on the slab, on her back, with her wrists tied to it. Straight-faced men who had brought her in took their leave at this stage to guard the hut. They stopped any nosy person from entering the hut while the ceremony took place.

It was taboo for men to partake in the sacred ceremony. Rolami is a patriarchal society, in which men played a preeminent role in every aspect except circumcision. A man’s presence in this ceremony invoked a curse on his family.

The assistant elevated her knees and tied her legs to the slab with the string. All was set for the ceremony. They made incantations inviting the spirits to bless the ceremony. They poured libations, requesting the gods be with the custodians, to grant them wisdom and ensure a smooth transition for Lami. A custodian proceeded to mark Lami’s face with white chalk to prepare her for the transition. This turned out chaotic and then was abandoned. Lami struggled defiantly, waving her head and trying to bite them.

Haditha gave orders for the ritual to begin.

“We will do this with or without the face painting today,” she said in a low tone, gritting her teeth. The gravity of what was about to take place dawned on Lami. She began begging for mercy, but the loud incantations drowned out her voice.

Haditha lit the lanterns in the four corners of the room. As the room became brighter, the more eerie she felt. Shadows rose and fell as the soft breeze fanned the lanterns’ flames. The shadows created images as though there was a crowd of several women littering the tiny room. Haditha lit the final and biggest lantern and placed it on the slab itself, illuminating the room. She edged close to Lami and, in her low-pitched hoarse voice reputed to scare even the dead, muttered,

“We were going to do this with or without your consent. It will save you from being a whore in this life and in the afterlife.”

She paused and pinched Lami’s earlobes so that Lami looked at her.

“You are a disgrace to us and to your family,” Haditha said. “See the shameful way your transition has turned out. There should have been music and dancing. Your friends waiting at the door to escort you home once your transition is complete. Your family would have thrown a party today. The elders would have gathered in your father’s compound to congratulate him. Your mother should have been proud today, because it is your day of transition. She would have bought a new wrapper and adorned herself for the occasion. She would have been the envy of the women whose daughters are yet to reach the age of transition. She would have been dancing with her friends to the market square, handing out white handkerchiefs to young girls. You would have been the envy of the young girls who would soon meet the age of transition. Instead, you bring shame to your family and to our village. You dare defy our traditions!”

She spat on the floor in disgust and anger, then walked around the table while the others continued with the incantations. One of them started brandishing the ceremonial knives, which glistened and made a slashing sound. She then set out the knives in order on the slab as was the custom.

Lami was in a state of extreme apprehension. Her eyes, hawk-like, followed Haditha’s movements. She trembled, knowing what was to follow. The illumination of the room and the banishing apparatus did not help matters at all. At this stage, she was trembling. She kept blaming herself for wasting time. Had she been quicker she would have ended her life and would not be in this position. Every young girl from Rolami would have seen her as a martyr. That’s not possible now.

She bit her lip to fight back the tears, as she did not want to appear weak before Haditha. Haditha leaned over her, her breath reeking of garlic, her frail figure looking puffed up. She barked down at Lami, showering her with garlic-flavoured spittle.

“You know what they say, the goat that wants to go missing will forget the sound of the shepherd’s whistle. We warned you several times but you remained defiant. I will carve this day into your memory forever. Whenever a man touches you, you will relive it, my words will spring from the dead to hunt you!”

Haditha picked up the knife designed for the ritual. It was extremely sharp. In that moment, she looked like a skilled psychopathic surgeon with her team. Haditha hissed as she prepared to work, going through the tools wrapped in a clean white cloth.

The other custodians set out to work, holding a piece of cloth over Lami’s nose. This cloth was soaked in a traditional liquid designed to help make the passage easier. Lami, after a few breaths, felt euphoric and her body relaxed. Two other custodians held her knees apart for Haditha to perform the ritual.

None of the custodians seemed to show any sympathy. If indeed they felt empathy toward her, they hid their emotions quite well. They conducted themselves in an unvarnished manner, fulfilling the motions. Who could blame them? They did this for every daughter of Rolami. They had done this since the oracle named them custodians in the
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