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Adunni

The time is exactly ten minutes to twelve in the midnight and I cannot sleep.

I am lying down in Ms Tia’s chewing-gum-smelling guest room on a bed with a soft-breast mattress and wearing my school uniform on my body and my school shoe on my feet and my school cap on my head, and I don’t know of anybody who ever been able to sleep comfortable like that.

But I am not just anybody.

I am Adunni, a person important enough, and tomorrow I will go to school.

I have been waiting for this moment since before I was winning a scholarship with my essay, since before Ms Tia came and collected me from the hand of Big Madam and brought me here to her too-sparkling-clean and too-quiet house, so that I can go to learn all the schooling and books I didn’t able to learn all my life and become a teacher and be helping the girls inside Ikati, my village.

I sit up. Swing my legs from the bed, put my feet down. The silver shining buckle of my brand-new shoes makes a jing noise, like a tiny bell ringing. I stamp my feet again just to hearit – jing! – before I stand and go to the window.

Outside, the night is yawning, stretching itself to sleep, dripping moonlight from its tongue. Soon it will empty itself of darkness, and the sun will climb up on top of it and wave us all good morning from the balcony of the sky and the tomorrow I have been waiting for since I was around five years of age, since before my mama was dead, since before I was working housemaid for Big Madam in this Lagos, who is having a brain sickness because of how she was always flogging me for no reason, that tomorrow will come.

It is very nearly here.

There is a pinch of green light blinking on the bedside table like half a dot of an eyeball in the chin area of the clock. Ms Tia says this clock has a special name of Alarm Clock. Why a clock needs to be alarming people? Anyway, she set the time on the clock for seven in the morning. It will make a shree-shree noise and cause me to alarm myself and jump out of bed so that I don’t sleep and forget myself. How can I forget myself and sleep when I have been waiting for this all my life?

It is because of Ms Tia that I will finally be free. Free from all the worrying and crying in Big Madam’s house, from doing the everyday washing of Big Madam’s pant and bra, which is the wide of the grey waterproof cloth they are using to cover her Jeep car.

I turn from the window and find my way in the near-dark to the bedroom door and switch on the light on the wall, blinking from the too-bright of it.

I close my eyes, facing the long mirror hanging behind the door. I have peeped this same mirror maybe thirty times since we picked up the uniform from the Ms Erinle tailor woman in the school this afternoon, but I will take another look now – just one more – and then I will take off the uniform and fold it and wear the T-shirt nightgown Ms Tia bought for me so that I can try to sleep.

I open my eyes. My breathing cuts.

I press my hand flat on my stomach, where the blouse is tucking inside the band of the skirt, and feel my heart there, feel it jumping with joy.

I honest never seen anything so beautiful. It looks to me like a wedding dress and birthday dress and everything dress all at once. The skirt is blue, long to just under my knees, spread out like an open umbrella hanging around my waist. I pinch the edge and hold it up. I don’t want to rough it because I ironed it until there was not one wrinkle on the skin of it. I sprayed it with iron-water too, and it is smelling now of the flowers of a morning field.

I shift my feet left, right, in a dance to the quiet jing of my shoe buckle. And look! Look at the shining white of this blouse! I don’t think I will ever let it dirty, ever. I will remove it before I eat food, so I don’t stain it. I will wash it every thirty, thirty-five minutes to keep it forever clean. I gentle-touch the collar, the edge like two small plates resting on the bone of my neck.

I look more close at the photo on the right pocket-breast. What it mean? Ms Tia calls it a low-go. Is a photo of a tiny eagle sitting in the middle of an open book and the words Ocean Oil Academy for Girls: Excellence for All in red and orange stitching of thread curving around the book. I touch the eagle, feeling its power, a shock from the touch climbing up my legs like electric, so that I push myself up on my feet, as if to fly.

I breathe out. Set my feet down. Look at my face. Step back.

This morning, Ms Tia took me to the hairdresser, and after the hairdresser tickle-scrub my head clean, she put me under a glass upside-down bowl that blows out hot heat from its mouth like a breathing fire-devil. I shouted, ye!, running out from under it, my hair bouncing wet and dripping water down my shoulders.

Ms Tia, who was reading a magazine in the salon basket-chair, looked up and smiled and said, ‘Oh Adunni! It’s just a hairdryer. It won’t hurt you.’ I tell her maybe it won’t hurt me, but it sure will fry up all the brain I want to use for learning in school, and Ms Tia and that nonsense hairdresser, they laugh and laugh. Well, the hairdresser laughed; Ms Tia just made a sound like a sad puppy bark.

Ms Tia been sad since when she came back from visiting her mama in Port Harcourt. I asked her just this morning, when I seen her trying to hide the red of her eyes from me, about what is deep troubling her, but she said nothing. Maybe tomorrow, before she takes me to school, I can ask her why, for example, she pinched that girl in the Ocean Academy school like that? And why is she been looking at me as if she wants to say sorry but doesn’t know how to say it or what to say sorry for? And why did she go and hide herself inside the storeroom at the back of her house today? What is inside that research of envelope she was holding tight stiff under her arm?

I like Ms Tia too much and I don’t want her to be sad, but I also want to be happy for myself, so I turn myself around and around, trapping my happy noise in my mouth because Ms Tia likes to sleep at the same o’clock every night and I don’t want to wake her and make her more sad. The cap flies off my head and lands on the bed with a soft slap. I stop spinning. Pick it up. Set it on my head. It sits stiff, like a crown of cloth on the head of a queen.

I touch my hair, running my finger on one line of plaiting. I honest never seen my hair like this, in a neat all-back weaving style, so shiny and clean and smelling the fresh of rose hair-pomade.

I tilt the cap a little to the left. Like a soldier-queen and make a salute at myself.

In the mirror, my eyes catches my books on the bed behind. Five new-learning books. All of them have the word Introduction on the cover. Introduction to Science. To Handwriting, Grammar & Spelling. To Maths. To French. How can I have introduction to another language when I am still struggling to finish my introduction to English?

What a plenty Introductions! I promise with all my heart that I will never get tired of making introductions to all of them. I promise to learn and learn until my teacher in school is tired of me.

I met one of the teacher today (Ms Tia call her Principal). She said her name is Mrs Catherine Sola-Something. She was wearing a too-thick glasses that pinch on her nose too-tight, I have a fear of how she can be able to breathe. She gave me a handshake in the school reception office as if she wants to uproot my hand and smiled a wide smile and said: ‘We loved your essay, Adunni. It made us laugh and cry. We’ll see you tomorrow. Your roommates, Halima and Fisayo, cannot wait to meet you.’

I saw the sleeping room which they named after things like gold and silver, with the iron ladder bed in the corner and the reading table and chair, but we didn’t see the girls or the whole school because the matron with hair which is the colour of a smelling leg wound say they are inside class. So, Ms Tia said we must go home before ‘traffic gets insane’.

Halima and Fisayo. I test their names on my lips now, rolling them around my tongue. I cannot wait to meet you too! I hope you will have sense! I hope we learn together and be friends together forever!

There are another five books on the bed, full of lines on the white pages of it. This evening, after eating the FKC chickens, I sat myself down in the dining table, and wrote my name on top each of the cover, joining the n to the n to the i the same way I seen Ms Tia write.

Me. Adunni. I am going to school. Eh! I want to shout it out loud to the ears of the walls and trees and green grass outside and the solar electric surrounding us in Ms Tia’s white house! I want to say, Listen, all of you! Adunni is going to school!

The tick-tick of the alarm clock is a drumming music inside of my belly now as it is nearing itself to midnight. It is a dancing and tapping of feet on my back, a calling to my legs to jump up on the soft mattress bed and dance, but I know Ms Tia doesn’t like noise—

There is a sudden banging bam sound.

It jumps inside my thinking, snatching away my mind. It is coming from the outside-downstairs of Ms Tia’s house, sounding like an impatient somebody is knocking the head of the front gate of the house, ko-ko-ko. What is that? I don’t like it, this angry-bitter cracking-banging noise. I switch off the light and run into the bed and climb inside, pulling the bedsheet up to my neck. I tell myself maybe it is a dog from the next-door house, finding food, kicking the gate. Or the air-conditioner box in the wall up to the left of me, breathing out ice-block air from the inside of its rectangle nostrils.

Another bam sound.

There is no mistaking it this time. Bam. Bam-bam. Like a very vexing, somebody is slamming a car door, stamping the floor with the leg of wood. Who is visiting Ms Tia?

The alarm clock sounds the twice clicking of its plastic tongue behind its square throat: twelve o’clock midnight.

This noise is near the mouth of the gate, a finger of iron plucking the loose teeth of the gate out.

What is it? Who is it? What or who are they finding or fighting?





Adunni

When I climbed down from the bed and went to the window to look outside, I saw two men afar, behind the trees, behind the gates. I saw Ms Tia running, nearly falling herself on the shine-shine stones on the floor, her husband pressing his finger into the gate automatic-padlock so that the gate was automatic-grinding open, and the two men was rushing to enter, marching in like an angry lion to the kitchen backdoor. I only see the faraway face of one man, and I know from the deep black marks vexing up and down his two cheeks like a hot knife carving that it is Mr Kola. It was the idiot of him that brought me to Lagos from Ikati, my village, to be doing wicked housemaid work for Big Madam in this big shining Lagos.

What is he looking for here? Who shows him the way to get here? Why is Mr Kola shouting, ‘Adunni! Killer!’

Who is the killer? Me?

And who is the other man with him? The one wearing white cloth like a bedsheet and walking as if something clip off his leg at the ankles area?

My heart is fighting karate-fight with my chest now as I run back into my bed in my uniform and school shoes and school hat and lie stiff like a dead person inside a dead-people fridge. They are downstairs in the parlour. I hear the chink-chink of feet wearing a necklace of clapping cowries; voices, talking, rising in argument; Ms Tia asking questions; her husband, the good doctor, giving her answers. Then her husband is calling the phone and I can hear the microphone speaker ringing, griiin-griin. A voice, like a quaking thunder, is talking now inside the phone, saying: ‘Mr Dada? Don’t make me walk down to your house at this ungodly hour. Have you let them in, or do you need me to call the police to arrest that murderer?’

Big Madam.

I know her voice like I know how my own shit smell.

I honest can even almost smell her perfume-bleach smell from inside the phone. Why is she calling me a murderer to the good doctor? What is ‘murderer’? Is it the same as ‘killer’?

Now Big Madam is saying Mr Kola is owing Refund all the money she was paying me – who is Refund? Why did this Refund want to collect money for the work I was doing? Did Big Madam call him after we were leaving her house early this morning? Why?

Mr Kola is now talking about me, saying how I was leaving Ikati, telling lies I was running away after killing Khadija, who was the second wife of the man I married. It was because she died that I was running to Lagos, to save myself from troubles. Yes, I ran because I was one of the last persons to be seeing Khadija before she was dead, but I didn’t kill her! She was my friend! It was not me! They must find Bamidele, her lover-boy-man-friend, because he knows the truth! He knows she was pregnant for him and she died after waiting for him to come and help her. I hear another voice and my soul escapes from my body. The voice of Oloye, one chief of our village. What is he doing inside Ms Tia’s parlour?

I listen, holding the pillow tight to my chest, pressing my heart in, to keep it from falling as the good doctor is making explanations of words in English for Ms Tia, as Ms Tia is shouting, ‘No! Adunni cannot go back tonight!’ As Mr Kola is saying how they want me to return for killing Khadija, because the blood of Khadija is weeping from the earth after they found her body swelling up by the river in Kere village, and that the weeping blood is staining all our rivers and causing all our water in Ikati to dry up small-small. They want me to by force come back to Ikati to beg. To make a sacrifice.

No.

I throw the bedsheet from my chest, push myself up. I am innocent of this. I can run. I can run far and hide, and in the morning, when Mr Kola and chief have gone back to Ikati, I can come back here, and Ms Tia will take me to school and keep me there forever. I can take my mobile phone too, find a place near to call Ms Tia, tell her to come find me. I can . . . I look around.

Where can I hide? If I open the window and jump, I will crash-land, and all my bones and blood will scatter and mash up. I cannot go downstairs inside the parlour or climb up the roof or disappear to become air and evaporate myself into the shadows. And even if I run, will I be running forever with a stain on my name? If I don’t go back, what will happen to my people, our land? If I finish all my education and become a teacher, will I be happy knowing I’ve been running all my life? I look up at the ceiling through the window of the tears in my eyes.

Can I maybe try to go back?

But what will happen when I get to Ikati? Will they stone me dead? Keep me in prison?

No. I shake my head left, right, left until I hear a buzzing buzz inside of my ears, until the school cap is sliding down the back of my head. Not now. I cannot go now.

But. I bite my lip, tasting the blood and salt of it. If not now, when? I slap myself to stop my tears. Can I try to maybe drag myself from this bed and march to the wall-switch to slap on the light and pick up my nylon bag of belongings and open the door and climb down the stairs to meet my people and tell them I am ready?

Yes, I can. I will. I must. But why I cannot move? Why are my legs not listening to the commanding of my brain?

I hear the tink-tink of a ring-wearing finger gripping the glass handle of the staircase; the wood under the feet sighing as somebody is climbing up slowly, as if to leave the pinch of a shadow on the face of the stairs.

Now the door handle is twisting left, right.

I bury myself under the coffin of my cover-cloth and squeeze my eyes close.





Adunni

‘Oh, I know!’

It’s the girl from behind the wall.

I keep down my writing paper and pencil and put my eye in the hole. ‘What is it again? You keep saying you know! You know! What you exactly know?’

‘I’m thinking to, like, start a fire to send an SOS signal or something? How about a laptop? Surely someone’s got to have that, right? Think you can find us a laptop and hook it up to Wi-Fi and I can, I don’t know, maybe log on to Facebook and connect with my dad and let him know where I am?’

‘No computer laptop. No nothing. Sorry. Why are you here? Kike said your mama brought you here. Why?’

‘My mother literally dragged me here,’ she says. ‘All because I am refusing to be treated like a second-class citizen just because I am a girl. And I won’t let that happen to anyone. Have you seen Hauwa? She’s a tiny frail thing? Seen her? No? I need to find her and protect her! You. Why are you here? Are you part of the sacrifice thing going on tonight? Hauwa is, and I guess a bunch of girls are, but I’m not. I mean I kind of am but not exactly. I’ve got to figure out a plan right this minute. But first, I need a drink.’

‘Excuse?’ I say.

‘Yeah?’

‘Keep shut for one seconds,’ I say.

‘That’s rude.’

‘When Kike come back, I tell her to bring you water.’

‘There’s no way I am touching that parasite-infested liquid.’

‘Then you die of thirsty,’ I say.

‘I’ll tell you what I’ll die for right now? A chance to kill the idiot that came for Hauwa!’ She sighs loud. ‘Life out here seems brutal. How the hell do people live here with all these traditional rules?’

Who is Hauwa? Why she keeps mentioning things that don’t make sense?

I hear her scratching something, as if she is sweeping the floor under her chin with the broom of her fingers. She sneezes two times, and I fear she breathe in enough dust to fill up her whole chest with enough sand to build a small house.

‘So. My dad’s majorly pissed off at me because I could have spent the week skiing in Switzerland or something, but my mum called, and I thought, I’ll spend time with her, doing girlie stuff and soaking in some country air. I thought I was doing the right thing at the time, but look what that got me? A very pissed off dad and incarceration in some matchbox-sized clay-room that stinks literally of shit.’

She is not making plenty sense about her papa pissing on her, so I say, ‘Did you come from Ikati or where? Which family?’

‘Oh no! I’m not from anywhere around here. Wait. This right here is Ikati? I think that’s what Hauwa called it. Is this Ikati village?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘This is the middle of the America. What kind of nonsense question are you asking me? Who is Hauwa, and did they bring you here with your eyes folding?’

‘I was literally blindfolded, yes.’

I am not understanding why she keeps saying everything is lit-ruh-lee this and that, so I keep my words to myself and let her keep talking her mind.

She sighs a loud sigh. ‘And Hauwa is my friend.’ A pause. ‘There’s no Wi-Fi . . . or laptop, or oh, I know! Do you think I could maybe get black coffee? Because I have to find a way to stay awake! I can’t risk falling asleep and letting them harm me. Hey, is your dad pissed off at you too?’ she says. ‘I thought I heard you guys arguing a while back. I am not sure: the walls here are so thick plus he speaks mostly in Yoruba, which is like I don’t know, Greek to me. Actually, not Greek ’cos I studied a bit of Greek in summer school a few years back, so maybe another super-tough language like Mandarin or Basque? Listen uh, what did you say your name was again? Ah-What-Knee?’

‘Dear Father Lord in up heaven,’ I say, looking up at the ceiling. ‘When You were creating this Zenab, did you somehow forget to put a sense inside of her brain?’ I try to look at her, to bend my neck like a doctor looking a patient up and down for signs of madness, but all I can see is her one large white eye.

‘Not funny,’ she says, a mutter. ‘All I asked for was coffee. You don’t have to be such a meanie.’

‘Okay. Sorry,’ I say. ‘When you come out from here, you walk small to the left by the shrine of Baba Ogun, then turn right down-down the road of maize, in the left of it, you will see Okuta farm. In the left of that farm, next to one short tree, you will see the plant that is having the coffee beans seed. Cut the plant, pack the seeds, roast it under a fire, put inside cup, add water, drink as coffee. You hear? And Adunni is the name. Bye. Bye.’ I push myself off the floor, wipe off the sand from my knees.

‘Well, my dad drinks his coffee black!’ she shouts as I stand. ‘My dad says it makes him super-focused!’ Her voice breaks a little. ‘You’re so lucky your dad came to see you! My dad hates me! He’s never going to speak to me ever again! I am such an idiot!’

She breaks off to cry and all I want to do is scratch her two eyes with the sharp pencil in my hand.

The handle of the door turns, creaking open.

It’s Kike.

She is standing stiff like electric shock her back, the sun shining a triangle of golden light over her head. Her whole face is a painting of freeze-up terror, fear. ‘My people tell me that Tee-Yah and Kayus is going to see Iya in Goma,’ she says. ‘They save.’

To see Iya? That means Iya is not dead? Good! ‘Is Iya no more living in Agan?’

‘She move to Goma six months back. For nearer water.’

‘Goma is far! And Papa, what about him?’

‘Your papa . . .’ She steps inside the room. ‘He try his very best. Honest. He was able to fight Bamidele and drag him here but . . . Adunni. Don’t be happy yet. Him and Bamidele fight a big fight and . . .’ Kike rubs her stomach. ‘Your papa is bleeding so much blood.’ She takes one step inside the room so that I can really see the fear criss-crossing all over her face. ‘It is time to be going to the Circle of Forest, but your papa is in your house, and he been begging of me to bring you.’

I nod. Feel my heart thick with fear. ‘Where is Bamidele?’

‘They tie him up and lock him until this midnight. Hear me, Adunni. We soon going to the Circle of Forest. We going to dance and pass the front of your house. When we reach there, me I will drag my feet and change our singing song. When I do like this to you’ – she nods – ‘you cut from the singing line and go quick to see your papa and come back.’

Kike gives me a square of white cloth. ‘Wear this, Adunni.’

She keeps her eye on me as I climb out of my dress, let it drop to the floor. I wrap myself in the wrapper, tie it under my armpit. ‘Can I take my paper and pencil?’

She nods.

‘After I see my papa, what?’

‘We go to the Circle of Forest,’ she says. ‘We keep all of you girls there until it is time for the sacrifice.’





Adunni

They wrapped us all up like a Christmas gift of girl-bodies for the spirits: our uniform of sacrifice is a thin white fabric, tied around our chest, down to our legs. So different from my school uniform. I join the line of girls, the very last at the back because Kike arrange it so that I can cut from the line and go and see my papa, but I cannot see each their faces; I cannot tell which one of us is the Zenab that was talking to me in the room.

Shaki is holding a shekere in front of the line. It is a round of wood with plenty beads around its neck. She lifts it up in her right hand, and with her left, she fires a gunshot – pow! – up in the air, so that some of the girls scream and cry, others cover their ears with their hands. A bird or two takes off from the forest behind Baba Ogun’s shrine. A dog begins to bark. Shaki shakes her shekere, pa-pa-pa-pa, and dances, her feet tapping the floor left, right, left.

‘We dance to the forest!’ Kike shouts. ‘Ijo ya!’ She sings a song in Yoruba, her voice rising up and down like the hills that surround us, and there is a trembling in her voice, from the forcing of joy into it:

 

The daughters of the moon and sun are coming!

Dance! Dance! Dance!

The daughters of the moon and sun are coming!

Dance! Dance! Dance!

 

We shift this way and that, as if fingers from the wind is pulling each our hand, left, right. I am thinking of Papa as I keep my eyes on my feet as it appears and disappears under my wrapper, the white edge of the wrapper like a paintbrush dipping into the watercolour of the earth, turning the brown of sand, the red of spilled peppers.

As we walk pass, women stop everything they are doing: they stop sitting on stones, feeding crying babies, grinding peppers on grinding stones, milking milk from the breast under the bellies of thin goats. They stop scattering seeds of corn for the chickens, they put down bundles of firewood from their backs and heads. They stop. To look at us, to shake their heads, to smile, to wave.

I keep my head down, lifting it up only when a wind wraps dust around my nose and face, or to walk around the burnt mouth of a drying clay well baked deep inside the oven of the earth.

In front of the house of Morufu, the man I married, I see the children of Khadija, Alafia and the one I can never remember her name, standing under the door. The two both girls are wearing yellow pant with no bra, their necks long and thin, their eyes almost the wide of the empty iron cup in their hands, breasts like groundnut shells. I feel a stinging of tears in my eyes at the memorying of how Khadija showed me around this house the first time I married, how she took me as a friend, a sister. I want to run to her children, to tell them I did not kill their mama, that I am so very sorry for how everything happened, but we keep moving and singing, from house to house.

We reach my papa’s compound. My singing dies. The air feels like it grown up thick and wide, the shape of a mud-brick. I feel as if I need to catch this brick and crush it to breathe as Kike changes the song to a more loud one and starts to dance in front of Shaki, who looks very confused. Kike holds Shaki with her hands and turns her back to me, making a beckon to the girls to form a circle around of her so that all of them are backing our house. I drag my feet, my dancing, with my eyes on Kike.

When she nods, I turn around and run past the back of our house, past the green plastic bucket that I used to fetch water with at the river, past Papa’s bicycle on the ground, the flat tyre spinning, his brown cap on the edge of the seat, and to our parlour.

I see Labake, Kike’s mother, holding a bowl of water, a cloth of blood swimming inside the water, a bottle of medicine leaves in her other hand.

‘Adunni,’ she says, nodding her head at me in a greeting. What is she finding here? Is she wanting to beat me like before when I was the wife of her husband? I swear if she takes one step close to me, or stop me from seeing my papa, I will bite off her black-brown breast, chew the flesh of it and use it to draw mad-people makeup on her face.

‘Be quick, Adunni,’ she says, speaking Yoruba because her English always sounds like she cut it with knife, into small, small pieces. ‘Talk to your papa, tell him to not leave his body.’ Her voice soft, heavy, different from the Labake of before. ‘He is inside. Go. Quick. I stand here and keep eye on the rest girls.’

I push the cloth covering the door and enter inside the stomach-twisting smell of sweat and blood wound that punches my face. The parlour is still the same as how I left it last year – the TV that is not working in the corner, the sofa chair with no cushion pushed to one side – and in the centre of the small parlour, Papa is lying on a mat, his head on the pillow of a folding cloth, his eyes swollen and gum shut, his chest covered with a cloth soaking up his blood.

I kneel on the floor near the mat. ‘Papa?’ I whisper.

The singing of the girls outside changes to a faint clapping.

Papa turns his head a little and try to open his swollen-up eye.

‘Oh, Papa,’ I say, tears pinching my eyes, sliding down my face. ‘I am so sorry, Papa. I bring all this bad luck to our family! If I didn’t run away, maybe you will not wound like this.’ I wipe my face. ‘Is it paining you here? Near your under-hand? Is it still swelling? Sorry, Papa. Thank you, Papa, for finding Bamidele, for saving me.’

‘I didn’t find him to save you,’ Papa says, in Yoruba, and he sounds like he is climbing up a mountain with his voice, a mountain that is hard to climb. If he didn’t wound bad, I think he will slap his chest as he is talking, make high his voice.

‘I find him to show him I am a man, that I am three men.’ He swallows spit, closing his eyes as if it is a rock inside his throat. ‘I find him to cover the name of our family. The name of Akala.’

I nod, feeling my heart crack a little. But that tiny crack in my heart is filling up with thank you, so I say thank you again and again until Papa says, ‘That Bamidele?’ His voice is sudden soft now, more slow, his breathing like he needs to dig inside his stomach to find the air, to push it out of a too-thin nose.

‘What happened to him?’ I ask.

‘He was begging me to leave him as I was tying up his hand tight with rope. Then he say something about you.’

My nose catches fire, burns. ‘About me?’

Papa nods – feels like two minutes before his head climbs up and down. ‘That Khadija say speak good of you. That you did not for one day talk bad about me.’

‘Papa, I can never talk bad about you! Never!’ The true thing is this: many times, I was wanting to slap sense into Papa, to open his eyes and see me as Adunni, a girl important enough, but now is not the time to be saying all sorts of foolish stupid things.

‘So Bamidele say that if I leave him to run free, he will find a way to come back here today, before this midnight and free you too because of your good heart.’

‘Papa, that is not true!’ I shake my head no, sniffing, looking at his chest climbing and falling. ‘Bamidele is a big liar! There is no how he will come back! He made a promise to Khadija too. He didn’t ever come back.’

‘I know,’ Papa says, coughs. Sounds like an eggshell cracking under feet. A line of blood falls down his nose, and I swipe it with the edge of my wrapper, stain it red.

‘That is why I fight him with my last of everything to drag him back to Ikati,’ Papa says, his voice so tired, so quiet, that I have to stretch my ear around it to trap what he is saying.

‘Everything be all right, Papa,’ I say, talking through my tears, trying to keep it back so I can make sense. ‘Labake is bringing medicine to help you. Bamidele will confess this night and I will be free. See, Papa, I didn’t run away from Ikati to make you or Kayus to suffer. I ran away to try and find my future. I found it, Papa! I am starting school in Lagos, and if after this night I am free, I will go back to Lagos and go to school and become a teacher and make money and buy you a fine car, Papa. A fine motor car. A Benz, maybe. I will take you to Lagos too. You will see it, Papa, a very fine noise-making place. If I had married Morufu, I will be only that: a girl who married a man, the end. Nothing more to my story. But my story is bigger than that! I chose my journey of life and I will take you along with me, Papa. It’s a matter of small time before I will be able to take care of you and Kayus, even Born-boy. I promise I will do very well in school. I will read my books morning, afternoon, night, every waking second. I promise it.’

‘Adunni,’ Papa says, slowly, quietly.

‘Papa?’

Labake enters. ‘It is time.’

I look at Labake. ‘Please, Ma, give him all the medicine. Everything. Keep him alive for me.’

Labake nods, her eyes sad. ‘Go before Shaki sees you are not dancing.’

I kiss the floor near Papa and touch my hand to his forehead. It is a little cold, like a stone sitting at the edge of a river. ‘Be strong, Papa. Be strong for the sacrifice this night, and even if you will not do the sacrifice to save me, do it because you are three men.’

There is no answer from Papa, so I stand and turn around.

‘You are so full of dreams,’ Papa says, sudden, just as I push the Ankara-cloth covering the door.

‘Your mind.’ He sniffs and gives a sad, slow laugh, a mix of water and blood climbing down the skin growing out of his cheeks, his chin area. ‘Your mind is hard to bend, to break. You want to be a teacher?’

His voice is having more strong now. I turn to nod, to smile. Once. Twice. ‘Yes, sir. So that I care for you and Kayus.’

‘If life didn’t do me bad, you know what I have dream of? What I wish to become?’

I shake my head no. Didn’t ever even think somebody like my papa can have a dream or even talk to me about it. Why didn’t us two talk like this all our lives? Why didn’t we ever have one single conversations about me wanting to become a teacher?

He bends his lip in a slant of a smile that seems like it knife him to even try. ‘When I was seven years of age, I wanted to be caring for sick peoples. What you call them?’

‘Doctor,’ I say, thinking of Ms Tia’s husband. ‘I know one. He lives in a fine house in Lagos.’

Papa is quiet again, his breathing like a hissing-song.

Outside, the clapping, dancing is slowly dying.

‘Quick,’ Labake whispers. ‘Kike is tired to be keeping Shaki in one place.’

‘I didn’t able to follow my dream,’ Papa says in a force of power through his mouth. ‘So I forget it and face my drink and marry a wife. But you? You keep your dream and hold it tight. And you don’t let anybody stop it. You teach me a lesson, Adunni. A lesson of how to don’t never give up on good things.’ He stays silent a moment and I sense something thick, slip outside of him and float away. ‘Me, I didn’t get chance to live a good life, but maybe you can. Go, Adunni. Go.’

I wipe my eyes and step out of the room and run to join the girls, who are now bending low and rising in another dance. Kike sees me, nods, makes a hand sign to Shaki.

Shaki stops marching. Chanting. She lifts her gun, shoots another gunshot.

The air makes a flutter with the wind of angry whispers from the trees.

A thick silence.

I look back at our house. Semi, one of the small-chiefs, is entering into our parlour, the black mat for dead-body burial rolled up under his armpit. He stops to look at us, to wave like a bye-bye at one of the girls in the front of the line-up with something like a dying fire in his eyes, before he turns to the room where Papa is. How he knows one of us? And why is he holding that black mat?

I force my legs to keep moving, to stop worrying for Papa.

After that, I stop taking observe, just keep dragging my heart under my feet until we reach the forest backing the hills, the back of Baba Ogun’s compound.

Shaki turns into the forest, and we follow her behind, our feet crunching on dry grass and sticks and stones.





Adunni

The Circle of Forest

 

The Circle of Forest is a basin of pink sand in the ground, be like a tongue pushed back in the wide-open mouth of the bushes. Around us is a embrace of tall trees with leaves dropping down like a half-closing umbrella, the sharp red nose of the hills, the edge of a cliff beside of a sharp teeth of rocks.

In the middle of the circle of sand: seven short wooden benches. Behind each bench, a clay pot filled little of water, a stick of green plantain on the side, the skin black and wounded, filled with holes where birds been picking at the white flesh of it.

The air whistles. It smells too. Of the body of us girls, of sweat from our armpits and head, of the space in the middle of our press-together thighs, of the blood we bleed under and on top our skin, of chickenshit, flowers, forest, coal. It smells of shame. Fear.

Shaki claps. Once. Two times. Sweat pours from the side of her head as she nod to Kike.

‘I greet all of you!’ Kike says, stepping into the middle of the circle, wiping her hands on her wrapper. Her voice is loud, slicing like a blade in the forest. ‘My name is Kike. Aya Baba Ogun. The wife of the chief priest of the Ikati. I speak first in English, which many of you are learning; after, I speak Yoruba. The one you didn’t learn, please ask me and I try to my best to easy it for you.

‘Our land is no more the land of plenty. Our land is crying in some places and in some other places, it is cracking. This very middle of night, the village of Ikati, Ekiri, Milega, Okunsi, Shanta and Fuyetu is doing something we never do before. We joining as one to beg for the problems to stop.’

Someone sniffs.

‘But how is that the fault of us girls, na?’ one of the girls says. I raise my head. She has low-cut hair, the colour of early morning sun. Hips like she gum two calabashes to the side of each her waist, round and hard, a thing you can crack. Her wide teeth has a space in the bottom that can hold a pencil. Eyebrows make me think she pluck the number 7 from a ruler and hook it around eyes that can spark a fire. ‘This is madness o!’ she says, her voice rough, hurrying. ‘Madness with a capital M! My mother begged me do this, I swear! If not for my mother, I won’t be here!’

Shaki, who seems to only know how to grunt and fire a gun, plucks out her gun from her chest and points it at the girl, her teeth like a dog about to bite.

‘She won’t shoot me,’ the girl says, stepping back, touching her hand to her chest. ‘Will she?’

‘She very will,’ I say with a low hiss. ‘With a happy smile too. Shaki can be happy to fire a gunshot and killed us all dead and nobody will do anything. So, keep quiet and let Kike talk.’

Kike nods at me. ‘So, after this very midnight, many of you be free to go. We do sacrifice, you collect judgement, small punishing. We dance and sing, we go and wait for blessing. Some of you free to go marry. Some free to go born, to go back to the city, but’ – she sighs – ‘some of you, if you kill a person, you don’t free.’

I drop my head as Kike is repeating everything she just said in Yoruba.

‘Nothing to fear,’ she continues. ‘Keep yourself quiet. You stay here. The spirits of the forest keep big eyes on you. You don’t run. Shaki is at front of forest with her . . .’ Kike presses two fingers to form the shape of a firing gun. ‘Nobody can run. We don’t want anybody wound themself. Please. Stay here until is nearing time for baff.’

We cannot run.

This forest is too thick, and the end of it is a cliff that leads to the rocks below.

‘One of the small-chiefs,’ Kike says, ‘his name is Semi. We soon bring him come to talk to his coming-soon-wife.’

Who among of us is the coming-soon-wife of a small-chief? I throw my eyes around, settle on one tiny girl with no hair on her egg-shape head. I keep my eyes on the small girl, her bottom lip, which is shaking, tears climbing down her face. Can it be her? Is it her that Semi was waving bye-bye to near my house? No. It cannot be. This small child? She don’t look like one minute pass the age of ten.

I wonder too which one of us is Zenab? Can it be this small child? I don’t think so. She don’t look like someone that will be saying, ‘Oh, I know!’ every one seconds. Or is it that girl over there with a blue scarf covering her head, making it hard to see her face? Or that one with the face like a wound and with beads around each her thick legs like a neck-chain? Or that one with yellow skin that keep talking to her chest? Or which one?

It is hard to pick. I will sharp-up my ears to listen well so that when they speak, I will be able to catch which one is Zenab. Unless maybe Zenab is not among of us. Maybe she already gone back to her mama, or was it papa?

Why it matters anyway? The girl is full of troubles.

‘When the small-chief is come,’ Kike says, ‘please don’t shout. Just give him small time to talk to his coming-soon-wife. She going to marry him in one month. But me and Shaki, we come back with the man.’ She nods her head at the clay pot of water. ‘Drink small water but keep rest for baffing. I go!’

Kike leaves the circle, walking slow. Shaki follows her behind.

We are sudden alone. Six of us. Strangers. Girls. Alone in a forest. One by one, we sit on the ground, turn our backs to each other, and wrap ourselves in the pocket of our waiting.

 

After about thirty, thirty-five minutes of sitting on the ground, with some of us crying, others keeping their head down and crying with no noise, plucking the grass from around their feet or talking quiet among of ourselves, I see Labake standing on the entering place of the circle and calling my name. There is load in her eyes. Did something bad happen again? I sit stiff until she makes a silent beckon. I follow her outside of the circle, where she begins to walk fast, until we reach to almost the mouth of the forest.

She stops and turns.

‘Well done, Adunni,’ she says, her Yoruba soft. ‘Is a good thing you came to see your papa.’

I blink at her, not sure whether to say something or keep looking.

‘Your papa . . .’ She kicks something with her feet, shifting her wrapper, making it tight. ‘Your papa is gone.’

‘Is gone to where?’ I look at the first wife of the man I married, the before-best-friend of my mother, and try very hard to make full sense of what she means by Your papa is gone.

‘To where?’ I throw my eyes around the forest as if Papa hiding himself in the spray of sunlight falling through the roof of leaves above us. ‘My papa is gone to exactly where?’

Labake bends, puts her hands on her knees as if to think, to gather the strong to say what I already know. When she finally straights up herself and looks at me, there are tears, standing like tiny knives of glass, in her wide-open eyes. ‘Akala, your father,’ she says, coming to the side of me, to catch my falling self, ‘he is gone far to the Land of the Spirits. To join your mama. Sorry, Adunni. So very sorry.’

I cushion my head on top of Labake’s breast, sniffing up the spoiling pepper-smell of her wrapper. Papa is dead. I don’t sure how to feel, what to feel.

She grips me tight, and her touch is the mix of a shock and a comfort.

‘The Spirits of the Dead will carry him,’ Labake says to my bent head. ‘Don’t be too sad—’

‘I don’t want to hear!’ I shout the words out loud, struggling to free myself from the tight rope of Labake’s hands. I twist around, slapping Labake to free me. ‘How can he die today? How can he die just when I was just learning of him? When I was peeling back the skin of his hard heart to find the true him? I want to see my father! I want to—’

‘Shut up your mouth!’ Labake shouts, and her voice is a punch on the remaining rest of my words back inside my mouth. ‘Stop shouting jo! Me and Kike, we want to help you before everybody knows.’

My eyes climb all over her face, searching for what she is trying to say. ‘Help me how?’

‘He is not your father,’ Labake says, lowering her voice so that her words climb down the dark steps of my already full ears and sit like a ball at the bottom of my stomach. ‘Your papa – Akala – he is not your real papa! This is a secret. Him and I and your mama known it since before she died dead.’

The forest is a sea with thousands of stabbing sunlight twisting and turning like little fishes of light in the air. I sway on my feet, my legs becoming water, flowing down the thick wall of Labake’s body. ‘You say what? That Papa is not my father?’

‘No.’ She releases me to breathe. ‘Be strong of yourself, Adunni! Be strong. We must find your blood father before midnight. Or else . . .’

‘Who is my father?’ Who owns the voice that is asking this question? Why is the voice calm like this?

Because the voice is tired of fighting. To die sudden don’t seem so bad now. Maybe Mama will be waiting on the other side, Papa too, maybe. Only poor Kayus I feel sorry for. Who will take care of him? Ms Tia? Since Ms Tia very much wants to be a mother, maybe I can beg her to make a promise to care of Kayus for me because I think to be a mother is more than the science of body. It is the true deepness of heart, the filling of love that Ms Tia carries with her to everywhere that will help her. I know she can do it. She can take Kayus; give him the gift of toast bread and choco-tea in the morning, of a sandal-shoe to cover his burnt feet, of a barber to barb his hair every once in two weeks.

Labake sniffs. ‘I never seen your blood father with my two eyes. You know the house on top of the hill? Blue roof? That is the house of his grandma. Your father, he was living in the land of the white man for many years. Your mother, Idowu, always talk of the man, says he have a good head. She never tell you of him?’

‘No.’ I raise my wet eyes to Labake. Is her brain full up with ice-block? How will my mama tell me that the papa I known all my life is not my papa? In our village, any woman that give her child to another man will die dead with stoning, so my mama will never talk that secret. She will carry it to her graveside. Use it as the sand to cover her dead body.

Labake twists the corner of her wrapper, use it to wipe her eyes. ‘Sorry, Adunni. I am the fault of all the troubles in your life. But’ – she lifts up her head – ‘the chiefs and Baba Ogun know the truth. They will not make a noise of it tonight. Nobody in the village will know if you keep it quiet yourself.’

Why is she saying sorry? Did she kill Mama and Papa? I shake my head, wipe my eyes.

‘This is not your sorry,’ I say, in a voice that is not at all my own, that sounds like I drag it across the rough road from Lagos. ‘What will happen to me now? The sacrifice? We don’t have time to find Born-boy.’ But even if we find Born-boy, are we of the same blood father?

‘We keep up hope,’ Labake says. ‘We hope that before this very midnight, Kayus and the woman from Lagos? Maybe they come back with a message of where your blood father is. Born-boy and Kayus, they don’t have the same father blood like you. Only you is different.’

Only me is different. Only me is fighting. Only me will die.

‘If we find your real papa, we tell the village he is the brother of Akala, to cover the shame of Akala.’ Labake slaps a flying ant from her shoulder, catches it in the fold of her palms, releases it to fly away. ‘So, pray that we find your blood father before midnight. That he will help you. Adunni, this is too much for you, eh!’ She sighs deep, looking around and lowing her voice even more. ‘The senior chiefs are burying your papa now-now at the east side of the forest. I can take you near there so you can see them, say bye-bye from afar? Maybe it help you to not feel sad?’

No.

I don’t want to see the chiefs throw the body of Papa inside a hole in this forest.

I want the last memory of Papa to leave a sweet taste in my tongue; for my heart to dance from the beat of the first real-deep talk we ever shared, to swell too with the pregnant of the dreams he was carrying inside of his heart.

Even if he was not my blood father. Even if he married me to Morufu at fourteen and didn’t give me a chance for education. Even if he spent his whole life drinking until he drunk and daze and waste off all my mama’s money on nonsense. I understand now that an empty hand can only give the gift of air. And air is the greatest of gift for those who struggle to breathe.

I know Papa failed a thousand times as a father, but I will never forget how he died trying to help me, by bringing Bamidele, even if he thought it was his own way of showing himself as a man. To me, he was trying to give me air to breathe.

I look up at the sky, and I think it is a mystery, how the sky divides the earth and covers this side of the world with a bowl as if to keep sorrow closed tight on us down here, protecting the heavens above from tasting of it, from staining it with the wickedness of men like Bamidele.

I think I peep a smile up, up there, a curving swoop like the wing of an eagle turning a bend, and I know it is the slanting lips of my smiling mother. She and Khadija are waiting in the sky, calling me to come.

I am not afraid.

On Dying

We are all going to die one day.

To know this is a gift, a curse tied with a bowstring of a blessing.

No any number of education, science, prayer, money can change that.

Is a fact of life, so take every chance to live a fully full life.

—The Very Important Small Book of Life’s Little Wisdoms by Adunni





Adunni

I come back to find the girls still sitting quietly, some on the bench, others on the ground across the circle, nobody saying much. We all have reached the end of the journey of words and all we can do is wait.

I fold up my sorrow and shock and keep it in the cupboard of my soul. Maybe one day I will take it and the rest of the cloths of my life out of the cupboard and wash it and spread it to dry so that I can join the happy cloths to the shock cloths and sorrow cloths, sew it with different colour threads and make it a pretty dress to wear. Or maybe it won’t make a pretty dress.

Maybe it will make a rag.

Or a burial cloth for a dead body.

I lean my back on a tree and put my head in my knees, thinking of how just midnight yesterday I was wearing my new school uniform and how today I am in the middle of a forest and Papa is already dead and my blood father is a tiny football, rolling around in the middle of the earth and where will anybody find him for the sacrifice?

Funny how life just like to push his tongue in your face and laugh ha-ha at your stupid plans. But. I can choose to cry, or I can keep up hope. I am thinking about this, biting my pencil, when a low whistle comes from somewhere near the back of me, from the mouth of one of the plants.

I turn around; see nothing but thick trees joining hands with other trees. I look at the girls, but it seems no body but me hear a low whistle, so I think maybe it is the air and slide out my papers and start to write another lesson.

There is another whistle. It is not the air. There is the sound of feet too, snapping the branches that fell on the ground. I put my paper down and turn, facing the forest behind me. Somebody is walking fast, breaking sticks on the ground. I nearly shout of shock when the person jumps over a tree log and lands beside me.

‘It is me, Adunni,’ he says in Yoruba, eyes wide. ‘Don’t shout!’

It is Semi, the small-chief that I saw entering my house with a bury-mat, which I now know is for my father. He has grown even more tall and handsome in the one year since I been in Lagos. There is a chain of red beads on his neck, reaching down to his knees, a stick of black feathers in his left hand, a wicked smile on his thin lips.

‘Did my papa not die?’ I ask, keeping my voice low, because the girls are now turning to look at us, to look at him.

He shakes his head no. ‘He died already. They are burying him now, at the east of that place.’ He points to somewhere behind his head. ‘So, I say, let me take the chance to quick come here to greet you sorry for your father. The gods will carry him.’

Semi says the prayer to me, but his eyes is running around each of the girls scattered around the circle until he sees the small girl, who is keeping her head down, as if she is afraid to look up at him. The girl with the blue scarf is beside her, but she is knifing Semi with her eyes, her lips curling as if she wants to say something wicked to him. How he knows the two both of them? I think ‘one of us’ is this small girl but who is the girl in the scarf?

‘Hauwa?’ Semi lifts his stick of feathers and points it to the small girl. I stand back, watching the small girl push her head more down, to bury it like a seed in the ground, her shoulders shaking. Semi starts to speak in another language that I don’t understand. I remember now that his mother, Talatu, was a friend of my mama. Talatu use to plait wood to make very fine baskets to sell in the market, and she was from a village in the north, where they use to speak this very same language Semi is speaking now. So how he and Hauwa knows themselves?

I watch, feeling more confuse, his voice a low rough, as if he wants to shout but is afraid of shouting.

The girl with the scarf climbs to her knees and crawls so that she is in front of Hauwa like a fence, shouting something in the same language Semi was speaking, her voice pure, sweet like the sound of music, but also sharp with a warning.

Semi listens for a moment, spits on the floor. It lands by my feet. The girl in the scarf looks at the spit, at his feet, at her own feet, her toenails brown with paint, making a sound like an animal.

The two both of them, they look each other from across the circle, Semi’s eyes thinning, and the girl in the scarf looking at Semi, her hands tight up beside her, like she wants to box something and crush it. Semi grunts, turns away and runs back into the forest. The girl sits and holds Hauwa and begins to rub her shoulders.

‘What happened just now?’ I ask, but everybody is already minding their own matter. I wait a moment, looking around, before I shrug, pick up my pencil and paper and begin to write my next Life Lesson.

 Life is not too much about what happened to you, I write after a moment of thinking deep, but about how you answer the question of what happened to you. ‘True!’ I say, reading out the line, breaking the silence. I pause from my writing, holding my pencil in the air.

‘That is deep,’ the girl in the scarf says. She’s standing to her feet and walking across the circle, shifting the edge of her scarf behind her ears, to clear her face to very well see me.

Now close and with no scarf covering all her face, her skin is a shining blackness that seems to breathe in and out; her lips are the pink of a flower; eyes wide and bright; the bones of her cheeks like she sharp it with a knife. When she pushes her scarf away even more back, her hair falls to her face in a bounce, tapping the tip of her nose, the deep of her lean neck, and coming to rest as a curve around her shoulder. She is honest the most beautiful I ever seen of girls.

‘Sorry about what happened with that idiot,’ she says. ‘He’s a bully, that’s all. It’s like, the second time I’ve had to scare him off Hauwa. First time was when we arrived, right at the what’s it called now? The town-centre space? Uh . . .’ She eyes me from up to down. ‘I’m pretty sure you are the girl I met earlier? Name’s Ah-Something-Knee? I couldn’t recognise you because of that wall separating us. Did you by any chance grab a mobile phone on the way here? Does anyone have a phone? I need to call my dad! Anyone?’

No one answers her. Not even me. I keep looking at her like she is something wonder. And now that there is no wall in the middle of us, her English-speaking is sounding two times more polish than Ms Tia’s English. What is she doing here?

‘Well,’ she sighs, ‘since no one is saying anything, I might as well introduce myself. Name’s Zenab, and I am fifteen.’ She touches her hand to her chest, a drawing of lines and circles on her palm in brown paint.

‘What are you writing?’ She tilts her head, reading my paper. ‘A book of Life’s Little Wisdoms? That is really clever!’ Honest. Her English sounds as if she salted it with salt and peppered it with pepper and oiled it with Ms Tia’s organic coconut oil before she spread it on her tongue to speak it.

‘Adunni is the name,’ I say. ‘Remember?’

Her eyes bright up. ‘Well, hello, nice to finally meet face to face! We met,’ she says to the rest girls, ‘like a few hours ago and she was just . . .’ She claps her four fingers to her thumb, like a mouth open-close-open-close. ‘Chatting all sorts? I know I am chatty, but Adunni is a bit mad!’ She smiles. ‘So. Adunni. Did I get it right this time? Why are you writing all this stuff?’

‘Because . . . I want to leave a part of me for the world to remember. The only way I can keep on living is to find a way to write something like a book. I don
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