

THOMAS


“Blessed are they that have not seen and yet have believed.”

—JESUS, IN JOHN 20:29



There’s a story Nigerians know and pass on with the conviction reserved for Holy Communion bread. Here, a slice of our history: we don’t lose unless something happens; unless there’s foul play. Here: an extra source to cite when defending our collective arrogance. It’s the story of that football match where Nigeria played against India and India scored 99 goals against Nigeria’s 1. Most Nigerians remember this match, whether they were born at the time or not; know the story like they know God—with a fervent, fastidious faith. No need to question it, or search for it, or relive it. It’s a story that happens to you once and then lives with you forever.

Throughout the full ninety minutes of the match, Nigeria’s players did their best, as Nigerians do; sprightly on their feet and quick to react, just as their coach had taught them. But something kept happening: Every time one of the players went near the ball, it morphed into something else. Some say it was a lion that came roaring into the air, all hungry-mouthed and thirsty-eyed; some say it was a snake uncoiling itself from the dead leather; others say it was both interchangeably. The rest claim that the match was only confusing because the ball kept on doubling, or tripling, and Nigeria’s goalkeeper found it impossible to know which one to focus on. The latter was what Thomas’s uncle claimed.

“That day? Ha! The whole Nigeria went haywire! The country was vibrating with shock. A whole us? Lose to India? India? One of our players even died. I forget his name now. One Samuel, abi Simon something, dropped dead on the field from a heart attack. People had so much anger in them that they poured into the streets and started to fight each other. Strangers who’d never met before in their lives o, lunging at each other, trying to draw blood. But in the end, many people made friends that day.”

Thomas could see the streets as his Uncle Anjos spoke, people grappling mercilessly, butting heads like rams, like they had nothing to lose: women on the sidelines picking fights with each other, children following suit. None of it was done with malice, or directionlessly. It was for a purpose. Everybody outside was trying to prove the same thing to themselves and everyone else: We’re a strong and talented people; it’s not that we were not ready, they insisted, it’s just that India used juju to confuse our players. They would never have won if they didn’t use juju. If one of us beats the other here, we can show each other we’re still strong. They fought to exhaustion, then hugged and shook hands before heading off together, asking: “So what was that your name again?” Some joked about it: “My name is Yusuf. But guy, you beat the hell out of me wallahi,” and got placating replies: “Sorry, my brother, you know we did what we had to do.” And they did.

After that match, India was banned from playing international football. It’s hard to know the year, but it’s a fact. It really happened. Everybody saw it. After all, what’s the alternative: That an entire country had a choreographed hallucination? A nationwide delusion?

Exactly.

Thomas knew animal stories too. He knew that tortoises had cracked shells as punishment for their unrepentant greed, from when they were dropped from heaven on their backs by a tired God. For all their haste, God had decided to delay them as a lesson. Hyenas sounded the way they did because they were found gossiping among themselves during a meeting in heaven which ended with God turning to them and saying in a bitter voice: Oh, you want to laugh? You will keep laughing forever. To Thomas, all this was believable because he had read Genesis, which made it clear how God felt about disobedience. A moment in time could lead to punishments forever. God seemed to love forevers.

But the stories Thomas loved the most were the ones about humans; stories that could still be happening right right now in the world as his uncle spoke. Still just a young teenager in secondary school, there was little else to do, so apart from serving God, Thomas had made it his life’s purpose to stack stories, to hunt and squash the fear that came with them.

Every evening, his uncle told him tales by moonlight. A genius with four degrees under his belt, Uncle Anjos wore his belt tightly. Thomas enjoyed horror because it added speed to his breathing and a sheen to his heart. Sometimes he dissolved into the words as Uncle Anjos was talking, fading off in the middle of a sentence, going somewhere new on the wing of a detail with his mouth ajar.

Like Thomas, when Anjos was a boy, he studied old stories from before the country earned its name, from way before the land was taken and way way way before it had to be wrested out of white hands. He filled notebooks with true and frightening realities he’d gathered from his grandparents. His peers couldn’t bear them; there had been enough bloodshed, enough loss, too much grief behind, the promise of freedom in front and they were only trying to be young in peace. Anjos, they decided, was the delusional one. He was the one imagining things. And this was what frightened his family about him: What do you mean you want to dig the past? Why are you trying to trouble the ground? If we get to know what happened then, how will we survive what did or didn’t happen after? Whose child is this? Take this Bible and eat it.

As with Thomas now, the rumor back then was that Anjos had turned out this way because he took books too seriously, too literally. They weren’t even saying this to be cruel o. They were only worried for him, because the family tree seemed to grow toward a warning: madness was wet soil and many people, once they’d stumbled on it, couldn’t help hurtling to the end of a too-dark valley. If Thomas’s parents were around enough to talk a lot, he would have been warned to take everything his uncle said with a hill of salt, warned about how some resemblances should be left alone. But even without their talking, Thomas heard them clearly through the parallels and proverbs they shared in letters; through the roundabouts in their speech. He knew exactly what they were talking around, but still he loved Uncle Anjos thickly, specifically because he’d managed to protect his childlikeness in a way most adults could not, and he wasn’t afraid to show how brightly his eyes could shine with belief, new faiths brewing behind them. Listening to him, Thomas could feel both the danger and the promise of the world in full, and it thrilled him to the bone.

Uncle Anjos told Thomas about a time when mobile phones had just come out and jazz caught up with technology. People were warned not to take phone calls from unknown numbers, but the stubborn ones did. And you know what happened? Exactly what they had been warned about. It didn’t happen now anymore, but it used to. It really really used to. People who answered those calls heard something—godknowswhat; a crackling sound? A threat? An incantation?—that made their bodies go haywire, bleeding through the ears and nose and eyes until they died. This story was told to Thomas when he was ten.

After he turned eleven and got his first phone—a Nokia 3310—a call came in one day from an unknown number. His heart was pounding in his bladder when he pressed answer. But it was just his father calling from somewhere in America, where he’d been working for years.

“How are you, my boy? You’re okay?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Give the phone to your uncle.”

Regular. Boring. Disappointing.

But that rush? That rush from doing something that could have killed him if he’d just been unfortunate that day? It never left him. He tried it with chain messages, too, when he started receiving those. “If you don’t forward this in the next ten minutes, you will die within seven days,” the messages read, complete with the full names of people who’d fallen down in front of their families, foaming at the mouth. Thomas watched the ten minutes go by, rebellion hissing up his spine. On the seventh day, he ran laps around the house, rode his bicycle, and ate vegetable soup with snails and periwinkles—all of this in a hedonistic chase, a few last hits of joy before reaping a ripe death. He knew, he always had, that life was about timing and death was always lurking and all of life was hide-and-seek. Why not enjoy the game?

But it was not yet his time, so night came with its darkblack fur, and after all those hours of Thomas trying to keep awake, it rolled over on its back like an excited dog to show Thomas the dawn on its stomach, the sun at its center, a bright and brilliant navel.

There was another story, too, about not letting people touch your head because you don’t know what spirit they’re carrying. “Don’t share your hairbrush with anybody because they can use that to steal your star.”

“What star?” Thomas asked.

Uncle Anjos struggled to explain it. “Your destiny,” he said finally. “You’re a boy with a bright future. It’s one of the first things people notice about you. You have a star on you, and sometimes, people can see that before you do. And they can steal it. They don’t give this kind of advice to just anybody. Many are heading nowhere fast. But you? You, my boy, the road ahead of you is covered in gold.”

Thomas blushed under his skin, pleasure perching on his smile. “But … how do they steal it? And why? What do they use it for?”

“Why? Because the heart of man is desperately wicked. Even the Bible says so. And what do they use it for? If they can apply your destiny to themselves, their lives can change course. What should have been your future then becomes theirs—and you will suddenly find yourself on their own dull road.”

Thomas had friends whose hairbrushes he sometimes borrowed at school to keep the waves rolling in his hair. It was important for all the cool boys to have, because the girls always checked for them. His star—whatever that meant—still seemed to be there, what with all the As he was still getting in most subjects. The only exception was introtech, but he doubted that that was because someone had stolen his ability through his hair and stored it in a calabash somewhere. It was just because he and technology simply didn’t agree with each other. So, even if all these stories were true—and he did believe them—by some odd magic, he seemed to be cosmically protected from their dangers.
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What turned Uncle Anjos into who he was? Thomas wanted to know.

Well. Anjos used to have an aunt. His family still lived in Benin then, and he believed that all the stories his father was telling him were just stories, because he had the privilege of a strong bubble, and just enough distance. Like his nephew, Anjos had found the stories thrilling to hear; but unlike Thomas, had felt that it was only uncivilized people who stretched that fascination into faith by truly believing things they could not see, gods who revealed themselves out of people’s mouths, who demanded sacrifices and called for libations to be poured into the ground.

In Benin those days, there was a notorious whirlwind called Eziza. People believed that the gods sent Eziza as an ambassador of their anger. Little Anjos was gifted a story about this whirlwind through an encounter with a rainmaker. Right there in his grandfather’s house, he’d watched the man start and stop a furious downpour—complete with streaks of thunder—in the space of ten minutes. When he waved his handkerchief and let out a string of Bini prayers and incantations, the rain immediately ceased. Anjos, seeing this was no coincidence, asked him to do it again. “I don’t abuse my power,” the man had said in a coiled voice. “I did it for you, because with the life you have ahead, you’re going to need faith. You’re going to need to root your eyes in places other people can’t see.” Anjos didn’t understand what the man meant then, but he took note of what he felt in his own body, of how witnessing that miracle had put weight in his feet, had scrambled his gut.

When Eziza came, the man explained, it arrived in full force, seizing whole human beings in its body. People could be sitting down in a beer parlor casually drinking and the whirlwind would swoop in suddenly to collect a single person from their midst. The gods were very sure of what they were looking for whenever they sent Eziza, the rainmaker told Anjos, but in the process of trying to find those things and those people, they didn’t hesitate to clear anything or anyone that stood in their way. They seemed to be calmer now, though, he said. His theory was that they had probably grown tired of fighting to retain their worshippers, and had resigned themselves to letting people face the Christ they were hellbent on choosing. As Anjos listened to all this, with his elbow in his grandfather’s lap, he wondered what factors determined the strength of gods’ tempers. He’d heard a theory once that gods lose power if you stop believing in them. It seemed possible.

Anjos’s mother knew that story too. When he went home and told her about it, she confirmed it with a shrug. She didn’t need a rainmaker to convince her; she already believed. She had lost an old classmate to Eziza back in the day, so none of this was new. (She wasn’t there o. But must she be there to know?) So she pulled her ear as she told Anjos, “Stay away from Eziza, if you like your life; just stay away. If you see strong breeze, run enter house. You hear me?” Little Anjos had questions, but his mother had long decided for him that he would keep liking his life, and that no spirit would come out of nowhere to claim him.

One Saturday, Anjos was in Ring Road market with his cousin Sam. They were looking for cardboard for their school project when a small child looked up and said, See oh, see, pointing at the sky. They looked, and true true, somebody was trapped up there inside the wailing wind like a small, weightless kite. Nonsense, little Anjos thought, nonsense, even though he could see it. But people were exclaiming as they deserted the market quick quick, so he followed them, running with his hand in Sam’s. Later, when they got back home, his rascal of a neighbor, a ten-year-old boy called Bingo, told him what had happened. He said that Iye Ruth was sitting down in her backyard, washing clothes under the big ebelebo tree, when Eziza encircled her body and took her into a dizzying lightness.

“Which Iye Ruth?” Anjos had asked, still dazed.

“How many do you know?” Bingo asked, a chewing stick dangling out of his mouth.

Anjos never saw his aunt again. That was the invisible putting its hand on him, digging its hand into his shoulder, making a mark on his bones.

So, what is the difference between truth and myth? Who gets to determine it? Does a lack of faith in something make it unreal? How do unreal things happen? Why do they have witnesses? Is it a parallel world that leaks into ours from time to time, or does one real overlap with others? Anjos was full of questions then, just as Thomas was now.

You’re not the only one who has lost someone, his family used to say. Do you know what people will say if they hear how she went? Your aunty died, that’s it. Just tell them she died. They showed him Ecclesiastes 1:18: In much wisdom is much grief; and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth also sorrow with it. But it was too late. Inside him, Uncle Anjos had grown a compulsion as crucial as a breastbone. No one could break it without breaking him. Uncle Anjos dedicated his life and intelligence to asking these questions and relayracing with other academics toward ever-shifting answers. And this race consumed so much of his strength and mind that he had only a little space left to keep a lasting love.
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For Christmas, Thomas bought Uncle Anjos a harmonica, because as much as his uncle loved playing his old one, its age was starting to show on its body. “Is that so,” his uncle said, trying to hide his joy.

“Yes,” Thomas said.

“Okay then,” his uncle asked, “what would Thomas like in return?”

Instead of the new clothes and new gadgets his friends were asking for, Thomas asked for more stories. He knew they were expensive. They didn’t cost money, but they cost a great deal in memory and time, and no one should have to give those without consideration. He knew that his request might be more costly than any harmonica he could have found, even one made of pure gold. Uncle looked at him long and hard. Was this him enabling the boy? Was this him ruining his nephew’s life by exposing him to such things? He was already growing an addict glint in his eyes.

“Any story you know, Uncle,” Thomas begged. “The scariest ones. But real life.” This curiosity was one of the reasons Uncle Anjos agreed to take care of Thomas, to raise him as he would his own son. It was why he’d been saving acres and acres of real estate in his heart for his nephew since before the boy could talk. He was no seer, but he knew even then that the boy was hungry for more than a regular life. And he knew that hunger could mean real trouble.

“Fine,” Uncle Anjos said finally. “I’ll tell you three.”

While Thomas clipped Uncle Anjos’s toenails for him, Uncle told Thomas about rainmakers—living people who could hold and start rain by muttering incantations. They held that power in their bodies every waking moment. It didn’t matter what the forecast for that day said; if rainmakers came together to say there would be no rain in a certain area that day, there would be none. Did Thomas know this? Thomas rolled the information around in his brain. “No,” he said. How was it possible for human beings to reverse God’s hand? Wasn’t God the only one in charge of weather?

“Who knows,” Uncle said. “But it happens. I’ve seen it with my two eyes. My grandfather was one of them.”

Uncle admitted that he wasn’t sure if the second story he was going to tell was true, because he’d never seen it, but he’d heard that in Benin, for a new Oba to come into power, he had to eat the old king’s heart—so that, whatever the old Oba had not been able to achieve in his lifetime, the new one would have the heart to execute.

Thomas gasped. “His real heart? A human being’s heart?”

“Yes. Spiritual things work differently. Like I said, I cannot confirm this one. But this part I’m about to tell you now, I’m sure of. Come, sit down.” Thomas sat on the bench next to Uncle and listened as his voice swung low and his eyes went far. “When they are selecting a new Oba, people don’t stay out late in Benin. Six p.m. and everybody is at home, because nobody knows who they will choose.”

“Choose for what?”

“You see, when the Oba passes, because of all the spiritual authority he carries, even in the dead body, he cannot go to the spirit realm unaccompanied. So, people get taken to, you know, follow him.”

“Follow him—to the grave?”

“Yes. They are taken from the streets and buried with the Oba.”

“What? Why should they kill innocent people?”

“Kill? They’re just buried.”

“Alive?”

Uncle nodded. These were stories Thomas couldn’t test, but he knew they were true from the way the air tightened around them. He imagined those bodies being lowered six feet into the ground with a dead king, terrified men screaming and begging, eyes open as they were baptized in sand. “Some people go like that. You’ll hear they went to market and you’ll just not see them again. It has happened to many. Anywhere you go in Benin, ask in a low voice into the right ear, and people will tell you.”

The story turned Thomas’s stomach into sky, twisted feardelightsad prickling and darting around like shooting stars. What world was this?
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Years later, when Thomas was moving to Lagos to study, he had a hard time parting from his uncle. He held onto Anjos, crying on his shoulder as his uncle told him, “It’s okay, it’s okay.” Thomas swore up and down that he would come back. He’d never had to live without Uncle, and honestly, he didn’t know how to process a city his uncle’s body wasn’t breathing in. But he was a man now, a real adult, and UNILAG was calling. He could always come back. He could.

“Be careful when you go,” Uncle said. “You’re going to a city that eats people. Carry yourself like somebody who knows something. Like somebody who understands. The eyes at your back of your head, eh, keep them open.”

Because of this, Thomas was careful not to be in a rush to make friends. He walked with a certain caution, like he understood that he was sharing this world, and that, at any given time, another reality could override his own. It wasn’t a matter of whether it was happening or not; it was more about whether you were willing to see it. And, he was still the boy his uncle raised—ever curious, ever believing—so no bad thing had seen him.

But one evening, Thomas met a group of men at a bar arguing about that India-Nigeria match over sixteen bottles of Gulder. Was it 99–0 or 99–1 or 100–0 or 100–1? Was it a lion or snake or was the ball tripling? Their voices deepened; one man stood up and threatened to break a bottle on another’s head. It occurred to Thomas for the first time to Google the story behind the game.

The first link that came up was for a BBC story, where Nigerians were stopped in the streets and interviewed about this same match, all giving conflicting accounts. Thomas immediately burst out laughing as he felt a black box of doubt opening in him. It expanded like gathering steam, spreading to touch all the other stories that had made him this person who calculated his every step in advance. The destiny-thieves, the people buried alive, the whirlwind—were any of those things true at all? He didn’t know anymore.

“Please, one Heineken,” he said to the waiter, feeling too stupid to scroll any further through the Google results. A weakness wrapped around his waist like two loving arms. He was sure that even this, his newly acquired iPhone, was judging him, that Siri was rolling her eyes in her head. But this was Lagos, right? As his parting gift, Uncle had told him stories about Lagos.

“Around festive periods in Lagos,” said Uncle Anjos, “reports of missing body parts are at an all-time high. People must trade something in to get the money they need to put food on their families’ tables, after all. And so we know to avoid the markets during these periods, especially Christmas. Especially night markets. They have them in Benin too. It’s not hard: all the person needs to really do is brush past you and your … you know, your private part, will be gone.”

Thomas tried to imagine the flat quiet that kind of theft would cause. What would his body be without his penis dangling there, saying I’m here, I’m here all the time? Really thinking about it, he wasn’t sure he’d mind much, to be honest, since the presence of the thing sometimes confused him in the first place. But he had friends who loved theirs, who bragged about them every other breath. He could see how that type of loss could end some.

“And before you ask, yes, of course you can run through the crowd trying to find the person,” his uncle continued. “But, I mean, how easy is it to find lost breasts or a lost penis in someone’s bag or in their pocket? If they were sharp enough to steal your part, you think they won’t become invisible before you can blink twice? You think they won’t wear the face of a child or an elder with an untroubled conscience, the kind of innocent look that makes it impossible to question them?” He shrugged. “Some people don’t notice at all until they get home, because not everybody stays inside their body when they’re walking. Others don’t want to believe it; they tell themselves it’s all in their heads. You know, we Nigerians, there’s nothing we like more than denial. And I guess the rest keep walking, because it’s better to lose one part than lose the whole body.”

Come to think of it, when he was growing up, Thomas had been watching NTA with his uncle one night when they’d seen a story about a thief who’d been caught trying to shoplift because the jazz he used didn’t catch. Just as he was trying to escape, the people nearby gathered around him and started calling out thief thief thief. On TV, there was a black bar covering his eyes as he apologized, his mouth a basin of blood. But the man was grateful, because it really could have gone like this: all of a sudden, tire; all of a sudden, fire; all of a sudden, burning; and then voices rising into the air like ash. But the man confessed and surrendered the charm that had helped him. They beat shege out of him, because scapegoat. It was the devil, the man kept yelling. It was the devil. Thomas remembered watching as they beat him, eyes glued to the television, and thinking even as he flinched: This is more entertaining than Papa Ajasco. More than Super Story. More than Telemundo.
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Because doubt arrives like a cool breeze, Thomas went to the market on Christmas Eve, specifically to roam. He’d decided he was going to see Uncle closer to New Year’s. Thomas would have called his uncle to spew out his angry thoughts to him directly if it weren’t for his home training, but instead he just thought to himself: It’s a lie, everything Uncle told me is a lie. And it felt like a small victory for him, this new ability to unlock himself from Uncle’s faith and author his own unbelief.

But he couldn’t stop thinking about those stories. They followed him everywhere, adding weight to his shadow and dragging him down. Still, they couldn’t be real. None of these things made sense. How could someone’s body part get stolen? And if it was so possible, why was it not happening in other countries? How could a destiny be swapped or overridden? How could people just disappear?

Exactly.

At the market, the air was tight with joy. Live chickens flapped around in a woman’s left hand as her right hand held her baby; a bag of rice on someone’s head as they breezed by on the back of an okada; towers of tinned tomatoes; a woman’s ring glistening on a hill of garri; a man smoking a cigarette with one hand on his hip; two men gossiping in fake designer clothes; people beating down prices. (“Madam abeg now. Reduce your price for Jesus. You never watch Passion of Christ? Na Christmas time be dis o. Hour of grace.”) Everybody was facing their life. He couldn’t imagine any of them having the time.

Thomas roamed around the market with his phone in hand, his body on him and him inside it. He was waiting for someone to do something dramatic—steal his phone, steal his penis—but nothing happened. He was testing something, daring whatever force was in charge of misfortunes: If someone stole his part, then he’d believe the stories. All of them. But for now? Everything was nonsense to him. Nigerians and their theatrics. Same people who would later claim that snakes ate eight million naira. Or that witches sometimes turn into birds. Or that one baby was born in a white nylon bag, and another with a rosary around their neck. On the pavement, Thomas saw a tattered one-hundred-naira note and decided to pick it up. Would he turn into yam? Because that was a story too. But he put it in his pocket and his body remained itself.

Already, Thomas could feel his love for Uncle turning into a ghost. He was about to turn around and leave when he realized that—wait!—he was already in the market, and in thirty minutes the sun would be done setting, so he might as well test out the story Uncle told him about nights. Uncle Anjos had told him that markets don’t just exist one way at night. There is the market you see—right side up—but underneath it there is another world. That’s why, even if you drop something in the market, you must always look straight ahead of you—never between your legs—when you bend to pick it up. You should not try to look behind you with your face upside down. People lived whole lives without ever trying it, because they’d heard of those who got sucked out of this realm, never to be found again. Uncle Anjos had told Thomas, with tears in his eyes, about one man he used to love who got lost in that exact way. But now all of it felt questionable. When the dark started to settle, Thomas bent in half from his waist, his legs spread wide apart, palms wrapped around their respective ankles, head upside down. Then he opened his eyes and looked.
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Now, when Jesus came into the Upper Room, his disciple Thomas did not believe it was him, so he put his finger in the holes in Jesus’s hands and sides. To hear and see were not enough for his stubborn spirit; he needed to touch, he needed to feel the assurance of death. A name leads the head, you know? So, noting the way he came into the world—all eager to cry, already suspicious about food and water, rejecting his mother’s breast—they should have known better than to name this boy that trap.

In between his legs, Thomas saw people scurrying toward him. Blood rushed to his head and everything in his line of sight turned gray. He saw bodies fading, skeletons walking on their palms, hawkers headstanding, hawking food with their feet. Two men strolling idly. Two women in a looped one-second hug. His vision began to spin until it looked like a hurricane inhaling. Before he could blink twice, a furious gust of wind grabbed him by the head and pulled him inside with the force of a godhand.

Well.

You must know what happens when a vortex gets hungry like that, no?

Aw baby! Somebody should have taught you.

[Last Seen: 12/24/201X]




TATAFO

(DEMOCRAZY!)

What did we not do in this Lagos, in Money’s name? We arrested innocent citizens, we gave petty thieves to jungle justice in the streets—ended their lives with fire because they stole chickens, goats, common ten thousand naira. We slammed people’s heads against iron and teargassed their faces because they upset one police officer or soldier. We called it the wage of disrespect. War against indiscipline. The ones we didn’t kill on the streets, we threw behind high maximum-security walls and sentenced them without clause.

The truth is, we needed them there. There were prisoners in there for this reason: to replace those with greater crimes. We needed the ones whose families didn’t have the hands or mouth to return our hand. We knew that even if they were to try to find justice, they’d be discouraged by their position in the queue, so far back that it’d take them years to touch the hem of the law’s garment. It’s not every day that a rich person gets arrested in Lagos. When it happens, it’s because the noise around their crime has gotten too tall. So we do it, put them behind bars sometimes, but it’s really to shut the protesters up. All that one is for show. Have the right phone number, and what is a little embezzlement? A little looting? A little murder case? Serial killings?

Anything in this country is one phone call away from being settled. We can sweep anything under the rug if you just pay the right person the right amount. So the ones who are arrested are out in no time. We let them walk out into the sun with flesh-colored face and body masks; we make them change their names and promise never to be seen in public again. If the criminal is lucky—and a lot of them are—he’ll still have enough money to have a new face sculpted, a new life drafted, to build a tiny country for himself on some stolen land. Because, as for our Excepts, our VIPs, our Vagabonds In Power? We’ll give up our lives, we’ll bite hot bullets with our ribcages to protect them. We accept bribes with our chests, we auction our pity without flinching, we hawk our consciences in broad daylight. Here, morality has never been the issue. Every city demands its own sacrifices.

Èkó doesn’t demand goodness, you see; it never has. What it does demand is luxury, beauty, boastful excesses, loud colors—as long as you keep your mask on in public. Kill a person if you want and sweep up the body, tucking it sweet and flat under gravel; fuck your brother if you want; eat a forbidden fruit and choke on it—just not in public. You’ll ruin the aesthetics. And everybody who knows, knows that that’s what drives the cityspirit mad. There’s nothing Èkó loves more than packaging. And nothing he hates more than jagajaga movement.
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Èkó is competitive. Ruthlessly so. I was there when he almost threw the whole city on its head because hawkers were hawking in the streets and women were setting up stalls on the sides of the roads and okada riders were doing their job. I just want to know, he said, crossing his eyes in rage, does this happen in Miami? Are there beggars on the road just touching people’s brand-new Range Rovers and Rolls-Royces? Does this happen in Dubai? New York? Do you see people on the roads selling mirrors and mattresses and gala and groceries on their heads in the sun? The cityspirits that manage to keep their rot off the streets, do they have two heads?

Well, I said. We don’t have the same blood or history or family tree as the places you just mentioned. But your family has what your family has. Miami and New York have a different bloodline. America is not Nigeria. Our own is different.

He didn’t find that funny. They may be my blood, but none of the others can say they’re my mate! Even they know it. Never compare me. I make Nigeria what it is! With the way Èkó looked down on the rest, I often wondered if he hated them, but who born me to ask that kind of question? It was left to me to transcribe the new rule to the others: We’ve already warned those people. If you find them still selling, scatter their wares and do with them as you like. You have Èkó’s permission to make them disappear.

We went for it. And I’ll say this now: more people than can be counted suffered for this.

People are still being searched for because of it.
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We mobilized units like SARS, the Special Anti-Robbery Squad, and KAI, Kick Against Indiscipline. We arrested people, asked them to remain silent until they reached the station. We told them, pointing to our records: From today, your name is this. If they tried to say no, if they tried to fight or argue too much, we knocked off their kneecaps, sliced their thighs, or put a boiling ring where they didn’t expect it. Soon enough, we didn’t need to tell them to shut up anymore. They told themselves. When we had them where we needed them, we skinned both criminal and scapegoat and then swapped their faces. We were thorough. We had skinmakers on the ground for when we needed extra. It was so that just in case anybody had the audacity to come and check our records to see if a certain person was still there, we would have a body to show. We’d say: This is him, the scapegoat we caught, look at the wounds on his body, look at him quarter-to-dying, yes, he is suffering well—and we’d go back to our days and they’d go back with their news, because you can trust people not to look past faces.

“We will free you,” our favorite police officer would always say, tribal marks fanning out of the side of his mouth like mad rays, “but you have to promise to die first.” Criminals love a good deal, so of course they said yes. What was a common face when they didn’t have to serve time? It worked out well for everybody anyway. What other way was there to extinguish people with no money? That was the only true crime in the end.

Having nothing, in a place where others had more than everything, was blasphemy against Èkó’s spirit, an accusatory finger pointing. So we let the good sinners out into the streets, forgetting and forgiving, but always at a price. It was religious, this concept: if you repent and humble yourself, your old life could pass away and you—your life, your body, your self—could become new. Depending on where you were looking from, criminals could be sinners, policemen could be God.

Some days, we would go to communities of people making what they could of their lives from the crumbs and grains Èkó offered them once every four years—we’d go to their homes, where they were raising their children, and uproot them from the ground, flinging them on to the main road like stray blades of grass. We’d pack them and take them wailing to our master. Èkó, hating their ugliness, would swish them around in his mouth before spitting them out. They’d wake up in other cities not knowing how they got there. But that part was their own business.

We would be prettier for it.
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Nobody is better at anything than us—not even corruption. We’re the best, and you know it. Talk true, you sef know. Here, we don’t see people unless they’re big, and to get big you need to eat money, breathe money, piss money, shit money. We see opportunity. We see the megacity; Èkó’s vision. When you’re enrolled as one of Èkó’s core workers, you don’t see anything but the promise of the city transforming. You can see it becoming a point of envy, somewhere to call your own, a place to be proud of, that you can beat your chest and say you contributed to building. You see it and that’s why you carry your machete and go to the intended site when the city says go. What to do with all this mess you find there? All the families and their petty trading lives? You clear them like the disturbances you’ve been told they are. And then you build something fancy on top of their wails. All of this for beauty’s sake, because you’ve been told that beauty matters. Beauty matters more than life. And you believe it, of course. You believe it.

Every day, we had a new person to update, a new chip to install, a new zombie to make. Bad things happened to children, too, that I saw, but I don’t need to show you that. You have eyes of your own. And besides, their collective rage has written its own justice, a holy book from a fair future that’s on its way already. Since I can’t go back and change anything, all I can do is point you truthward. I can only try my best to be open.
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Why didn’t I leave, abi? Why did I go that far, shey? Because I believed Èkó. I believed his manifesto. And I knew more than anything that he didn’t belong to himself. Everybody must call somebody sir, that is life; even the person you look up to answers to somebody. Even your boss has a boss. Powerful as it is, Èkó has its god, Èkó has its government, Èkó knows who it must obey, who it must answer to. Here, the only one above the city, the only one that matters, is money—kudi, cash, Owo—because money makes beauty possible. Owo is the jagaban, the old soldier, the agbalagba. If Èkó is a spirit, Owo is a legion, a battalion, a pantheon. Infinite, uncountable notes, spraying from seven heavens like rain. When Owo calls for Èkó, the city goes, and when it reaches there, it prostrates. Èkó knows that Owo’s children are in the city, but not of it. They can’t be roughhandled the way other citizens can, because they’re made of butter and you know how easy butter is to injure. To touch Money’s anointed is to touch Owo in the eye, and that spells big trouble, kasala, insurmountable gbege.

Money answers all things. And money is the root of all evil. Both things are true. Laws exist, yes, but laws are for the poor. Laws are for the masses. Laws are for those who answer only to the city. Laws are for those who don’t have master keys. Know this: for every law made, there are always people who are under it and people who are above it. At a certain point, the city no longer has absolute power; can no longer fight for you. That point is where Èkó’s children reach a certain level of wealth, when they serve two gods with equal devotion. Anything is possible then. And because nothing in this life is free, especially freedom, some will be able to afford it, many will not. Some will let this go. But there are those who will gladly pay through their teeth, or don’t mind paying with all thirty-two of yours.

Owo insists on similar things—like appearances; like performance; like pretense.

Once, when Owo called a meeting, I followed Èkó there to his house. Èkó entered on his head, with his spiritstance. As soon as we appeared, Owo stoned Èkó with a vault.

“I’m not your mate in that realm!” he bellowed. What he said in Yoruba can be translated as, “Don’t you ever come to me that way. You don’t go to visit the king with a crown on your own head.”

Èkó apologized immediately and shapeshifted again. I’d never seen him that humble before, that plain, that unadorned. That day, everything unchaosed. Èkó lay down flat in his resplendent agbada, his head bowed in respect, until Owo allowed him stand up. Owo cleared his throat before he spoke. His voice was thick with requests, with small and big needs.

“Let my people go,” he said, finally, stretching his hand forward with a scroll in it. 

The next day, Èkó released a flock of pastors and politicians and VIPs from jail—ears still spilling with cries, hands still caked with fresh blood—and replaced them with doubles who’d serve their time. All this to say, I’ve seen times when Èkó made a law and Owo revoked or rewrote it. I’ve seen money make fools out of people. I’ve seen it take their heads. I pitied Èkó because I understand this. Worshippers find it hard to remember, but even gods have an Almighty. Èkó wasn’t up against his mate.

Believe me, the cityspirit tries to be good when it can. Sometimes, it deliberately misses great opportunities for cruelty. On a good day, it gives people things to rejoice over just so it can watch them dance. It hooks friends up on the streets. It gifts lovers to lonely hearts. It spits up new dance floors on random street corners. It does these good things too, let me be clear. But more than wanting to be good, Èkó wants to be seen, to be revered, to be worshipped, to be peerless. He needs to be called beautiful, needs to feel secure. This is his thinking: Let them call us the poverty capital of the world if they want. How can that harm us if, when they visit us, they can see no proof of that? What does it matter if we can show them the best parts of my body, our ostentatious real estate, our new Link Bridge? What does it matter if we host their favorite megalomaniacs? What does it matter if we’re the greatest dancers? If they still export our music? If we can still find oil in our soil? How can it matter, when we know that they try and try and try in their private rooms to replicate our spirit, that they secretly want to be us?

Forget what you know. It doesn’t matter what’s underneath, Èkó used to say. What matters is what it looks like. Appearance over truth. Perception over actuality. Do what it takes to keep your master’s mask on. That’s your job: to show them we can wear invisibility better than ghosts themselves. We can make the problems disappear. We’re the magicians the world’s been waiting for.

Yes sah, I’d say, because na me efficient pass. Yes sah, because me I’m Tatafo, first of my name. Yes sah yes sah, to keep being loved.

I don’t know you like that, but ask yourself: If it were you, and you had the chance I had, wouldn’t you have done the same?




JOHNNY JUST COME

The things Johnny used his eyes to see in Lagos ehn, his mouth could not say out loud. Literally. Before he arrived in Lagos from the Raffia City, by GIGM night bus, his cousin Clement—the one he finally swallowed his pride and asked to connect him to real wealth in Lagos—had told him this: “This job you are going for, they reserve it for mute people. You go get money well well, you go fit take care of your whole family with zero qualms. But once your leg touch Lagos, forget your voice o.”

“Which kain job be dat?” Johnny asked.

“Driver.”

Johnny chuckled. He could drive well, sure. But, “Ah ah, wetin concyn driver with silence again? How will I now reply if they give me instruction?”

“You see? You’re already talking too much.” Clement hissed. “You’re not ready.” It gave him great pleasure to flaunt the out-of-reachness of his bright city life every time he visited home. He felt a twisted knot of pleasure at the bottom of his stomach each time someone’s eyes softened with pleas. He liked knowing that people wanted what he had, that they would wear his life quickly if he took it off and offered it to them. And why not? Who doesn’t like good things?

Fine, Johnny said back with his own eyes.

The first thing Clement had given up when he left Uyo years ago was his name. He’d left Uyo as Enieffiong—his given name—and returned as Clement. Nobody at home questioned him because he returned as a new man with arrogant cologne that could lift you by your collar and pin you to the wall. What he didn’t bother explaining was that this was simply the sensible thing to do, because which filthy-rich boss had more than two seconds to be pronouncing your difficult name in a fast city like Lagos? Everything in Lagos moves at staggering speed, and the first thing to know about the rich is this: they hate stress. Clement had learned this from his friend Alamieyeseigha, whose boss had said, “Your name is what?” when he introduced himself, and then rechristened him on the spot before Alamieyeseigha could even say Allah. “From now on, you answer to James. Do you understand?” Of course, he did. This was the first lesson Clement gave his cousin too: “Nobody has time to be calling you Aniekan, un’sten? I think you should be answering John. Well, John for short, or as the oyinbos like to say it: Johnny. It fits you.”

“Okay,” Johnny had said. That night, alone in his room, he tried the name on over and over again. It didn’t feel too tight. “Not Aniekan anymore, do you hear me? Johnny. Johnny. Johnny.” He was eager to learn, especially from someone like Clement, who seemed to have mastered the ways of the city.

So, “Explain na,” Johnny said, half-begging Clement the next day. “About the job.”





































































FOOTNOTE
   


   
   
Gross Indecency (n)

1 Depending on … 

and especially if the perpetrator is/has … 

Or the victim is/has … 

… 

… 

[So sorry. Pardon the glitch so early in the story. It’s getting harder to read; this part of the law is written in invisible ink.]

Back to text










ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I’m thankful, always, to my first readers and community, the people who deepened my belief in this book, who remind me why I wrote this work in the first place: Akwaeke Emezi, Fadekemi Abiru, OluTimehin Adegbeye, Nwando Ebeledike, Mercedes Onyemenam, Joshua Segun-Lean, Kaisan Rei, Keside Anosike. To Cal Morgan and Kish Widyaratna for your incisive editing, patience, and brilliance—line after line after line. I’m so grateful for how clearly you both saw this work and how seamlessly you worked together to get it to where it is. To Keaven and IIIrd for holding my hand on the mountains and in the valleys. To The One Who Owns My Head, for teaching me the texture of tenderness, for never scolding me through what You could hold me through. To my brothers, the miracles, for being themselves. To Silvia Anie-Akwetey and Dolapo Igboin for being my sisters. To my parents, for the lessons. To Lagos, for the bridge behind me. To the entire Riverhead and Fourth Estate teams, for everything. To my agents Jacqueline Ko, Kristi Murray, and Alba Ziegler-Bailey and the entire team at the Wylie Agency for championing this book and being forever ready to push it where it needed to go. To the journals and publications that published stories that appear here: The Paris Review, The Georgia Review, Berlin Quarterly, Guernica, Gulf Coast, Somesuch Stories, Catapult, etc. This work got tighter and became more itself under all your hands. To vagabonds everywhere for being impossible things living impossible lives. Finally, to the young who (have) want(ed) to die, for believing, for hoping, for reading, for staying.




About the Author

ELOGHOSA OSUNDE is a Nigerian writer and multidisciplinary artist. Her short stories have been published in Catapult, Guernica, Berlin Quarterly and The Paris Review where she has a column, and her visual art exhibited across four continents so far. She is the winner of the 2021 Paris Review Plimpton Prize for Fiction, as well as an ASME Award for fiction. Vagabonds! was a finalist for the Waterstones Debut Fiction Prize and longlisted for the Center for Fiction First Novel Prize.




[image: HarperCollinsPublishers Logo]
   
About the Publisher

Australia

HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd.

Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street

Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia

www.harpercollins.com.au

Canada

HarperCollins Canada

Bay Adelaide Centre, East Tower

22 Adelaide Street West, 41st Floor

Toronto, Ontario M5H 4E3, Canada

www.harpercollins.ca

India

HarperCollins India

A 75, Sector 57

Noida, Uttar Pradesh 201 301, India

www.harpercollins.co.in

New Zealand

HarperCollins Publishers New Zealand

Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive

Rosedale 0632

Auckland, New Zealand

www.harpercollins.co.nz

United Kingdom

HarperCollins Publishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF, UK

www.harpercollins.co.uk

United States

HarperCollins Publishers Inc.

195 Broadway

New York, NY 10007

www.harpercollins.com


OPS/images/twitter.gif





OPS/images/logo1.png
&= HarperCollinsPublishers





OPS/images/orn.png





OPS/images/cover.png
UUUUUUUUUUUUUUUU

'''''''''''

EEEEEEEEEEEEEE

ELOG HOSA
OSUNDE





