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Chapter 1

It was a Sunday morning. The rain was falling. Ide-
mudia raised his head on his hands and looked out
through the window. He was so disgusted by what he
saw that he fell back on their cight-spring iron bed
with a groan.

‘Open the window wider so that we can hear what
time it is.’

He and his wife, Adisa, were tenants in one of the
low mud but zinced houses along Owode Street. Adisa,
who had been sweeping the badly cemented floor of
the room, dropped the broom and stretched her hand
across the table which stood against the window. The
window screeched on its hinges as it went wider. Adisa
bent down to pick up the broom. Then she resumed
her sweeping. The broom was so short that she had to
stoop substantially to sweep clean.

Soon, the notes of a radiogram sounding the hour
came through the window from a neighbouring buiid-
ing. Idemudia listened intently until the voice said,
“The time now is ten o’clock.’

He whistled. “Ten o’clock!’

But he didn’t get up from the bed. Placing his hands
behind his bead and staring at the roof, he listened in-
tently to the church songs coming from the radio.

They were hymns about bloody Calvary, about the
heaviness of the cross, about the strength of the spirit
and the weakness of the flesh.

Adisa continued to sweep, while the skies continued
to weep.

Outside, the flood built up steadily and gradually.
Owode Street, like its father, Ekenwan Road, was



always over-flooded any time the rain fell. Two days
before, two houses had collapsed on the street. A small
child had been trapped in one of the buildings under
the fallen mud walls. Fortunately, rescuers, including
Idemudia, had dug the child out in time. For the
people who lived in the mud houses on Owode Street,
there was now another major preoccupation: which
house would be the next to fall?

Idemudia shook himself frce of this thought. If his
house fell, he knew he would lose nothing except per-
haps his own life. He wouldn’t lose much property. He
hadn’t any to lose.

He knclt down on the bed and made a short prayer
to God.

‘You should be praying in the church, not here,’
Adisa told him icily.

‘Anywhere you can pray is a church,’ Idemudia flung
back. ‘I am hungry. I want something to eat.’ He fell
back on the bed with a groan. The bed shrieked.

Adisa regarded him coldly. ‘When you bring
the money,’ she hissed, ‘there will be something to eat.’

Idemudia moved to the edge of the bed and turned
on his stomach. He began drawing unseen circles on
the badly cemented floor.

‘I want to bring in the money,” he said defensively.

“Then why don’t you bring it in?’ his wife de-
manded.

‘I ury hard enough,” Idemudia insisted. ‘It’s not my
fauit.’

Adisa laughed. There was scorn in her voice. ‘So
you try hard enough? I can see it!’

‘But you see me going out each day! Do you think 1
go to Iyaro and First East Circular on an empty stomach
for the mere fun of it?’

He frowned. He was angry.

Adisa leaned against the door. She lifted the chew-



ing stick which had acted as a sort of wedge on her
tonguc away from her teeth.

Her voice was bitter now, downright sarcastic. ‘You
go out each day and return each day,” she said con-
temptuously. ‘With what? Is the coming back any
better than the going away? l.ook at me! I am getting
leaner and thinner and yet when I married you God
knows I was fatter ...’

Idemudia sprang up from the bed and threw her a
black look. ‘God knows that you werc fatter than a
bar of key soap,” he flashed back. ‘But stop it! Stop it,
or you'll regret it!’

Adisa didn’t look as if she had anything she would
ever regret. She laughed.

Idemudia sat on the edge of the bed, his head bent
low. ‘God knows I try,” he cried out. *‘What else can a
man do that I haven’t done?’

Adisa did not answer. She continued to lean against
the door, the chewing stick in one hand, the broom
in the other. The sun, momentarily breaking through
the rain and coming through the window, caught her
face in a crossfire. Her usually fair face glowed and the
sweat from the morning’s sweeping glistcned on her
like pearls.

Her long, jet black hair was now held in place with
hairpins. Her lips were dark, decided and firm. Her
nose was pointed, long, like a Fulani’s. Her eyes were
black and deep, like the quiet water of a deep and
darkly moving stream. Her breasts were big and tight
as they had been many years ago. They heaved now
against her chest as she stood leaning against the door,
her full round lips pressed against the door’s hinges,
the blue curtains slightly caught back by the curving
clegance of her hands. Her fair legs were long and
straight with two dimples behind each knee. Now they
were thrust slightly apart, her face dreamy, her spark-
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ling eyes drinking in the dark incense of the morning
sun.

Idemudia looked at her and he thought of his own
mother. He remembered the last time he had seen
her nearly three and a half years ago. He swallowed
hard, turned his eyes away from the door, lay on his
side and let himself be preoccupied with thoughts
about his mother.

It had been three and a half years ago. He had been
home, away from the town, frustrated and angry be-
cause there had been no job, no matter how hard he
had looked for one. ‘It is the work of our enemies’, his
mother had written. ‘Come home and we will go to the
native doctor.’

So he had gone home because there was nothing else
he could do.

“T'hey want a goat,” she infermed him on her return.
‘They want a goat, they also want a cock and a tortoise.
I can provide the cock and the tortoise. Your father
must provide the goat.’

‘All these things will necd money,’ he had reminded
his mother. ‘A goat costs at least twenty naira and if I
had had that threc years ago, perhaps I could have com-
pleted my secondary school education.’

‘But it’s a job you want now,” his mother said, her
face sad.

‘Oh yes,” Idemudia replied. ‘It is a job and twenty
naira will help me with some people. I even had to
borrow money to come here.’

‘Never mind about that,” his mother consoled him.
‘When you get the job, we shall pay off all our debts.
We shall yet show our enemies that we are stronger.
But go and meet your father. He has to get a goat ready
in two days’ time.’

Idemudia had smiled cynically. It wasn’t easy to
meect his father for anything, particularly when a cold
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animosity existed between father and son.

When he had been driven away from school because
of school fees three years before, he had found his
father uncompromising.

‘I have no money,” his father had said after neglect-
ing to return his greeting.

‘But that may mecan that I won’t be going back to
school again!’ he cried, his heart nearly bursting. His
father’s face remained unemotional.

‘I have no money,” he repcated. ‘You can ask your
mother to pay your fees from now on.’

Idemudia frowned. Six months earlier, his father
had married a new wife, his third.

‘My mother has no money,” Idemudia had told his
father. -

“Then you’ll have to go to school and bring your
box back. I have no more money. I can’t pay any more
school fees.”

Idemudia had gone back to his mother heartbroken
and in tears.

‘How can I stop going to school!’ he had cried.

In the morning at about seven o’clock, they had
heard a knock on the door. Onc of his half-brothers
had gone to open it. And then there had been excited
voices. Idemudia had got up from sleep to find his
uncle in their parlour.

“T'he tax collectors and policemen are in the village,’
his uncle explained. ‘They are arresting anybody who
has not paid his tax.’

‘What shall we do?’ his father asked.

Their uncle had not taken long to reply.

‘I have no money,” he said bitterly. ‘I am taking to
the bush.’

Both his father and his uncle had then hastily
departed and jumped into the bush behind their
house.



Later on at about ten o’clock, the policemen and
tax collectors had arrived.

‘We want your father,” they demanded.

‘He went to the farm a long time ago,” Idemudia
replied.

The shortest and most thick-set among them, who
was also the police officer, removed his glasses.

‘1 see,’” he sniffed. ‘Ran away when he heard we
were coming? But we are more than prepared for all
of you now. You will take us to his farm!’

Idemudia shrugged his shoulders. ‘You can wait here
until he returns,’” he said. ‘But I can’t take you to any
farm.’

‘You can’t do what?’ the short and thickset police-
man demanded.

‘I say I can’t take you to the farm. I am here and
not at school because I was driven away for not pay-
ing school fccs. If he had any money he would have paid
my school fees.’

The short man paced about the room. Finally in a
harsh voice he ordered one of his constables to seize
Idemudia,

‘Either you show us his farm or we will hold you
surety for your father,” the man said.

An argument had immediately ensued between his
mother and the tax collectors.

In those days, policemen were terrors in the villages.
Nobody knew exactly what their authority was and
therefore what part of it could be challenged. They
acted on behalf of the government, not on behalf of
the people.

And so, Idemudia had been seized. They took him
to Ubiaja where he spent three nights in the cell. After
the third day he was released, according to the officer,
‘for want of evidence.’

And so he had returned home. But returning home



gave him no peace. He was surprised to find his
mother’s face swollen, her limbs broken and onc of her
tecth broken. Shocked, he immediately asked what
had happened.

‘It’s your father,” his mother explained. ‘He wanted
to kill me because I asked him to go to Ubiaja so they
could release you. He hit me on the face! He used my
own pestle on me! He ...’

She broke down into tears . ..

And so, three years later, when his mother asked him
to go to his father with the request for a goat he had not
been enthusiastic.

But he had gone all the same.

His father had received him coldly. ‘So it’s a goat
she wants now,” he said.

‘She doesn’'t want it,” he explained patiently. “She
was told to get it on my account.’

‘But where do I get a goat from?’ he frowned.

Idemudia kept quict. Finally his father stood up.
and readjusted his loincloth. ‘I don’t think I can get any
goat,” he said.

‘She savs it is for two days’ hence.’

His father walked to the door and leaned against it.

‘I don’t think I can get any goat,” he repeated. ‘Let
your mother go and find one. Later we can settle the
account.’

Annoyed, Idemudia had gone back to his mother.
His mother too had been annoyed.

‘When it is somecthing that concerns me or my chil-
dren, he never has any money.’ she complained. ‘Any-
way I will wait until tomorrow morning and then I
amn going to meet him.’

It had been six o’clock in the morning when Ide-
mudia’s sleep was rudely interrupted. He heard the
hurry of fecet, screams, harsh blows and more feet.

Very quickly, he got into his trousers and rushed
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to the backyard, where all the noise was coming
from.

There in the early morning light, he found his
mother in the mud and his father pounding away at
her. Her whole face was muddy and twisted with pain.
She just lay there writhing and struggling, unable to
fight back, unable to defend herself, helplessly taking
all the brutal punishment that his father was giving
her.

Idemudia had rushed up to his father. But for one
blinding flash of reason, he might casily have com-
mitted patricide.

He rushed up to his father and stood between him
and his mother. Surprised and angry at the sudden
intrusion, his father made as if to brush him aside. But
Idemudia gripped the hands of his father. There en-
sued a brief struggle. His father couldn’t loosen his
hands, try as hard as he could.

Idemudia’s teeth were set. ‘Don’t touch her again!’
he warned. ‘Don’t strike her again! You have already
nearly killed her and this is the second time on my
account. Just don’t try it again!’ he cried, breathing
harshly.

The other doors in the compound were flung open.
His father’s two other wives came out. Idemudia was
bitter against all of them.

‘You all shut your doors when you heard him trying
to kill my mother,” he accused them bitterly. ‘None
of you came out to stop the fight!’

He releascd his father’s hands. ‘But I am saying it
now that as long as I am alive, nobody is going to kill
my mother. Nobody!’

There was muted anger on his father’s face like
clotted black blood. ‘You will pay for this!’ he threat-
ened his son. ‘You will pay for this with your life!’

He had gone into the house and reappeared.



‘Your mother is leaving my house at once. And she
can take all her children with her. I am going out now
for some time but by the time I come back, I do not
want to find any of you here.’

Idemudia had bitten his lip, as he helped his mother
up out of the mud. Her lower lip was cut and bleeding.
On her forehead there was a long ugly gash from which
blood gushed out. Her clothes were torn, her hair in
complete disarray. Her eyes too were swollen.

And she was crying . .. silently.

His heart was nothing but bitterness and hatred.
And as he sat by his mother on the mud bed, he
promised himsclf that if his father did come back to
threaten them, then that would be the last straw.

His younger brothers and sisters crowded around,
crying.

And in the compound, the two women began talking
loudly in parables.

‘If my child has ever spoken any harsh word to the
mother of any other child, then may the rising sun
with all her arrows dip for me as from now. If how-
ever my child has never spoken any rude word to the
mother of any of his brothers then may this rising
sun...

Idemudia had ignored both women.

In the late afternoon, people had begun crowding
into the compound. The news had already gone round
the whole village. Idemudia had known of course that
while some of the women came to sympathise, others
came to spite.

It was dark when his mother regained more control
of her scattered emotions. And she began to pack up
her things one by one.

‘Darkness must not find us here,” she told her son.
‘We must go. We must leave.” And she cried while
her children gathered around her.



Idemudia had watched his mother gathering her
things and he had sworn never to set foot in that house
again. His mother had packed up and trekked the long
distance to her parents in a village nearly seven miles
away.

Idemudia and the rest of her children had accom-
panied her. They had crossed the little dark stream,
the forests and the thick bushes. They had all herded
together. And his mind had grown bitter. He had
sworn that he would pay his father back in his own
coin. And because of his mother, he had sworn never
to beat his wife, never to beat a woman for that
matter.

He lay on the bed now, his face to the wall and
thought about his past life. Since those three years and
six months, he had not been able to sce his mother. He
had been unable to visit her because he had no money.
Adisa had been sent to him from home by his mother
and she had visited home only three times. On her last
visit, she had left their first and only son with his
mother, because they found it increasingly difficult to
take care of the child, their own child.

He had heard too about his father. He had married
another wife. He wished him luck. Then only a few
months ago, an urgent appeal had been sent to him
to come home because his father had been on the point
of death.

Idemudia had laughed bitterly. He wished his father
had actually died. In the event, he didn’t go home and
neither did his father die. He had recovered. And
yet he was his father’s eldest son.

Idemudia turned on the bed. His wife was sitting
on the edge of the bed now. He regarded the nape of
her neck with affection. If only he had the means to
make her happy, instead of beating her ... He closed
his eyes. He didn’t want to think about it. The only
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thing he could think of now was that he was hungry
and that instead of understanding him, Adisa was
sneering at him.



Chapter 2

Idemudia got up from the bed. And meticulously he
began to scarch in both his pairs of trousers, for any
hidden money. He found none. Next he searched the
pockets of his shirts. He found nothing.

His face was serious and deadly set, forbidding.
Adisa watched him with some amuscment. ‘You are
looking for manna from heaven,’ she chided him.

Idemudia did not answer her but continued to
search his shorts and pants. In all thesc too, he had left
and forgotten nothing, so he found nothing. Dis-
appointed, he sat again on the bed beside his'wife, not
because he wanted to but because there was nowhere
else to sit in the room, apart from the chair on which
Adisa had placed a bowl.

He had to do somcthing. His stomach churncd,
turning and gnawing upon itsclf.

Worse still, he found Adisa’s attitude increasingly
unbearable. He wanted understanding, not scorn,
from her. He remembered that when she had come to
him three years ago she had been understanding, never
sncering or scornful. Why couldn’t she have remained
that way?

“T'here is no need to smile or laugh like that,” he
told her now curtly.

Adisa turned her face sideways to him. In profile, her
face was beautiful, her nose elegant, her eyes shining
defiantly.

‘How should I smile?’ she demanded. ‘I am hungry.
You should have known that when you started talking
about yourself. Or perhaps you want to beat me again!’

Idemudia did not answer her but began putting on
his trousers. Next, he seized a shirt and flung it over

12



his shoulders. Adisa who had becn silently regarding
him now faced him.

‘Where are you off to?’ she demanded.

‘Out,” Idemudia answered. ‘I am going out.’

Very swiftly Adisa crossed the room and stood against
the door. ‘You are not going anywhere,” she threat-
ened. ‘You are not lcaving me here to go outside to
eat in your friends’ places.’

Idemudia was cxasperated but he held his anger in
check. He knelt down to buckle his sandals. In between
he looked up at her.

‘Why don’t you ask what I am going out for?’ he
asked.

‘T am asking you nothing,” Adisa flung back. ‘All I
know is that you are not going anywhere.’

Idemudia finished buckling his sandals and stood
up. He could of course easily throw her out of the
doorway, but instead he turned his back on her and
looked out of the window. Even one glance outside
killed his desire to go out. The whole street was im-
mersed in flood. The sun had vanished from the morn-
ing now. The rain had increased from a little shower
to adownpour. However, he had to go out. He couldn’t
stay indoors doing nothing. They could gain nothing
simply by looking at each other. He turned back to
Adisa.

‘T want to go out,’ he said, firmly now.

Adisa said nothing. ‘

‘I want to go out,” he repeated and took one step for-
ward.

Adisa remained rooted to the doorway, her face set.

Idemudia took another step forward and stood face
to face with his wife.

‘Leave the door!’ he warned her.

‘T am not leaving it,” Adisa replied firmly.

'I say leave the door unless you want to cry!’ Ide-

mudia further threatened.
13



‘Listen to him! Listen to him!’ Adisa scoffed. ‘Un-
less I want to cry! You try anything! You try anything
and we shall see. Have I not cried before? What is new
in tears that I have not known? You want to beat me?
Then go ahead.” Her voice rose.

Idemudia seized her by the arm and dragged her
into the room away from the door. Meanwhile Adisa
with her free hand knotted up in her fist all the flap of
Idemudia’s trousers.

‘You will kill me today! You will kill me today!’
Adisa screamed. ‘If it’s my meat that you want, you will
have it.’

They became locked in a fierce struggle, Idemudia
trying to break her grip and she trying by all means to
retain it. They panted and they sweated, struggled
and cursed.

In a corner of the room the cooking pots stood empty.
The kerosene was finished in the kerosene stove. There
was no food in the house. And both were hungry ...

Finally, the superior strength of Idemudia began
to tell. He got Adisa in a kneeling position and with a
savage jerk ripped her hand away from his trousers.
But then he was infuriated and maddened when he
saw the buttons and zip of his trousers coming away
with her hand.

‘You bastard!” he cursed. ‘Youfool!’ And heraised his
hand and struck her violently on the side of her face.

Adisa staggered sideways, dazed and then stared in
hatred at him and then as he raised his hand to strike
her again, she threw herself on the floor and began
to scream wildly. Very slowly, the blood welled from
the side of her nose and trickled down the corner of
her mouth to her chin.

Idemudia stepped over her and went outside. Then
he looked at his pair of trousers and again he swore
loudly because he knew he couldn’t go out, the way he
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was, with his trousers ripped open in the front. He
came back into the room breathing harshly.

‘You will pay for this,” he warned her. ‘You will
pay for this pair of trousers you have torn.” He hovered
menacingly over her but seeing the blood on her, face
he stopped. He removed the pair of trousers he was
wearing and put on another pair that was patched on
its seat.

Adisa got up from the floor. ‘You are not going out,’
she cried. Her voice was sharp and filled with hatred.
‘You are not leaving this room. If you go out, I am
going out, too. I am going to find some means to feed
myself.’

Idemudia looked at her and suddenly he began to
laugh. ‘You are going to find some means to feed your-
self?’

‘Yes, and why not?’ Adisa replied defiantly. ‘Or per-
haps you think you are the only man in the world?’
Her eyes shone with scorn.

‘So, you are going to find another man?’ Idemudia
said, and flexed his muscles so hard they twitched. ‘You
let another man come near you and I'll kill you,” he
said fiercely, and his face was contorted with his anger.
‘T’ll find out and I'll kill you. I'll tear that thing which
you think you've got out of you and I'll throw it to the
dogs outside.’

‘Hal Ha! Hal’ Adisa laughed. ‘You think you will
kill me? You think you will tear me apart? You will
kill yourself first before you can lay hands on me.’

Idemudia regarded her and his voice was so cold and
so flat and so dangerous, that Adisa took a stcp back,
away from him, terrified.

‘You heard me,’ he said through clenched teeth. ‘T’'l1
find out. I'll find out, and I'll kill you. Make no mistake
about it. You think you are attractive enough to use
your body and you say to me things which a woman

-
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never says to her husband. But you try it and that will
be your end.’

Idemudia went out of the room and crossing the
common passage came to the verandah outside. The
rain was still pouring and the flood outside reminded
him of the deluge.

The whole vast area was flooded. Idemudia could
not tell where the street was nor where the gutter was.
And if he entered the water, he had no doubt that his
pair of sandals would suffer.

He stood there, his arms folded across his chest and
regarded the sky. It was black and wild. The rumblings
of thunder and flashes of lightning coupled with the
pouring rain made the sky forbidding, unfriendly.

But he had to go out, he had to go and borrow some
money, if only one naira so that he and his wife could
eat! If only onc naira! But who would lend him the
money? He didn’t know. Friends were few indeed. No-
body would lend him money knowing full well that
he hadn’t the means to pay back.

He became weak from the pain of thinking. He had
been standing, leaning against the wall. Now he sat
down on the wooden bench that was outside, his hecad
thrown back against the wall. From that position he
became vaguely aware of his surroundings. He caught
glimpses of the taxis wading in the water, of the private
cars, some of them big Citroen and Mercedes Benz
cars also slushing past in the water. There were no
pedestrians. The flood and the sky were so forbidding.

He was perspiring and sweating profusely now.
Where was he to go? The wind howled, the rains
poured, the lightning flashed and the thunder rumbled
and grumbled. Idemudia sat on that bench, his head
thrown back, trying to devise a means of feeding Adisa
and himself. As always, he hated himself for having
beaten her. Why did he have to beat her as his father
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had always beaten his mother? Why couldn’t he re-
strain himself? But surely what Adisa had said to him
was unpardonable? How could she threaten him the
way she had done? That she would go to another man?
He would kill her if she did it. He would strangle her,
he would tear her apart ... I mustn’t think about it.
he said to himself. I should think about the food. Food
and moncy. Money! Money. Christ, money!

He struggled up from the bench, unsteadily. It was,
he realised, wishful, sitting on that bench, just think-
ing. He had to go out into the rain.

Just as he was about to go into the rain, a Mercedes
Benz car coming from Owode Street skidded off the
flooded street and ran into the gutter. Idemudia
watched the car trying to get off. The cngine only
made more noisc. The hand of a woman lowered the
window and beckoned to 1demudia.

Idemudia hesitated. He was angry. ‘When they are
in trouble, they remember us,” he thought bitterly.

However, he entered the pouring rain and went to-
wards the car. He went over to the driver of the car,
a large black man in a lace aghada.

‘Put the car in reverse,” Idemudia told him and went
to the front of the car so as to push it from there.

Then he applied all the strength lcft in his weak,
hungry body. The car wouldn’t move. Idemudia came
back to the man in the lace aghada.

‘Put the car in first gear,” he suggested.

Again the man complied. Idemudia went behind the
car and began to push. The man revved up the engine.
It whined and croaked loudly. Then it slid forward
slowly and then it spurted forward with such a sudden
force that both the flood and the mud were sent flying.
Idemudia was propelled forward by the onward rush
of the car and with great difficulty he regained his
balance.



A few yards away, the car stopped. The woman
again beckoned to Idemudia.

“T'hank you very much,’ she said. ‘My name is Queen
and my husband owns the Freedom Motel. We are
looking for people to help us unload some cement.’

Idemudia thought for a while. ‘How many people?’
he asked.

‘About three or four people,” the woman answered,
fiddling with the purse on her lap.

‘How soon do you want them, madam?’ Idemudia
asked, immediately realising that here was his chance
to earn some money.

‘Well, as soon as I come back, say in thirty minutes’
time. There are about five hundred bags of cement and
the rain might spoil them.’

‘I’11 get the people before you come back,” Idemudia
promised and tried to wipe away the trickle of water
running down his nose from his hair. He was
thoroughly soaked.

‘I hope you know the Freedom Motel,” the woman
said.

‘Oh yes, madam, I do,’ Idemudia replied and stepped
back as the car began to draw away.

Nearly an hour later, Idemudia and three other
friends of his stood at the entrance of the Freedom
Motel. Two hefty waiters were busy emptying un-
finished meals into the large dustbin.

‘What do they do with that?’ Osaro asked.

‘I think they sell it to the poultries and also to pig
farms,” Patrick answered.

As Idemudia watched the unfinished jollof rice,
dodo, meat and beans being emptied into the dustbin,
the sweat broke out on his forehead. Very quickly,
he turned his eyes away, biting his lips sharply.

The three big trailers filled with cement bags and
covered with large tarpaulin sheets stood outside the
motel, away from the entrance.
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‘Where do we empty the cement into?’ Omoifo
asked.

“T'he woman said she was coming to show us the
place,” Idemudia answered, looking at the wet ground.

One of the two waiters who had been emptying the
food into the dustbin called to them from the shelter
of the verandah of the motel.

“T’he cement bags are to go into that shed there,” he
pointed.

‘Wherce?’ Idemudia asked, looking closely at the
man and noticing that the waiter was fat and plump,
unlike himself, nor any of his friends.

The waiter pointed again. ‘I heard madam discus-
sing it.’

‘We should wait,” Osaro pointed out.

‘We will,” Patrick agreed.

‘And by the way,” Omoifo asked, ‘Has the woman
told you how much she is going to pay?’

Idemudia shook his head. ‘She only said she needed
three or four people immediately and I ran to call
you.’

‘You should have asked her how much she was going
to pay.’

‘I had no time.’

‘Anyway it makes no difference,” Omoifo said.

The four men herded themselves together under the
little shed meant for the security guards. There, the
rain drove at them only from the side, their heads
were protected.

They stood there silently and waited, each man
thinking his own thoughts. Idemudia wondered again
about what Adisa had said to him. His mind felt like
ice as he remembered her words. How could she have
uttered those words? He shook his head. He didn’t
know.

‘So the pigs and hens are going to eat all that,” Osaro
hissed.
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Patrick laughed. ‘I thought you had forgotten about
that dustbin.’

Osaro’s face was serious and his voice was bitter.
‘How can I forget?’ he asked. ‘I am hungry. I haven’t
eaten since morning.’

‘I have had nothing to eat too,” Idemudia said, and
tried to forget Adisa.

‘It’s so unfair,” Osaro added. ‘One man has enough
to eat, in fact so much that he throws some away. Yet
here we are, hungry, with nothing to eat.’

‘Well. all fingers are not equal. Everything is God’s
work,” Patrick said.

‘Kai, it’s not God’s work, it’'s man-made,” Omoifo
disagreed.

Their conversation was broken up by the arrival of
Queen. This time she came back in a Peugeot 5o4 car,
and as soon as the car rolled up to the gates, a girl came
out of the Frecedom Motel, and ran towards the car
with an umbrella.

‘The rain is terrible,” Queen said to the girl, taking
the umbrella from her.

‘Yes, Ma,” the girl said and then she darted away to
the Freedom Motel.

Queen came to the shed and seeing Idemudia she
stopped.

‘I see you are here,” she said and pointed to the
three big long trailers. “That’s where the cement is. §
want the bags taken to the shed over there.’

Idemudia followed her pointing fingers.

‘But the rain might spoil the cement, madam,’
Patrick said.

Queéen wanted to cut the conversation short at all
costs. Her brocade dress was gradually being marked
by the rain.

‘I know,’ she said. ‘But the trailers have to start going
back to Lagos this evening.’
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‘And you said there were only five hundred bags of
cement,” Idemudia reminded her.

Queen laughed. ‘I meant in each trailer.’

“Then how much are you going to pay us?’ Osaro
asked.

“T'wo naira each.’

Omoifo whistled. “T'wo naira to offload fifteen hun-
dred bags of cement! No. No, madam.’

“Then how much do you want?’

‘At least ten naira each,” Patrick said.

Queen stared at Patrick and drew up her black
leather handbag. ‘I'll pay you five naira each, nothing
more. If you don’t want it, you can go away,’ and she
began to walk away.

Idemudia and his friends stood in the rain while
they debated whether or not to accept the five naira.
In the end they decided they were going to and moved
with one accord to the nearest trailer.
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Chapter g

At the éntrance to the motel, Queen waited and
watched as the four men debated whether or not to
accept her terms. If they refused, she would obviously
have to offer them more than five naira each. Then she
saw them going towards the trailer. Satisfied, she went
into the motel and sought out her husband. One of
the waiters informed her that Obofun had not yet re-
turned from the City. Annoyed, she climbed the stairs
to their living room. It was a luxurious place and she
sank into a large sofa. Then she removed her headtie.
The wig came away with the headtic. She set it on a
stool near her and called for Richard.

Richard was the houseboy upstairs and he had been
with them for many years. Richard came to the sitting
room, barefoot. He always had to leave his slippers at
the entrance to the sitting room. He kept the house, he
cleaned the rug in the sitting room, cleaned the other
rooms and washed the floors. Richard was approaching
thirty now and he was unmarricd.

‘I want some whisky,” Queen told him. ‘Bring the
bottle and a glass.’

Richard went out and came back with the whisky
and glass. Queen removed the headtie and the wig
from the stool and placed them near her on the sofa so
that Richard could set the drink and glass in their
place.

Richard did so and was about to go out when Queen
stopped him. ‘Where is Lilian?’ she asked.

Richard put his hands meekly by his sides. ‘1 do
not know, madam,’ he said.

‘When did she go out?’
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‘I don’t know, madam.’

‘Okay, you can go,” Queen said dismissing him. But
she wondered where Lilian could have gone. Lilian
was one of her three daughters. She was a day student
at Idcha College.

Queen poured out the drink for herself. She had
managed to gct this cement from the factory, and
cement now cost upwards of six naira per bag. When
six naira was multiplied by one thousand five hundred,
the figure was staggering. Just to think! The things
a woman could do!

She alrcady owned two modern storey buildings in
New Benin. One of the houses she had let out to the
University at nine thousand naira a year and the
University had paid rent for two years in advance.
The things a woman could do!

For Queen had a pair of neat legs, long and straight.
Her backside was a landslide, her breasts heaved like a
bunch of ripe oranges on an overweighted branch. Her
oval face ended in a small chin, her shifty eyes were
half concealed by bushy and jet black eyelashes. Queen
had a husky voice, as if she suffered from a sore throat.

But men forgot about her voice when they looked at
her hips, the neat pair of legs, the breasts heaving to
go, the ... Queen was a woman to look at and once
looked at, never easily forgotten.

At the moment when her husband was trying to
expand the Freedom Motel, she was setting up her own
hotel along Sakpoba Road. Also, she was building an-
other house at Ugbowo. She had been reliably in-
formed that the future of the city lay there and she was
determined to get a foothold there before it became
too late.

Queen sipped her whisky and thought about that
house at Ugbowo. The contractor building the house
was a thief, she decided. How else could a four-bed-
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room house cost twenty thousand naira?

The contractor had spoken dejectedly about the cost
of building materials.

‘It’s gone up fourfold,” he had informed Queen.

Queen had thought for some time and then told the
man, ‘I can’t pay as much as twenty thousand naira!
I think we can modify the original design. We can
remove the second staircase that ought to be outside.’

The man had shaken his head adamantly. ‘In that
case we must get the approval of the government.’

Queen had been annoyed. “‘Who is the government?’
she had cried angrily. ‘The government is made up of
people, and every man in this country has a price.’

The contractor had shrugged his shoulders. ‘Okay,’
he had conceded. ‘The second staircase goes but that
doesn’t reduce any costs. At most it knocks off a few
hundred naira.’

Queen was annoyed now as she remembered the
conversation. “The bastard!’ she cursed.

Of course she had gone to another contractor. After
looking at the design, the man had quoted twenty-five
thousand naira.

She had there and thei decided that she would build
all her houses herself in the future. The more she had
thought about it, the more strongly the idea had
appealed to her, and when she finally won the contract
to build low-cost houses for the government, her mind
was made up. She registered her company as Queens
Nig. Ltd. and employed an engineer. This engineer
was now supervising the building of the low-cost houses
although she had left the building of her own house
to the first contractor. There wasn’t much she was
losing anyway. After all, the money she was using to
build the house came from the mobilisation fee she
had been paid on the low-cost houses.

She stood up and took the glass of whisky with her
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to the balcony. She wanted to see how the men were
offloading the cement. She noticed that the rain had
abated a little.

She could also sce the men carrying the bags of
cement to the shed inside the compound. In about
threc or four hours she guessed that the offloading
would be completed. She would then be paying them
twenty naira! She licked her lips and smiled. But then
she knew that had it not been for the rain and the
fact that the trailers had to go back that same night
for more cement, she would have paid still less for un-
loading all the bags of cement. She saw Idemudia
carry a bag of cement on his back and then move to-
wards the shed. Surely, she thought, it should be pos-
sible to make use of that man more often. Instead of
going to Iyaro or to First East Circular and be mobbed
by those dirty struggling labourers, she could always
tell Idemudia that she needed so many men and Ide-
mudia could always help her out.

‘Mummy !’

Queen turned round to see Lilian standing in the
doorway.

‘Where have you been?’ she demanded of her
daughter.

Lilian held a notebook under her arm. ‘I went out
to copy some exercises with my friends,” she defended
herself and brandished the notcbook as an exhibit.

Queen turned back to the balcony.

“There are some men downstairs,” Lilian told her
mother.

Queen turned round again, ‘Yes?’

“They want to see you.’

‘Who are they?’

Lilian shook her head. ‘I don’t know them.’

‘Has Esie come back?’

‘I don’t know, Ma.’



Esie was Queen’s second son. He also attended a
school in the city and was in Form Four. He had been a
boarder but after persistently warning him for fighting,
the principal of the school had finally decided that
Esie must become a day student. Obofun had gone to
the principal to contest the decision but after being
shown the file on his son, he had returned home with a
stern warning for Esie. However, he made sure that
onc of his drivers took Esie and Lilian to and from
school each day.

Queen followed her daughter into the sitting room.
‘Tell Richard to take that bottle out of here,” she said
to her daughter, handing her at the samc time the glass
of whisky which she had already emptied.

Lilian took the glass while her mother went down
stairs. But Lilian didn’t call Richard to take the bottle
of whisky away. She took the bottle herself and went
into her mother’s bedroom. Once inside the room, she
unscrewed the cork of the bottle and poured herself a
drink. Instcad of sipping the drink, she tossed the
whole glassful down her throat. The whisky was so
harsh on her throat and so hot in her chest as it
travelled down that she began to cough violently. Her
eyes filled with tears.

There were many pecople in the large modern res-
taurant. The music was playing and it was mellow.
Pcople were eating and drinking and so the forks clat-
tered, and the conversation was muted by the food
and the drink.

At the far corner of the restaurant, two men sat over
a large bottle of whisky. Both of them wore French
suits.

“T'hat’s her coming,” whispered the man in the blue
French suit. The other man turncd round auto-
matically,

‘She is a beautiful woman.,” admitted Dala, the
second man, whose suit was grey.
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Iriso, the first man, agreed immediately. ‘Very sexy!’

Dala lightly slapped the other man on the back.
‘Aren’t vou ashamed to say that about another man’s
wife?’

‘Why should I be?’ the other man immediatcly
countered.

‘Hm,” Dala breathed. ‘You should be careful. It is
rumourcd that Obofun doesn’'t care but he may not
like such hot passes at his wife, right under his nose
and in his own housc.’

Iriso laughed. ‘You just watch. I told you I came
here for business. You just watch.’

Iriso was the superintenent of the Food Production
Department in the Ministry of Agriculture. He had
promised Qucen quite a lot. She could have meat,
cggs, milk, fish and so many other things. But they
hadn’t agreed on price.

After sceking them out and recognising them, Queen
came and sat by them.

‘Well?” she asked instead of greeting them, the
whisky heavy on her breath.

Dala and Iriso exchanged quick glances. Quecn
noticed the exchange and was irritated.

‘Is anvthing wrong?’ she demanded.

Iriso laughed to cover up some of his embarrassment.
For an answer, he patted Qucen’s outstretched long
fingers on the table. Queen withdrew her fingers as a
snail is withdrawn into its shell.

‘T promised you I would find out,” he said. ‘And I
did. You can have anything you want.’

The irritation immediately vanished from Queen's
voice. She was setting up a hotel of her own along
Sakpoba Road. It was almost ready but she hadn't
started using it. She wanted to be sure that the
materials and customers would come in steadily before
she officially opened the hotel. And on the material
side, Iriso was of tremendous importance.
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“That’s very good,” Queen said lightheartedly. ‘Very,
very good indeed. I am so happy to hear that.’

Iriso coughed. He was coming to the difficult and
the most important part of the bargain.

‘It’s risky,” he said carefully.

Queen looked sharply at him. The corners of her lips
were dipped in the fountain of a smile. ‘There is noth-
ing that isn’t risky,’ she replied. ‘Even sitting here is.”

Iriso laughed. ‘There are different kinds of risks,” he
reminded her.

Queen had an answer ready. ‘I am going to pay you.’
she said.

Iriso’s laughter diminished to a smile. ‘How much?’
he asked.

‘Oh well,” Queen replicd, ‘1 haven’t seen anything
yet. But it will all dcpend on you.

[riso frowned. How could it depend on him? ‘How?’
he asked.

Quecen looked sideways and significantly at Dala.
‘We can go upstairs to the sitting room and discuss it,’
she suggested. ‘Your friend can wait for us here.’

Iriso pinched Dala on the shoulder. ‘I won’t be
long,” he promised, and walked after Queen who was
already half-way across the hall.

Dala was left alone to his thoughts. He decided it
would be better thinking with a bottle of beer, in-
stead of all the whisky he had been drinking, so he
ordered a bottle of beer. And yet when they brought it,
he left it untouched. He remembered that drinking
the beer after the whisky might not help his thinking
in the long run. If anything, he could get a headache
as a prize. So he concentrated on the whisky.

Five minutes passed, then it was ten. Still Iriso did
not return. He was irritated and would have gone
home but it was still raining and Iriso had the keys
to the car. 'So he waited, impatiently tapping his feet
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on the floor and gulping down the whisky. ‘What are
they haggling about?’ he thought darkly.

After almost fifteen minutes had gone by and Iriso
still did not emerge, Dala saw Obofun himself crossing
the hall of the restaurant. Dala knew Obofun very well.
At one time they had both worked in the Ministry of
Works and Transport. Then it was rumoured that
Obofun had been loaned some money by the Ministry
with which to build a personal house. According to
the rumour Obofun had built the house but instead
of living in it, had let it back to the Ministry at an
extraordinarily high price. Some put the figure at
twenty thousand naira a year. Obofun, who neither
confirmed nor condemned the rumours, soon moved
over to the Ministry of Lands and Housing. That was
many years ago. Dala waved to Obofun now. ‘How are
you?’ he called.

Instead of answering, Obofun walked to Dala’s table
and shook hands with him warmly. ‘Honestly, Dalal
I can’t imagine you drinking alone!’ he said, surprised.

Dala laughed. ‘Ah Obofun! Why can’t you imagine
that a man can be alone once in a while?’

Obofun roared with laughter. *Of course I can. 1
can. Why not? Only not men like you. You have never
been alone, at least as far as I can remember.’

He was going to offer Dala a drink on the motel
when he noticed a large bottle of whisky, still one
quartes 711

‘Well, how is the work?’ he asked.

Dala spread out his hands on the table. ‘It’s bad,’
he complained. ‘Nothing ever goes well except in the
private sector.’

Obofun immediately disagreed. ‘It can’t be true!’

“Then why did you quit?’ Dala asked.

Obofun smiled, ‘Because you stayed on,” he said,
and both men laughed.
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‘Actually I did have company,” Dala now admitted.
‘Only he is 2 man and not a woman.’

Obofun immediately seized upon this. “Then 1
wasn’t wrong,” he said. ‘Dala never goes alone. Have a
drink on the house any time you want,’ he offered. ‘I'll
inform the waiters.’

Dala thanked him. And then Obofun moved to an-
other table where two women and one man were sit-
ting, before finally disappearing from the restaurant.
Dala stared nervously at his wristwatch. At least twenty
minutes had passed. He waitcd another five minutes
before Iriso appeared. But to Dala, those last five
minutes and the whole period of waiting seemed an
eternity. He couldn’t keep the anger out of his voice
or his face.

‘What have you been doing?’ he asked angrily.

‘I am very sorry,’ Iriso apologised.

Dala was not satisfied. He had already emptied the
one quarter contents left in the whisky bottle and now
he stood up, swaying lightly. He had made up his mind
that he would always go in his own car any time he
went out in the future.

Iriso sensed that Dala was angry. So he said. ‘It
wasn't my fault. I wanted to leave carlier. 1 kept re-
minding her that you were waiting.’

Dala did not answer but walked unsteadily across
the restaurant to the exit. The rain was still pouring
and by the time they got to Iriso’s car, both men were
wet. X

‘She is a cunning devil,’ Iriso said as he started the
car.
Dala made no reply but inwardly grumbled deeply.
Both his reason and the alcohol struggled inside him.
Dala was used to consuming large quantities of liquor.
But today he was unbalanced emotionally and that
made a difference.
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‘1 thought we were going to her sitting-room as she
had said, but she led me straight to her bedroom!’ said
Iriso.

At this Dala was stirred. He became interested al-
though he also felt some jealousy. “Then what hap-
pened?’ he asked.

Iriso wore a subdued look on his face. ‘I am in
trouble,” he complained. ‘We went into her bedroom
and she started telling me that she would want a
regular supply of peak milk, beef, eggs and other
things. I told her therc was nothing wrong with that
except that she had to pay for it. She said nothing for
a long time. As I told you I have met her quite a few
times before and it was also through her husband. But
this time I was quite unprepared for what happened.’

Iriso blasted his horn at a taxi which suddenly ap-
peared in front from nowhere on the major road. He
cursed and turned his hcadlamps full on the taxi.

Dala waited for him to continue. lriso, however,
took his silence for drunkenness.

‘Are you asleep?’ he asked.

Dala lifted his head from the scat. ‘Of course not,’
he replied. ‘I am listening.’

Iriso took a picce of cloth and wiped the front glass
to clear it of the mist. Then, sitting back more con-
tentedly behind the stcering wheel, he continued his
narrative,

‘Well, I didn’t tell you but they have a door which
leads directly to the bedroom. That way you don’t have
to go through the sitting-room. She said she didn’t
want us to go there, I mean to the sitting-room, because
she didn’t want any distraction. I remember that the
last time 1 was there, her children fought around us.
There was such an uproar, such a commotion! As I
was saying, instead of telling me exactly how much she
would be prepared to pay, she came out with it and said
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that there were different kinds of payments. Then she
said she liked me, stood up from the bed on which she
had been sitting and invited me to help her undo the
zip of her dress.

‘She was going to change her dress, she said. She
expected some important visitors. You can trust me of
course. I helped her get off her dress and that was the
beginning of the end. I couldn’t help it. Very soon 1
was on top of her, and promising her to bring all the
things she wanted for nothing. Then she pushed me
away. Didn’t I know she was a married woman, she
asked. Anyway, she had to see all the things first before
she actually paid me in kind.’

Iriso breathed hard. The passion was still hot and
heavy on him.

‘So nothing eventually happened?’ Dala prompted.

Iriso agreed sadly. ‘Nothing. She didr’t let me go
any further. Of course I struggled with her but she is
an experienced woman. She gets only what she wants.
So she said. When I looked at her legs, at her breasts
all heaving to go and then her scanty blue pants with
all the dark hair showing between her legs, I just
couldn’t be angry.’

Dala managed to laugh in spite of the fact that his
eyes were already beginning to play tricks on him. ‘You
should have asked me before you went in there with
her,” he laughed. “We’ve all heard about Queen in the
Ministry. She uses her body to get what she wants
but she doesn’t give herself until she has got whatever
it is firmly in her grasp. No wonder she is richer than
Obofun.’

‘How did I know that that was going to happen?’
Iriso asked.

‘I saw Obofun go upstairs just about five minutes
before you came out,” Dala remembered. ‘Did he not
catch you on top of his wife?’
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Iriso breathed heavily. ‘How come? We were already
in the sitting-room when Obofun came upstairs. He is
so unbearably loquacious. As soon as he came in, he
started telling me how faithful and honest and loyal
his wife was. “The only one in the world! ” he boasted.
Of course I laughed in his face.’

‘Just like Obofun,” Dala exclaimed. “That’s what
he used to say even in the Ministry! Well, what hap-
pencd then?’

Iriso sped the big Volvo car along Mission Road.
‘I have arranged to supply her with some of the things
tomorrow morning and then I will be meeting her
later on in the afternoon at her house.’

‘And I can bet you that Obofun will be away on
business,” Dala added after a minute’s thought.

‘Oh well,” said Iriso, ‘That is their headache. All 1
know is that I have an appointment with Queen to-
morrow.’
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Chapter 4

For more than four hours, the four men laboured to
clear the cement. Osaro and Patrick stayed on top of
the trailer from where they handed down the bags of
cement to Idemudia and Omoifo who then carried
them either on their heads or on their backs to the
shed, more than ten metres away. At the beginning
they shouted as they worked.

‘Oshobe! Eh!’

‘Oshobe! Eh!’

‘Now! One, two, three ...

But gradually, their shouting died out. They be-
came silent as they worked into the evening and as the
hours passed, they became worn out. The men on the
ground dragged their feet. The men on the trailer
leaned against the uncleared cement bags, tired out,
exhausted. And they were all hungry. Their backs
ached, their stomachs ached, their heads ached also.
But the work had to go on because they were hungry
and because they needed the money to buy the food.

They didn't even look at each other now. They
breathed in thin long, sharp gasps as the hunger
gnawed at their stomachs and tore at their hearts,
almost making them dizzy. They worked mechanically
but resolutely, stubbornly, determined not to give up.
And at the back of each man’s mind was the money.
Five naira. Nothing much, but enough, each man
knew, to dull the sharp pain of their hunger.

And like any war, the work came to an end. The
men looked at each other now. They did not smile
but the light was back in their eyes as they stood,
slumped against the wall of the little shed that housed

?
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the guards and waited for the guards to come out.

‘I think somebody ought to go inside the motel,’
Osaro said at last, breaking the silence.

‘We should wait,” Patrick said. ‘Perhaps one of the
guards will come.’

‘But where could they have gone to?’ Omoifo asked.

Idemudia shrugged his shoulders. ‘Nobody knows.
But I think Osaro is right, Somebody ought to go into
the motel.’

“Then you go,” Patrick said.

‘Yes, I will go.’

Idemudia went into the restaurant and immediately,
he drew the attention of many of the customers sitting
inside. A waiter instantly approached him.

‘What do you want?’ he demanded.

A pool of water began to form around Idemudia
where he was standing. His torn shirt was stripped from
his chest and it hung looscly around his waist.

‘We want madam,’ Idemudia replied, eyeing the fat
waiter.

“T'hen wait outside!’ the waiter ordered.

Idemudia stood for a moment undecided and then
went outside the door and then beckoned to his friends
to join him at the entrance to the motel.

They had to wait another twenty minutes before
Queen arrived, thec loose ends of her long dress
gathered in her left hand.

‘So you have finished,” she said eyeing the men.

The four men stood around her with hard expres-
sions on their faces. Looking at them Queen shuddered
and involuntarily she drew back a little in the motel’s
entrance.

‘We want our money,” Idemudia told her. ‘“The work
is done.’

Queen tried to look across and above the men at the
shed. ‘Let somebody turn on the outside lights!’ she
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called. The lights were turned on. She could see the
cement bags piled high up, like groundnut pyramids.

‘How many are there?’ she asked.

Osaro bit his fingernails. The nails were dirty and
smelled strongly of cement. “We didn’t count them,
madam.” he said.

“I'hen I'll better count them first before paying you!’
Queen said.

Idemudia moved away from his place ncar the wall
and came to stand dircctly in front of Queen.

‘It is not necessary to count them, madam,’ he said in
an cxasperated voice. “We took out of the trailers all
there was to be taken out.’

Queen pecred at the cement bags stacked high in the
shed. ‘But how can I be sure they are complete?’

Nobody answerced her.

‘You can come back tomorrow afternoon,” she said
finally. ‘By that time I will have counted them.’

‘Madam, we want our moncey!’ Osaro said tersely.

‘I have said you must come back tomorrow.’

‘We want our moncy now!’ Idemudia said angrily,
and at the same time moved to block the entrance into
the motel.

One of the guards who had been standing behind
them now walked up. In a loud voice, he threatencd
‘Madam has said you should go away.’

The four men ignored him. ‘We want our money,
madam. We cannot come back tomorrow.” Their
voices were bitter.

Queen shrugged her shoulders. ‘Okay then, wait,’
she said carelessly and pushed past Idemudia into the
motel. Three waiters came out now and stood at the
door.

‘Where arc the other security men?’ Idemudia heard
voices asking inside the restaurant.

“They should be outside too,’ other voices answered.
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The four men waited outside for another five
minutes. Then surprisingly Queen reappeared.

‘I have brought your money,” she announced bene-
volently. ‘I know where one of you lives, so if there’s
anything wrong my husband will find him.’

She gave Idemudia the twenty naira after counting
the four five-naira notes three times.

Idemudia took the money from her and after they
had gone some way away from the motel, he gave five
naira to each of his three friends.

‘We should be very grateful to you,” Osaro said as
he accepted the moncey. ‘You don’t know how much this
money means to me.’

‘Ah, there is no need to be,” Idemudia said. ‘You
would have done exactly the same for me.’

His mind went to Adisa. What was she doing? What
had she done throughout the whole day? Somehow he
was worried and ashamed of himsclf now. After beating
his wife, he had kept her in hunger for a whole day!
And this had becn neither the first nor the second
time. What if the news got home to their village, to her
parents?

He parted company with his friends at the Ekewan
junction. Then he walked slowly back to his house.
He climbed the three steps wearily. His legs felt as if
they didn’t belong to him. His hands were heavy. His
jaws trembled, making his teeth chatter noisily. He
had a terrible headache and his whole body was hot.
The door to his room was closed. Was Adisa aslecp?
Or had she gone out to carry out her threat? He
turned the door’s handle, then drew the door towards
him. It yawned with age and rust as it opencd. He
stepped into the semi-darkness of the room, and locked
about intently.

There was nobody there. Adisa wasn’t asleep as he
had imagined. Then she had gone out. He sat down
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wearily on their single wooden chair and dropped his
sandals on the floor. He had been holding them in his
hands from the Freedom Motel.

Whére had Adisa gone to? Had she really gone out
to carry out her threat? Or had she run away from him?
He stood up uneasily and stretching out his hands he
felt the wall for the switch and turned the light on.
He saw that Adisa’s clothes were still in the room. The
cooking utensils and the plates were also there. If she
had left him, surely she would have taken her things?
He nodded his head slowly. Yes, most women took
thesc things when they left their husbands. So, where
had she gone to? To her aunt’s place? Most probably,
he told himself. But perhaps she had gone to find a
man? Did shc know any man? Had she met any man
through her aunt? He told himself he would kill her
for it if she did. Yes, he would kill her, strangle her,
murder her.

He took out the wet and crumpled five naira note
and now sitting on the bed, he smoothed it across his
knce. Five nairal Money! When had he ever had
money? When had he ever been free from hunger,
from want? He shook his head, and standing up walked
to the table and placed the money on it. He felt im-
mensely weak now. His head ached and his stomach
churned over itself. It must be the hunger, he thought,
and went back to the bed and sat on it.

But then, he felt dizzy. What is happening to me, he
asked himself. I mustn’t collapse. He shook his head
vigorously and then immecdiately regretted it as the
hammers in his head beat viciously against his brain.
He held his head with both hands and noticed that his
hands shook and trembled.

Biting his lips, he struggled up and took off his
clothes and then suddenly, without warning, he col-
lapsed and fell across the bed. He was unconscious

38



for a long time and when he came back, it was pitch
dark in the room. He sensed that he was lying across
the bed so he dragged up his feet to the bed and tried
to remember. But he couldn’t because the ache was
back in his head and his body was hot, like a glowing
piece of coal.

He cricd and screamed on the bed. He choked and
struggled ficrcely. Yet he didn’t swcat. He said things
he couldn’t understand. He moaned and cried from the
pain that tormented him. From this corridor of pain,
he slipped back into a half-slecp, a half-slecp that was
nothing but moans and cries because his imagination
was feverish.

He struggled helplessly. And Adisa did not come.

He opened and shut his mouth a hundred times and
somewhere in his half-consciousness, thoughts of death
and dying gripped thc half-light of his soul. Was he
dying? He didn't know. All he knew was that he was
struggling with himself on the narrow bed, that his
body was on fire and his imagination with it.

Somewhere in between this passionate struggle
against death, Idemudia hcard a low scream, fect
panicked and then a white candle threw out its halo
of yellow light and Adisa was standing, bending over
him, her cyes frightened, confused. She drew back
from the bed and mechanically she went back to the
light’s switch and turned it off and on until she knew
that the bulb must have burnt itself out. She went back
to the bed and for the first time observed that Ide-
mudia’s clothes were in a heap, on the ground. But
she couldn’t understand what was happening. Had
he got himself drunk? No, that was impessible because
he had never got drunk.

She was shocked to see that he was stark naked,
But what had happcned? Again, for the second time,
she went away from the bed, and placing the candle on
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the floor, she went to the door which she had left open
and closed it. What was he muttering?

Then again, she approached the bed. Gingerly, she
stretched out her hand to feel his forehead. But like
a bolt, she drew her hand away. What had she touched?
She stood for a moment, uneasily, dazed. Her hand
went back, this time to be really sure. Then she cried
out as she realised that Idemudia was sick and that his
forehead was hotter than a blacksmith’s fire.

She held her head and then very slowly she sat on the
bed beside him. What was she going to do? What could
she do when she hadn’t one kobo? Her cyes were
arrested by the crumpled heap of clothes on the floor.
Idemudia was muttering something to himself. ‘Five
nairal’ What aboutfivenaira? Idemudia’shandsgroped
about the air. ‘Five naira,” he repeated again and again.

She stood up and picked up the candle and raising
it above the table, she saw it. The green note lay damp
on the table. She placed the candle on the table now
and looking out she saw that the rain was still falling.
But what did they say should be done in such a situa-
tion? Cover him up with clothes? Yes. Cover him up
with clothes. She packed all her wrappas and carry-
ing them over, spread them over him.

What should she do next? She had to get help.
Mama Jimoh was there. She rushed out of the room and
began to knock on the door of her neighbours.

‘Who is that? I say who is there?’” She could hear
Mama Jimoh asking.

‘It’s me! It’s me! Adisa. Please open the door!” Her
voice was urgent.

‘Who?’ the suspicious voice of Mama Jimoh called
back through the closed door.

‘It’s me! Adisal My husband is dying!’

Mama Jimoh flung her door open. Her movements
took on the note of alarm.
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‘Idemudia dying? From what?’ she asked incredu-
lously, tying the wrappa more securely around her
waist. Her husband hovered in the doorway.

‘What is wrong with him?’ he asked.

Adisa’s hands werc crossed over her breast. ‘1 don’t
know,’ she poured out in tcars instcad of in words.

They crowded after her into the room. Idemudia
lay still, breathing heavily. Papa Jimoh, a small dry
man in his mid-thirties, took command. He was a
driver in the Sugar Company.

‘He must be rushed to the hospital,” he said, after
fecling and quickly withdrawing his hand from Ide-
mudia’s forehcad. ‘He is so hot!’ he cxclaimed. ‘It
must be malaria!’

‘Ah, if it is malaria, then it will go,” Mama Jimoh
said placatingly. ‘It isn’t dangerous.’

‘But how do I get him to the hospital?’ Adisa cried.

“There may be no taxi at this time of night,” Papa
Jimoh said, ‘But who knows? You go out to the road-
side and wait. We will wait here. Hurry.’

‘Yes, you had bettcr go there,” Mama Jimoh agrecd.
‘We must hurry.’

Adisa snatched up the money on the table and hur-
ried out of the house. She held her hands to her breasts
as she hurried, breathing quickly.

‘Oh God!’ she prayed. ‘Plcase let a taxi come.
Please!’ The night was dark and cold and as she stood
at the Ekenwan Road junction, her heart hammered
within her. What would she do if he died? ‘Oh no!”’
she cried. ‘He must not die. He must live. Please God,
send a taxi, send help!’

She waited for a long time and then she saw a car
coming rapidly. She moved forward, into the road, and
began to wave frantically. But it was all in vain. In
a flash, the car was past her, the tail lights glowing red
and warm in the black night.
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She went forward along the road. She had to get to
the Ring Road and wait there. Yes, there. 'I'hat was the
busy place. She could get a taxi there. She would get
a taxi therc. She ran, she walked, she stumbled, but
always she hurried.

She came to the empty Ring Road and her heart
sank. What was she to do? Go back to Idemudia? ‘No.
I can’t,” she said to hersclf. ‘I can’t.” She would go to
the hospital instead, directly. They would be able to
prescribe somcthing for her. She hurried towards the
hospital, and panting and out of breath, she finally
arrived at the gates of the hospital.

She paced up and down the corridor as she waited
to be allowed to see the doctor. She was angered at the
leisurely way the nurses moved about. Couldn’t they
sec she nceded help urgently? Couldn’t they see?

The doctor was a very young man. He looked tired
and angry.

‘Yes, woman? What is it?’ he asked curtly.

‘It’s my husband ...’, Adisa began.

‘Yes, your husband. Where is he?’ the nurse asked.

‘At home.’

‘At home?’ the doctor asked.

‘Yes. He is dying. He needs help, urgently. Please
help!’

‘What is wrong with him?’

‘His body is hot. He kecps talking to himself, he ...’

‘Some fever,” the doctor murmured to himself. ‘But
madam, there’s nothing I can do. I can’t prescribe any-
thing unless I see him. I can’t do anything unless you
bring him here.’

‘But we tried. Please, doctor!”’

‘What about the ambulance?’ the doctor turned to
the nurse.

‘Oh, the driver has gone home,’ the nurse said. ‘We
don’t know where he lives. Look, woman, why don’t
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you look for a taxi or go to a chemist?’

‘I have looked for a ta:i,” Adisa pleaded. “There arc
no taxis.’

“T'hen you’d better go to a chemist,” the nurse said
again.

‘But how can I go to a chemist? Doctor, plcase.’

The doctor shrugged his shoulders. ‘Look, woman,
we are sorry. I can’t prescribe anything for your hus-
band unless I see him, and even if I could the pharmacy
is closed and most probably you won’t even get the
drugs here. Do as the nurse says. Go to a chemist.’

Adisa stood up shakily, her lips trembling. How
could she go back without some drugs? The thought
frightened her and very slowly, the tears came.

She left the hospital grounds very slowly, disap-
pointed and bitter. Surely Mama Jimoh would be
waiting and ldemudia would be waiting. She couldn’t
go back without some drugs. She went up Ikpoba Road,
past the Bank and the petrol station, before she saw a
chemist’s shop on the other side of the road. Would
the chemists open the shop at this time of night? she
asked herself. Everywhere was so quiet. There were
no other people on the street.

But she needed the drugs. Hurricedly, she crossed to
the other side of the road, climbed up to the chemist's
shop and with a deliberate effort began to pound on
the door. She didn’t care if she woke up the whole
street. She was desperatc now. Then she heard voices
inside the shop — and then suddenly a man appeared
from the side of the house and he held an iron rod in
his hand.

‘What is it, woman?’ he demanded, approaching
cautiously, looking round him all the time.

Adisa threw up her hands helplessly. ‘It’s my hus-
band,” she cried. ‘He is dying. I need some medicine.’

‘What is wrong with him?’ the man asked, and he
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stood by her side now and looked over her shoulder
carefully.

‘His body 1s hot. Hotter than fire, and he keeps on
talking to himself,” Adisa said.

‘Looks like high fever,” the man grunted. He called
to somebody else and then another man emerged from
the other side of the housc. In his hand he held a big
cutlass.

‘You'd better come this way,’” the man with the
cutlass said. ‘It is late and normally we do not attend
to customers at this hour, but if it is a matter of life
and death, we are prepared to help you.’

They entered the house through a side door and
then they were inside the chemist’s shop. The man
with the cutlass leaned his weapon against the wall.

‘T'll give you some aspirin to bring down his tem-
perature. He’ll also necd some novalgin and then of
course one or two antibiotics, something like crystalline
penicillin. He should be all right after taking them.’

‘Oh thank you, sir,” Adisa said gratcfully.

‘Here,” the man said to Adisa, and handed her the
drugs. ‘He should take the drugs straightaway. One
of cach of these, and four of those, and er, it’s only four
naira eighty kobo.’

‘Oh!’ Adisa exclaimed, disappointed. She couldn’t
possibly spend all the five naira on the drugs!

‘Well, don’t you have ecnough money?’ the man
asked.

‘T was ...” Adisa stammered.

‘I see,” the man said quickly. ‘I'll give you the basic
ones then but you must get the other as soon as you can.
Ninety kobo only.’

Adisa thanked him again and again.

‘It’s all right,” the man said, and proceeded to return
the other drugs to the shelves. ‘Remember, first time,
four tablets. After that, two tablets every four hours.
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That means,” and he glanced at the clock hanging from
the wall, ‘he should be given another two at six o’clock.
You can see it is nearly two o’clock now.’

Adisa thanked him again and again and then very
quickly she went out of the shop through the side door
and now, she was again on the strects, alone, the night
cold and quiet, her heart beating wildly.

Papa Jimoh and his wife were still standing beside
the bed when she got home.

‘At last,” Papa Jimoh said. ‘Have you found a taxi?’

Adisa shook her head. ‘I had to go to the hospital and
then to a chemist. I have brought some drugs.’

‘Very well then,” Mama Jimoh said. ‘We will go to
sleep but should you need any further help, wake us
up. Papa Jimoh sleeps lightly.’

Adisa thanked them and after they had gone, she
bolted the door and dragged up the wooden chair to
the bedside and roused ldemudia.

‘You have to take some of thesc tablets,” she said to
him and looked at his face. Idemudia’s eyes fluttered
momentarily and closed again. She saw that he had
emaciated considerably even in that short time. She
couldn’t believe it. He was like a big tree which a
gigantic storm had toyed with. The trunk and the
branches remained but the leaves were gone. The
storm had carried them away. Secing him so weak and
fragile, Adisa cried, now.

Idemudia held out his hand mechanically. His hand
shook as he took the tablets and placed them in his
mouth, onc after the other. After drinking them down
with the water she gave to him, he fell back on the
bed, not still knowing exactly where he was. It was
all like a bad dream. The yellow light from the candle
looked so very unreal. Everything floated before him
like shadows and he simply felt himself a part of these
shadows, light, dark, floating and unreal.



The tongues of fire burned inside him, making his
head feverish, his body hot, his imagination riotous
and confused. Now, he would call on the name of his
mother and then he would go blank while his head
was tossed about on the bed by the white winds that
blew inside him.

Adisa sat on the chair and watched the struggle. ‘And
to think that this is the same man who struck me this
morning and even thrcatened to kill me! " she thought.
‘Surely, 1 can never leave him now. My aunt was mad to
think that cven if I could, I would. I do not want to be
like my aunt. No! I will never be like her.

‘What kind of lifc can a woman live with so many
men in her life? It isn't that I blame my aunt for living
the way she docs. God knows how she has suffered.
God knows that her husband was a cruel man who not
only regularly beat my aunt after drinking himsclf
silly, but borrowed money in her name. Wasn't that
shameful?’ she asked herself. ‘A man borrowing money
in his wife’s name and then, to crown it all, running
away from her. And he has never come back. My aunt
had to find the money for the rent, for fecding and for
clothing the children and herself. Who can blame her
if she chose to live the way she now does?

‘And who can blame her if she talks the way she
now does?’

‘No man is worth suffcring for,” her aunt had said
that evening. ‘You sacrifice cverything for them and
what do you get in return? Nothing but beating and
desertion. You get nothing but blood and tears. And
are our men cruel! Adisa, look at you who are married
no more than thrce years. What have you got to show
for those three ycars? Nothing but ingratitude and
beating. Our men test their manhood by their ability
to beat their wivces, not by their ability to protect their
wives and provide for their children. You are still a
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beautiful woman, Adisa. And if you had lived as long
as 1 have, you would know that now is the time to
abandon your man. Leave him before he makes you
produce more children. You must leave him.’

‘But, Auntie,” Adisa said, ‘How could I leave him?’

‘Oh my God!’ her aunt cried. ‘Oh my God! What
rubbish! How could you leave him! You pack your
things and you go out. That is how to leave him. You
pack your clothes and your pots and you leave him to
rot in his own vomit before he poisons you with it. Or
do you want me to go with you?’

‘No, Auntie. It isn’t that. Where would 1 go?’

‘Where? You come here until you are able to take a
room somewhere else. Oh, Adisa, you are a beautiful
young girl still and you will see how the men will run
after you. That husband of yours is a fool. You must
leave him!’

She shook her head. ‘No, Auntie,” she said. ‘I cannot
leave him. I couldn’t stay in a room all by myself, and
I would dic if the hands of other men were to touch me.
Honestly, I couldn’t bear it. I would diel”

‘Adisal Don’t be a fooll”

‘But Auntie ../’

‘How do you know you will die when you haven’t
even tried? Ah yes. I thought so myself when my hus-
band left me. I thought I couldn’t bear to have an-
other man touch me. But I soon found out I could
when the children cried and coughed cach night and
when the landlord came each morning and threatened
to throw us out. After I had heard my children cough-
ing and crying and after knowing that they coughed
and cried because there had becn nothing to eat, 1
knew that there wasn’t anything I couldn’t do or bear
to sce that they didn’t cry nor cough. Oh yes, I know
what vou may be thinking now, Adisa,” and she had
looked at Adisa knowingly. ‘You think now that if my
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husband had remained, then perhaps things would
have been different. But you are wrong, you see.
Things would never have been different. The children
had always coughed and cricd even when their father
was here. And not only had they cried, but I, also. But
now it is very different. 1 do not cry any more, and at
least, the children are alive. The only thing 1 ever
really regret is that I allowed myself to think and be-
lieve that there was no other alternative to staying with
a man who cared neither about you nor about your
children.’

‘But, Auntie!’ Adisa cried. ‘Idemudia is different.
He beats me all right. I have tasted my own blood and
my own tears but you see, somehow, I ... I cannot hold
him responsible. He tries, only he never succecds.’

‘You are a fool,” her aunt said angrily. ‘Never in my
life have I heard so much rubbish.’

‘But it is true.

‘Oh yes. It is true that he will destroy you gradually
and that by the time you realisc it, it will be too late.
If you ever want to be happy, you must leave him.’

‘No, Auntie, I cannot.’

‘Then you must stay there until he kills you.’

Adisa fell silent and her mind went back to Ide-
mudia’s face when in reaction to her bluff in the morn-
ing, he had threatened to kill her.

Then her aunt had broken into her thoughts and
said, ‘Since you do not want to lcave him, what do you
want?’

Adisa shrugged her shoulders and then stood up.
‘Aunt Yasha,” she said, ‘It’s only money that we want.
Just any amount of money.’

‘Oh, 1 see,” her aunt said thoughtfully. ‘And who
doesn’t want money? Why, the world would be all
right if everybody had money. God knows I have no
money. The moncy 1 make from my trade I always
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spend on feeding and providing for the children.’

She looked now at her husband and her aunt’s words
rang in her head. ‘You must lecave him! Leave him!
No man is worth suffering for. I.cave him!”’

‘No! No! No!’ she cried to herself aloud now, and
stood up suddenly and held her head in her hands.

Idemudia stirred on the bed and his cyes that were
wild went over the room and again he {clt himself a
shadow, floating, suspended, and he moaned. For more
than twentv-four hours he hadn’t eaten anything. His
mouth was bitter now — more bitter than gall. And the
fire inside him raged on.

He cried out loud now. “Mother! Oh my mother!
Oh! Adisa! Adisa! Ohmy mother! Mother! Eh! Ah!
Eo!’

Adisa heard her name called and she stood rootcd
to the ground, stupefied.

‘Eo! My mother! Um! Adisal’

Then she looked now at her husband and very slowly
and wecarily, she sat back on the chair and placed her
hand on his forehcad. She shook her head from side
to side as she withdrew her hand. His forchcad was
still very hot.

She stood up and went to the table and took the small
khaki envelopes and then she drew some water from
the pot with a glass and came back and sat by his side
on the bed.

She opened the small khaki envelope and took out
two of the small white tablets.

‘You need some more tablets,” she said to him, her
hand trembling. ‘Take some morce tablets.’

She reached for his hand, which also trembled, and
placed the tablets in his hands. Again, Idemudia forced
the tablets down his throat with the water, and every-
thing was bitter and sour in his mouth. Adisa sat in
the chair, afraid to close her eyes, afraid to think of
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what her aunt had said. No, never. She could never
leave her husband. It was impossible! How could she
leave her husband and take a room in the city where
other men would come to her? Even if her husband
had not called her bluff, she told herself that she could
never do it. Not on her life. She dozed off.

The cocks were already crowing when she woke up
in the chair. She glanced furtively at her husband and
relieved, saw that he was asleep. She stood up, ex-
hausted, undecided, not knowing what to do or think
of first. Surely they ought to eat something. Shc would
make some pap for both of them. Idemudia could casily
keep the pap down. Yes, that was the best thing.
Decided, she hurried outside. She knew a woman who
sold the starch she wanted for the pap. And as soon as
she had bought the starch, she hurried back into the
house. She needed hot water. But Christ! She had
forgotten that there was no kerosene. She took out the
kerosene bottle and went outside again. Then she came
back and made the fire, and in another thirty minutcs
the pap was made and it stcamed. There was no sugar.
Ought she to buy some? It was so expensive! One cube
of sugar for onc kobo! Wasn’t that how they sold it
now? Idemudia had complained about the bitterncss
in his mouth. Perhaps it was best to buy a few cubes of
sugar. And again she went outside.

At last ready, she sat on the edge of the bed and
proceeded to feed him with the pap. As she held Ide-
mudia’s head on her lap, she swore that she would
never go back to her aunt’s place, come what may. She
might quarrel with her husband and they could say vile
things to each other but she didn’t want anybody to
put ideas into her hcad. What her aunt had said
frightened her. But then, they did need money. Where
would they get the money from? Oh, if only she could
start a trade! That was the answer — a trade! But
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again, how would she get the money? And what could
she sell anyway? She shook her head. She didn't know.

The spoon rattled in between Idemudia’s teeth.
Sick and exhausted, Idemudia was like a child, help-
less. His eyes were watery, a defcated look in them.
He was silent as she forced the pap down his throat.
And again, she could not help thinking how only yes-
terday morning, he had forced her to the floor with the
mere superiority of his strength. Now, he was helpless.
‘Helpless!” she cried in her heart.

What was she going to do? What if he died? No. she
mustn’t think of death. Mama Jimoh had said it was
only malaria, that he would recover. But as she sat
near him, she doubted it. How could ldemudia re-
cover when his body was so hot, when he could not
even take in the pap?

At that moment Idemudia coughed. The pap he had
been drinking came out of his mouth and nose and
flew in all directions and as he choked, Adisa cried out
in terror and misery, ‘Oh God! Oh my God! I do not
want to be like my aunt! Oh God, picase. Please save
him!’

The spoon slipped from her fingers and crashed to
the floor, as her hands and whole body began to tremble
violently.



Chapter 5

She heard rapid tapping on the door and stared
vacantly in front of her. Then she heard Mama Jimoh
calling, ‘Adisal Adisa!’

She stood up slowly and crossing the room opened
the door.

Mama Jimoh removed the chewing stick from her
mouth, as she stepped into the room.

‘How did he sleep?’ she asked.

Adisa went back to the chair by Idemudia’s bed and
sat down wearily.

‘He didn't sleep!’ she said. ‘I thought he was going
to die!’

Mama Jimoh frowned. ‘We must take him to the
hospital. Let the doctors there look after him properly.’

Adisa was not sure. ‘How?’ she asked.

‘I have told Papa Jimoh,’ the other woman said. ‘He
will bring his van round. You can then accompany
them to the hospital. The University Hospital is
better.’

At about seven o’clock in the morning, Papa Jimoh
brought the van round. ‘You better get him dressed
while I get ready,” he told Adisa,

Idemudia felt very weak. He opened his eyes briefly
and then closed them again. “Where am I?’ he asked,
in a voice that seemed so far away.

‘You are going to the hospital,” Adisa told him,
placing her hand over his forchead. ‘Papa Jimoh is
taking us there.’

She struggled to get his trousers on him. Idemudia
sensed that he was being dressed. He wasn’t himself
any more. The hunger and that hot fire in his blood
had reduced him to nothing more than a child. He was

52



helpless now and he detested himself for it. He had
to pull himself together. He had to fight off this over-
whelming weakness that made him gasp for his breath.
He struggled up from the bed and attempted to stand
on his feet. He swayed so dangerously on his feet that
Adisa and Papa Jimoh had to support him. Then they
led him to the van, one on cach side of him and Mama
Jimoh bringing up the rear. They led him outside and
as they were about to enter the car, Idemudia’s feet
wobbled. He slumped against his supports, and bore
down heavily on them. They struggled to get him into
the van and once there, he shivered and moaned, the
whole agonising fever coming back in successive
waves.

Even at that early hour, the University Hospital was
crowded. It was a pitiable sight. So many people were
sick and in need of the doctor. The long benches were
full. The porch outside was filled by patients who were
able to stand. Some of the waiting patients coughed
violently. Mothers who carried sick children moved
agitatedly. The faces that waited there were grim,
serious and preoccupied with worry.

Papa Jimoh and Adisa led Idemudia into the ward
at once. Other patients made way. Once inside they sat
him on a chzir and drew the attention of a nurse.

‘What is wrong with him?’ the nurse asked, cards
in her hand Adisa tried to cxplain.

‘Has he been registered yet?’

Adisa shook her head.

‘It’s one naira, ten kobo,” the nurse said. “The
counter is outside.” Adisa held back her tears. She had
only a few coins. She had forgotten to bring more
money.

‘I think I must be going,” Papa Jimoh announced.
‘If I am late for work, I will be fired. Nobody listens.
I am fired and they employ another.’

He moved away from the chair. Adisa looked help-
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lessly after him. ‘Don’t be worried!’ he called back on
reaching the exit. ‘He will be okay.’

Adisa could no longer hold back the tears. ‘I dldn t
bring any money,” she pleaded with the nurse. ‘And 1
can’t leave him here to go for it!’ she cried. The nurse
regarded her sympathetically. ‘Bring him this way
then,” she told Adisa. ‘I think he needs admission. But
don’t be afraid. He will be all right.’

Another disappointment awaited her at the doctor’s
consulting room. There was no bed available in the
male wards. ‘The patient must go to the Ogbe
Hospital,” the doctor said.

Adisa watched the doctor as he wrote out the pre-
scription and signed it. She took the slip of paper from
him and stood there, disappointed. The doctor looked
up sharply at her. ‘You've heard, madam. There’s no
bed in this hospital. I know he needs admission. How-
ever, we will treat him here before you take him away.
Follow the nurse.’

Adisa stood rooted to the floor. How was she to get
him back to the Ogbe Hospital? The nurse roused her.

‘Come this way.’

As soon as they left the consulting room, the doctor
removed his glasses and placed them on the table. He
was a young man of about twenty-seven. Spreading his
hands across the table he looked at the Staff Nurse who
stood beside him.

‘I hate sending thesc people to the Ogbe Hospital,’
he said, his voice sad and serious.

‘But it's not vour fault,’ the nurse said to him.

‘All the same, I fecl very badly about it. This was the
seventh case in a single night! And some of them are
really terrible. I feel each time as if I am sending them
to their death.’

‘Come on, doctor!’ the nurse rebuked him. ‘You
don’t have to feel like that at all.’
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They both fell silent. The doctor put on his glasses
again but his mind went back to the dark tunnel of
the numberless sick, their abject poverty and from that
to the helplessness of their position. He couldn’t
understand why in the midst of so much disease, the
government concentrated on building hotels instead
of hospitals. He simply couldn’t understand.

The nurse had finished giving Idemudia the third
injection in a series. She now took some cotton wool
and began to wipe the blood away.

‘You shouldn’t be too worried,” she reassured Adisa.
But she knew that the injection was not to effect a
permanent cure, but only to relieve the pain of suffer-
ing temporarily.

Adisa led Idemudia outside. He was so weak and so
fragile-looking that again she wondered in her mind
if she were not on the way to losing her husband to
death. The reassuring words of the nursc died away
ir her mind, and in their place came the voice of her
aunt: ‘You will take up a room of your own in the
city and the men will come running after you. You
are still young and beautiful.” She shuddered.

Idemudia followed his wife silently. His eyes were
half shut. Inwardly he was asking himself what was hap-
pening to him. Why couldn’t he walk firmly? He must
walk firmly. He mustn’t stagger or waver. His mind
must be clear. He had to picture, visualise, things as
they were. He fought the disease as he followed his
wife. He kept telling himself that he had to be strong.
He had to get another job soon. The money he had
brought some time ago would soon be gone and again
they would be plunged into despairing hunger. He
must ... He grew dizzy. His mind lost track of events,
the thread of consciousness on which he had stumbled
along, grew thinner. He staggered and fell heavily on
Adisa.



Two men walking behind Adisa saw Idemudia
collapsing. One of them rushed up and seized Ide-
mudia by the waist.

‘What is wrong with him?” he asked Adisa after they
had both carried him to a bench by the side of the
gates. Adisa shook her head.

‘I do not know,’ she said, weeping again now.

‘It must be the discase,” one of the men said. He spat
on the grass and then went away.

The crowd gathered there regarded them. Their
eyes followed them.

Getting a taxi posed a big problem. No taxi wanted
to go to the Ogbe Hospital for only twenty kobo. Even-
tually, however, she secured one.

The Ogbe Hospital was an even bigger market of
patients than the University Hospital. There were
haggard and distraught faces everywhere. Worry had
eaten deep into the faces of the majority of them.
Wrinkles and cracks were in abundance. It was evi-
dent that these were people who had been engaged by
life in a terrible and fierce struggle and that they had
come out of each bout worse and still more badly
battered.

Children cried, women wept, everywhere there was
a great urgency and paradoxically little activity: a
hopelessness and helplessness that invoked the on-
looker to tcars. It was simply a wonder why, so much
the worse for wear, these people still struggled and
aspired to keep their lean flames of lives going. There
seecmed to be no point in seeking recourse from death,
the abundant evidence of life about was distressing
and frustrating enough. And yet, even as the women
wept and the children cried and the men sat or stood
about with stony watery eyes, coughing and spitting
and occasionally going to the fence to urinate, there
was in cach pair of eyes a stubborn determination not
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to let go of life no matter how filthy and degrading it
was,

On the other side of the fence was Sapele Road. The
traffic moved on it in an endless confused strecam, horns
biting and barking, voices cursing, tyres screeching.
These were the Volvos and the Mercedes Benz cars
and the taxis and the motorcyclists and the truck
pushers and the beggars and the insane. Everywhere
life was one heated and confused argument, leading
nowhere.

A bus camec screaming into the hospital yard. The
nurses came out now, their eyes angry and defiant. A
man jumped out of the front of the bus shouting:

‘Accident! Accident! Accident!’

The back doors of the bus were flung open. Inside
the bus and on the scats, two men lay unconscious. One
of them bled profusely from the nose, mouth and ears.
The nurses crossed their hands over their breasts, and
watched.

‘Where from?’ one of them asked.

The man who had jumped down from the bus shook
his head.

‘I don’t know. I was told to bring them here from the
University Hospital.’

Two hospital attendants arrived and then they be-
gan moving the men onto the two stretchers that they
had wheeled up.

‘Better move them to the OP Wardl’ one of the
nurses called to the attendants and now, all of a sud-
den, there was genuine panic, a flurry of footsteps.

‘Why did they have to bring them from the Univer-
sity Hospital?’ one of the nurses asked the man who
had come with the bus.

‘I guess there were no beds.’

Then the man looked round quickly, drew the nurse
aside and whispered in her ear.
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‘What!’ the nurse exclaimed.

The man fell into step beside her as they followed
behind the rapidly moving mobile beds.

‘Oh yes.’ the man said in low voice beside her. “T'he
doctor there looked at both of them and said their
condition was bad. Next he phoned and asked for
advice. He was told to get them off as quickly as pos-
sible. They didn’t want any more dcaths there. Be-
sides, the other man who brought in the two accident
victims disappeared during the original confusion. So
you can understand.’

The nurse was very bitter. ‘You don’t turn patients
away because nobody will be responsible for settling
the expenses!’

‘But it has happened!’

‘It’s terrible.’

There’s nothing you can do about it. It happens
every day.’

They passed by Idemudia and Adisa who were sit-
ting on a bench close to the entrance of the consulting
room. Adisa was shocked at the sight of so much blood.
She half rosc and then sank back to her seat again.
People crowded all round. It appecared that one of the
accident victims had come round. He was groaning and
moaning.

‘Eo! Fo! Aail’

The murmuring along the whole verandah died
down. The groaning was so pathetic that the gathered
people were forced momentarily to forget about their
own troubles. There, Adisa recognised, was a tragedy
far more urgent than her own. The conscquences
might be the same but she saw in the bare bodies of the
accident victims, in their blood and unconscious groans
and tears something much more pathetic than even
her own slecepless night and the destructive fever that
was eating deep into her husband.
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She swallowed hard. Ther throat became dry. Life
was so terrible, so horrible. She was afraid.

The green curtain fell over the door of the consult-
ing room. The painful humming around the consulting
room resumed. Children began to cry. Mothers paced
to and fro. Lean old men held around their waists and
led by their hands stood or sat about. Their faces were
dry, their cyes hollow. Here were discases. Many
people were so sick! Adisa observed all this and she
shuddered and held more tightly to Idemudia’s hand,
wondering when the whole nightmare would end.

The two accident victims were rushed out again.
This time they were covered up with white sheets, like
the dead. The doctor came out behind them, hovered
around the entrance, his face grim and then he went
back into the consulting room. Then a nurse came out
and said in a loud voice, ‘Next!’

Adisa went inside, half dragging Idcmudia with her.
His eyes were, again, half closed. He was vagucely con-
scious of his surroundings. He was weak and exhausted
from hunger and disease.

‘What is wrong with him?’ the nurse in attendance
asked. Adisa brought out the slip of paper she had been
given at the University Hospital.

The nurse took it and examined it. She frowned.

‘How many more of their cascs are we going to treat?’
she asked angrily.

‘What?’

“They have been referred here from the University
Hospital because there are no beds there.’

‘Let me see.’

The doctor, a young man of about twenty-nine, took
the slip of paper and examined it.

‘We have no beds here cither,’ he complained.

‘Why, he can share a bed or sleep on the floor,’ the
nurse suggested.
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“T'oo many people are already sharing beds or slecp-
ing on the floor.’

‘What then do we do?’

“T'he Senior Service Ward is almost empty.’

‘But you can’t send him there, the nursc said
sharply.

“The doctor looked from Idemudia to Adisa. He
noticed that she was a beautiful woman. ‘1f only she
had gone to school!” he thought sadly.

Aloud he asked, ‘Can you bring a mattress from
home?’

Adisa nodded vagucly, That would reduce her to
sleeping on bare iron springs. Or perhaps ... No, she
didn’t want to think about her aunt’s place.

‘Where are you going to put him? In the corridor?’
the nurse asked.

The young doctor thought for a while. ‘1 guess he
can share a bed with that patient from Asaba. Get him
over to that bed there.” He pointed to the bed that
stood in a corner and against the wall of the consulting
room.

Adisa and the nurse helped Idemudia to the bed,
then laid him flat out.

‘How long has he been sick?’

‘One day.’

‘Only one day?’

“Yes. 1 was in here during the night,” Adisa ex-
plained. ‘But the doctor would not help me, because I
did not bring him with me. So I went to a chemist
instead.’

‘What did the chemist give you?’ the doctor asked.

Adisa took out the small khaki envelope and passed
it to the nurse, who took it and passed it to the doctor.
The doctor took it and examined its contents,
mumbled, and continued with his examination.

‘He is very weak.” The doctor felt around 1demudia’s
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ribs, chest and lungs. ‘When did he last eat?’ He
straightened up.

‘He hasn’t eaten for . . .’ Adisa began, and kept quiet.

The doctor looked at her shrewdly and then averting
his face, chewed on the upper part of his pen.

Adisa remained silent. How could she explain that
they hadn’t anything to eat for two days? That Ide-
mudia had fallen sick while she was away?

The doctor looked at her now and his voice was
moist and his eyes clouded.

‘The first thing is to get him something to eat,” he
said to the nurse and then he went over and sat on his
chair. He began to write out a prescription. ‘Most of
the drugs you need are not here,” the doctor said, and
his voice was full of resentment. ‘You must go to Every-
man’s Chemists in New Benin to get them.’

Adisa nodded dumbly. Everyman’s Chemists!
Where was the money going to come from?

The doctor was speaking again. ‘You must hurry
because he has lost a lot of strength. Get some milk,
sugar and a tin of Ovaltine. Nurse, pleasc "phone to the
male medical ward. Let them prepare that bed. He
will have to share it with that other patient. And while
she is gone to look for the drugs, let them quickly
get him something to eat.’

He handed over the slip of paper to Adisa. They
helped Idemudia out of the bed. Another nurse ap-
peared.

‘Is that the patient?’ she asked. She was a small
woman with a disproportionately large nose.

The first nurse, a taller and slender woman, nodded.
‘You can accompany her,” she said to Adisa and Ide-
mudia.

They followed the small woman out of the room.
Adisa’s brain was full of questions. Where was she
going to get all the money for the drugs? Then there
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would be the hospital fees? And how was she going to
buy the beverages? How? How? How? In her heart,
she cursed Idemudia for falling sick. He had brought
home only five naira and now his illness had already
cost her a lot of worry. ‘Where am 1 to get all this
money?’ she cried to herself.

She stumbled against a stone and nearly lost her
balance.

‘You better be more careful,’ the nurse said to her.
“This place is filled with so many stones.’

Adisa could hear the loud voice of the first nurse
from the other side crying ‘Next!”

‘Oh God! Oh my God !’ she cried in her heart. "What
have we done? Why are we so unlucky?’
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Chapter 6

Adisa was scarcely able to stand on her fect when she
got home. She took a spoon and a plate and wrapping
them in a piece of paper, placed them on the bed beside
her. She smiled cynically to herself. How was she going
to buy the beverages when she herself was starving?
Where was she going to get the money from? She took
the prescription and looked at it. The drugs would
cost money. Drugs were expensive. A pity that the
dispensary attendant had confirmed that the dispensary
didn’t have any of the drugs. So she must buy them.
And then the hospital bills would come. Had the nursc
not told her it would cost them more than three naira
and seventy-five kobo for each day that her husband
would spend at the hospital?

She flung the thin slip of paper on the bed beside
her and dropped her head in her hands. It was impos-
sible to believe that all this could have happened to
them within the space of a single day and night. And
she hadn’t slept. Since yesterday morning when she had
picked up the broom to sweep the floor to the present
time, it had been nothing but troubles and worries.

Her eyes went back to the slip of paper on the bed.
Again, her mind went to how she was going to get
enough money to buy the drugs. How much would the
drugs cost? When would Idemudia recover? How
soon! And what was she going to do? For God’s sake,
what was she going to do?

She heard some feet outside and listened. Perhaps
that was Mama Jimoh. But Mama Jimoh would have
gone to the market and if she had returned, she
wondered why so early.
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A knock sounded on her door. Surprised, she looked
up and answered in a small voice, ‘Yes?’

The knocking continued, and she was about to stand
up when she saw two hands parting the blue curtains.
Then a man’s head and shoulders appeared in the
room.

‘Madam!’

Adisa did not answer but stared at him.

‘Madam!’ the man said again. ‘My Oga wants to see
Idemudial”’

Adisa stood up wearily and went to the door. ‘Which
Oga?’

‘He is outside,” the man said.

Adisa followed the man outside. He wasn’t wearing
a shirt and his back glistencd with the sweat. Outside
the house, Obofun waited. He wore a grey French
suit, and although he smiled when Adisa appcared,
his face was hard.

‘I want to see Idemudia,” he announced, not bother-
ing to return Adisa’s grecting.

Adisa adjusted her loincloth. ‘My husband is in the
hospital.’

Obofun drew a sharp breath. ‘I sce. From the hos-
pital he goes to prison!’

Adisa frowned. She could not understand. “What has
my husband got to do with you?’

Obofun rcgarded Adisa, from head to toe. He could
see that she was tall and slenderly built, and that she
was beautiful. He liked her at once, particularly the
pathetic look on her face. Surely, if he could ... But
he was here on business. He thrust his hands deep into
his pockets. ‘Your husband and some of his friends
have robbed my wife of one hundred and fifty bags of
cement.’

Adisa’s frown burrowed deeper into her haggard
face. ‘How?’
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‘Last night they helped in offloading bags of cement
from three trailers. This morning we discovered that
one hundred and fifty bags of the cement were miss-
ing.

Adisa looked Obofun full in the face. Her deep black
eyes penetrated his angrily. ‘Do you want to search our
house?’ she asked.

Obofun laughed. ‘You don’t expect a thief to keep
what he has stolen under his bed!”’

‘My husband is not a thief!’

‘He has stolen our bags of cement!”’

‘We may be poor but we have never stolen!” Adisa
said, the anger showing in her voice and in her face.
‘Then she took a step backwards. ‘You can go and call
all the police you like,” she said dchantly. ‘My husband
did not steal any bags of ccment. Throughout last
night he was sick. Mama Jimoh and Papa Jimoh can
testify to that. When then could he have stolen the
cement?’

Obofun took that one in like a kanife in his heart. It
was quite possible that somebody else might have stolen
the bags of cement. The police would definitely want
to know whether Idemudia had been caught red-
handed stealing the cement. ‘To them Idemudia would
only be a suspect, not a thicf. And perhaps ... the
realisation struck him like a blow. What if the trailer
drivers had removed the bags of cement on the wav?
After all. the bags had not been counted before being
ofl-loaded. The futility of his mission struck home to
him and he began abusing himscif for following his
wife’s words without properly checking to sce if they
were actually true.

However, in his next question, there was nothing to
indicate that he had realised he had been beaten.

"Which hospital is he in?’ he demanded.

Adisa hesitated.



‘I want to know which hospital he is in,” Obofun
repeated.

" Adisa shrugged her shoulders. If this man was going
to bring the police, she didn’t want them to get at
Idemudia. She kept quiet.

Obofun stood there awkwardly for another few
seconds. Then in a threatening voice he said, “We shall
definitely find out where your husband is and when
we do both of you will be sorry.” Inside him. how-
cver, he was unhappy. He knew he was merely threat-
cning, making a fool of himself. The best thing would
have been to apologise and go away. But he didn’t
apologise. He turned away and went down the stairs
to his white car which was parked outside the
house.

Adisa watched him go. Then the man who had first
come to knock on her door also left and continued on
foot after the car, down the street, towards the Freedom
Motel.

‘What sort of trouble is this?’ Adisa asked herself as
she went slowly back to their room. Now, she under-
stood where Idemudia had caught the fever. So he had
been off-loading hcavy bags of cement the whole day
under that heavy rain! And without food! And what
had her aunt said? That she should leave Idemudia.
No, she could necver. She knew how hard Idemudia
tried. It wasn’t his fault if they remained poor. She
entered their room. Her eyes went again to the slip
of paper on the bed. She must go out now to the
chemists’ shop. ‘Everyman’s Chemists,” the doctor had
advised her.

“You will get all the drugs you want there,’ the dis-
pensary attendant had told her.

She picked up the change from the five naira note
from the table. She must go to the shop. She put the
plate and the spoon that she had wrapped up under
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her arm. and after locking her door, she put both
the key and the wrap into the black handbag she always
carried, a handbag she had carried now for almost
three years.

Outside, the weather was dull, moody. She knew it
would soon begin to rain and quite heavily. She stood
there and watched the people hurrying along Owode
Strecet, to get home before the rain came pouring down.
And she? She had to go to New Benin to this Every-
man’s Chemists. 'That was a long way away from Eke-
wan Road. The ten kobo coins felt hard in her hand.
How could she spend any money on taking a taxi? A
whole ten kobo! If only she could walk it. If only she
wasn’t so tired, so weak and exhausted. And now, this
man Obofun. What could he gain by putting Idemudia
into trouble? She knew in her heart that Idemudia
would never steal. They were poor and ate anything
next to grass. Last Christmas, she had bought and
prepared a chicken that had died from an illness. She
had specially looked for it because there had been no
money. Idemudia hadn’t gone to stcal then. No, she
said to herself. This man was only trying to put them
into trouble. And she was worried. She didn’t want
any police, she didn’t want any dealings with them.
Their troubles never ended. Once they got into a
man'’s house, it was difficult to get them out. And they
hadn’t any money with which to bribe anybody. As
she stood outside, looking at the dark, threatening
skies, the woman who lived in the next house came out
and, sceing Adisa, approached her.

‘I hear your husband is ill,” she said sympathetic-
ally.

Adisa avoided the other woman’s eyes. ‘Yes,” she
confirmed in a weak voice. ‘He is in the hospital now,
in the Ogbe Hospital.’

‘What is wrong with him?’ the other woman asked.
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‘Well, Mama Jimoh thinks it’s only malaria, but }
don’t know.’

They were both silent for a while, then the other
woman said, ‘My husband died last ycar,” and there
was sadness in her voice.

‘He was ill?’

‘Yes, for over two months. We couldn’t go to hospital.
So we used native medicine. But he died and now 1
have five children to look after alone.

Another short pause cnsued. Each woman thought
her own thoughts. Then the other woman said again,
‘It’s going to rain again. It never stops raining.’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s our house. We are afraid it might collapse. The
roof already leaks badly. There is no man to mend it.
My husband’s brother is away. He has never lived
here. Their mother is here with me. She too is sick
now.’

Then another pausc engulfed them, deeply, briefly.
It was the other woman who again broke the silence.

‘You are going out?’

Adisa nodded. ‘I am going to the chemist’s. My
husband nceds drugs. There aren’t any in the hospital.
So I have to go out to buy them.’

‘They arc expensive.’

“They are expensive.’

‘Anyway, you better start going before the rain be-
gins to fall. Nowadays, people just die from no causes at
all. I hope and pray that your husband gets better.
Don’t worry. Good luck and goodbye.’

She went back to her low mud house, thatched with
old lecaves that were gradually giving out to the
weather.

Very slowly, Adisa climbed down the steps. The soil
was wet and red with the recent rain and as she walked
along the road, her slippers threw up the mud on her
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dress. But she didn’t care. She went slowly towards the
junction where Owode Street met with Ekenwan
Road. The gutters were filled with heavy red water in
which the frogs croaked hoarsely in the night. There
were also the flies, and because the flood was fresh, the
mosquitoes flew about, disturbed. There were the
innumerable pools of water on the twisting, untarred
and uneven road.

In front of the houses along the street, people sat and
watched the weather. Men and women, all jobless, sat
on the long wooden benches, their backs against the
rough mud walls. The children were mostly naked,
and they were thin and had sores on their legs, from
which they frequently drove the flies. Most of the
people who walked along the streets were barefooted
and as the cars passed, some of them Mercedes Benz
cars, they splashed the red muddy water on the people
but drove on, carelessly, secure inside.

Adisa walked along the edge of the road to avoid
the cars and the red water that they splashed.

The horn of a car sounded behind her, and as she
scrambled still further to the side of the road, the car
went past her slowly and she saw that it was the same
man who had accused her husband of stealing his
cement who was driving the car. She looked thought-
fully after the car, and then to her surprise, the car
drew to the sidc of the road near the road junction and
stopped. Adisa stopped where she was and waited.
Again, surprised and apprehensive, she saw the car
reversing back towards her. Then the car was level
with her and the man rolled down the glass by her
side.

Adisa looked at the man and frowned.

‘Madam!’ Obofun called.

Adisa bent down towards the window of the car.
What did the man want now?
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Obofun leaned over from the driver’s seat on the
other side of the car.

‘Where are you going to?’ he asked Adisa.

Again, Adisa was surprised. But ... Was he trailing
her so that he could discover where Idemudia was?
Adisa thought it over quickly.

‘I am not going anywhere ’ she said.

‘Don’t worry about that,” Obofun replied, and
smiled. ‘If you are still thinking in tcrms of your hus-
band, forget it. We have found out that it was the
drivers’ fault. So come on. Don’t be afraid. I'll drop
you wherever you are going. It will start raining
soon.’

Adisa hesitated and as Obofun unlatched the door,
the first showers of the rain came pelting down.

Reluctantly, Adisa opened the door wider and sat
down in the passcenger seat. Now that she was in the
car, she again, for some unknown reason, became
apprehensive. She didn’t know what to think or what
exactly was happening to her. She sat woodenly while
Obofun started the car, and engaging the gears, moved
off.

‘And so, where are you going?’ he asked now.

“To New Benin,” Adisa answered mecchanically,
afraid to think.

T'o the market?’

Adisa nodded.

‘But that is so far away,” Obofun said as he drove
slowly along the road. ‘You could have gone there in-
stcad,” he said and he pointed with his right hand to
Oba Market.

Adisa did not answer.

‘What does your husband do gencrally?’ Obofun
asked.

Adisa took some time to answer. ‘He has no job.’

‘And you?’
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‘What can I do?’ Adisa asked.

‘Well, something. Is your husband not educated?’

Adisa brushed her face with her hand and did not
answer immediately. The rain had increased to such
an extent that Obofun was forced to slow down even
more now. The wipers hummed, wiping the screen
backwards and forwards. The drops of rain were large
and many. In a way, Adisa was glad now that she had
accepted the lift. She could sec some cyclists still riding
in the rain and they were drenched to the marrow. So
also were the few pedestrians who were about, defying
the downpour. The majority of people stood under the
cover of open shops and in front of houses along the
strect. They stood and watched the rain, their faces
grim and sct.

‘My husband is well, er, educated,” Adisa said at last.
‘Government Class Four,” not understanding why he
should ask her.

‘Why, that’s something,” Obofun admitted. ‘And
you?’

Adisa did not want to think about herself at that
moment. She would rather have discussed something
else. She didn’t want to remember the pain of with-
drauing from school when she was already in Class
Two in the secondary modern school. And all because
her father had died.

In the villages, most people died in middle age, be-
tween the ages of thirty-five and forty years. They
were cut down swiftly, mercilessly and without warn-
ing. As the women took over the farms the men had
farmed, village life became harder still and malnutri-
tion and discase increased.

A young man still growing had enough strength to
fight off the discase. An ageing man succumbed ulti-
mately to it. It was rare to find people who survived the
age of fifty and even when they did, they were invari-
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ably killed by time a few ycars later. Time fattened
the men as cows were fattened and then killed them
off in the prime of their lives. Time was the hard
labour on the land, the malnutrition, the discases,
the ignorance, the poverty. Time was the hunger, the
hopelessness, the defeated but stubborn look in the
eyes of the people. Time was the cruclty and the bitter-
ness into which these people were born and in which
they ultimately died.

Obofun looked at Adisa sideways. ‘So you are
cducated,” he said.

‘No,” Adisa replied, shaking her head sadly. ‘I
stopped in Sccondary Modern Two.’

But Obofun whistled now, ‘No wonder!’ he ex-
claimed.

‘Why, no wonder?’ Adisa asked, and looked at him
for the first time.

‘I have been thinking that vour language wouldn’t
be so perfect if you were not educated.’

Adisa was not taken in by the flattery. Her voice
was bitter. ‘Is a Sccondary Modern Two any educa-
tion?’

‘Itis! Itis,” Obofun insisted. “I'he majority of people
in government positions today arc people with Stan-
dard Six or less. That is the equivalent of the secondary
modern school.’

Obofun himself had stopped going to school in
Standard Four because the teachers had caned the
pupils too much. But with the help of his father’s
money, things had come right for him in the
world.

Obofun drove along Old Lagos Street, and turning
right, he joined the traffic going to New Benin along
Mission Road. The traffic lights at the junction were
were not working and he had considerable difficulty
working his way out of the confusion.
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‘You have not told me your name,” Obofun said to
her now.

She looked at him again sideways, and a bell began
to ring in her head. ‘I'll find out and I'll kill you!’ the
bell rang. ‘I'll find out!’

‘Adisa,’ she said simply.

‘Adisa? Why that’s a beautiful name,” Obofun said,
and the big paraffin lamp that was his sinile glowed.

The bells began to ring louder in Adisa’s mind now.
And in between the ringing of the bells, Adisa could
see her aunt’s facc and hear her voice saying, ‘You are
still young and beautiful and many men will come run-
ning after you. Ah, you think you would die to have
another man touch you? You are wrong. There arc
other alternatives to marriage. You can take a
room ...” And then another bell began to ring and it
shrilled, ‘TI'll find out! I'll kill you!”’

‘Are you not intcrested in working?’ Obofun was
asking.

Adisa shook her head, curiously.

‘Wouldn’t you like to work?’ Obofun asked again.

‘Work?’ she asked surprised but apprehensive.

‘Yes, work,” Obofun repeated.

Adisa laughed a little bitterly. ‘My husband has
been looking for a job for over three years. He has
found none. There arc no jobs anywhere.’

‘Perhaps he hasn’t looked hard enough,” Obofun
said.

‘Do you mean that a man has to look for work all his
life to look hard enough?’

‘Well, perhaps he hasn’t looked in the right places
then.’

‘He has looked everywhere.’

‘But you too could look for work,” Obofun insisted.

‘You really expect me to succeed where my husband
has failed?’



‘Well, you could trade, sell things.’

‘Ah, we have thought about that,” Adisa said sadly.
‘But there is no money.’

Obofun thought for a while. ‘I have things you could
sell for me.’

Adisa looked at him sharply. ‘Really?’

‘Yes,” Obofun answcered. ‘Really.’

She wanted to say something but then the bell was
back in her head, ringing loudly, and her heart began
to beat wildly. She stared in front of her, afraid, and
inside her head the voices debated fiercely, heatedly.

"You know I own the Freedom Motel? Obofun asked.

‘Yes,” Adisa replied, and continued to stare ahead.

‘I also own the Samson and Delilah on Airport Road.
You could call on me there today. Ask for Obofun.’

Adisa did not answer.

‘You could come in the evening. I am not usually
there until seven o’clock,” Obofun said, glancing at
her, his own heart beating rapidly.

But she still did not answer.

They continued in silence until they got to the junc-
tion with New Lagos Road. There again, there was
confusion. A heavy lorry was in the middle of the
junction and cars trying to circle round it ran into
cach other. There were curses, loud screechings of
tyres and shouting. The traffic lights were not work-
ing.

‘I will get out here,” Adisa said as soon as Obofun
had got out of the confusion, and gathered her dress
about her.

‘Are you sure you are all right here?’ Obofun drew
the car to the side of the road.

‘Oh yes, I am. Thank vou very much,’ she said, and
quickly stepped out of the car.

‘Well, don’t forget to call on me,” Obofun called
after her. ‘I will be waiting for you.’
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Adisa did not answer but ran for the opposite side
of the market where th: traders sold radio cassettes
and cartridges at cheap prices.
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Chapter 7

They put the drugs in a polythene bag because the rain
was still pouring. She was already wet and so did not
care about the rain. She wanted to get to the Ogbe
Hospital, deliver the drugs and get the assurance that
Idemudia would be well. But the hospital was so far
away and she was so weak that she would have to take
a taxi. ,

Taxis were scarce becausc of the rain. Then again
there was the fuel shortage. 'T'axi drivers demanded
twenty or forty kobo for a drop. And the drugs had
cost her as much as two naira and seventy kobo. The
big wall clock in the chemist’s shop read seven minutes
past eleven. She had to hurry to the hospital.

She stepped onto the roadside. The taxis passed by
her, their windows closed up tight. She waved her
hand, cried “Twenty kobo’, but in the slush and noise
of the rain, the taxi drivers drove by, scarcely paying
attention to her.

She waited five minutes, ten minutes. No taxi
stopped. Disappointed, she began walking the long
distance to the Ogbe Hospital. She hurried as fast as
her feet would carry her. She hurried, she ran. She had
to get to the hospital.

When at last she arrived, there were some paticnts
lving in the corridor in front of the ward. The rain
drove at them, but there was nowhere else for them to
go. The ward itself was crowded, like a war camp. Most
of the patients were sharing the narrow beds. Some
slept on the floor betwecen the beds. It was terrible the
way the patients were kept, almost like criminals.

The patient with whom Idemudia shared a bed was
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asmall dry man, emaciated and with a cough that never
seemed to end. When he wasn’t coughing he was call-
ing hysterically on Anuoha.

‘Anucha! Anu! Anuoha!” Then again the whoop-
ing cough, drawn out and dry, like a person choking
from dust in his windpipe. One of the patients was cry-
ing. ‘Toilet! I want the bucket! Toilet!” But to
Adisa’s surprise, none of the nurses who sat at their
desk at the far end of the ward answered him. One of
then even hissed. ‘As if anybody here is czlled a toilet!’
she said resentfully.

Adisa did not watch the moment develop to a crisis.
She went over to the nurses.

‘My husband is there,” she said.

The staff nurse looked up at her. ‘And so what?’

Adisa looked back at them uncasily. ‘I have brought
the drugs.’

‘Let me sce.” A student nurse took the polythene bag
from her, and passed it to the staff nurse.

“The man with whom my husband shares a bed
coughs so much!’

‘What do you want us to do?’

‘Can’t he ... ?’ Adisa stammered.

‘Listen to her!’ the student nurse snapped. ‘You are
not even glad that he is not sleeping on the corridor.’

‘I am glad.’

- “T'hen what are you complaining about?’

Adisa fell silent.

‘Generally we don’t allow people into the wards ...’

‘But he hasn’t eaten.’

‘Who told you he hasn’t eaten?’

‘Well ..~

‘Look, woman. I have told you that we do not allow
visitors into the ward at this time. You can come in the
evening between the hours of two and six.’

‘I am his wife.’

~J
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The two nurses laughed loudly. ‘As if we have no
husbands! You’d better lecave. Go away and come back
in the afternoon!’

Adisa moved towards ldemudia’s bed. The dry man
was coughing. Idemudia lay on his side, his back to-
wards the other paticnt, unable to sleep. ‘'I'll be coming
back. I have brought the drugs.’

Idemudia looked at the floor. He lay on his side.
Because of the other patient, he couldn’t turn any
other way.

‘Have you caten anything?’ Adisa bent down and
opened the locker that stood beside the bed. There was
nothing in it. She closed it and turned round to see the
nurse standing in front of her.

Her voice was menacing, threatening. “Were you
not warned just now?’ And then she hissed, ‘“These
illiterates!’

Adisa turned round in anger. But she held her
tongue. As she walked out of the ward, she could hear
the dry emaciated man calling, ‘Anuochal Anu! An-
uohal’

Her heart sagged within her. God! She had told her-
self, promised herself, never to see anything of this
kind again, and here it was happening all over again.
No, this was her first real experience of a hospital. It
was the other experience in a police station that re-
minded her so strongly of the hospital atmosphere.
Yes, the police station had so much in common with
this hospital. The same terrible cases, nervous people
pacing to and fro, the same overcrowding, the same
urgency, the same confusion, the same indifference
from the officials.

Was it not only three wecks earlier when Mama
Jimoh had come home weeping?

She could see Mama Jimoh now, crying, “They have
arrested him!’
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It is nearly eight o’clock and she is in the compound
pounding the yam under the moonlight. Then she
rests the pestle against the side of the mortar and her
hands fly to her breasts as she looks at the wild face of
Mama Jimoh.

‘Arrested whom?’

The large woman beats her hands against her chest.
“They have arrested Papa Jimoh. They have locked
him up. They won’t even let me see him! They ...

Adisa feels worried, anxious. But why should they
lock him up? Her first thought is that Papa Jimoh has
perhaps committed an offence on the highway, run into
another vehicle or knocked somebody down. Idemudia
is not at home.

‘I must go back there! 1 must see him to find out
what he has done!”’

‘Wait for me, Mama Jimoh,” Adisa offers. She rolls
the pounded yam into a plate and covers it up. ‘Ide-
mudia should know where to find his food’, she thinks,
knowing that indeed Idemudia is lucky to have any
food waiting for him.

Mama Jimoh paces about the compound. The
chickens pecking at what crumbs of food there are on
the ground scatter hastily in front of her.

‘T'hey should let us see him!’

‘Come on, go inside and don’t come out!’ Adisa tells
Mama Jimoh'’s three children, and she ties the wrappa
morc securcly around her waist. ‘Come, let’s go.”

Mama Jimoh follows dumbly behind. Adisa is
worried, greatly worried. Here is a tragedy, she thinks.
What will happen if Papa Jimoh has indeed knocked
somebody down? There are always so many careless
cyclists and motorcyclists about.

She walks on in front. ‘Don’t worry,” she consoles
Mama Jimoh. ‘Papa Jimoh is a careful driver. It must
be something else.’



Inwardly, however, she is afraid. She is not so sure.
If there is any trouble, perhaps Papa Jimoh will go to
prison. And that will be terrible. Unless he has enough
money with which to bribe the policc. She doubts this
very much. Papa Jimoh may be richer, far richer than
she and Idemudia. But he will not have that kind of
moncy, enough to bribe the police. Not when the case
is serious. So she hopes it is something clse. If only for
the sake of Mama Jimoh!

They arrive at the Police Station panting from the
effort of hurried walking.

‘I saw that man before,” Mama Jimoh whispers and
points to a police officer with two red star-shaped
stripes on his shoulders.

‘What did he say?’

‘He said my husband was a dangerous criminal.
Couldn’t be seen by anybody!’ Mama Jimoh breaks
down into tears again. Adisa looks at the large woman
weeping, and the tears almost come to her own eycs.

Adisa moves towards the Corporal. He is a small
man with a peculiar hairstyle. Now he is talking to
another man across the high counter. ‘It can’t be done,’
he says. ‘Oh no, it can’t be done.” He turns to the con-
stable near him, to his right. ‘Have you heard their
request? They want to release on bail that man who
helped that girl commit the abortion! Isn’t that ter-
rible? Heh? A young man getting himself into such a
mess. He would have had the child. Now the girl, oh
poor girl, is lying down in the hospital. Nobody knows
whether or not she will survive. But I have never seen
so much blood gush out of a single person! Not even
during the war.” He removes his cap from the top of
the counter and places it firmly on his head. Adisa
moves nearer him.

‘Oga Sir?’

The little man removes his cap again from his head
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and puts it on the counter. ‘Yes, madam.’

Adisa beckons to Mama Jimoh. ‘A friend of ours,’
she points to Mama Jimoh, ‘Her husband has been
arrcsted. We do not even know what he has done. We
want to see him, please.’

The small corporal laughs. ‘It can’t be done,” he says.
“T’hat man is a criminal. It's a serious case.’

"I'o the police, of course, any case is a serious one. At
least classified as such, it offers limitless opportunities
for demanding and recciving bribes.

‘Pleasc sir.

‘Madam,’ the small man laughs again, completely
indifferent. “There is no begging in the case. He was
brought here by his employers.’

Mama Jimoh has come close. ‘By his employers?’

‘Didn’t you know? He took out their car after work-
ing hours and was on his way from Agbor when he had
an accident. But he didn’t let anybody know. He took
the car back in the night and parked it.’

Mama Jimoh frowns. ‘My husband knows nobody at
Agbor”’

‘So? Madam, you pcople are wasting my time!’ The
man readjusts the cap on his head. The cap now
clings to his head at a precarious angle. He turns his
attention to the constable who is sitting to his right.
‘Tell me ...

Adisa and Mama Jimoh have to wait a few more
minutes, then forseeing no help they walk out of the
police building. Outside there are dozens of people
pacing to and fro, talking in agitated voices. Two taxis
screech to a halt, five men jump out, followed by three
other women.

‘Where is he? Where is he! He must pay for this!’
One of the men has his head bandaged up. Obviously
there has been a fight.

People rush to and fro, following close on the heels
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of police constables and officers. Explanations are being
offered, instances are being stressed; voices arc weep-
ing and crying, pleading innocence, begging to be
allowed bail, begging to be allowed to send out mes-
sages. In the cell itsclf there is only one double-decker
bed. And inside the twelve by ten feet room, some
forty people arc herded and hooded together, Papa
Jimoh among them.

Adisa swears never to go back there. The place
destroys her peace of mind; the mad rush, the averted
faces, many of them pleading or weeping ... She is
afraid. She has never been aware that anything like
this exists.

Papa Jimoh is released two days later after spending
three nights in the cell. Mama Jimoh, Idemudia and
herself are there, almost at the moment of his release.
Papa Jimoh is beaten down. His human pride is flat
out, knocked down by this crucl bout with other
human beings.

All along he protests his innocence.

‘1didn’t do it,” he protests. “What type of trouble is
this again?’ He is subdued. And he talks on at random.
‘I didn’t do anything. I never took out the car. I left
the key on the board, in the usual place.’

Mama Jimoh does not say anything. She is still
clearly afraid. She does not know that the matter will
end yet.

‘Something must have happened,’ Idemudia says,
walking a little behind Papa Jimoh.

Papa Jimoh has grown even thinner from the two
days and three nights of confinement. Like other in-
mates in the cell, he has urinated on the floor and
passed faeces into a general bucket which had been
kept under the double decker bed. He has not slept but
stood against the wall of the cell throughout. It is im-
; possible to sit on the floor what with the urine and the
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strong smell of faeces. He hasn’t eaten anything too.
Whenever he opened his mouth, the foul smell in the
room rushed down his gullet and upturned his stomach
in the most violent manner. He has therefore been un-
able to eat his share of the bread which his wife had
brought to him.

It is the habit in the cell to share out whatever food
any of them is brought. Then too they all have turns
at sitting on the double-decker bed. Each day some of
their members are taken out while others are brought
in to replace them. The experience, the first of its kind
in all of Papa Jimoh’s thirty-five years of life, is a
terrible and a most horrible one.

‘How could I have taken out the car?’ he says again
and again. ‘I parked it at five o’clock and left the key
on the board. Throughout the evening I was at home.
When could I have driven the car?’

ldemudia holds him back when they get to the
traffic crossing. The bank stands on the right.

‘You shouldn’t worry. You have been released,” Ide-
mudia reassures him.

‘And what about my job?’

‘Well, you are a driver.’

‘Oh no. Not with this type of accident.’

‘But you are innocent.’

‘You should know. You were at home on that same
day.’

‘I'he next morning, however, another driver comes to
their compound. Adisa is out swecping the long strip
of corridor that runs in front but parallel to her door.

‘Has anything else happened?’ Papa Jimoh asks.

The driver shakes his hecad. ‘No, nothing has hap-
pened.’

“Then what do they want me for?’

Mama Jimoh comes out of their bedroom and par-
lour then. ‘No, you are not going anywhere. If they
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want to arrest you again, let the police come here. Papa
Jimoh will stay at home.’

Papa Jimoh looks at the face of the other driver.
‘Well?’

‘You are quite innocent,” the other driver says.
“I'bey have found the real driver who took ...’

‘What!’

‘He took the keys. He didn’t sign for them. He re-
turned the car under the cover of darkness.’

‘My God!”’

“I'hey have handed him over to the police.’

‘And they locked you up!’ Mama }imoh cries and
her voice is bitter. "Now tell me where God's justice is.
They locked you up for three days. In that police
station. For nothing!’

‘T think you should come along to sce the Personnel
Managcr,” the other driver advises Papa Jimoh.

Adisa listens to the conversation and she is shocked
and resentment is clear and sharp in her voice. ‘But
they should not have locked you up!’ she cries.

A little later, Papa Jimoh accompanies the other
driver. In the evening, he returns, his prison ex-
periences forgotten. But the company does nothing to
compensate him for the three nights he spends in the
celll Absolutely nothing.

Adisa tightened her lips. Yes, she had sworn never
again to gec to places that wcre overcrowded with
frightened people pacing te and fro, crying . .. And vet
here she was, barely three weeks after.

She swallowed hard. She must get home in time. She
was hungry. She had a headache. Her stomach felt hot.
There was sweat on her forehcad. ‘I'll gu by Oba Mar-
ket,” she told herself as she felt the change she had left.

Touching her pockets reminded her of the wetness
of her dress. She shivered and tried to increase her
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pace. But no, she couldn’t. Her feet simply dragged
beneath her body.

‘Truck pushers and cyclists were out again on the
road. The earth smelled strongly of the rain but the
human fiood could not be held back. It now flowed
riotously again on the streets. She circled the Ring
Road and went behind the bank, past the publishing
house and arrived at the outskirts of the market. ‘The
market flowed with people and red water. The gutters
separating the stalls were filled to the brim with filth
and decay and what with the heavy rain, some of the
dirt and filth and decay surrounded the stalls, the
people and their wares. But people marched on them,
even barefooted as they were. It was difficult to tell
what the filth actually was, the people, their stalls and
wares or the decay. All were so thoroughly mixed, so
completely part of each other!

Adisa went past the stalls stacked with clothes, shoes.
‘Then came the stalls stacked high with plates, cutlery,
cookers and beveragces. Adisa went past all these. She
was impclled forward by the increasing hunger within
her. She didn’t stop until she came to the stalls that
displayed various items of food. Here, she bought one
bonga fish, three milk tins of garri, a bunch of bitter
leaves and half a bottle of palm oil. She had some salt
and pepper at home. She looked round now. What else
did she need? No, she needed everything. She looked
round to see what clse the money she had could buy.
There was nothing else.

All around her, people bargained in hard imper-
sonal voices. Naira notes changed hands. Numbers of
kobo were handed back. There was so much that could
have been bought and yet there was little or no money.
The majority of the people left the market, the dis-
appointment clearly written in their eyes. The prices
were up and soaring.



Adisa counted the money she had left. It was only
thirty-five kobo. She bit her lips, and slowly made her
way out of the market. The sky was still dark and hung
low over her as she walked along Ekenwan Road to-
wards her strect. The taxis that passed by her splashed
some of the red water on her. But she didn’t care. She
wanted to get home, prepare some food to eat and then
have some slecp.

Mama Jimoh was out when she got home. Wearily,
she opencd the door. Their room looked different to
her eyes. It looked as though a great fight had taken
place there. She peeled off her clothes and sat on the
bed. Her eyes clouded over. Her head grew heavy. She
thought about Idemudia in the hospital. She had to go
back there in the afternoon, she told herself. She also
wondered about her son. What was he doing? Was he
sick? And then her mind went to Obofun. What could
Obofun do for her? Would she go? What if she did and
Idemudia found out about it? Even if nothing had
happened betwcen them, Idemudia could kill her,
that is if she took his thrcats seriously. Did Obofun
want her because he found her attractive? She wasn't
sure. She had to find out. Yes, she would go to see him
in the evening and at seven o’clock. She would go to
see him to find out how he could help her, and Ide-
mudia would never find out. She rested her head on
the pillow. Going to sce Obofun did not mean that she
was going to give herself to him. She would go to find
out how Obofun could help them so that they wouldn’t
always be hungry, scratching the bottom of pots and
racking their brains over how they were going to get
their next meal.

Now, she told herself, she necded to rest a little to
get rid of the headache that was gnawing at her. Yes,
only a short rest. She lifted her legs to the bed, drew
out a wrappa and covered up her body. Her wet clothes
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hung on the chair as it stood beside the bed. She would
spread them out to dry after she had rested. And then
she would eat. But she must rest first. She was so tired!
Very gradually, her mind dulled and she slipped into
a shallow, hungry sleep.



Chapter 8

There were at lcast a thousand eggs and as many tins
of peak milk in the big jeep that drew up outside the
Freedom Motel on Monday morning. The driver
jumped out and ran for the swing doors. It was rain-
ing.

Queen went downstairs. She had sighted the jeep
with the government number plates from her room
upstairs and she had guessed correctly what was packed
in it. In fact she knew. Iriso had promised that these
things would arrive that morning but that the beef
would arrive later.

The driver was standing at the receptionist’s desk
when she came downstairs.

‘You are from Iriso?’ she asked, matter of fact.

‘Yes, madam,’ the driver answered, looking at the
long dress of the woman. It hung about her like a
bridal dress. It was of a pale grey material and it darkly
revealed what lay behind. He handed her an envelope.

Queen tore the envelope open and unfolded the
letter that lay inside. She had had no formal education
but because of the demands that her business interests
made on her, she had come to educate hersclf, in an
informal way. She went through the short note and
mumbled to herself.

“Twenty cartons of milk containing almost two
thousand tins of peak milk plus three thousand eggs.’

This definitely was something. She turned to the
waiters. “Take out four cartons of milk and count one
thousand eggs.” She turned to the driver. ‘One of them
will accompany you to remove the rest of the milk and
eggs to Sakponba Road. There is a place there called
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the ... She thought for a while. She hadn’t given the
hotel any name yet.

The driver looked at her and then asked, ‘Any
message, madam?’

Quecn nodded, ‘Tell him I'll be waiting to see him.
And thank him.’

Shec turned to one of the waiters. ‘James, you will
accompany the driver to the housc on Sakponba Road.
Now, unload the milk.’

James accompanied the driver out of the motel. She
watched them running across the pebbles and grass to
the jeep. She climbed upstairs and sat down in the
sitting room. She thought over the whole dcal.

‘What does it matter?’ she asked herself. "Nothing,’
she answered. 'I'll see him and then we'll go to Sak-
ponba Road.” Men were so foolish, she thought. And
so cheap! She would have paid no less than five hun-
dred naira for the things Iriso had brought. And in
fact it wasn’t the moncy. Milk and eggs were difficult
to get. That was the major problem.

Like the cement, for instance. The cement deal had
gone off very well. She had been with the man only
twice and the cement had come. And to think that
the man had come to her many times before she had
finally agreed! She had no doubt that he would come
again. They always came back. Then she thought
about the government contract and she was annoyed
that she should have been given an ultimatum to com-
plete the low-cost houses she was building. The work-
ers were so lazy! But she needed many more. Hard-
working and dedicated people who didn’t want her
money for nothing. ‘Oh yes,” she told herself. ‘Hard-
working people like the men who offloaded my bags of
ccement. That man who brought his friends yesterday
must be contacted again. They were so fast! A pity
some bags went missing.” But then she thought she
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knew who the thieves were. “The trailer drivers!’ She
would send for Idemudia and ask him to come at once.
The man looked reliable.

She heard steps coming up the stairs. James ap-
peared.

‘We have finished, madam.’

‘How many of the milk did you remove?’

‘Four cartons.’

‘And the cggs?’

‘One thousand.’

‘Good. Now accompany him to the house at Sak-
ponba Road. Take the rest off there.’

‘After that?’

‘Come back here. What elsc? And be quick’

James went downstairs. But Quecen called him back.
Hec appeared. visible only from the knces upwards.

‘Do you remember the man who unloaded the bags
of cemcent yesterday?’

James walked into the sitting room. ‘Yes, madam.’

‘When vou come back, go and cail him. I want to sce
him.’

‘Okay, madam.’

‘I hope you know where he lives?’

‘Just before the junction. We are from the same
town.’

‘Good. Make sure he comes with you.’

Queen had already decided what to do with the
eggs and the milk. She would make Obofun pay for the
ones she left behind, while those that had been taken
to Sakponba Road would be redistributed at higher
prices and some of it kept at her hotel.

Again her mind went back to the government ulti-
matum. ‘You must finish the house within the speci-
fied time,” the letter had warned her, ‘or eise you will
be blacklisted.” She was not so much afraid of being
blacklisted as having a job on her hands which she
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could never complete. She didn’t waat her efforts and
her attention tied up in one place for 100 long. She
decided she would employ more men and get the job
donc with.

A door to her left opened.

‘Richard!’

The door snapped shut. There was no answer.

Qucen called again, “Who is there?’

A minute passed and Lilian appeared.

Queen was surprised. “What, didn't you go o
school?’

Lilian stood and faced her mother. “No,’ she an-
swered without remorse.

‘Why not?’

Lilian looked out of the sitting-room into the com-
poeund, outside. The sky was davk grey, ot its face was
the heavy shawl of the rain.

‘Why nott” Queen asked again, anger in her vouce.
‘And you expect to pass like this?’

Tam not well, Mz’

You are not well? Who did vou tell? What is wi ong
with vou? Not well? Liar! Not well!”

Lilian fell silent. Queen stood up, then bent down
agam to put on her shoes. Without another word. she
zbandoned ber daughter in the large sitting room and
went down the stairs. She went inte the store at the
side of the restaurant. The four cartons of milk and
the cgg containers were there. She picked up one of
the eggs. It was big and heavy. ‘Very good,’ she said o
herself, ‘Very good.’

She came out of the restaurar:t and went into the bar.
A few men and women sat at various tahles, drinking.
One of the men waved to her. She waved back. But the
hand persisted, beckoned to her. She went towards
the table. Threec men were seated there. She im.-
mediately recognised one of them. She smiled at them,
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circled their table and took the vacant chair by the side
of the man.

‘Long time no sce,’ the man said, staring her in the
eyces.

‘Why, Lami, it has been your fault, not mine.’

I.ami laughed and introduced his friends.

‘It wasn't my fault,” he laughed. “It’s business,” he
said seriously. ‘Business. It has involved mc up to the
neck. No wav out.’

“You shouldn’t complain then. You have done well

‘Oh no. no. no. There is no doing well in business.
One manages.’

He prodded Qucen with his finger in her side.
Quecen stood up. ‘I am busy now’ she excused herself.
“You know you are always welcome. Lami.’

‘And my friends?’

Qucen smiled broadly. “Your friends included.’

She moved back into the restaurant. James had come
back. His hair was wet and it shone from the hanging
raindrops. He brushed the rain away from his face.

‘We left the milk there,” he informed Queen.

‘And the eggs?’

“T'he eggs too.’

“Your feet are wet.” Queen observed.

James looked down at his fect and acknowledged the
fact.

“You are dirtving the hall. Go and remove your
shoes. Then come back and wipe up the water.”

“Yes, madam,” James answered, and moved towards
the back of the restaurant.

Queen pauscd for a sccond. She had so many things
she wanted to do. She necded to take along quite a lot
of moncy to the furniture makers. She also had to make
arrangements for the signboard to be written and in-
stalled. She would discuss the name of the hotel with
Iriso.
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She heard a car stopping outside. She moved out of
the restaurant into the passage where the receptionist’s
desk stood. She couldn’t sec far outside because of the
rain. She cursed the rain; why would it never ccase?
Yesterday it had rained. Today it was raining again.
She heard somebody stamping his fect on the cemented
floor outside. Then Iriso appeared. He carried a black
umbrella in his hand. The umbrella was folded and
dipped downwards to let the water out. A quivering
streamlet of water followed closely behind Iriso.

Queen advanced towards him and took his free left
hand.

‘You have come.’ she said.

‘You got the things I sent?’

‘Oh ves. Thank you. Wait here. I will be down in a
minutc.’

Iriso stood against the receptionist’s high desk. He
had expected Queen to take him upstairs immediately.
What did she mean by telling him to wait? He
swallowed hard and looked down at the little pool of
water forming at his feet. His own image was begin-
ning to be reflected there. He watched his image grow
larger as the pool widened. He watched fascinated. So
even a drop of water could draw the reflection of a
man! He had never noticed it before. He walked to-
wards the entrance of the motel. In the small pools
that formed on the cemented pavement, he could catch
glimpses of the sky and the surrounding trees. He
laughed to himself. happy in this discovery. The small-
est pool of water could reflect even the vast orb of the
skv! It was wonderful. Who could ever have thought
that this was possible?

But then did not so many impossible things happen
and quite frequently? Take his own milk and egg
transaction, for instance. He shivered. He knew that if
it were discovered, he would be in some difficulty. Not
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in too much difficulty anyway. After all his immediate
boss had only the week before ...

A hand touched his shoulder. ‘I am ready,” Quecn
said. She had changed from her long dress to a buba
and wrappa. The materials were of lace. Iriso eyed
her. What was Qucen up to?

‘Where are we going?’ he asked, snapping the
umbrella open so that it could accommodate both of
them.

“T'o Sakponba Road,” Qucen informed him. ‘I have
a house there 1 want to turn into a hotel.”

‘Why a hotel?’

‘What else?’ Qucen asked. ‘It’s the best business.’
They came to Iriso’s car. The Volvo glistened under the
rain.

‘We can use my car,’ Iriso suggested.

‘How do 1 come t:ack?’” She thought for a moment,
her hand pressing against Iriso’s side. “Wait,” she said,
and took the umbrella from Iriso. Iriso opencd the
door of the car and quickly got inside.

Queen went back to the house. She went up to the
receptionist.

“Tell the driver to bring my car round to Sakponba
Road. He knows the place.’

Then she walked back quickly to the other side of
the car, wrenched the door open and got inside.

Iriso started the car. ‘Are you always so well dressed
and so beautiful?’ he asked.

Queen laughed. ‘Better watch where you are going.’

‘I can see clearly enough.” He stretched out his left
hand and placed it in Qucen’s lap.

Queen let him have his way for some time, then she
pushed his hand away. ‘You want them to pick up
your car at the Motor Traffic Division?’

Iriso smiled pleasantly. ‘Never. My mind is on the
road.’
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‘And your hand is here. Do you drive with your
mind?’

‘Of course. The mind controls the hands.’

‘But if you have no hands? Tell me, I want to set up
this hotel. That’s where we are going. I want a name
for it

‘You could use your name. The Queen’s Hotel. But
why do you want a hotel?’

‘It’s easy. I'll get all my eggs, mecat and milk from
you.

‘And if I quit like your husband did?’

“There always will be ways.’

‘In any case you don’t need a hotel. You could set
up a shop. You don’t need a hotel. You alrcady have a
hotel.’

“That one isn’t mine. It’s my husband’s.’

‘So what belongs to Obofun does not belong to you?’

‘In a way, yes. But it doesn’t mean 1 shouldn’t
struggle. Obofun encourages me. He tells me it is
good.’

Iriso thought ‘Shylocks’, but he said nothing aloud.

‘Are you going to help me with a name for the
hotel?’ she asked.

Iriso patted the back of his neck with his right hand.
‘I have been thinking of names,” he said.

‘Well, suggest one.’

‘Let me see, let me see. What about the Inner Circle
Hotel?’

Queen tested the name on her tongue. ‘Isn’t that too
long?’

‘Not longer than many others I know.’

‘But you can suggest a second name.’

‘I aiready have,” Iriso reminded her. “The first one
was Queen’s Hotel. That’s short but it doesn’t seem to
appeal to you. You can cven turn it round. This
way ... Iriso slammed on his brakes hard. There was
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another car in front. He hadn’t seen it in his talking
and imagining the developments that were forthcom-
ing. Queen was slightly thrown forward from her seat.
She eyed Iriso. '

‘I told you to watch the road.’

‘Ah, it’s nothing. A bastard driver suddenly appear-
ing. He would have had it. Mine is a Volvo. It wouldn't
have felt the impact. And ... er, as [ was saying, you
can turn the name round. It becomes Hotel Queen.’

‘I like that,” Queen admitted. “Hotel Queen. But
somcthing again is missing. 1 think I prefer the other
one, The Inner Circle.”

“I'hen take it.’

‘I will. I will get a signwriter to put up a board there
tomorrow.’

‘So quick? What about the other things? People to
work there and what-not? Have you thought about
that?’

‘Of course I have.’

‘Where would you advise us to be coming to? The
Freedom Motel or the Inncer Circle?’

‘Who do you mcan?’

‘l mean your present customers.’

‘You can always pick your way out. I am not afraid
of getting customers. Many, if not most, of our pcople
arc drunkards. And after drinking, they must eat,
chew something. You can’t cat and drink in a shop.’

‘I guess you are right,” Iriso agreed. He circled the
Ring Road. The traffic there always got on his nerves.
Nobody seemed to know how to get on to the road.
There werc so many inlets and outlets into the ring
that they involved all the users in a battle for the right
of way. Iriso drove slowly and carefully.

‘What part of Sakponba?’ he asked Queen. “‘Upper
or Lower?’

‘Not far from here. You turn off after the church.’
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‘What! So close to the church?’

Queen looked at Iriso. There was amusement in her
eyes. ‘So many people go to the church. Before they
center and after they come out, the majority of them are
bound to call there, at my hotel.’

‘And you are not afraid that God will go after you?
You will be taking his congregation away. You will be
making them drink.’

‘God didn’t say that people shouldn’t drink. If you
remember, the first work of Christ was to turn water
into wine. It makes the congregation warmer, their
donations more generous. 1 even expect the pastor to
call here a few times.’

‘Your Inner Circle will take over from the Church.’

Queen laughed. ‘It’s business. The Church also is
business. Slow down. That house there, that uncomn-
pleted storey building. Decked already.’

‘And painted too,” iriso obscrved.

“T'hat was done last weck. T'he painters were thieves.
They asked me to buy forty tins of paint. They ended
up using only twenty-eight. At icast so onc of them told
me after. But all the tins were empty when they came
to check with me.”

Iriso swung the big car off the road and drew up
beside the house Queen had indicated. The rain had
degenerated to nothing morc than a shower.

They climbed up the three steps to the front door.
Queen took out a bunch of keys and opened the door.
The room inside was dark. She found the switch and
turned on the lights. It was a gigantic hall, and its walls
were panelled with brown wood, the floor was tiled
with red and black stones.

“I'his will be the restaurant,” Queen explained. “The
bar will be at the other side. Come.’

She led the way to a side door. They entcred another
large room. ‘But I intend that they should always come
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into the restaurant from the bar. So [ am making an-
other door there.” Shie pointed.

‘Tt’s a good idea.” Iriso said.

‘It is,” Queen agreed. “T'he roorns are at the back.
The manager and a few guests can always be housed
there.” Again she led the way back tnto the restaurant
and parted two curtains at the far side. She opened the
door. Iriso came out to a passage. 1t was a passage to
another building altogether but che doors 15 the rooms
there ran paraticl wo the wall cutting off the restaurant.
Quecen opencd the door nearest to her.

It was a large bedroom, already fitted out. Queen
entered the room. Iriso follewed clesciv Leuind her.
The door slowly dragged back on its linges and snap-
ped shut.

‘Well?’

Iriso turned Queen round so that she faced him. He
puc his arms round her. 'You are a v.onderful woman,’
he said.

‘Me?' Queen pushed himn away. “Many do not think
s0.’

“T’hen they arve blind

‘Perhaps they are not. Perhaps tiwey sce correctly.’

"T'hey do not,” Iriso replied. His voice was beginning
to grow thick with desire. Once again he circled Queen
and put his arms avound her. Very slowly he edged her
towards the bed and then pulled her down on himself.

‘You think I am a prostitute.” Qucen accused him.
Iriso did not answer. He was busy loosening the wrap-
pa and fondling her breasts.

‘Speak out,” Queen told him. ‘You think I am a
prostitute. You think so in your heart but you wili not
sav it. That is why you are stient. You are convinced,
s¢ you sav nothing.’

Iriso was perspiring on the forehead. ‘1 would be
foolish to think you are a harlot,” he said densely. ‘You
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are not. You are just a woman. a beautiful woman, a
wonderful woman.’

‘You flatter me but I am not deceived. You think I
am a cheap woman.’

Iriso cursed her in his heart. Why did she want the
assurance from him? He had never even thought about
it.

“You are not a cheap woman!’ he said fiercely.

Qucen laughed. 'T don’t believe you.” She got herself
tree from Iriso.

‘Where are you going?’ Inviso asked, his voice parched
with Just.

‘[ am going home.” Queen said quietly.

‘Home? Why home?’

Queen laughed again. "What kind of question is
that? Why do T want to go home? I came from there. 1
belong there.”

[n.so sprang up from the bed. All the veins in his
body stood out violently. He saw Queen’s straight legs,
her heavy breasts. her landslide backside and some-
thing in him went mad.

“You can’t go! You can’t go away,” he eried.

‘Are you going to stop me?’ Queen asked.

‘And the milk, the cggs? After everything I supplied
you! After all the risks, the expectations!’

‘Tam going to pay you!” Qucen snapped back.

‘I don’t want any money.’

‘So? What then do you want? 1 am going to pay
you!’

‘I don’t want your moncy!’ The words tore out of
Iriso’s voice savagely.

‘So vou don’t want any moncey?’

‘I don’t want any money.’ Iriso insisted.

‘What then do you want?’

‘You know what I want. You can’t pretend not to
know.” lriso was again close to her and again he put
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his arms around her and dragged her to the bed.

‘I am a married woman,” Queen pointed out, as she
struggled with Iriso on the bed.

‘It doesn’t matter,” Iriso insisted.

‘Can you imagine another man telling your wife
that? Telling her it doesn’t matter to commit adultery.
What would you do?’

Again Iriso cursed her. His wife wouldn't want milk
or eggs from any man anyway. So the question of
adultery would never arisc.

‘It doesn’t matter,” Iriso repeated, as he fumbled
with the tips of Qucen’s breasts. But the brassiere was
tight and it held. He couldn’t get the hold he wanted.

Finally, Queen said, ‘Let me get up.’

‘Why?’

‘Oh, T an tired of struggling. T will undress. By my-
self.” Iriso let her go. But he didn’t believe her.

Queen got up from the bed and very slowly began to
undress. First she removed her lace buba. Next, the
lace wrappa went. On the bed, Iriso struggled with his
tic. Then he kicked off his shoes before undoing the
buttons of his trousers.

They slept together for an hour, then exhausted,
both fell apart. Then he came back and pressed the
flat of his stomach against the flat of her stomach, cup-
ped one of her breasts in his hand and ran his other
hand up and down her spine. Therc was no denying
the fact. Queen was a great woman. She had beaten
him each time, taken the victory from him before he
was ready to give it.

‘You are a lazy man, Queen said, not moving.

‘I, a lazy man?’

‘Yes, you tire so easily.’

‘You wait until next time.’

‘What makes you think there will be a next time?’
She lifted her breasts from the bowl of his hand. *You
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are hurting me. Don’t press so. Hard, I mean.’ She
turned away from him and lay flat on her back.

‘Why do you think this will happen again?’ she
asked.

Iriso looked at the ceiling. “Won’t there be a next
time?’

“I'he bitch,” he thought. ‘As if she is not going to
need any more milk, eggs and mcat. If she won’t need
any of these, she will need other things, and if a man
supplies them, she is going to usc her body to pay for
them. Harlot!’ He spat out towards the other side of
the bed on the wall.

‘What are you spitting on the wall for? Can’t you
keep your mouth dry after slecping with a woman?’
she said with scorn.

‘Prostitute!” his mind fumed. Then he was angry
with himself. Flinging awav nearly five hundred naira
so casily. Just for an hour’s lovemaking. Oh that he
could be vital again! But he was decad there. Dead and
sore and there was nothing he could do about it. But
there was no doubt about it, Queen knew how to
make love to a man so that he would invariably want to
come back for more. Suddenly he laughed. Queen had
cricd and moancd as only a virgin would. She had
moaned in the hecat of passion as a child would with
high temperature. ‘Very well practised,” he thought
bitterly. ‘Very well practised.’

Queen also was staring at the ceiling. ‘What is
wrong with this man?’ she thought. ‘Some of them talk
their senses out, afterward, proud of their conquecst.
Their ego swells. They can cven insult the woman,
say those things they would never have said before the
event. Of course they always come back. But they talk,
unlike this dumb and sullen clephant.’

Aloud, she said, ‘I am going home.’

She got up from the bed, drew her pants from under
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the pillow. She straightened them out because they
were crumpled. Then she put them on. Next she put
on her brassiere, then went and stood in front of the
mirror.

On the bed, Iriso remained sullen. ‘Five hundred
naira!’ his mind ¢cried. ‘Threc thousand eggs, two
thousand tins of milk! Christ! What have I donc?
Given them away for nothing?’ He cursed himself.

Aloud he said to Qucen, ‘When do I sce you again?’

Queen turned away from the mirror. She didn'’t care
much about Iriso now. But she said, ‘I am always at the
Freedom Motel.’

‘Not like that,” Triso flung back, salt in his voice.-

‘Like how then?’

Iriso tapped on the bed. ‘Like this, here.’

Queen crossed over to the bedside and picked up her
buba which lay on the ground. She struggled into it.
Already angry, Iriso watched Qucen’s heavy buttocks,
naked but for her pants. Perhaps it had becen worth it,
he began to think. This woman wasn’t just the ordin-
ary type of street woman. She was different.

‘You have not answered me.” he said to Quecn’s
back. and flung his hand to slap her on the buttocks.

Queen moved out of reach of his hands. Next she
put on her white underskirt. Then she began to tie her
iro, or wrappa, round herself.

‘You won't sec me here again,” Queen answered him
at last.

Iriso still lay stark naked on the bed. ‘What?’

‘What will you want to sec me for?’

‘But this cannot be the end!’

Queen sat on the bed to put on her shoes. “Why don’t
you get dressed? Don’t you want to go home or to your
place of work?’ she scolded him.

Iriso spat again on the wall.

‘Keep your mouth dry. This is not a toilet!’ She was

angry.
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‘Where else am [ to spit? 1 am disgusted. Utterly
disgusted.’

‘With what?’

Iriso swallowed the saliva."With you,” he said. ‘With
you. How can you say this is the end, when it is only
the beginning? Won’t you nced more eggs or meat
and milk? Arc there no other things you will need?
And er, I like you. Come to think of it, I really like
you.’

Queen regarded him as he lav naked on the bed.
She wanted to spit herself. But she checked herself.
‘Get dressed.” she said earnestly. ‘Get dressed and let’s
go. You know 1 have a lot of things to do. And if we
are going to meet again like this,” she slapped the bed,
‘then it won’t be here. It will be at the Samson and
Delilah.’

Iriso struggled up from the bed. “What? Why there?
Along Airport Road. Isn’t it?’

‘Yes, it belongs to my husband.’

“To your husband?’

‘Yes, didn’t vou know?’

‘1 didn’t. I can sce that you are both out to capture
the whole catering market in this city.’

‘Get dressed! Get dressed! Let’s go!’

Iriso put his feet on the floor. Pieces of toilet paper
lay about the floor. ‘Are you lcaving these on the Hoor?”
He pointed.

‘Get dressed. Let’s go. I am going to flush them as we
go out.” She began to gather them up into a heap.

‘T'ell me more about this Samson and Dclilah.’

‘What do you want to know about it?’

‘Anything. How many chalets arc there?’

‘Seventeen. T'he seventh and thirteenth are reserved
for us and our guests.’

“Ihat’s excellent. Isn’t it? But why did you have to
do that?’

‘We are always having visitors,” Queen said, ‘and as
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you know, they always think they can get accommoda-
tion, that we can always evict our customers, which
isn’t possible. So we left those two chalets vacant. They
are never occupied by other customers.’

‘But you and I arc going to occupy it one day,’ Iriso
said.

‘Shut up.’

‘Won’t we? And for how many days?” He was
smiling.

‘I'said shut up.” ‘Now he is going to talk,” she said to
herself. ‘He is going to brag, ugly cow.’

‘And how many people have occupied it with you
ever since?’

‘Oh, all of you are just the same,’ she said with dis-
gust.

Iriso’s chest heaved with laughter. His eyes watered
and he used the back of his hand to wipe the water
away.

‘So when do we sce each other again?’ he asked
seriously.

Quecen was offended. ‘Never,” she said. ‘Never.’

‘I was only joking.’

‘You were not. Men often speak their minds out
when they are drunk or when they have just slept with
a woman. You were not joking. Hurry up. Let’s go.’

‘Honestly, I was only joking.’

‘Swallow your jokes. Stop spitting them out as you
have been doing with your saliva.’

She gathered up the toilct paper, went to the door
leading to the bathroom, opened it and went in, Iriso
could hear the water running.

“To hell with her,” he thought viciously. ‘And I
ncedn’t bother anyway. When she wants the milk, she
is going to contact me.’

Queen came out. ‘Are you set?’

‘Yes.
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She opened the door and Iriso went out. Then she
turned off the lights and camc out of the room hersclf.
She was so composed that no one who saw her at that
moment would ever have guessed what had transpired
between her and Iriso.

‘T'hey went into the restaurant and came out through
the front door. Queen locked the doors. The rain had
stopped and her driver sat in the car waiting, in the
intense sunlight.

‘We'll be seeing cach other then,’ Iriso said again.

‘Oh ves. We'll be seeing each other. Goodbye.’

She watched Iriso get into his big yellow car. Then
she came down the stairs and took the back of her car.
It was a white car and she had only recently bougheit.

"We are going to ABC Furniture,” she instructed her
driver.

She took out her bag and opened it. Why, she had
put in some money there? Five hundred naira. The
money wasn't there. Her mind went to Iriso. No, he
wouldn’t touch her bag.

‘Aluiya, turn back. We are going home.’

‘Home, madam?’

‘Yes, home. We are going home. You can take the
next street. It brings us to Sapele Road.’

Had she forgotten to put the money in her handbag?
Her mind went again to Iriso. Iriso didn’t look like a
person who would steal from a woman. But what if he
had when she had gonc into the toilet to flush those
pieces of toilet paper? 'Remember.” she told herself,
‘he wanted you to go and fush the toilet paper. Why?’
She shrugged her shoulders. Iriso wouldn’t be the first
man to have stolen from her. Only he hadn’t looked
like a common thief.

Aluiya turned off Ekenwan Road and enterced
Owode Street. As they went past the house where 1de-
mudia lived, she looked at the house and saw Adisa
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who was going out of the house at that moment. She
told herself she would send for Idemudia as soon as
she could. Perhaps James had alrcady secn Idemudia
and passed on her message to him, but she had to go
back to the ABC Furniture immediately. ‘I must com-
plete all the arrangements for the rest of the furniture
today,” she said to herself.

So, when they got to her compound, she didn’t come
out. Instead, she said to Aluiya. ‘Go upstairs and ask
Lilian to bring me the money in the left hand drawer
of my dressing table.’

If the money wasn't there, then Iriso must have
stolen it. Five hundred naira and herself for the milk
and the eggs! That would be too expensive, she told
herself.

The driver came out of the house. But instead of
entering the car, he leaned in at the window. ‘There is
trouble upstairs, madam.’

Queen frowned. She wasn't preparcd for any trouble.

‘What type of trouble?’ she asked, leaning forward
from the back scat of the car.

‘I don’t know, madam, but Lilian is screcaming.’

‘What is wrong with her?’

Aluiya shook his head. ‘Madam, I cannot say,” and
he opened the door for her.
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Chapter g

‘The rays of the sun were strong upon Adisa’s face. She
had woken up from sleep to find that sunlight had
taken the place of rain and her spirit had cheered a
little. She was able to start a quick fire outside, pre-
pare some bitterleaf soup and eba. The bonga fish
came in handy. It sweetened the soup and by the time
she had finished cating, her zest for life had returned.

She sprecad out her wet clothes outside, selected
another dress and put it on. The one she now wore was
old but she told herself that it was better than nothing,
and headed for the hospital. 'The old man with the
cough and a strange attachment for the name ‘Anuoha’
was aslecp. So was Idemudia, but after some fiftcen
minutes Idemudia woke up as if by a strange reflex.

‘So you are here,” he said, and he closed his eyes,
briefly.

She nodded, ‘T have only just come in. You were
asleep.’

‘Oh yes. 1 know.” He tried to sit up in bed so as to
examine her more closely. But the effort was too much.
He fell back.

‘What did the doctors say?’ Adisa asked. apprehen-
sion in her voice.

“T'he doctors have said nothing. But I hcard the
nurses saying I have pneumonia.’

“That’s like malaria.’

‘I think so. But I am not sure.’

‘It’s not worse anyway.’

‘1 heard the nurscs say I was lucky to have been
brought in when I was.’

They both fell silent.
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‘What have you been doing?’ he asked, and eyed her.

‘Sleeping.” She could not tell him about her even-
ing’s appointment with Obofun. It might never
matcrialise, she thought, and cven if it does . ..

‘You have eaten?’

‘Yes. Nothing much but at least something.’

He turned his face away and again they lapsed into
silence. Women and children sat or stood by patients
in the ward. The majority of the patients still shared
beds, many more slept on the floor. It was like a pigsty,
this ward, swarming with the sick, as pit toilets swarm
with flies.

On the next bed. a paticnt was surrounded by his
family and friends. 'The man had his head and hand
bandaged. There were tears in the eyes of his wife.

‘“The police have arrested them,” the woman said
through her tears.

‘How many of them did they take?’ the man with the
bandaged hecad asked. There was pain in his cyes, red-
hot pain from the cffort of talking.

‘Do not talk,” onc of the standing sympathisers told
him. ‘All you can do now is listen. T will tell you the
story as it happened afterwards.’

Adisa sat in silence and listened to the story. The
events which the man narrated had taken place in a
village not far away from the city. It appears a man,
a wealthy one from the city, had gone to the village
with armed men and attacked this family over a picce
of land.

‘He kept on claiming to the police that our father
had sold the picce of land to him. He brought out
papers with marks on them which he claimed were
the thumb marks of our father.’

‘Our father would have told us if he had sold the
land!”’

‘Of course he would have done so. We would have
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had a copy of the agreement. Our father never sold
any land.’

‘He never did.’

‘This man is out to make trouble,’ the woman added.

‘And what will the police do?” another in their midst
asked.

The man who had been talking was not sure. ‘No-
body knows what the police will do. The men were
arrested on the land, they were caught still destroying
the cassava.’

‘Surely that is enough to send them to prison?’ the
woman said.

‘It is enough. More than enough, but I understand
that the man making all this trouble is a rich man. You
know how the police are.’

The woman bit her lip. ‘A rich man,’ she repeated
without hope and with great bitterness.

“T'hey say he has always taken land from pcople like
that. But he will never take ours. We will die fighting
on it.’

They all fell silent.

‘How is the head?’ the woman asked.

The patient moved his hand weakly. They had
struck him on the head and hand with matchets.

“These troubles will never cease.” Adisa said to her-
self. She was angry at the man who had caused all the
fighting, subconsciously. Idemudia had drifted again
into slecp. She stood up from the edge of the bed and
went towards the door.

Osaro was just hurrying into the ward. There was no
smile on his face. “Where is he?” he asked.

Adisa pointed to Idemudia’s bed and began walk-
ing back to it. ‘He is asleep. He is resting,” Adisa said.

‘And you didn’t come to tell us?’

‘I had no time. 1 have been here ever since.’

‘Well, I can hardly blame you.” Osaro kept his hands
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behind his back. ‘I ran into Papa Jimoh at Iyaro. He
was driving past when he saw me. He told me. I went
to the University Hospital. You were not there. I went
to your housc. Nobody was there so I guessed he must
be here. What is wrong with him?’

They arrived at Idemudia’s bed. Both stood looking
down at him.

‘It’s fever,” she said. ‘Very bad fever.’

‘When did it start?’

‘I cannot say. I came home to find him already very
sick. Did you not go with him to unload the bags of
cement?’

‘Yes.’

‘And this morning the man comes to say ...’

‘Which man?’ Osaro interrupted.

‘I think hc is the owner of the hotel, Obofun. He
comes in and says one hundred and fifty bags of cement
arc missing.’

‘Don’t mind about him. He is lying. Who cares
about their cement?’

‘Anyway he came back to say he was sorry. That it
was a mistake.’

Osaro hissed. “These people! And how is he? I mean
him.” He pointed at Idemudia, lying on his side on the
bed.

‘1 don’t know. The nurses have said nothing yet.’

‘It’s a grecat pity. I am sure he fell ill because of the
rain and the work. He was in both for a long time.’

He pointed at the old man with whom Idemudia
shared the bed.

‘Who is he?’

‘I don’t know,” Adisa replicd. ‘Nobody visits him
and all the time he coughs and calls on Anuoha.’

‘Anuoha?’

‘Yes.’

“That could be the name of a man.’

‘I think so.’
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‘But why does he call on Anuoha?’

‘I can’t say.’

"The old man lay in a heap, on his side. He seemed
to be slecping pcacefully but inside him the cough
gathered like a storm and soon it erupted like a vol-
cano. He coughed for so long that his eyes watered.
"Then he seemed to be chewing and grinding his tecth.

‘Anuoha! Anuoha! Anuoha!’ he called plaintively.

‘Listen!’” Adisa cried, poking Osaro in the ribs.

‘I wonder why nobody visits him.’

‘I don’t know.’

The old man’s coughing woke Idemudia up. But he
couldn’t speak. He was awake but only semiconscious,
like the hours of night before the dawn. His eyes were
closed, yet his mind was half awake.

The old man coughed again, and again he chewed
and ground at his tecth.

‘Anuohal!’

Osaro went to the other side of the bed, where the
old man’s head was turned.

‘Who is Anuoha?’ he asked. ‘Perhaps he can be sent
for?’

The man’s eyes flickered. Very slowly, he turned
his head.

‘He is from Asaba,” Adisa informed him.

‘Oh, that is good,” Osaro said. ‘I will speak his
language to him then.’

‘Who is Anuoha?’ he repeated in the man’s language.

Momentarily the old man’s mind cleared of its fog.
He noticed the people around him.

‘Anuoha,’ Osaro said again. ‘Perhaps he can be sent
for. Who is he?’

‘Anuoha?’ the old man’s voice was like a ruptured
roof. “They killed him. He is dead.’

Silence descended upon Osaro and Adisa and even
upon the other visitors nearby.

“They shot him close to the bridge. I found him
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there. They shot him in the head and in the neck.
They killed him! Anuoha!’ The old man’s eyes
watered. ‘I told him never to go into the army but he
went. He said he needed a job. He was tired of sitting
at home, running from place to place — looking for a
job. He joined the army to get a job and they killed
him. By the bridge. I found him there. I carried him.
Alone I buried him. Anuoha! Anuoha!’

Adisa looked expectantly at Osaro. ‘What did he
say?’

Osaro’s voice was heavy as he narrated the story.
“They shot his son,” he explained. ‘They shot him in
the head and in the neck. He says he found his son by
the bridge shot through and through.’

‘But many people were killed during the war. Why
can he not forget?’

Osaro tried to cxplain. ‘In the war that is gone,” he
said, ‘the losses were not equal.’

The old man began to cough again. This time it was
a long protracted cough. It erupted again and again,
increasing all the time in intensity. The old man’s
hands flew to his chest, then to his throat, while his
spinc arched and curved from the effort of coughing.

The nurses sat at the desk and heard him coughing.
Yct none of them came, at least not for the moment.
They were thrce in number, one of them was the staff
nurse and the others were student nurses. They were
gossiping about another student nurse. The story
gripped their attention, stayed their minds.

At last, unable to concentrate on the story because
the coughing of the old man carried still more sharply
to her cars, one of the nurses stood up from her chair
and walked over. Therc was no pity in her eyes. “The
dirty old bastard!’ she thought furiously. ‘The old
coughing sack!’

She remembered, however, what the doctor had said.
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‘If he coughs more and more, give him that second
injection. At least that’s the best we can do for him.’

Adisa and Osaro regarded the nurse as she bent over
the coughing man, her eves hard. The water ran down
the man’s face and his whole chest heaved and trembled
as if it would collapse in a sccond. The nurse went back
to her desk for the syringe.

‘Tam afraid for Idemudia.” Osaro said. ‘He too might
catch the cough.’

‘I'said so, too. Right at the beginning,” Adisa added.
‘But they 10ld us it was this bed or nothing. Surely a
man comes to the hospital to be cured and not to have
other diseases added to his.’

‘The nurse had come back with her loaded syringe.
The old man gasped with pain and Adisa turned her
face away as the nurse plunged the long needle into the
old man’s arm, lower down towards the elbow. Then
she squeezed the trigger on the syringe, almost with
plcasure. The old man mumbled something. Again his
mind was clogged and fogged. And after a few minutes,
when the nurse had gone away, his consciousness was
gone. He fell asleep.

‘Perhaps the man has other people?”’

‘They would have come,” Osaro answered.

‘You are sure they know?’

‘Why not, although some of them might not want to
come for fear of the expenses. It has happened before.’

Somewhere a bell began to ring.

The staff nurse stood up and like a cock announced
that the visiting hour was over.

Idemudia did not come out of his half-conscious-
ness. ‘Perhaps they also put some sleep into his blood,’
Adisa thought as she walked with Osaro to the door.

“There is nothing we can do for him today,” Osaro
said. ‘Perhaps by tomorrow he will be better. He must.
Idemudia is a strong man. You should have seen him
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working on that heap of cement. Without him ...

‘Oh yes, he is a strong man!” Adisa thought bitterly.
‘A strong man who can scarcely feed his wife and the
only money he brings home has to be used in curing
him. God knows who is going to pay the bills for his
treatment. Where is the money going to come from?’

"Where are you going now?’

‘Home, home,” she answered. ‘Where else would 1
go?’ She did not rclish coming to this hospital to-
morrow, or any other day afterwards. Why did he have
to fall ill? Then her conscience slapped her. ‘You
shouldn’t be thinking like that,” her conscience told
her. “You know that everything he has, he has always
given to you. Is it his fault that he cannot find a job?
Doces he not try hard enough? Which man who has seen
the inside of a college building for four years would
ever have gone to Iyaro? Yet Idemudia had gone there,
every day. And you very well know now why he is sick.
He was working while you were at your aunt’s place,
thinking of how to leave him.’

‘But I am not going to leave him,” she defended her-
self. 'And anyway. I went to her because 1 was hungry.
And he threatened to kill me.’

‘No. you iold him what a woman should never say
to her husband,” her mind rebuked her.

‘1 was angry. I was hungry. He had no right to hit
me.’

“T'hat was no excuse to tell him you were going to
look for another man. It’s never said. Not when a man
is still your husband.’

‘Oh, come on, shut up,’ she said to her other mind
viciously. ‘I was hungry. A man who cannot provide
for his wife ...

‘How much did they say you would have to pay?’
Osaro asked, breaking into her thoughts.

‘What?’
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‘How much will the hospital be charging Idemudia
cach day?’ Osaro asked again, and looked at her
sharply.

‘Seventy-five kobo a day,” Adisa said. “T'hen there
will be other charges.’

“T'hat's expensive,” Osaro said, and looked at her
again. ‘Are you sure you are all right?’

Adisa glanced at him. “Yes. Why do you ask ?’

‘It’s your face. You look worried. Extremcly worried.’

‘So 1 should be,"” Adisa said, and looked away.

They came to the traftic lights. Osaro had to go right
while she had to go left.

‘I will be calling on him again,” Osaro promised. ‘If
you want anything ...

‘Oh thank you,” she said. ‘It 1 want anything I'll let
you know.’

‘You don’t know when you will be here again?’

‘I should say tomorrow morning.’

“I'nen, it is goodnight.’

‘Goodnight.’

They parted there by the traffic light..

Osaro went to the right. to his one-bedroom apart-
ment on Upper Sakponba Road. He too had a wife and
three children, and his children too were away in the
village.

Adisa turncd left and went towards the Ring Road.

‘You should go home now,” her other mind said to
her.

‘Yes, I will,” she answered.

‘Good. You must not let yourself be tempted.’

‘But perhaps he wants to help me?’

‘How can you believe that? Didn’t you see the look
in his eyes when he invited you?’

‘No,” she wold her other self. ‘T didn’t secc it.”

‘Well, I saw it,” her other self said. ‘I saw it and it
was not good. It was full of lust.’



‘Do you really imagine I am going to give myself to
him?’ '

‘No, I do not. But you could be tempted. You should
go home.’

‘Yes. But I nced the money.’

Her other sclf fell silent.

‘Well?’

‘What do you expect me to say?’

‘I nced money. Idemudia is sick and we are hungry.
Obofun has only promised to help me, nothing more.
And you say 1 shouldn’t go?’

Yos."

‘And what if he rcally wants to help us?’

Then she came to that part of the Ring Road where
Airport Road joined the Ring Road, and instead of
walking straight on towards the bank to her house, she
turned left and went down Airport Road.
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Chapter 10

The Samson and Delilah Hotel stood a little way off
Airport Road. It was tucked among very well groomed
trecs and the chalets formed an arrow head, as though
drawn up for battle. First came the main building of
the hotel with the bar, the restaurant and the banquet
hall. After the main building, the chalets began, run-
ning up in numbers.

In the seventh chalet, Obofun waited. He had been
waiting since six o’clock. He had come directly from
home after Queen had told him the story about their
daughter, Lilian.

“The driver comes rushing downstairs and cries that
there is trouble,” Quecn explained. ‘As I am going
upstairs, three boys wearing school uniform come run-
ning downstairs. I think nothing about them. “If there
is trouble,” I say to myself, “what concerns a school-
boy?” After all, many of them come in cach day to
visit Esie.’

Obofun swallowed. He had been sitting on the bal-
cony of the Freedom Motel upstairs. What trouble
could have started while he was away?

His wife continued her story.

‘Well, I get upstairs to find Lilian screaming ...

‘Why hadn’t she gone to school in the first place?’
Obofun queried his wife.

‘She complained of a hcadache. And after all, she is
your daughter. You ought to have made sure that she
left for school cach day before you took to the streets
yourself,” was Queen’s reply.

He waited patiently for her to continue with the
happenings of the day.



‘1 go upstairs and I find that Lilian has been raped!’

‘Raped?’

‘Yes, forced and raped!’

‘But how? Was there nobody at home? Where was
the servant?’

‘It was a most brutal assault. Imagine those three
scoundrels raping our daughter, one after the other!
It is unforgivable.’

‘It is punishable!” Obofun himself contributed.
‘Punishable and I am going to hand the matter over
to the police. At once!”

‘But you can't do that!’ Queen cricd, suddenly.

‘[ can and I am going to. Those three bastards are
going to pay dearly for their crime. By the way, how
did they get in?’

“They came in under the pretext of wanting to sce
Esie.’

‘But Esie was at school. In the same school.’

“T'hey came in and clapped for somecbody to attend
to them. Lilian answercd fromn her bedroom. They
went in there and found that she was still in her
pyjamas. Then one of them locked the door and they
pounced on her!’

“T'errible! Impossible,” Obofun blurted out. ‘Im-
possible! Those scoundrels!” he fumed.

‘Well. the driver comes in and calls on Lilian to go
into my bedroom to collect some money for me. As
soon as they hear the voice calling on Lilian, they jump
up. open the door. Meanwhile Lilian is screaming.
The driver rushes downstairs to inform me and as I
am going up, down go thesc three criminals, taking the
steps two at a time, and one of them even has the guts
to stop and greet mel’

“This is a police case,” Obofun repeated angrily.

Queen however had been vehemently opposed to it.
‘You can’t! Imagine the name of the family. Obofun’s
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daughter raped by three schoolboys. No, never. These
schoolboys. They must pay for it in another way.’

He had spent the afternoon going from one doctor’s
house to another until he found one who came and
examined Lilian. But the doctor’s report was discour-
aging. ‘Intimacy isn’t anything new to your daughter,’
the doctor said discreetly. ‘But she has some bruises
from the prolonged use of force.’

And after going over the whole matter in his mind,
he came to the conclusion that it was perhaps best not
to hand the matter over to the police. What would his
daughter answer if they asked her why she hadn’t
screamed before the arrival of the driver? After all,
the servant had been upstairs and his attention could
have been attracted.

‘So like her mother!’ Obofun cried out. ‘So like her.
And what does a man do with such a daughter?’

The more he thought about the episode, the angrier
he became. Perhaps it was best to forget about it. Yes,
he would forget about it. And the rascals? They had
to go free. It was a pity. If only ... Oh yes. He was
going to contact their parents. They must never come
to his house any more. If they did, he would declare
them thieves. Nothing more, nothing less. Anyway,
‘Let me forget about it’ he told himself. ‘It is annoying.
Terrible. But I think I should erase it from my mind.
It is better that way.’

His mind went to Adisa. ‘If she comes,” he told him-
self, ‘then I think I am lucky. Oh, what a nice woman.
Decent and goodlooking. Rare. How I should love to
have her. Just once and then afterwards it will be
casy. But the trick had better work.’

The better part of his nature accused him. ‘Adisa
is married,” it warned him. ‘Don’t try anything with
her. Just help her. You have the mecans. Help her and
forget about her long straight legs. Forget about that.’
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Then he jolted himself away from this part of him-
self. this dissuading conscientious part of a man that
always attempts to make him go straight. ‘Queen is
no wife to me any more. She is no wife, the way she
carrics on, not caring cven if I know she will sleep
with any man, any kind of man. Other men take my
wife. So why can’t I take their wives?” he asked himself.
‘1 have something that Adisa needs badly. Money, or
at least the means to make moncy. She will benefit
from it. She loses nothing by giving herself for it
Absolutely nothing. And I, T will be satisfied. And
I didn’t give her that lift for nothing. The rain was
pouring and I stopped. But I looked at her first. Then
I remembered what I had noticed when I stood by her
telling her that her husband was a cement thief. She
is like a diamond mine in an obscure place. I have dis-
covercd her. I have ...’

‘Oh shut up!’ his better nature told him. ‘Shut up
and stop thinking about a married woman!’

‘But she is not even working-class,” the darker part
of him countered.

‘And so. what?’

‘You should be careful.’

He laughed aloud to himself. ‘How many of them
have I been intimate with?’ he asked himself. He
couldn’t answer his own question because they were
many and difficult to remember.

‘Anyway, let her come first,” he told himself. ‘Per-
haps she will slap my face when I circle her but I know
that is almost impossible. But if she does ...’

He brought out a pad and was about to write figures
on a clean page when the 'phone rang.

Adisa walked up to the main lobby of the Samson
and Delilah. A man sat at the receptionist’s desk, a
‘phone by his side. She walked up to him, then hesi-
tated. The man looked up, askance.
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‘I have come to see Obofun,” Adisa said.

‘You mean the Director?’

Adisa did not know who the Director was. So she
repeated her request.

The man picked up the ’phone, dialled and spoke
bricfly into the ‘phone. Then the man said, ‘You can
go out to scc him. He is waiting for you.’

‘But I do not know where to go,” Adisa said.

‘You go out and count scven houses on this side.
Knock on the door of the seventh house.” The mnan
pointed, and Adisa went out of the building.

Obofun stood up when he heard the hesitant steps
outside the dvor, then came the still more hesitant
knocking. He drew the bolt of the door backward and
called, ‘Come in!’ and then the door opencd slowly
and Adisa stood there, her shadow behind her, her
face drawn and tight, uncertain and afraid.

‘So you have come,” he breathed, and smiled to show
that he was relieved and pleased that Adisa should
have kept the appointment.

‘Oh yes, I have come,” Adisa replied. ‘You said I
should come and 1 have donc as you asked.” She was a
little bit uncomfortable in this room that was so big
and so polished.

‘Please sit down. Sit down. Then you will have
something to drink and cat and after that we shall
discuss how I can help you.

Adisa sank into one of thc chairs. The comfort of =

sitting down therc was so great that her back began to
ache. She stretched out her long legs, cautiously as a
snail senses the outside of its shell, and then looked
round the room again.

The chalet had a sitting room, a bedroom, a toilet
and a bath. In the centre of the sitting room, there was
the low round table which was surrounded by six
cushioned chairs. Against the right-hand wall of the
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sitting room was the writing desk with a white top. a
chair with a white seat placed agaiast it. Then there
was the almanac on the wall carrying the photographs
of the leaders of the country. [t was funny, but Obofun
had observed that many of his guests who :ad occupied
the room turned the almanac cither upside down or
face against the wall, so that the photographs would not
show. On one occasion, he had been annoyed to find
the almanac rolled up and under the bed in the bed-
roomi. Alwavs aiter onc of his guests had stayved in the
chalet he found something of this kind.

Then there was the low window with its white
curtains, drawu aside to let in some of the fading light
of the day. Each window had a mosquito net proot-
ing directly attached to the wooden window frame.
Outside the window the grass grew and the hibiscus
flowers stood in red and green splendour. And inter-
woven with the Howers were the pine trees against
which the wind biew, producing a whistling in thes
higher branches. Then highes up and above the pine
trees were the birds and the sky.

In the bedroom were a large double bed and o single
chair. Against the wall was a giant wardiobe and inside
the wardrobe were the cartons where the drinks stood
in rows of twelve. Under the cartons were the bales of
cloth and below these were more cartons, mor< drinks,
all smuggled across the country’s borders and sold at
black market prices to people through distributors.

‘And so, what will vou have to drink?” Obofunr asked.

Adisa shook her head. ‘I do not want anvthing to
drink.’

‘Oh come on,” Obofun insisted. ‘Have something, a
beer at least.’

‘I do not want anv beer,” Adisa said, her heart he-
ginning to beat rapidly.

‘T’hen you must have some other drink, something
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soft,” Obofun said, and picked up the ‘phone.

But before he spoke to the receptionist, he said to
her, ‘Perhaps you would like something to cat as
well?’

Again Adisa shook her head in the negative. ‘1 am
not hungry,” she said. But she was lving. She was
hungry. She wanted so much to cat.

‘All the same,” Obofun insisted. ‘you cannot leave
here without cating something.’

Then rapidly, he spoke into the "phonc and gave
brisk sharp orders.

‘1 am sure you will like the food,” he said as he
dropped the "phone. and smiled.

Again Adisa looked round the room. She noticed the
polished floor again, then the wails and the high ceiling
painted white where the air-conditioner softly. blew
cold air into the room. Then her eyes came back to the
man who was \\atchmg her, and finally to her own

hands as they rested in her lap. rrcmblmg

She vecognised that this place was far, far betrer
than her own. There was comfort and luxury here.
At her home, there was nothing but hacdness; hard-
ness. pain and discase. They always wanted something,
they were always in want. When would it go. this want?
She didn’t know.

Obotun began to explain. ‘I think we can be of use
to cach other,” he said and eved her. “We can ... and
then there was a knock on the door, and he stopped and
called instead. ‘Yes?’

The door opcned inwards and a waiter came in
carrying a tray.

“I'bey have brought vou a bottle of maltex,” Obefun
told Adisa, pushing the giass towards her. Then o the
waiter, he said, ‘Open it quickly, and £ill her glass.
Then open the bottle of wine too.

The waiter opencd the botiles in silence, filled up
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the glasses and left.

Obofun raised his glass. “To our mutual under-
standing,’ he toasted and took a sip from the drink in
his glass.

Nervously Adisa took up the glass and tasted the
dark liquid. It was good on her tongue and even better
still against her throat, as it ran down, cold, almost
icy.

Obofun sat forward in his chair and spun his glass
of wine round on the round table.

‘I have some things you will help me to distribute,
or to put it another way, sell. For cach item you sell,
you get a commission. I think you can doit”

So that was it, Adisa thought. Things to sell. But
was that all?

'l will show you what the things are, after we have
catenr. Then you can decide whether or not you will
like to help.”

Adisa drank some more of the maltex and set
the glass on the table. ‘I don’t know what you want
me to sell,” she answered cautiously, ‘but if I can, I
should ...

Another knock on the door interrupted her speech.
‘The door opened and three waiters came in, cach carry-
ing a tray.

“You will wait here to serve the food,” Obofun in-
structed them generally. Moments later, he changed
his mind and dismisscd chem.

‘It is better that they should go,” he said. ‘Otherwise
I cannot eat.’

There was the soup. then the main course compris-
ing jollof rice and mecat, and then the ice cream and
some more bottles of wine.

Adisa found she could not really eat. She was hungry
but everything seemed so strange. Was she here or
not? ‘I am sitting here, on this chair,’ she told herself,
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‘so I must be here.’ )

Obofun was talking about prices. The price of milk,
he complained, had shot up. So also had the prices of
meat, oil, eggs. Everything. His workers were demand-
ing higher wages, although they were now eating more
than ever before from the hotel’s kitchen. No, life was
terrible, he concluded and God, if he even knew, could
perhaps tell where all these developments were leading
the country. There was bound to be disaster.

Adisa heard him but did not take in anything he
said. Her mind was in a turmoil.

‘You are not eating,” Obofun said at last, pushing
his own plate away.

Adisa did not answer him.

‘I have told you, you have no reason to be anxious.
I want to help you, so why can’t you relax?’

‘1 am sorry,” Adisa said. ‘I am not really hungry.’

Obofun shrugged his shoulders and stood up. ‘All
right then, I'll show you what I want you to sell for
me if you will follow me.’

They both went into the bedroom and Obofun flung
open the wardrobe doors to show her the stack of
whisky.

‘For each bottle you sell,” he explained to her, ‘you
make a profit of at least fifty kobo. You get them from
me at four naira a bottle and you sell them at four
naira and fifty kobo. And don’t worry about whether
or not people will buy it. In the big shops, each bottle
costs at least six naira. People will come to you once
they know you have it. The main problem to be solved
is letting people know that you have the drinks to
sell.’

Then he drew back from the wardrobe and offered
her the chair in the bedroom while he sat on the.bed
himself. He left the wardrobe doors open so that Adisa
could feast her eyes on the cartons.



‘For a start,” he told her, ‘I can give you at least ten
cartons. That makes one hundred and twenty bottles.
And if you sell them all, you make at least sixty naira
for yourself.’

Adisa thought about the sixty naira and her throat
‘went dry.

‘If I give you so many cartons,” Obotun explained,
‘that means you are going to pay me somc four hun-
dred and eighty naira.’

‘But ... but I have no money,” Adisa stammered,
her voice trembling.

Obofun lifted one of his legs up to the bed. I know
you have no money,” he conceded. ‘1 do not require that
you pay me the four hundred naira at once. I merely
need an advance. From some people 1 take one hun-
dred naira as an advance, from others 1 take more.
From you, however, I am going to take less. Much less.
Only fifty naira.’

Adisa clasped her two hands together. ‘Fifty nairal’

‘Fifty naira,” Obofun rcpeated. ‘Or is that too much
for you?r’

Adisa was silent for a while. ‘1 have no money,’ she
said at last. ‘Not one single naira. How can I pay you
fifty naira? My husband is sick. I am going to need
more money. We have no money. Not a kobo.’

Obofun licked his lips with his tongue. He stayed
for a moment in deep thought.

“You can look for money somewhere,” he suggested
to her.

‘From where?’ she asked in a small voice.

‘From vour friends. I suppose.’

Adisa shook her head sadly. ‘I wish I could,’ she said,
‘But I cannot. Nobody will lend me fifty naira at this
time. But I can sell the whisky and return the moncy
to you afterwards. 1 would return all the money 1 am
going to make after selling the bottles of whisky.’
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Obofun laughed and shifted his leg back to the
floor. ‘No, no,” he refused. ‘“That will not help. You
arc not the first woman to tell me that. And afterwards,
what happens? The drinks are sold but the money
ncver comes back.’

‘I would always return the money,” Adisa plcaded.
‘Why should I want your money? I would always re-
turn what I had sold.’

‘I have taken that risk before ...

‘But not with me.’

‘I know ...'

‘I will always return the money.” She was almost
desperate now.

Obofun stood up from the bed slowly and proceeded
to pace thc room to and fro. Then he came and stood
behind Adisa’s chair.

‘Perhaps you can give me a guarantee in another
way,” he suggested.

Adisa’s voice was cager. ‘How?’ She turned round
in her chair, as his hands came down slowly but deliber-
ately on her shoulders, gripping them, before slowly
going down to her breasts.

‘We could do it this way,” he said, breathing harshly
and rapidly.

Adisa stiffencd for a moment while the voices which
she had thought were dormant in her came back to
life. ‘I'l1 find out. I'll find you out. I'll find you out and
I'll kill you,” Idemudia’s voice rang in her head. ‘I'll
tear out that thing which you think you have got and
I'll throw it to the dogs outside.” Then it was her aunt’s
voice saying, ‘Leave him. There are other alternatives
to living with a man ... You think you will die.’

And now it was Idemudia laughing, ‘So you think
you are going to find another man ..." And then it was
her aunt who laughed, ‘You pack your things and you
go out. Men will go after you ...” And then it was her
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own voice, ‘Or perhaps you think you are the only
man in the world?’ Then her internal voices joined
in, ‘No. Never. I will never leave him! I will never be
like my aunt ...’

‘No!l No! Nol’ she cried, and stood up from the
chair abruptly.

Her head hit Obofun on his chin, almost knocking
him over. Obofun regained his balance and there were
both pain and anger in his eyes.

He began to rub his chin and the water almost came
out of his eyes. But he laughed and said with the other
side of his mouth which was in less pain, ‘And yet you
complain that you have no money!’

Adisa stood away from him, her eyes wild with her
alarm. ‘It is true that T have no money,” she said.

‘And yet you cannot offer yourself.’

‘But how can you suggest that?’ she cried. ‘T am a
married woman.’

‘And 1 am a married man,” Obofun countered. ‘We
both lose nothing.’

‘Two wrongs cannot make a right.’

‘What then do you want me to do?’ Obofun asked
her. ‘You have no money and yet I am sure you would
like to have the drinks.’

“You said you were going to help me,” Adisa accused
him. Her eyes momentarily strayed to the cartons piled
up inside the wardrobe.

‘In fact, I wouldn’t mind selling the drinks to you
at three naira and fifty kobo a bottle. That gives you
a profit of one naira on each bottle that you can
sell.’

Adisa’s mind responded to that by thinking of one
hundred and twenty naira. One hundred and twenty
naira!

“Then perhaps you could have some lace materials
to sell afterwards,” Obofun continued relentlessly.
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Adisa said nothing still, but the voices were loud in
her head.

‘Or perhaps vou may even nced some moncy to
make a start? Some fifty naira? I wouldn't mind giving
you all thesc things. But I need ... and he moved to-
wards her. Adisa backed away from him towards the
open door, leading into the sitting room. "No, don’t
coine near me!’ she ¢ried. "Don’t touch me again! Let
me go away from here!

Obofun followed alter her. ‘But you lose nothing
and yet you gain everything. Tell me, what do you
lose? Your virginity?’

‘It is adulrery!l’

Obofun stopped in his tracks and laughed. ‘Adul-
tery!’ he laughed, pouring all the scorn he could
muster on the word.

“This 1s no adultery. You do it, or let me put it an-
other way. We do it because of something you need.
Where is the adultery theve? I have toid you Tl give
you the drinks at the lowest price ever. Then Pl give
you another fifty naira so that you can start off in your
own trade. Do you call that adultery? Do you still in-
sist that it is indeed adultery?”

‘T don’t know anvthing.” Adisa cried. 'I only know
that when a married woman sleeps witi another person
who is not her husband. ihen 1t is adultery. I want to
go home. Please let me go.’

Obofun put his hands in his pockets. ‘No usc fighting
her,” his senses advised him. ‘1 will let you go,’ he said.
‘But vou can alwavs come back. Any time you want the
drinks. I am not {orcing you.’

He caime up behind her again and she was afraid
that he was going to touch her. But he merely opened
the door for her.

She alraost 1an out of the room, but as soon as she
was clear of the chalet, she ran and did not stop until
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she came to the main road. Her heart pounded within
her. She was frightened and weak. The temptation
had been so strongl



Chapter 11

‘T'wo men were here looking for your husband,” Mama
Jimoh told her as soon as she got home.

Adisa did not look up at Mama Jimoh, but pre-
tended she was opening the door. “Two men? What
for?’

Mama Jimoh was outside pounding the family’s
food for the evening. She rested her pestle against the
wall.

‘“They said they werc from thc Freedom Motel,
Mama Jimoh informed her, wiping the sweat off her
face with the corners of her wrappa.

Adisa put the key in the keyhole and turned it. She
wanted to get away from everybody so as to be alone.
‘Did they tell you what they wanted?’ she asked.

‘Yes, they did,” Mama Jimoh answered, taking up
her pestle again. She lifted it clear of the mortar and
proceeded to scoop the pounded yam into a plate.

Adisa waited nervously, her back still turned away
from Mama Jimoh.

‘They said their madam wanted to sce Idemudia,’
Mama Jimoh said at last.

‘Madam?’

‘Yes. I guess that must be Queen, Obofun’s wife.’
Adisa’s heart missed a beat. “Well, thank you,” she
said, and wanted to get into her room, but Mama
Jimoh's voice arrested her.

“They said they had been here twice before.’

‘Yes?'’

‘Onc of them said it was urgent.’

Adisa turned round slowly, away from the door so
that she faced Mama Jimoh. Could it be the cement
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issue again? But Obofun had apologised. Hadn't he?

‘Well, what should she want Idemudia for?’ Mama
Jimoh persisted. There was interest in her voice. It
was interesting, Obofun’s wife sending for a man who
had no job.

Reluctantly, Adisa told Mama Jimoch about the
events of the morning. She told it up to the point where
Obofun had gone down the three stairs of their house.
But she was careful not to mention Obofun’s name. She
said two men had come to ask for her husband and
when she appeared, only to talk about some missing
bags of cement.

‘Don’t you think they came again because of that?’
Mama Jimoh asked.

‘Could be,” Adisa agreed. ‘But I don’t think so. You
see, I met one of the men shortly afterwards and he
began to apologise to me on behalf of his wife. He
said his wife had realised that shc had made a mistake.’

“Then it must be something else,” Mama Jimoh said.

‘Perhaps,” Adisa said, and was about to turn away
when again Mama Jimoh's voice arrested her.

“They alsc wanted to know when Idemudia would
be back and so 1 told them I didn’t know and then they
promised to call again but an hour or more has since
gone by and they haven’t come yet.’

‘Thank you very much,” Adisa said.

‘And how is he?” Mama Jimoh asked.

‘Oh, who?’ Adisa was about to ask and then she
stopped herself just in time, and said instead, ‘Oh, he
is just as he was.’

‘You mean therc is no improvement?’

‘No, nothing.’

‘It is the sickness,” Mama Jimoh said. ‘But it will
pass. It will go away.’

‘I hope so.

‘Of course it will go.’” the elder woman said. ‘But
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only with time. Tomorrow he will be better. You will
see.’

‘I hope so,” Adisa said again, and conscious that the
elder woman was watching her now, she went into
her room and shut the door. Then she remembered
that her clothes were still outside, hanging on the line
and as she opened the door to come out, Papa Jimoh
himself was standing beside his wife.

‘So, how is he?’ he asked.

‘He is there as he was,” Adisa answered.

“The rascal,” Papa Jimoh joked. ‘He doesn’t want to
get well.’

Adisa forced a smile.

‘Perhaps the hospital bed is too comfortable,” Papa
Jimoh added. “They should give them wooden beds
with grass mattresses.’

‘But some of them slcep on the floor,” Mama Jimoh
said.

‘Ah yes. You know I have slept there myself once.
But those who sleep on the floor want to get well
quickly.’

‘Idemudia is sharing a bed with a man who coughs,’
Adisa said, feeling that she must say something.

“Then he should want to return as soon as he can.
I intend going to see him tomorrow. Today was a busy
day.’

He went into the house and Adisa was glad to get
back into her room. She left the door open after her
because it was too dark inside, and then sat on the bed.
She held her head in her hands. What was she going
to do with herself? Obofun had promised her fifty
naira and then the bottles of whisky, one hundred and
twenty of them and each one for only three naira and
fifty kobo.

Wasn'’t that money preferable to this hunger, this
situation of always wanting? But she had to give her-
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self to him. Should she give herself to him? She
needed the money, not so much for herself but for both
of them together. The day would come when Idemudia
would leave the hospital and the hospital authorities
would demand some money. And where would the
money come from? Perhaps it would be possible for
Papa Jimoh to lend them some more money. But that
would be too much. They already owed Papa and
Mama Jimoh some twenty-three naira. That sum had
to be repaid. Mama Jimoh had been patient so far but
she might not remain paticnt for too long. She couldn’t
go to them again for morc money. She wouldn’t have
the moral courage.

But then was it not better to owe Mama Jimoh one
hundred naira than to submit herself to Obofun? And
if Mama Jimoh was reluctant at last to lend her more
money, couldn’t she go back to her aunt? Perhaps her
aunt would refuse to help her and insist that she took
a room in the city, but then she would know that she
had tried to get her help. She must reason this thing
out coldly, she told herself. She must not act in a way
she might later on regret. Idemudia may have failed to
provide sufliciently for her but she knew he was a good
husband. She knew how hard he tried, and she told
herself that she would never deliberately do anything
that would hurt him. When she had taunted him with
going to another man, she had been angry. She could
never commit adultery. Not on her life. There must
be another way out, she reasoned with herself. There
must be other ways of getting money. Yes, she would
go to her aunt once more. Perhaps she would give her
some money, at least ten naira. If she could borrow
some money from her aunt and from Mama Jimoh,
then perhaps she would have enough money to feed
herself and tc pay the hospital bills when the time
came. And when Idemudia became well, he would find
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a job and pay off their debts. And since she had decided
on what to do, why not go to Mama Jimoh straight
away?

It is not easy begging for money where money is
alrcady owed. Adisa found this out when she went to
see Mama Jimoh later.

Mama Jimoh said, ‘Please sit down, Adisa. You
look terribly tired.’

Adisa refused to look Mama Jimoh in the eyes. ‘1
am tired,” she confessed. ‘But that’s not my problem
now.’

Papa Jimoh came into the sparscly furnished sitting
room where one bed stood against the wall and where
Mama Jimoh and Adisa were sitting. He was smokmg a
cigarette.

‘So you are here,” he said to Adisa.

‘Yes,” Adisa answered. ‘I came to see Mama Jimoh.’

‘Then 1 will leave you to discuss your secrets,” Papa
Jimoh said, and tying his wrappa more firmly round
the waist, he went out of the room.

The smoke from the cigarette followed him outside.

Both women were silent for a while. Adisa looked
at the wall where the photographs of the family stood,
nervous, afraid and ashamed to look the other woman
in the eye.

At last Mama Jimoh picked up the shreds of conver-
sation from where they had been broken.

‘What kind of problem is it?’ she asked.

Adisa hesitated. ‘I know we already owe you,’ she
said, ‘but we arc in dificulties again. We nced some
money.’

Mama Jimoh was silent tor a while. ‘I have no
money,” she finally declared. ‘God knows how many
people arc owing us some money. They buy things and
promisc to pay afterwards. But they never do. They
always have one reason or the other to give for not
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bringing me my money. But let me sce,’ she said, and
paused in thought.

‘Will five naira be enough?’

Adisa did not think that five naira would be enough
but it was more than she had hoped for.

“Thank you. It will be more than enough,’ she said,
lowering her eyes. Mama Jimoh went into the bed-
room. The room was dark and crowded. She came out
of the room and held a five naira note in her hands.

“T'hat’s all I have,” and she handed it over to Adisa.

Adisa placed the moncy on the chair beside her and
thanked her again. ‘I really don’t know what we would
do without you,” she admitted truthfully.

Modesty made Mama Jimoh reply, ‘It is nothing. It
is absolutely nothing.’

They sat down in silence again. Adisa felt uncom-
fortable, yet she couldn’t bring herself to stand up and
go away. Mama Jimoh began to tell her about events
in the market.

“T'here was a big fight today,” Mama Jimoh said in
a loud voice.

Papa Jimoh called from the doorway, ‘Where?’

‘In the market.’

‘Who fought?’ Papa Jimoh asked from the doorway.

“I'wo women. Mud flew, they tore each other’s
dresses. Then the police came.’

‘What happencd?’

‘One of the women is a trader. She said the other
woman had bought some crayfish and walked away
without paying for it.’

‘Is that why they were fighting?’

‘Well, the other woman said she had paid. The cray-
fish was worth only ten kobo.’

‘And after that?’

‘The trader called the other woman a thief. This
other woman was big and fat. She replied by calling

136



the trader a liar. This trader’s daughter is sitting by, a
schoolgirl. She comes out and spits straight into the big
woinan’s face. “'You can’t abuse my mother,” she cries.
Pcople gather round and nobody tries to scparate
them! They all want to see the fight. And in a second
it begins. Mud is flying, clothes are tcaring and the
little schoolgirl fights by the side of her mother. It is
not until they arc almost naked that some men come to
separate them. 'Then some policemen come and the
fight is over. Everybody runs away at the sight of the
policemen. Nobody wants to give evidence.’

“That is bad,” Papa Jimoh said. ‘It was wicked of
them all. They should have stopped the fight before it
started.’

‘They wanted to sec the fight. The crayfish was gone,
scattered all over the place. The trader’s wares were
overturncd. She lost many things. There was a cut on
her forchead and the blood came from there and ran
down her face.’

‘You should have stopped the fight,” Papa Jimoh in-
sisted.

‘Nobody wanted to. Everybody wanted to watch the
fight and when the policemen came, they all ran away.’
Adisa sumunoned up her courage and stood up.
must be going,” she said. ‘I am now gomg to sce my
aunt. She does not know that Idemudia is in the hos-

pital’

‘Itis goodmght then,” Mama Jimoh said.

‘Yes, 1t is goodnight.’

Papa Jimoh let Adisa get out of carshot before he
called out to his wife who was in the other room.

‘What did she want?’

‘Somc money.’

‘Some money? What about the twenty-three naira
you said she was owing?’

“They haven’t paid it back.’



‘And did you give her any more?’

‘Yes, I did. Only five naira’

‘Only five naira! You should have made sure that
they paid back the other debt first.’

‘I couldn’t vefuse. But this will be the last time. I
am also sure she will not come back. She is not happy.
She was ashamed. I could see that from her eves.’

Adisa was gone for about an hour before she cane
back. By that time, the lights in Papa Jimoh’s house
were out. She opened the door, went inside and then
locked it. Then she lung herself on the bed and began
to cry, bitterly.



Chapter 12

The morning came upon the city suddenly. The day
hefore. it had been misty. cloudy and soon afterwards
rain had poured out of the sky in torrents. But today
was different. This morning was difterent. The sun
was up in the sky, not fully out yet. The trees hid it
after it rose straight from the carth. where it had buried
its flames in the loam that was the earth, filling the
whole night with a soft warmth.

Now it rose from the earth like a bird taking off
from the grass. It did not climb steeply at once. It
sprcad out its red wings lazily and the leaves of the
trees hid the full length of the fiery wings from view.
But the way it had taken off was sudden, like a stoned
bird shere it had been resting. One moment there was
intimate warm darkness, another moment there was
intimate warm dawn, clear and soft and mellow.

Adisa woke up with a start and vyawned almost im-
mediately. She fell back on the bed and stared at the
cciling. Then the memories flooded back. as soon as
the sun showered its rays outside, gradually but
clearly.

It catne back to her. There had been a vesterdayand
a dayv before yesterday. Idemudia was ill, Obofun
had demanded more than a pound of her flesh, and her
aunt had refused to help her. That had been the ves-
terday, the past. not today. The sun todav rose quite
clearly. Would the events of the dav not take on the
same clarity?

She hoped that Idemudia would be better. She
hoped that some miracle would happen to change the
course of events. Perhaps God would intervene. Was
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He not there to protect the poor and the needy? Yes,
perhaps He would intervene!

She washed her face in a bucket of water. Papa Jimoh
and Mama Jimoh were already out. She too would go
to the hospital. She would spend her day there, hear
the sight of the sick calling for the pail to urinate into,
bear the sound of the man coughing and calling
Anuoha. But when would all these things end? When
would her troubles be resolved?

She didn’t know. Again, she stcpped out of their
house and joined the stream of haggard faces that were
already prowling the street even at that hour.

Adisa was surprised to find that Idemudia was not
only awake but sitting quietly on the bed when she
got to his ward in the hospital. But she noticed that
Idemudia was now alone on the bed, and that the old
man was gone, so she asked, “‘What happened? Have
they moved him to another bed?’

Idemudia shook his head and his eyes were sad.
“They took him to the mortuary. He died in the early
hours of this morning.” His voice was a whisper.

There was shock on Adisa’s face. ‘Died?’

‘Yes, he died and they took him away.’

Adisa looked round. There was fear in her eyes.
‘They should change your bed,’ she said. ‘You mustn’t
sleep on that bed any morc!’

‘I told them that just before you came in.’

‘And then what happened?’ Her voice became a thin
and anxious whisper.

Idemudia sat at the edgce of the bed, on the side he
had always occupicd, and now that his fever was gone,
he was able to rcason coherently. He looked at his
wifc and waved his hands in the air.

‘Well, what happened?’ Adisa rcpeated, real dismay
in her eyes.

‘They said I was lucky to have the bed alone to my-
self.’
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‘Do they call that luck?’

‘That’s what they said. They have disinfected the
bed and changed the shcets anyway.’

“T'hat is not enough.’ ,

Idemudia shrugged his shoulders and the bed
creaked. ‘One of the nurses even explained that if they
took his bed away, they would most probably bring
another from a ward on which another patient had
died. So what is thec use, she asked?’

They were both silent for a few seconds. Then Ide-
mudia said, ‘I am to be discharged this morning.’

‘Yes?’

“T'hat is if I can find the money. In fact, they have
already told me to send for my people, my wife, the
Staff Nurse suggested.’

Adisa looked at her hands and her eyes were clouded
with thought. ‘How much did they say?’

‘“Twenty-three naira, scventy-nine kobo.’

“T'wenty-three naira?’

‘And what happens if we cannot pay?’

Idemudia shrugged his shoulders. ‘I do not know,’
he said. ‘I did not ask. But I have never ...’

His words were interrupted by the noisy entrance
of a man into the ward. He was accompanied by two
nurses, one in front of him, the other behind him.

‘He is here, Staff,” the nurse in front called to the
staff nurse, who sat at the desk towards which they were
going. The man murmured something. He wore a
check shirt that was open at the neck and his pair of
trousers were blue and wide at the bottom. He was
tall and lcan and he had a small beard that looked
extremely laughable.

‘So you are Mr Iyokoh,’ the staff nurse said, as they
walked up.

The man stroked his sparse beard. ‘I am Iyokoh,’
he admitted.

The staff nurse proceeded to explain. “The man gave
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us your name defore he died. We want you to identify
him.’

‘But [ do not know him.’ the man protested.

“T'hen how did he get vour name?’

‘Perhaps it’s becausc we arc from the same town.
Our family is large and well known but we cannot
know everybody.’

‘Well, well, well,” the staff nurse admitted, “that is
quite understandable. But he happened to have men-
tioned your first name. Are you not Ernest?’

‘'The man was silent for a while. Then he said, "Look,
I write for the newspapers. It’s quite possible . ..

“I'his man could ncither read nor write.”

“I'hen how did he get my name?’

‘We should be asking you that,” the staff nurse re-
minded him. ‘How did he gct your name? He first
mentioned it four days ago but we called at your oflice
and you were not there. We left a message. Perhaps you
didn’t get it

‘I did not.’ the man replied.

Adisa and ldemudia listened as the man and the
nurses argued it out.

Presently, the staff nurse turned to the man again.
‘So, are you going to identify his body or not?’

The man clasped his hands helplessly and stam-
mercd. ‘How can ..." and stopped. ‘How can I identify
the corpsc of a man whom perhaps I did not know in
rcal life? How do you expect me to do it?’

‘Nobody will blame you if you cannot recognise him
after secing his body. The most important thing is that
you go there to look. In the mortuary.” She pointed
outside towards where the mortuary stood, alone and
forbidding.

‘Look,” the man said, and his voice was firm. ‘I am not
going to any mortuary to identify any body. If there
is any other thing I can do, I will gladly do it. But go
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in there to look at ..." He shook his head vigorously
and left the statement hanging in the air. ‘I am not
going in there?” he said again and finally.

The staff nurse conferred with the other nurses
briefly.

“I'hen perhaps you can pay his hospital fees?’

The man’s voice was cautious as he asked, ‘How
much?’

‘It’s not too much,” one of the nurses said and
brought out a shcaf of papers. “These are from the
almoner’s office. Let me see.” And she looked at the
papers. ‘It’s only sixty-scven naira, eighty kobo.’

The tall lean man whistled. The patients in the
room watched him.

“T'hat isn’t a small amount,” he protested. ‘How
many days did he spend here?’

‘It’s cither you pay or his body doesn’t leave the
mortuary,” the staff nurse declared.

"The man considered this for a moment. ‘I have a
right to know,” he insisted.

This time another nurse answered him. ‘Here we
talk about what type of treatment he got, not just how
many days he spent in the hospital. There is no fixed
amount for each day. We are a public hospital. Nobody
cheats”’

‘The man nodded. ‘I think I have a right to know,” he
said again. ‘Here 1 am called away from my office by a
strange message. First of all, you ask me to go and
identify a dead body. Next, you ask me to pay over
sixty naira and you are angry that I should ask ques-
tions. 1 don’t think people should work like that. I
am from a newspaper.’

His last statement struck home. The staff nurse
immediately apologised. ‘“We only wanted to explain,’
she said. ‘Nobody wants to put anything on you. In
fact, thc man mentioned the name of another person,
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a tailor, who he said lived on Forestry Road. We have
been there several times but no tailor seems to live
there. At least not now.’

The tall lean man calmed down. There was, how-
ever, a worried expression on his face.

‘Where is the almoner’s office?” he asked.

‘T will show you myself,” the staff nurse said, stand-
ing up, and, going round her desk, went in front of
him to show him the way.

They passcd by Idemudia’s bed and the staff nurse
glanced at Adisa as she stood by the bed.

“They were talking about the old man,” Idemudia
whispered to Adisa.

‘I thought as much,” Adisa said. ‘But how did he die?
You were awake?’

‘No, 1 was asleep,” he said. ‘I woke up to find the
nurses and his body being hauled onto a stretcher. All
the time our bed is sealed off.’

Idemudia closed his eyes for a second and covered
his face with his left hand. ‘If only I had known he
was going to diel’

‘Did he do anything to show that he felt it?’

‘Oh yes he did. He woke up, hours earlier. I was
surprised to find him digging at my side with his hands,
almost frantically.’

‘Was that during his last moments of life?’

‘No, much earlier. He wakes me up and his voice
is clear and strong. I think he has fully recovered. His
cough is gone. He is quiet but his voice is clear and
steady. He says, ““We have spent a few days here to-
gether and we scarcely know anything about each
other. But that is not necessary now. I am sick. I feel
that my end is near!” I am afraid but I tell him he
has never been better. Surcly he is going to recover!

‘He simply stares at me. “I do not want to recover! ”
he says, “What for?”
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‘“Why, to live,” I answer.

‘He shakes his head “I have seen a lot of life,” he
says. “My father was a farmer. I took after him. I was
moarried to two wives. Then the priests came and said
that that was heathen. A man had to marry ounly one
wife. So I asked my senior wife to go. Although she had
come first, she had not had any issue for me.” The old
man scemed in a hurry to unburden himself. He spoke
quickly and in pidgin.’

‘And what kappened after that?’ Adisa asked, sitting
down on the cdge of the bed closc to her husband’s fect.

‘What happened?’ Idemudia repeated. ‘A lot. He
told me about his home town, about his wifc and
daughter and finally about Anuoha.’

‘What about his wife and daughter?’

‘Well, one midnight just before the coup he was in
his house wher a noise in his sitting room woke him
up. “I went out theve with a matchet,” the old man
said, “but 1 found about ninc men in the parlour.
They came in through the front door. At that time
there were the political troubles. These men, nine of
them, my matchet was uscless against them. I asked
them what they wanted.”

‘“What party do you belong to?” they asked.

‘“I was sick during the last clection. So I did not
vote,” I told them. They said thev knew that but now
I had to belong to a party. If I did not, then I had to
join their own party by paying five pounds. Of course
I told them I had no money. I told them about the leak-
ing roof of my thatched house. If I had money I said,
I would put a new roof over my head.

‘ “At this timne Ifeanya had heard the noise. She came
in.””’

Idemudia paused in his narrative and supported his
hcad on his two hands. “The old man ncarly wept here,’
he said thickly.



‘Did they kill his wife?’

‘No, they asked his wife to pay up the five pounds.
When she couldn’t five of the men jumped on the old
man. At that time, he wasn’t so old and I doubt if he
was even old now. I saw the nurses writing down forty-
five vears against his age. Well, they held him and then
the other four went to his wife. 'Then once by one, they
raped her. The whole nine of them, and they made the
old man look. By the time the last of themn was finished
with his wife, he was ncarly mad. His wife was uncon-
scious on the floor. And in the morning, she was dead.
She never recovered.’

Adisa was breathing harshly. "That was brutal!”’ she
cried.

‘And that is not the end of it. These men went
parading about that they had slept with the man's wife.
Yet when she died and the police stepped in, nothing
cver came of the case. They were discharged and
acquitted for want of evidence. *'1 was happy when the
coup came,” the old man said. 1 thought that things
were going to change. T never forgave the politicians
for raping my wife, for killing Ifcanya. These soldiers
will be better, much better, 50 I thought until onc day
when my daughter went out to fetch some water from
the pump. Itetah had been gone for nearly thirty
minutcs and I was angrv. I went out of the house. Two
little girls came running towards me. That time the
war had already long started and spread to Asaba.

*“T'he two girls came running up, cryving ‘They have
carried Itctah off! Thev have carried Itetah off!”’

““"Who has carried Ttetah off?” T asked.

““And the little girls tell me the storv. ‘We are out
drawing water from the pump. Then this jeep draws
up and beckons to Itetah to come to them. ltetah
hesitates, then goes towards them. They ask her the
way to the Obi’s house. They are all soldiers inside the
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jeep. Ttetah points. “It’s at the other side of the town,”
she tell them. “You come with us to show us the place,”
the soldicrs answer back. Itetah does not want to go.
She says she is coming to tell vou first. But the soldiers
will not allow her. F'wo of them point guns at her and
tell her to get into the jeep. Itetah is crying. We stand
off. We arve afraid. The men seize her hand and pull
her into the jeep. Then they drive off. We can still hear
Itetaly wailing. She is (r‘.mgr and scrcammg We also
saw one of the soldiers in front of the jeep. He has
two stars on his shoulder!”’

““The little girls tell me this story and I burrv as
I am to the Obi’s housc. 1 get there but find out that no
jeep carrying ltetah has called there. 1 go round the
whole town. Itetah is nowhere to be found. Up till to-
day. The war has ended but {tetah has not returned
hore. The war has ended and daughters have returned
to their parents but my Itetah! Wherce is she? Where is
Itetah? The war has ended for everybody else but me !

“The next moment. the old man is crying out,
“Anuoha! Anuoha!” I am deeply worried because 1
have heard the name before.

‘And the old man tells me the story. “Anuoha
couldn’t get a job. For two vears after he left secondary
school. Then he went into the army. He promised he
would find Itcetah. T let him go because of that. He was
away for a vear. then he came back. He had searched
cverywhere for Ttetah. He didn't find her. Then, he
shouldn’t go back to the army, I advised him. But he
wouldn't listen. Already he too had stars on his shoul-
ders. He couldn’t run away. he said, at least not then.
Then that morning, he was going back. We heard a
shooting at the bridge. And there I found him, shot
through the head and the neck. First it was my wife,
then Itetah, then Anuoha. They were all gone. My
farm suffered. I couldn’t be myself again. I never have

147



been myself ever since. This cough came, other dis-
cases followed it. There was no money, not one single
penny, to eat with. And I lived there alone, with the
memory of my dead!”

“The man continued to talk. But they always gave
me drugs to sleep,” Idemudia said. ‘So 1 did not hear
him finish his story. I fell asleep and later on, some-
thing made me wakc up. Then I saw the nurses and
they were hauling his body onto the stretcher.’

He fell silent. Adisa looked at her hands and then
at the floor. Idemudia found himself putting himself
into the place of the old man. ‘But the man was a
farmer,” he told himself.

‘And he had no money like you,” his other mind
reminded him. He now saw clearly that the man had
not been old. His grey hair and wrinkled face, together
with his crumpled body structure, were all the results
of his sufferings, not of his age. The wrinkles in par-
ticular. Or the grey hair. He saw the old man being
Lauled by the nurses onto the stretcher. He saw them
covering him with a white sheet. He shivered on the
bed.

‘1 borrowed five naira from Mama Jimoh yesterday,’
Adisa said and brought him back to the present.

He did not answer at once. Then hesaid, ‘How much
do we owe her now?’

“Twentv-cight naira.’

“Twenty-eight naira?’

‘Yes. Did you think it wonld be less?’

Idemndia looked at her and did not make any reply.

The tall man from the newspapers came back into
the ward with the staff nurse, but instead of continuing
with him to the nurses’ desk at the other end of the
room, the staff nurse came straight to Idemudia’s bed.
‘So this is vour wife,” she said to Idemudia.

‘She was about to say something, but hearing the
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man whom she had taken to the almoner’s office talk-
ing, she turned to listen to him.

‘1 was told to pay sixty-scven naira,” the man was
saying. ‘I mean by you here. I got there and the girl in
the almoner’s office insisted that it is scventy-three
naira.” His voice became bitter. ‘I don’t know why a
man has to pay for the treatment of a person who dies
while on treatment. One already has a tragedy on his
hands, then another one is hcaped on top. While he
is weeping for his decad, he has to go on looking for
places to borrow moncy to pay off your charges.’

“That is the regulation of the hospital,” the staff
nurse said from where she was standing beside Ide-
mudia’s bed.

‘It is unfair,” the tall lean journalist protested.

‘If you say so, why don’t you put it in the papers?
After all, you work there.’

The tall man walked over and as he faced the staft
nurse, his eyes were hard. ‘I promise to do just that. I
will certainly write about it and with your assistance.
I merely came back here to make sure that cvery one
of you knows what I am going to do.’

‘Then go ahead and do it,” the staff nurse replied.
‘But not with our assistance.’ ‘

The journalist left the ward, angry and promising
to expose everything to the public.

The staff nurse snorted at the journalist’s retreating
back. ‘Irresponsible pcople!’ she hissed and then
turncd back to Idemudia and Adisa. ‘So have you told
your wife about the money?’ she asked.

Idemudia looked at her and then away, ‘Yes,’” he
said. ‘But we have no money.’

The staff nurse laughed. ‘So you have no money!
And you came to the hospital?’

‘So should I have stayed at home and died?’ Ide-
mudia asked.
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‘Look Mr Man,’ the staff nurse told him angrily. ‘I
have my own husband at home and what happens to
you is none of my business. But if you come here, you
must be prepared to pay the charges. Otherwise, you
will not get discharged! 1 will see to that!’

‘You can sec to everything you like,” Idemudia
answered back angrily.

That really infuriated the staff nurse. ‘'You will rot
here,” she cried. ‘I will sec to that. You dirty ...

‘Madam!’ Adisa cried.

‘And you better clear off from the ward!’ the staff
nurse turned on Adisa angrily. ‘Get out of the ward
before I send for the Security Officers to come and
throw you out!’

Both women looked at each other angrily and then
Adisa stepped away from her.

‘Go round the window and we will talk from there,’
Idemuia said to Adisa, ‘and ignore her. That is how
they are, callous and unfeeling.’

Adisa went out of the ward and walking along the
corridor came to Idemudia’s window and stood there.

‘So they will not let you go?’ she said in a subdued
voice.

Idemudia moved the pillow away and sat at the head
of the bed. ‘No,” he said. ‘“They will not let me if that
nurse has her way.’

‘But how can they hold somebody against his will!’

‘I do not know,” Idemudia said, ‘but perhaps they
can do it. Didn’t you hear what she said about the body
of that man? They will not even let it out of the
mortuary. And that is a dead man.’

‘My God!’ Adisa cried. ‘Oh my God!’

‘I think you had better go and see Osaro. If he has
any money, he will help.’

‘And if he has none?’

“T’hen you come back here in the evening and bring
some clothes.’
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Adisa nodded quickly with understanding. ‘Yes, 1
will bring you some clothes. But where will you be?’

“T'here is a concert here in the evening,” Idemudia
said. “They say this is Florence Nightingale weck and
again the hospital is twenty-five years old. So they are
celebrating it and there will this concert in the big
hall. All the patients that are well enough have been
told that they can go to the concert. I will be there but
I will sit near to the entrance. You bring the clothes in
a bag there.’

‘Are you sure that will be the best way?’

‘Yes, I am sure. Now, please hurry and go to Osaro’s
housc. See him and if he can help, perhaps I will not
have to run away.’



Chapter 13

Idemudia sat on the corner of the bed and looked out
of the window into the evening. The young man of
twenty-four whom they had brought in in the after-
noon and who now shared the bed with him was asleep.
He had been heavily scdated because he had been
quite excited when they brought him in. He had wept
and cried and called on Jesus, instcad of remaining
quietly to be given his drugs. So the doctors sedated
him and now he slept heavily. From his nostrils a whirl-
wind was blowing and the window curtains fluttered
easily. He had been involved in an accident.

Directly outside his window was another ward and
beyond it was the tarred road where the traffic moved
and the truck pushers pushed their trucks. On the
other side of the road was the church and beside the
church was the big supermarket that was always
crowded. In front of the supermarkct was the road
along which Queen had established her own hotel and
beside that hotel was another church that was by far
larger than the one that stood beside the hospital it-
sclf.

Idemudia could hear the noise of the traffic outside,
the car horns and the voices of people but he could
not immecdiately see the cars or the people because of
this other ward that blocked his view. But he could see
the tall buildings, the clouds and the sky that were
again darkening, and he knew that very soon it would
rain. He sat and watched the clouds gather like an
army of locusts and he became nervous because he
knew that if it rained, then perhaps Adisa would be
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delayed. He did not want to think about what he had
planned to do. Thinking about it made him feel
ashamed and bitter.

Momentarily his mind went to Iyaro, to the petrol
station, to the tyres on which they sat. to the loose
stones by the water tower on which they sat, to the
gutters, filled with refuse by which they stood, to the
rain and to the sun under which they all gathered
and waited. He saw himself sitting there and it was
carly on a Monday morning and there were hundreds
of others like him waiting, on the lookout for any car
that would stop. Then he saw a car now and it was a
blue Lada and he scrambled to his fect and fought his
way through the other hundreds of labourers to the
front window of the car. He saw the owner of the car,
a voung man in his mid-cwenties, hurriedly rolling
up his window half-way, embarrassed and for a reason
he could not understand, angry.

He saw himself straining his neck forward and look-
ing dircctly into the embarrassed cyes of the man and
asking, ‘You want labourers, sir?’

He saw the young man more embarrassed than ever
now, shaking his head and saying, ‘No, I am sorry, 1
do not want any labourers. I have come to check the
pressure in my tyres.’

And then as he fell back from the car, he saw the
man shaking his head and then all of a sudden, he
understood why the anger had been in the man’s eyes
but he had not given himself time to rcason out why
the man should have felt concerned becausc a tipper
had drawn up and he had become involved in a great
struggic with the other Iabourers to get as ncar to the
tipper as he could. He saw himsclf struggling, fighting,
cursing and sweating and anxious, and his mind grew
more bitter. How could he go back to all these things,
to the overpowering hcat of the sun, to the numbness
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of hunger, to the despair of returning home cach
evening after a day's long wait? How? What alter-
natives had he? And what hadn’t he done to earn
money? He had cven sold his blood to make money.
Yes. given out pints of his blood for as little as fifteen
naira a pint. Sold his blood se that he and Adisa would
not starve, so that they could survive. And this he had
done not once nor twice but many times. Always, the
men who wanted the blood came to them at lyaro in
their big long cars. Always, they were hesitant to say
they wanted to buy the blood.

‘We want some . .. and the men would hesitate, look-
ing at the hard set faces of the labourcrs. But the
labourers understood, always.

Always, after they had decided to sell their blood,
they would stand in the shadow of the water tower,
away from the main body of the other labourers and
as they waited. their faces hard and set, they would be
hungry, frustrated and silent. Always.

The last time he and Osaro had gone to sell their
blood, it had been to a man in a big Mercedes Benz
car. The car had drawn up closc to where they were
standing and in the car were the driver, the man and a
boy. The man and the boy sat at the back of the car
and then the man had rolled down the window glass
and beckoned to them.

He saw it again clearly now, very very clearly, the
man, the boy and himsclf and then the hospital.

‘I want ... and as always, thc man hesitated.

Idemudia saw himself nodding and saying, ‘Blood,
sir?’

‘Yes.

‘How much will you pay?’ Osaro asked.

‘How much do you want?’ the man replicd. ‘I want
as many as four pints.’

‘It is twenty-five naira a pint,” Osaro said.
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The man laughed. “Twenty-five naira! That is too
expensive.’

“Then how much can you pay?’

“Ten naira a pint, nothing more, nothing less.’

ldemudia shook his hcad then. ‘No, sir. Ten naira
is too small. You are buying blood, you know. Qur
blood.’

‘All right then,” the man said while the child leaned
forward. ‘I am prepared w0 pay twelve naira for a
pint.’

Idemudia and Osaro shook ther heads.

“I'hirteen naira then!

‘No, sir,” Osaro said now and shook his head again.
“That is still not enough. We are prepared to accept
fiftcen naira and nothing less.’

The man in the Mercedes car considered this for
some time, then nodded. ‘Okay, fifteen naira, but I
want you at the hospital straight away. I am going to
give you twenty kobo so that you can take a taxi. I will
be at the gate of the hospital waiting for you.’

And then as he made to hand over the twenty kobo
to Idemudia, the boy said, ‘Are you sure Grandma
will be all right, Daddy?’

The attendants who ran the blood banks always
wore white overalls and this last time that he and Osaro
were there, it was the tall woman who had approached
him,

‘Make your hand into a fist and then open ... and
he had rolled up his sleeve, his face averted, so that
the woman would not recognise himi. Then he had
watched from the corner of his eyes as the woman tied
the short brown rubber tube round his arm and with
the cotton that was soaked in the mcthylated spirit
wiped clean the surface of his skin where the veins
stood out, clear and pulsating like the current of a
strean.



‘You are sure you have never been here?’ the woman
asked as she selected a ncedle from the tray.

‘Yes, madam.’

‘You are quite sure?’

‘Yes.”

The woman picked up the needle and looked at
him. ‘I say this for your own good,’ she said. ‘Some men
come here two or more times in a single month. It is
not good for their hecalth. Last weck a man collapsed
here and nearly died. It turned out he had been here
the week before”

Idcmudia did not answer her.

Momentarily, he had shut his cyes and shivered from
the sudden pain when the woman broke the surface
of his skin with the sharp c¢nd of the big needle before
plunging it further into his vein and then as she re-
moved the small brown rubber tube from his arm and
attached the narrow but long transparent tube to the
ncedle, he had watched his blood gradually flowing
ihrough the- tube into the bottle below and his eyes
had become dilated, his breathing quick and sharp,
his mouth open, his throat dry.

He had watched his lite flowing into the bottle and
he had tried hard not to think about what the small
boy had said to the man in the car. "Arc you sure
Crandma will be all right. Daddy? Arc you sure
Grandma ... ? Arc you sure ... ?’

The bottle always seemed to take a long time to fill
up, a long time when his heart scemed to clash like
cymbals as it beat violently in his chest and everything
alivays scemed to stop, including his life. And always,
particularly when they fixed up the second bottle to the
long tube. he always felt like going to the toilet to
urinate but he never always could because of this
ncedle that was sitting under his skin, gradually drain-
ing his life away.
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And funnily enough, he never ever went to the toilet
afterwards but always felt very weak and exhausted,
completely. And cach time after he had sold his blood,
he had returned home, subdued and for a reason he
could not understand, ashamed. And he never told
Adisa that the money he brought home had come from
sclling his blood at fifteen naira a pint. But he guessed
that Adisa knew. The defeated, furtive look in his eyes
told her. The bottle of Guinness Stout which he always
bought and brought home to drink afterwards also
told her. The puncturcs that the necdles made on his
skin told her. Yes, cverything told her. including the
gradual thinness of his body. But Adisa never ever said
anything about it to him. Not once.

‘The things an empty stomach can drive a man to,’
he said to himself now, and shook his head. ‘“The things
hunger can make a man do!’

And now? What was he going to do? He couldn’t
continue to sell his blood. There was bound to be a
limit somewhere. What was he going to do?

‘Oh yes, I know what I am going to do,” he said
to himself. ‘I am going to escapc somehow from
this so-called hospital in which I am being held as a
prisoner is held becausc I cannot pay their charges. I
am going to escape and then I am going to see what
happens.

‘But I am not going to give up,” he swore to himsclf.
‘[ am going to continue to struggle, to fight. And where
I cannot fight because I am held as [ am held now, 1
am going to escape. Escape and then what? What
happens after? What ... ?’

‘The chain of his thought was broken by the entrance
of the staff nurse into the ward. She was smartly dressed
and she went to the centre of the ward and announced:
‘It’s time now to go out to the hall. Thosc of you who
were told this morning that they could go should
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now get ready and accompany me.’

‘I'he Hospital Hall had formerly been the ward for
psychiatric patients. But the ward patients and all its
staff had been moved to Okeso and the ward had been
converted to a hall for receiving and entertaining very
important personalities.

It had been repainted, a deep. deep blue, different
from the buildings in the hospital grounds. Flowers
were planted at its entrance, hibiscus and Pride of Bar-
bados flowers. 'The hall itself was surrounded by a thin
strip of grass on each side. The grass was fenced round
and many little black and white posts were mounted
warning, ‘Do not trespass on the grass.’

T'he small wooden windows had been broken down,
the window wire fencing removed. New glass windows,
wide and low, were built in and blue Venctian blinds
installed. Directly above each window was an air-
conditioner and overhead on the white ceiling were
the fans, also of bluc and whining even when the air-
conditioncrs were on.

The hall was not large. At the lower side were the
long wooden benches, all of them high, on which the
ordinary peoplc sat cach time an important visitor was
being cntertained or received. ‘They were arranged in
two rows, one on either side so that a passage was
created. And then there were the rows of low, soft,
rich, dcep-blue scats, two on either side on which the
very important peoplc sat and crossed their legs each
time an address or a specch was being made from the
raised wooden platform which was the stage. Cutting
off the stage from the rest of the hall was the long blue
curtain, manually operated by two people cach time.
And just where the stage ended were the two doors,
high, which led outside to some five steps on which a
person must climb from outside before getting on to
the stage.
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Always the ordinary people did the entertaining
while the very important people did the rcceiving.
Always the gratitude and acknowledgement went to
the reception. Always.

And now ldemudia was sitting in the hall close to
the entrance and at the outer end of the long wooden
bench, by the passage. ‘She should come about thirty
minutes from now,” he said to himself and already in
his mind’s eye, he could sec himself going out into the
darkness and taking the pack of his clothes into the
toilet . ..

The hall was quiet and subdued as the people
waited for the guest of honour to arrive. And soon he
camce with his entourage, this commissioner, a small
plump man in a lace agbada. He arrived in a large
Mercedes Benz car and as soon as it was parked, small,
lean. hungry-looking children surrounded it and re-
garded it.

The audience rose as soon as the commissioner cn-
tered the hall and Idemudia watched the small fat man
in his aghada walking up to the soft blue seat reserved
for him. Photographers hurried to and fro. There were
small flashes of light all over the hall, as his photograph
was taken. Idemudia watched the entourage also file
past. most ot them finely dressed in lace and brocade
material. They were mostly women, hcavy, fat women
with oily, polished skins, their eyes scarcely looking
at the floor on which they walked. They passed by
smelling every inch a thousand naira, the heavy black
handbags hanging loosely from their shoulders. ‘Here
is money,’ Idemudia thought. Money! If only he had
some, he told himself, he would pay off the hospital
bills. He wouldn’t be here anyway. Ah, how could he?
He would be somewhere else. There wouldn’t be this
hunger, this emptiness, this helplessness of watching
even his control over his wife slip away. Oh yes, his
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control over Adisa was thinning out. And there was
nothing much he could do about it. But if he had some
money! He would open up a small shop and there
Adisa would sit on the counter. He would come in to
her at the end of each day and ask her: ‘How much
did you sell today?’ Then she would show him the
books. He would look at the figures and he would see
that everything was all right.

Of course that one room into which their lives were
crowded would go. At worst they would live like Papa
Jimoh. They would havea bedroom and a parlour. And
their son would live there. Then at the end of each
month, he would send money to his mother. His father
would not receive anything from him. Nothing at
all.

“That crucl, useless man,” he thought bitterly. ‘A
cruel and useless man. I will sec him dying one day.
Then 1 will remind him of all his wickedness, of all
his heartlessness. He will plead for forgiveness on his
death-bed but I will shake my head. I will remind him
of my mother crying, screaming. 1 will show him all
the gashes, now healed perhaps, that he inflicted on
her. The dirty bastard! The hcartless, cruel and wicked
bastard!’

Then his memory and conscience jarred him. ‘You
mustn’t think like that about your own father! Re-
member he was good to you. At least he scnt you to
school in the first place.’

But this other bitter part of him fought back. ‘And so
what? What did his goodness amount to? Expelling
my mother and my brothers and sisters away from our
home? Was that goodness? Letting me sit in the cell,
1, a child only?’

‘I must not be bitter anyway,” he reminded himself.
‘It does no good to be bitter. I should have quiet and
peace in my mind. Then I will be able to think about
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my problems and see clearly how they can be solved. If
anybody is to blame, it is the police who arrested my
father in the first place. Thosc unfecling people. The
police who locked me up for being iny father’s son.
Those policemen. 1f only thunder could get at them
and wipe them out. Raiding a whole village and knock-
ing on the doors and waking everybody up. Driving
the people into the bush. Only for taxes. After all, who
would refuse to pay a tax if he had the money. The
policc were to blame. Those unfecling and hard-
hearted people. But for them, I would have completed
my schooling, at least got the school certificate and with
that I could have been anvthing today. But the police
have their instructions fiom the government,” he re-
membered. ‘Our government,” he thought cynically.
‘Our government!’

He halted again. ‘I am being bitier again,” he told
himself. ‘T shouldn’t be. 1 should be thinking of how
to solve mv problems. 1 should swallow this bitterness.
It only makes tliings worse. I know I am not responsible
for it. Circumstances have brought it upon me. but
1 cannot afford the luxury of being bitter. i simply can-
not. And s0,” he pauscd, ‘I go back 1o Iyaro. But for
how long? For how many years can 1 continue to go
there to quene up and wait for a day’s job? For how
many more years can 1 continue to sell pints of my
blood?”’

Again nc saw himsclf sitting on onc of those unused
tyres, his head bent low, the sun fiercely striking at the
nape of his neck, like one whose head is held down,
waiting for the blades of the guillotine. Then after the
sun, the rains came. He saw the wetness, his hair drip-
ping with the watcer, his face black and empty and he
had to go back homec to Adisa to tell her, ‘No luck
today. Nothing.” Then he had to kecp quiet about his
hunger. 'T'he hunger would gnaw at him, chew at the
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walls of his stomach until he would be forced to gasp,
‘l am hungry!’ Like a child. Almost like a helpless
child.

A shrill veice sliced through the circle of his inner
thinking. He started up from his seat and then he fell
back. It was the nurse reading the address of welcome,
thanking the government for all it had done to
provide health facilities for the people, praising thc
government for building new hospitals. The address
did not mention that in the same government hospital,
some pcople slept on the hard floor or shared beds while
others had single rooms to themselves which were
almost invariably never occupied. The address said
nothing about the fees, about the congestion in the
mortuary. No. it thanked and praised the government
again and again. ‘Generous government leaders’ it
talked about. ‘Our courageous and learned Commis-
sioner’ it culogised.

‘T'hen it went on to give the life history of Florence
Nightingale, to whom it referred as the ‘Mother of
Nursing’. To commemorate the lifc and activitics of
this great warm-hcarted lady, one of the three plays
lined up for the evening would be devoted to her.
The first play would feature two patients. The play
had been written by onc of the nurses and it was en-
titled, ‘Had I Known’. The second play would, as
already announced, be about Florence Nightingale.
The third was a comedy and it had, funnily enough,
been written by a patient who had left the hospital
three months ago. It was entitled “Violence’.

At that there was a murmur from the audience. The
nurse paused for the murmuring to die down. Then
she smiled and invited everybody to sit back and relax
and watcl.

There followed the clapping of hands, voices of
people laughing. Unconsciously Idemudia found him-
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self clapping. But after a few minutes, his mind slipped
away again from the hall to the streets, to Adisa. When
was she going to come?
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Chapter 14

It was nearly scven o’clock when Adisa left home. She
hurried along Owode Street and joined the main
stream of traffic going up Ekenwan Road towards Oba
Market. She noticed that the clouds were growing dark
and she knew it would rain, so she hurried. She hadn’t
gone far when the white Cortina drew up in front of
her. She immediately recognised Obofun.

She hesitated, then walked up to the car. Through-
out the whole afternoon as she ran from pillar to post
looking for somewherc to borrow some money, she had
kept Oboiun at the back of her mind as a last resort and
now that he had stopped directly in front of her, her
mind was in a turmoii. Was this destiny?

‘I saw you as you left your house,” Obofun said as she
drew level with the car, her head bent downwards, as
the tall stalks of maize are bent downwards in a wind-
storm. ‘But you walk very fast, even faster than a car.’

Adisa forced herself to smile and still she stood be-
side the car, her eyes confused as she bent her neck
forwards, the dark of her lips darker stili, her heart
beating confusedly, like chaos. She moved sideways,
away from the car as Obofun pulled the door knob
towards himself and then pushed the door outwards,
to open it for her.

‘I'lIl drop you wherever you are going,” he offered and
continued to hold the door ajar. Adisa opencd the door
wider and slipped into the car.

They were both silent for many long minutes as the
car bounced and joggled on the rough road. Adisa
could think of nothing. Her mind was in utter, in-
describable chaos.
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Obofun’s brain was heated up like a blacksmith’s
forge. His passions fanned the forge, his reason, that
part of a man’s mind which always stands for the truth,
hammered at the scrap mectal that was in his heart, in
his passions and attempted to beat them clean.

‘What do you want with her? A poor woman, she is
nothing to you. She is married. Leave her alone. If you
won’t then don’t help her. But let her go. Let her be.
She is married to another!’

To which his passions retorted, ‘She is beautiful!
Look at her black lips, her long jet black hair and her
black sensuous eyes. She is a black wild cat. Look again
at those breasts. Oh God, look at them and then remem-
ber the roundness, the fullness of her hips. You must
have her. A woman is not married when her husband
cannot take care of her. She is not married!” Then
his better self cried out, ‘You know you are lying.
Poverty docs not dissolve a marriage, but people like
you do, your actions and the temptations you offer do.
If you touch her, you arc offending God!’ His passions
would have none of this reasoning. ‘You do not offend
God,’ they shrieked. ‘You are helping her. She will sell
your whisky. You will give her another ﬁfty naira, you
can even make it a hundred naira. What is money to
you? But Adisa is somcthing. Don’t miss her!’

And his better half insisted. ‘Drop her where she
wants to go. Drop her at the hospital and forget about
her!’

His passions laughed. ‘How can you drop her now?
Look at her. She is confuscd. She is already half won.
You can casily tilt her now. Take her home, to the
Samson and Delilah!’

And now his whole body, mind, passions and reason
were involved in the argument. He had to reach a
decision quickly. Very soon they would be at the
roundabout. He had to decide quickly, now. He
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reached the roundabout and slowed down, then all
of a sudden he accelerated. Adisa turned to him.

‘We’ll go to my place,” he said in a voice that shook
at the bottom.

‘But why? I want to go to the hospital,” shesaid,
clutching the paper bag she held to her.

‘Oh ves, I know.’

‘“Then why arc you not taking me there?’

‘We won’t be gone long. We'll have adrink and then
[ will bring you back.’

‘I don’t want a drink.’

‘T know, but does it matter?’

‘I do not want to drink anything,’ she said again, but
it was from the corner of her mind. And the broad
knowing side of her mind replied, ‘1 know, 1 know.
But why arc you worried? We will not go for long.
Only a little patience. Yes, just be a little patient.’

Her hands hung limply in her lap. She was deter-
mined not to give in without a struggle.

‘You must take me back!’ she cried. ‘My ... Ide-
mudia expects me.’

And again the monotony of his reply dulled her
mind. ‘I know. Just be patient.’

He drove quickly down Airport Road and plunged
the car, tyres screeching, into the lane along which was
the Samson and Delihah. Then he drew up beside the
chalet, and wiped his face with the broad of his palm.
He was sweating. ‘Why don’t you come down?’ he
asked her.

Adisa sat in the car, her mind busy and anxious. ‘1
will wait here,” she said. ‘I will wait for you in the car.
You say you won't be long. I will wait here. You can
go and come back.’

‘I do nothing to you which is against your will,” Obo-
fun said.

‘Then why don’t you leave me alone?’
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Obofun considered this for a moment. ‘It is because
I wish to help you,” he replied slowly. ‘1 want to help
you and vou do not let me. You have made up your
mind about something. You are determined not to
relax. But I ask why? Surcly vou can come down. We
shouldn’t argue here. I have told you that I will not do
anything to vou that is against your will.’

A man was walking down the gravel path towards
them. The noise his shoes made on the stones in-
creased the tension inside Obofun. 'Oh Adisa!” he
cried. ‘Please come down. Do not treat me like this.’

He took a few steps to the door of the chalet and
quickly inserted the key in the lock. He turned the
door’s handle and pushed the door backwards so that it
vawned open.

Adisa came down from the car.

‘You must be quick,” she said. “My husband is ex-
pecting me.’

‘I know, I know!’ Obofun cried. ‘We won’t be a
minute longer than necessary. Please come inside.
Quickly, for we must be fast.’

He shut the door behind him just as the man who
had been walking down the gravel path drew level.
Normally, Obofun was not nervous with women. He
knew what he wanted and how to get it. But Adisa
shattered his self-confidence. She made him nervous.

‘I am sure you won’t object,” he began, and then
stopped.

‘What is it?’ Adisa asked. looking at him.

‘I am hungry,” he said. looking at her where she
stood. ‘I hope you will not object to my having a quick
sandwich. I will eat quickly. Then we will go.’

Adisa did not answer, and he took her silence for
acquiescence. He picked up the phone and began to
dial hurriedly.

Adisa looked round the room and again she was
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overwhelmed by the flagrant display of wealth ex-
hibited here. And so one man could live so well while
others like her starved to death. “What makes the
difference?’ she asked herself. She didn’t bother herself
trying to find the answer. She didn’t know.

Nor could she understand why this man was so
obsessed with her. ‘Fifty naira! Heavens. Only to slecp
with me!’ She looked at him as he spoke rapidly into
the telephone.

‘And what have I got to lose?’ she asked herself.
‘Nobody will ever find out. Nobody will ever imagine
that I can be involved with such a man. We need the
money and I must have something I can always do. A
small shop of my own. Nobody will find it out. Nobody
... Not even Idemudia.’

‘The sandwich will soon be here,’ Obofun an-
nounced, breaking into her thoughts.

She stared at the floor, at the rug, she couldn’t look
at his eves, she couldn’t bear to. Within her, she knew
she was defeated. Only Obofun did not know this. He
thought she was uninterested and hostile, even now.

‘I will give you the cartons of whisky,” Obofun said
in a small voice.

She looked up at him quickly.

Then he added, ‘And one hundred naira . .. for you
to start off.’

She couldn’t speak. She didn’t know what to say.
There was a knock on the door and then Obofun also
stood up and when he opened the door, a waiter came
in, and on the tray he carried two club sandwiches, a
bottle of beer and a bottle of maltex. He set them down
on the centre table and without a word, he left the
room. Obofun shut the door after him.

‘They brought a sandwich for you,” Obofun said.
‘And a bottle of maltex.’

‘T do not want to eat,” Adisa said. ‘And really I must
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go now.” She stood up and very quickly circled the
table.

Obofun stood up quickly, and went and stood by the
door.

‘Really, I must go.” she said, but her voice was weak
and she knew she could never fight Obofun now.

‘S0, onc hundred naira means nothing to you? And
the whisky ... ?’

‘Please let me go! Please!” she cricd.

Obofun stood where she must pass and Adisa knew
that if he grabbed her and embraced her, she would
be unable to fend him off. Not with her mind the way
it was.

Obofun locked at her intently and then shrugging
his shoulders, made way tor her to pass. Surpriscd,
Adisa sighed with relief and very quickly grabbed
the door knob and turned it. But the door would not
open.

‘Adisal’

She looked back at him. ‘Pleasc open the door!’

‘Adisal’ He moved towards her.

Her hand grabbed the door knob more tightly. But
already his hands werc round her and gripping her
shoulders, forcing her towards him. She felt her hand
falling away from the door knob, and she knew that
she was beaten. She let him drag her into the bedroom.
But when he made for her clothes, she fought him. It
was an unconscious fight, her consciousness had al-
ready given in and so the fight was weak. Then, sud-
denly. the telephone bell began to ring. I't rang shrilly,
then stopped. It rang again. Obofun cursed the tele-
phone mentally and ignored it. ‘You can ring a million
times,” he cursed. The phone continued to ring.

And now, the panic built up inside Adisa. She
struggled once more and attempted to break free but it
was no use. Obofun weighcd down heavily on her and
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her fight was nothing but the last spasmodic move-
ments of a dying animal. She gritted her teeth and her
body was tense but cold and her eyes were vacant, as if
she was not here but far. far away.

And then after some time, there was a knock on the
door outside and although Obofun was lying now by
her side, he did not get up to answer it. The knocking
grew louder, more insistent, and then he heard voices
but still he would not get up. He felt curiously empty
and dissatisficd with himself.

Adisa did not hear any knocking. Her face was
buried against the pillow and she was weeping.

‘You must not cry,” Obofun said, and turned to her.

He had conquered her. Yct he felt deflated. To him,
there was nothing exalting in what he had achieved.
‘The woman had been impassive, he had felt at one
stage as if he was making love to a dead woman. And
so he had moved to hurt her. He became rough and
harsh. But still Adisa had closcd her eyes and had not
responded.

‘You must not cry,” he said now and his voice was
rough and harsh. ‘You have lost nothing.” Then he
turned her over with one hand. Adisa held the dress
tightly to her body and with the other hand, she
covered her face while the tears camne out of her eyes
and down her cheeks, slowly.

Obofun scratched his hcad. He had never felt like
this before. This woman was a direct challenge to him.
He was going to pay her one hundred naira and yet she
was weeping! Worse still, she had not really given in to
him. He had given in to her. He had becen passionate
and very emotional, she had been dispassionate and
cold.

He stood up from the bed and went into the toilet.
He entercd the bath as he was, stark naked and turned
on the shower. He watched the water going all over
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his body. His head was howed. Christ! He had never
felt so depressed in his life! Slowly he began to rub the
soap on his body.

He found her sitting on the edge of the bed when
he came out of the bathroom. She was already wearing
her dress, her eyes were dry but her face was taut and
sad, like one who had lost a child. He tried to joke
as he hurried into his own clothes. He did not wish to
stand before her naked.

“T'he water is colder than ice,” he said. ‘Although of
course the heater is on.’

She did not answer.

'‘Did you not hcar some pcople knocking?’

Slowly Adisa shook her head.

‘Ah, T thought they were going to tear the place
down!’ he laughed, but there was no warmth on his
face.

‘Then he remembered. He went to a side drawer and
drew out an envelope. He threw it on the bed beside
her. “There is a magic paper inside there,” he joked.
‘Do not open it until you get home. You will be sur-
prised with what you will find there, that is if you obey
the magician’s instructions.’

Adisa did not touch the envclope.

‘T will get one of my pick-ups to send you the cartons
of whisky tomorrow morning. Around ten o’clock.
You should be outside to receive them.

He finished putting on his trousers. Next he began
to button his shirt. “You do not have to be sad nor
ashamed of what we have done,” he said to her, his
voice scrious now. ‘You can regard it as something that
was necessary. And once you come to think of it in
those terms, the next time will always be better than
this time.’

Adisa did not answer him but she picked up the
envelope, and stood up.



‘T will drop you at the hospital,’ he offered her.

But she shook her head. Suddenly she didn’t want
to be secen with hinn ‘T will walk,” she said. ‘1 don’t
want vou to take mc there.’

Obofun shrugged his shoulders. “Then, let one of
my drivers take you there.’

Adisa still refused. ‘No. no.” she replied, going to-
wards the door. ‘T will go there by myvself. 'T'hank you.’

She crossed the bedroom door and went into the sit-
ting room.

‘I have the kev here,” Obofun calted from behind
her. He drew the key out of his pocket. “You know
where you can always get me. Here. As soon as you tell
the receptionist vour name, he will get through to
me quickly, wherever I may be.’

He walked up to her and she drew awav from the
door. Silently. she watched him put the kev in the
lock. He turned it and turned the handle, then pulled
the door towards him inside.

‘My paper bag is in the car,’ she said.

‘Your paper bag?’

‘Yes. I want it/

He went outside with her and then openced the car
door and brought her paper bag out and held it to her.

‘You must let me know how you are sclling the
drinks,” he said. ‘As soon as vou have sold enough, you
must come here to sce me.’

Adisa did not say anvthing as she took the paper bag
from him, but looked round very quickly to see if any-
body was out and watching them. She did not see any-
body and very quickly, she walked away from him. But
when she drew level with the main entrance of the
Samson and Delilah, she did not see Queen who was
standing in the darkness thrown by the white pillar
against which she was leaning. her black handbag hang-
ing down from her hand, like a tree’s branch that is
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weighed down by the leaves and the fruits. She did not
see her but hurried down the gravel path towards the
main road, her fcet scattering the stones and the stones
clashing in small echocs.

Arriving at the main road, she noticed for the first
time how much time had passed. Darkness had fallen
and she told tersclf that with what had passcd, she
couldn’t go up to the hospital to face her husband.
She would go home instecad. Tomorrow morning. she
would go and sce ldemudia and explain. Yes, explain
... but what?



Chapter 15

Now, it was the third play and as Idemudia watched,
he grew restless. ‘What is she doing?’ he asked himsclf.
‘Has something happcned? And if somcthing has in-
dced happened, what could it be? Has there been an
accident? Has Adisa becen involved in an accident?’
He shifted uneasily in his seat because he didn’t know.

He should have stood up and gone out to find out
but what if she came while he was away? There were
three entrances to the hospital and he couldn’t know
through which one she would come. His hand moved
restlessly from his chin to his lips and from his lips to
his nosc. What was Adisa doing?

‘Will the accused spcak for himsclf or will he prefer
that his lawyer should speak for him?’ Idemudia heard
the loud voice of the Judge booming across the hall
and he couldn’t concentrate any more on his personal
thoughts.

He looked up and he could see many policemen
and lawyers, and a small audience on the stage on
which the tables and the chairs were arranged as in a
court room. The Judge sat away from the rest of the
court, on a raised dais and on either side of him, but
lower down were the court clerk and other court offi-
cials. Idemudia could sec 2 man dressed in torn clothes
standing in the dock.

‘It’s just like a court room,” a man said to the right
of Idemudia. ‘Just see how the lawyers are dressed.’

‘Sh ... shh,” came another voice in a whisper and
Idemudia turned sharply half expecting to see Adisa.
But there was nobody there and the voice had come
from the audience.
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Idemudia turned back to the stage and he could see
the lawyer consulting with the man in the dock.

“The accused will speak for himself where necessary,’
the lawyer announced loudly. ‘I will speak where the
accused wishes me so to do. This shall apply in the
other cases as well.’

‘Very well,” the voice of the Judge boomed back. ‘1
want this point made clear because the trial of people
accused of robbery with violence often follows differ-
ent procedures from those adopted in normal civil
court procedures. In this kind of case, for example, the
Judge is free to cross-cxamine the accused if he so
wishes. You will see that this is necessary since he acts
as both Judge and jury. If this is understood, then
Counsel for the Prosecution may procced with the
cross-examination.’

The prosecuting lawyer stepped forward. He wore
glasses and held a sheaf of papers. Beside him was a desk
and on it, piled high, were fat large books.

“The accused is aware of the offence he is charged
with,” he announced. ‘He is alleged to have robbed
with violence. Does he plead guilty?’

The hand of the Counsel for the Defence shot up.

‘Yes?’ enquired the Judge.

Counsel for the Defence cleared his throat. He took
quite some time doing it and the audience laughed. ‘I
find the last question from my learned colleague pre-
posterous. The accused, I mean my client, has stated
times without number that he is not guilty.’

The Judge brought his hammer down with a loud
bang on the table. ‘The submission of Counsel for the
Defence is upheld. You may proceed.’

The audience laughed.

Counsel for the Prosecution thereupon advanced
towards the accused, pointing his five fingers at him.
‘What is your age?’



“Thirty-cight years old.” the accused answered.

‘Your trade or profession?’ His face was very serious.

The accused wiped his face with his hands, pretend-
ing to be sweating; ‘Labourer.’

‘And how much are you paid monthly?’ the prose-
cuting lawyer bellowed.

‘Fourteen naira.’

Counsel for the Prosccution looked satisfied. ‘Oh
yes, I see,” he said. ‘Fourteen naira for thirty days’ work,
ha? Does that not mnean that you are lazy, always late
to your place of work, and rude to your supervisors?’

‘Such a statement is wrong,” Counsel for the Detence
spoke for his clicnt now. "My client is a good and con-
scientious worker. He works from the earliest hours
of the morning to the latest hours of the day. There are
hundreds of workers who like my client receive so little
pay for so much work done.’

Counsel for the Prosccution nodded understand-
ingly. ‘Why is he paid so little if he works so hard?’

‘He is paid so little because he accepts it. And he
accepts it because he would starve if he refused it. Even
if he refuscd it there would be many more people who
would accept it.” Counsel for the Defence concluded.

‘T wish to end my cross-examination here,’ Counsel
for the Prosecution said. ‘However, the accused is to
stand by since he may be called upon to appear as a
witness.” The audience again murmurcd.

‘Doces the Counsel for the Defence wish to interview
the accused?’ the Judge asked.

‘Yes, my lord,” the defence lawyer said.

‘You may procced.” the Judge said.

Counsel for the Defence smiled benevolently at the
accused. ‘I want you to tell us if you are married,” he
said.

The accused shifted in the box. ‘Yes, I am married.’

‘And how many children have you got?’

176



The accused scratched his head. “Three. I have three
children.’

‘And how are they fed, clothed and educated?’

The accused smiled sadly. *“My children do not go
to school: They are always scantily dressed and as for
feeding, they are always hungry. We have no money.’

‘Was that why he decided to go on this dangcrous
road of robbery with violence?’ the Judge cut in

Counsel for the Defence stared with surprise at the
Judge. ‘My lord ...

“The accused will answer my question,” the judge
said.

The accused’s face was set, his eyes brimmed with
anger. ‘Has your child ever fallen ill or wept and cried
from hunger? Has vour child ever died in your pre-
sence simply because he could gain no access to a
doctor? Has ...

The Judge was very angry. “What!’

The Jawyer for the accused put up his hands. “The
accused, my client, would like to know if the children
of your lordship have ever suffered or died from the
effects of hunger and malnutrition in your presence?’

The Judge rose from his scat. “That is a stupid and
foolish question which has no bearing on the casc.
‘Take him out of the witness box and chain him.’

A murmur went up from the audience. Then as he
was bullied out of the court room, there was laughter.

The Judge brought down his hammer with a harsh
bang. ‘Order!’

A great clapping of hands went up in the hall, On
the front and forcmost scats, however, the commis-
sioner sat, unsmiling.

‘Who did they say wrote this play?’ be enquired of"
the man sitting ncxt to him.

‘A patient,’ the man replied.

‘A patient?’



‘Yes, a patient. He was here three months ago. Now
he has recovered and he has gone.’

‘What is his name?’

‘It wasn’t mentioned.’

‘But we can find out?’

‘Oh yes. Very easily. But look, they are now on to the
second accused.’

They both fell silent as the voice of the Counsel for
the Prosccution vibrated across the length and breadth
of the hall.

‘Profession?’

‘He is a school teachcr.’

‘That’s interésting. Very intercsting,” Counscl for
the Prosecution repeated, licking his lips. The court
room was already moderately charged. ‘A school teacher
and a thief! Now may I ask what impelled the learned
professor to the dark roads of crime?’

The voice of the defence lawyer snapped back, “You
do not need to insult my client to cross-examine him.
And by the way, your questions alrcady presupposc
that the accused is guilty. And may I add that my client
has taught betters than you?’

“That is contempt of court,” the Judge chimed in.

‘1f you’ll let us explain, your lordship ...’

‘Well ..." the Judge said, and adjusted his wig.

Counsel for the Defence adjusted his wig too, ‘My
client taught Igreki.’

The Judge sharply caught his breath, ‘Igreki, the
army general?’

‘Oh yes. And you know he was retired last year,
Counsel for the Defence informed his Lordship.

The Judge feigned ignorance. ‘I cannot recall for
what reason.’

‘He was retired with full benefits after embezzling
substantial government funds — amounting as many
sources have it to nearly two hundred and forty million
naira.’
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‘I hope you are aware of the danger to your career
by mentioning the name of a man who could well sue
you for slander.’

Counsel for the Defence nodded. ‘I am aware, fully
aware, and I intend to go further.’

The Judge bowed stiffly. ‘“You have iny permission.’

‘Azonze was also a pupil of this teacher,” Counsel for
the Defence revealed.

‘Azonzc who was dismisscd last week?’

‘Oh yes. He owned over two hundred houses which
he used public funds to build. He also owned several
farms which were worked with government equipment
and labour, and yet whose expenses and maintcnance
were charged to the government treasury.’

‘Where is Azonze now?’ the Judge asked, laying
cmphasis on the word ‘now’.

‘On his farms. Also dismissed with full benefits.’

The Judge clearcd his throat. ‘What then are you
trying to imply?” he asked. “That the accused went on
this course of crime because his former pupils could
not only steal with impunity but proiit=d by it?’

‘Your lordship ...

‘Does it not appear to you that the accused being a
rogue brought up rogues? It is natural. It is no surprise
then that he should have ...

‘Your lordship! 1t would be unfair to conclude thus.
Greater crimes, we will agree, liec unpunished. But
what I want to stress here is that the whole society is
sick. Charging onc man or four of them with an offence
such as this does no justice to the system. In fact ...’

The Judge cut Counsel for the Defence short, ‘1
find your arguments preposterous,’” he began, and the
whole audience laughed.

“That other rogues do not get punished is no reason
why this particular one shouldn’t be found guilty. And
so if you please ...’

‘My lord,” pleaded Counsel for the Defence, ‘if you
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will now permit us to go into the circumnstances of the
life of the accused ...

The Judge put up his iwo hands. ‘I cannot grant
the time.’

The voice of the Counsel for the Defence was grave.
“This is a matter of lifc and death,” he declared. “To do
less justice to my client would, I am afraid, leave some
moss on alil our consciences.’

The Judge scemed to relent. “Well?’

Counsel for the Defence continued. ‘1 wish to state
that the accused was faced with a lot of hardship for
over thirty-five years. And I would like to mention
concretely what some of the problems were.’

‘Surely you know that he is not the only one standing
trial?’ the Judge asked, looking down at the next of
the accused.

Counsel for the Defence smiled. ‘Oh yes,” he an-
swered. ‘I know that the whole society here stands on
trial. I know that there are other people who you could
say have greater justification to commit robbery with
violence, people who you could say have enough reason
to burn down the present edifice ...’

There was great agitation among the atdience. Many
of them sat forward on their scats. They wanted to hear
more. They no longer thought that the play was funny.
They began to identily themselves with it. And so did
the commissioner who sot, very uncomafortable, in his
comfortable seat.

‘I find your languzge going against the law,” the
Judge warned and Counse] for the Detence pretended
to be sorry.

He crossed his two hands as if in prayer. ‘My sincere
apolegies,” he cried in a heavyv voice. ‘But no lesser
language can describe the plight of the majority of ¢ir
citizens, millions of them who vou kilow ...

The Judge lost some of his patience. ‘You are now
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going outside the premises of this particular case,” he
warned. ‘You must come back or else whatever you say
now will not stand the accused in good stcad.” He
brought his hammer down.

‘Order!’ the Court Orderly shouted.

The audience laughed derisively. But the face of the
commissioner was hard and cold.

‘Your lordship!’ Counsel for the Defence began. ‘I
did intend to come back. I just wanted to make it
clear that the majority of our people have more than
cnough rcason to go on armed robbery, to rob with
violence ...

Again the Judge called him back. ‘I wish to remind
you that you are defending the school tcacher only,
not the majority of the people.’

‘But the plight of the school teacher, the worker, the
farmer and the last of the accused whom I shall soon
be calling in evidence personifies to a greater or lesser
degree the fate of at lcast fifty million of our citizens,’
Counsel for the Defence argued.

‘Will you then call the last of the accused?’ the Judge
asked.

‘When?’

‘I mean now.’

‘But I have not finished with the school teacher yet.’

The voice of the Judge was grim. ‘I do not wish to
listen to any more cvidence on bchalf of the accused.
Call the last of the accused!’

‘But...” the voice of Counsel for the Defence went
up in a plaintive cry.

The Judge waved his hands to indicate that he did
not wish to hear any more.

The audience murmured disapproval. The com-
missioner was, however, smiling. The school teacher
was roughly taken out of the witness box, and a third
man, dressed in rags with his hair uncombed, was led
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into his place. He was tall and lean, his hair already
greying a little. His eyes were sad and his hands were
folded across his chest. He waited like one condemned,
ready for the scaffold.

The Judge bricfly vonsulted with the Counsel for
the Prosecution. ‘I will conduct the cross-examination,’
the Judge asserted to the hecaring of everybody.

Counsel for the Prosecution nodded his head vigor-
ously, and withdrew to his table where hc sat down by
his fat books.

‘Educated?’ the Judge asked, looking from the
accused to Counsel for the Defence.

Counsel for the Defence briefly riffled through his
file. ‘Yes,” he spoke up. ‘Educated. West African School
Certificate.

‘When then did he complete his schooling?’

‘Sixteen ycars ago.’

“That’s many years ago,” the Judge commented
dryly.

‘Oh yes, many years,’ Counsel for the Defence agreed.

‘What has he been doing since then?’

‘Unemployed.’

‘Unemploycd? What do you mean?’ asked the
Judge surprised.

Counsel for the Defence smiled, but his eyes were
hard and angry. ‘Unemployed mcans uncmployed,” he
said. ‘He has been jobless.’

‘But did he try to get a job?’

Idemudia who was sitting far behind in the big
hall shifted uncomfortably on his bench. His mind
was on the play now. All of his mind.

‘Of course,” he heard Counsel for the Defence reply.

‘And he didn’t get any?’ the Judge persisted.

‘No, he didn’t get any.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, there were no jobs!’
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‘Did he try a few of the places 1 know, lyaro, for
instance?’

‘You mean where they hire casual labourers?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, he did”’

‘And he found nothing?’

‘Well, sometimes he did. In a month, for instance,
threce times if he was lucky.’

‘And how much did he make from that?’

‘Sometimes, three naira a day. Depending on the
employer.’

‘So that means nine naira in a whole month? In-
credible!” the Judge laughed in disbelicf. ‘I pay my
own driver twenty naira a month,” he announced. ‘Plus
feeding,” he added with pride and dignity.

‘Does your driver work every day of the month?’
Counsel for the Defence asked.

‘Of coursc he has to. He carns twenty nairal So you
can see that if the accused really wanted to work ...

‘I am sorry to have to interrupt you,” Counsel for
the Decfence broke in, ‘but since this has degenerated
to a more or less personal conversation, may I ask how
many drivers your lordship can employ at once?’

The Judge removed his spectacles and cleaned them
speculatively. “That question docs not arise,” he said
slowly.

Instantly the audience hummed.

Counscl for the Defence put up a forefinger. ‘It -
does,” he insisted. ‘It arises because I am sure there are
at least ten drivers in this court who are at the moment
unemployed and would be only too glad to benefit
from your genecrosity.’

The voice of the Judge suddenly became stern. ‘1
warn you to carry on with your defence.’

“But, your lordship,” Counsel for the Defence pro-
tested, ‘'you were asking all the questions.’
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‘Oh yes, let me see. Let me see,’ the Judge repeated
as if something blocked his view. ‘So he has becen out
of a job for some time.’

“That, your lordship, is putting the situation mildly.
My client has never had a job in the true sense of
that word.’

‘And did he think he would get a job by committing
acts of violence against socicty?’ the Judge asked
sharply.

The forefinger of Counsel for the Defence shot up
again. ‘I beg to disagree with your definition and
understanding of violence, what constitutes it.’

The Judge sat back in his chair contentedly. ‘T have
yet to hear of a much better and more correct under-
standing of what constitutes violence or a violent act,’
he pontificated. ‘Here is a socicty that offers limitless
opportunities to its citizens and the accused here
make use of such opportunitics by committing acts
of hooliganism, terrorism, totally irresponsible and
barbaric acts.” He paused for a sccond, then continued,
‘They carry firearms about and threaten the lives and
property of people. With such men about and free,
no man who has property can ever be safe. I rcpeat, no
man who has property ...

‘My lord, but not everybody has property and ...’

‘Yes?’ the Judge sat up.

‘What are these limitless opportunities that your
lordship so glowingly talks about?’

The Judge evaded the question. “They are every-
where,” he said. ‘A man only needs industry, not vio-
lence.’

Counsel for the Defence moved to the centre of the
stage. ‘As I said before,” he declared, ‘I disagree very
strongly with your understanding of violence. Even
your cross-examination of the accused has shown and
proved conclusively that it is definitely the lack of
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npportunities that drives people to crime, madness,
prostitution and adultery.’

The Judge smiled sarcastically. ‘Is that then your
own understanding of violence?’

Counsel for the Defence nodded his head. ‘Yes,” he
«aid. ‘In my understanding acts of violence are com-
mitted when a man is denied the opportunity of being
cducated, of getting a job, of fecding himself and his
family properly, of getting medical attention cheaply,
quickly and promptly. We often do not recalise that it
is the socicty, the type of economic and hence the
political system which we are operating in our country
today that brutalises the individual, rapes his inan-
hood. We often do not realisc that when such men of
poor and limited opportunitics react, thiey are only
in a certain measure, auswering violence with violence,
What T would iike to see, however, is not just for a
handful of mmen to take up arms to rob one individual.
I teel and think it is necessary that all the oppressed
sections of our community ought to take up arms to
overthrow the present oppressive system. The system
has alrcady proved that it opcerates through vio-
lence ..

The voice of the lawyer was passienate and it carried
tar.

The commissioner half rose from his scat. “The
play must be stopped! ™ he cried, but in a suppressed
voice. ‘Stopped! It must ccase immediately! This is
not a comedy! Tt is a tragedy, a calculated attempt to
ridicule the government!”

The man who sat beside him rose with him, and
whispered fiercely in his ear, ‘But Your Excellency,
we are guests. We shouldn’t stop the play! Let us see
the end of it.’

The commissioner’s voice was weak and it shook
with emotion, “The bastards!’ he cried. “The bastards

IRS



are using this forum to preach ...

‘Your Excellency!”’

A commotion had started among the small audience
on the stage. Therc was booing. Chairs were being
lifted, ready to be thrown. But gradually, the com-
motion died down. The anxious voice of the Judge
carried forward. During the short period of confusion,
he had already gathered his papers, pretending he was
going to leave the stage.

‘Enough! Enough!’ he cried out now, as if to every-
body in the hall. ‘What are you calling for? Anarchy?
Is that how you defend the irresponsible acts of these
men? By calling for anarchy ...?’

The voice of Counsel for the Defence went on un-
abated: "When in one public hospital, in the same
society, onc patient can sleep in a large air-conditioned
room whereas other ordinary patients — men, women
and children — have to sleep in corridors, on mats, on
the hard, cold and roughly cemented floors or share
beds, this is violence ...

The Judge cried out, ‘I warn you ...’

But Counsel for the Defence continued: ‘When in
the samne society, whereas onc man has more than
enough to feed himself, his dogs, cats, children and
monkeys and many other men are weak and thin
from hunger and their children are suffering from
kwashiorkor, this is violence ... !’

The Judge now sat up straight on his chair, hammer
in hand. ‘I warn you to desist from ... !’

But Counscl for the Defence was not yet done. ‘It
is,” he continucd in a passionate voice, ‘a violence con-
sciously maintained, whetted and intensified by those
who operate the system. And to cease to recognise this
or to pretend that it 1s not so only shows the extent to
which we arc ourselves part and parcel of the system
that thrives and survives on violence. It is...
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The combined effcct of the hammering on the table
and the screaming of the Judge as well as the angry
voices of the court clerks managed at last to drown the
voice of Counsel for the Defence.

“This is unpardonable contempt of court!’ the Judge
cried. ‘And it is punishable ...’

‘Your lordship!’ Counsel for the Defence cricd back.
‘I agree that our prescnt system penalises the boldness
to speak the truth. It has ...’

‘Orderlies!” the Judge and the Prosccuting Counsel
shouted in unison. ‘Make him shut up! Siience his
mouth! Use force if necessary ...

“I'he accused are sentenced to death!’

‘No! no! no!’ came from the audiences both on
the stage and on the fioor.

“Take them out! Take them out!’ the Judge cried
louder.

The orderlies hesitated.

‘But your lordship! Your lordship!’

‘Ordert’

Your lordship!’

‘Order! Silence in court!’

The hall gradually grew silent. But the audience
was standing to sec what would happen next. The
commissioner stood, undecided, but the anger was
bright in his eyes and he feit insulted. He was sweating
and openly mopped his forehead.

A man strolled on to the stage, carrying a radio. He
went over directly to Counsel for the Defence and
whispered quickly in his ear.

‘When?’” Counsel for the Defence asked aloud.

‘At nine o’clock,’ the other man replied in the same
tone of voice.

“I'bat micans thirty minutes ago! Just before the
final verdict!” Counsel for the Defence cried out.

The Judge frowned. He too was standing now.
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‘What is it?’ he asked in a nervous voice. ‘I ordered
that the accused be taken out . .. They are condemned
to dcath by firing squad.’

‘Your lordship!’ Counsel for the Defence called in
a patient voice.

‘Yes?’ the Judge barked.

‘I wish to inform you that just before you started to
give the verdict ...

‘Yes, the verdict. What then ... ?’

‘An announcement came over the radio.’

‘What announcement? What did it say?’ the Judge
demanded.

‘1tsaid ... and Counsel for the Defence deliberately
stalled.

‘What did it say?’ asked the Judge in a harsh voice.

‘It said that for not sharing your bribes with your
superiors in the Department of Justice you have been
dismissed from the scrvice with immediate effect!’

A great roar went up in the hall. The audience
screamed with laughter as the judge, wig in hand,

coliapsed on his table.

The play was over. The curtain fell. The com-
missioner’s face was ﬂushcd with sweat and anger on
the front seat. His hand gripped the luxurious arms
of the chair.

Idemudia did not wait for the vote of thanks to be
moved. Very quickly, he went out of the hall through
the back door. Though he was excited by the last play,
he had not recally enjoyed it because Adisa had been
at the back of his ming all the time. Why had she not
come? Or had she misunderstood him and waited
for him in the ward instcad? He hurried towards the
ward but when he came into it, he saw no onc but the
student nurse sitting at the nurses’ desk reading a
novel.

She lifted her face to look at him, and then she shook
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her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Nobody came to visit you.
Your wife? No. Nobody came.’

Idemudia went back to his bed and the other
patient with whom he shared the bed was asleep. He
sat on the bed and then after some time, he lay back.
It wasn’t too late. Perhaps Adisa would still come.
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Chapter 16

At the Freedom Motel, Queen recounted her experi-
ences during the day to her husband.

She held a letter in her hand. ‘I came straight to the
hotel to show you this,” she said, ‘but you were no-
where to be found.’

Her husband made no reply.

‘Your car was parked outside the reserved chalet,’
she continued. “‘We knocked but there was no answer.’

‘How long ago was that?’ Obofun asked.

Queen crossed her legs. ‘About an hour ago. Where
were you?’

‘l was in another chalet with a friend,” Obofun
said.

‘Somebody saw you enter the reserved chalet with
a woman,” Queen said, looking her husband directly
in the eyes. Still she avoided mentioning that she
had actually seen Adisa come out of the chalet.

Obofun avoided her eyes and laughed.

‘So you were in there,” Queen accused him. ‘You
were in there with a woman!’

Obofun’s face grew serious. ‘Stop it,” he cried. ‘I
ncver ask you what happens to you. Do [?’

Queen stood up. ‘You do not ask because you do not
care.’

‘And why should I care?’ Obofun asked. ‘Anyway,
let’s stop it. There'’s nothing we can do about it. Be-
sides we have alreadv agrced ...” He stopped. “What
do you want to do about that?’ He pointed to the
letter which Queen had placed on the table.

Queen looked at him and her face was drawn and
tight.
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‘Don’t you want to discuss the letter any more?’ he
asked, and his voice was cold and impersonal.

Queen’s eyes were angry and bitter, and she crossed
her legs and looked fixedly at the letter.

Obofun took up the letter and very quickly went
through it. ‘So this is it,” he said to himself. ‘Another
ultimatum.’

‘Why don’t you take on more people? You could get
those men who helped you to off-load the cement,” he
said to her, and placed the letter back on the table.

‘You mecan the husband of that woman and ...
Queen came out with it now, openly, angrily.

Obotun stopped her short. ‘Whose husband?’

Queen looked at him scornfully. ‘The husband of
the woman who was with you. Poor people! If they
knew what you are!’

Obofun was angry but he kept his voice level. ‘I
don’t know how you still find time to sympathise with
people,” he said bitterly.

‘And you? Do you ever find time for anybody but
for yourself? What do you do but run around with
other people’s wives?’

He stood up threatingly. ‘Stop it!’ he cried. ‘There
is none of my friends who hasn’t ...’ He checked him-
self. Lilian had come into the sitting room. He sat
down.

‘Lilian!’ Queen called. ‘Go to your room and stay
there!’-

Lilian stood up and went out of the room.

‘Well, go ahead and say it,” she demanded, little
flames dancing in her eyes. ‘I have slept with your
friends! I have enjoyed myself as much as you have.
And whose fault is it? I should have sat here, shouldn’t
I, washing your pants after you had soiled . . .’

Obofun quivered with laughter. ‘1 hope you know
he is sick,” he said, still laughing. ‘I know you will take
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any man. But thank God, Idemudia is sick. So you will
have to wait for some time before you can have him.’
His laughter was full of bitterness.

She also laughed and stood up. ‘You have nobody to
blame but yourself.” Her voice brimmed with hatred.
‘I will take him when he comes out. I'd rather sleep
with him than wash your pants which you have soiled
by sleeping with other men’s wives.’

She walked across the sitting room and went to the
balcony.

Obofun sat where he was and watched her go, his
mind full of hatred. Oh, he could murder her! “The
bitch is still beautiful!”’ he told himsclf, and knotted
his hands into fists. ‘And if I could tear it away from
her. Tear it! But am I to blame? Ah, the bastard
knows how to shift responsibility. She won’t accept
anything. No, not only your life. I must be blamed.
Not her. The bastard of a bitch! Why did I ever
marry her!’

He twisted his mouth. He had gone all over this
before. They had fought like this beforc. What was
the use? He had come to lecarn to put up with the
situation. It had been a shock when he had first found
out but then he had found out too late. Too late, be-
cause by then he had established all his businesses in
her name. Divorcing her would have meant losing
all his businesses. And he knew it would have been
useless, just as it was useless now fighting each other.
And he knew that she knew it. It was too late. Other
people took his wife and he took the wives of others.
It was an eye for an eye. ‘The iron law of Moses,” he
thought to himself.

Yes, it was wrong to be bitter at this stage of their
lives. They had decided to live together irrespective
of everything. They had to keep to the decision. But
he couldn’t understand her jealousy now. What did
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it matter to her what woman he slept with? He rose
from his seat and went out to her on the balcony. They
had to talk things over. He wasn’t interfering in her
life. She mustn't interfere in his. They stood silendy
beside each other on the balcony, and gazed out into
the rapidly falling darkness, while he decided how
best to tackle the problem.

But was he actually to blame? ‘Am I to blame?’ he
asked himsclf. Was he wrong to have invested his
money in businesses under his wife’s name?

Obofun bad introduced his wife into the business
world several years carlier. It had been on an evening
like this and they had been sitting, only not standing,
on the balcony, just like this. At that time there had
been nothing like the Freedom Motel. It had just been
a house, a housc to live in and nothiing more.

He remembcered now, clearly. The table stood
against the raiiings where both of them were now
standing. 'They had just finished supper and Queen
looked at her husband over the empty plates.

“There will be many stars tonight,” she observed,
pushing her chair backwards so as to give her legs more
room,

“The darker the night, the more brightly the stars
shine,” Obofun contributed, also pushing his chair
backwards.

‘Richard!’ Queen called. There was no answer.
‘Richard! Richara!’

Obofun looked at his wife aud she said, ‘He never
seems to hear. 1 think he pretends because sometimes
he 15 standing right behind you and when you call him,
he does not answer.’

“Then why do you continuc to keep him?’” Obofun
asked.

There was a matchbox on the table. He picked up
a matchstick from it, broke off the dark end of it and
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began to pick his teeth. ‘You should fire him,” he
advised his wife.

‘And how do 1 get another one?’ she asked. ‘It is
not easy.’ '

‘T will get you another one,” Obofun promised.

But Queen rcfused. ‘No," she replied. “That =vill
not do. It is better to have a bad scrvant who you
know well than get a new one cach time the one you
have misbehaves. ivery servant leaving a house takes
something that belongs to the master along with him.’

Obofun shrugged. “Well, if you want to keep him,
you can.’

Richard appearcd and so the conversation was
broken off,

A woman was passing below. She called out gener-
ally, "Milk! Milk for sale here, Aad eggs tool’

Obofun stood up and gazed down at the woman. She
carried a kerosenc lamp in the centre of her wares.
Quecen also got up and went to stand beside him.

‘Have we got any milk left?” Queen asked, turning
to Richard.

Richard straightened up and wiped his face with his
hands. ‘We have six tins of milk left, madam, he
replied.

‘And cggs?’

Richard thought for a while. ‘I think there are two
or three left. For tomorrow’s breakfast only.’

Obofun turncd to his wite. “Why can’t we just open
a supermarket herer We could use the lower part of
the housc. You could manage the supermarket and
rcally have something something to do. At the same
time we wouldn't have to get our provisions in small
quantities. They would also become cheaper for our
use.” He saw that Richard was still standing, so he
said to him. ‘Clean that table quickly and go after

that woman for some eggs. Take two dozen eggs from
her”’
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Quecen called out to the woman from the balcony.
‘Woman! Pleasc wait. We want some eggs!’

Two weeks later, Obofun withdrew twenty thou-
sand pounds from his account. Most of this money
had come from companies to whom he had given
government contracts. However, in another month,
the supcrmarket was opened but he had registered
everything in the name of his wife.

During this time Queen had to go out to make the
big purchasecs. She found out that getting the things
she wanted was not as casy as she had thought. Com-
modities like milk and beer were scarce and she had
to go through the back door if she was to get them at
fair prices. Then the government established agencies
for marketing some of the commodities. To her con-
sternation, things were much worse at the government
wholesale centres. The men there openly disregarded
the notes her husband wrote to them. They wanted
her and promised her many things. Did she not want
contracts? Only twenty thousand naira. Easy to get. the
men said, if only ... She didn’t want to at first. But
the men persisted and the money they offered rose
higher and higher. And gradually she changed. After
all. she was going to do ¢verything in the name of her
family.

She began to yicld to people who helped her and
she got the things she wanted. Then like an explosion,
she realised that she had an important weapon in her
hands. Men were so weak! She could get whatever she
wanted. She only had to look and sav, “T'his is what I
want. If you give it to inc, you will ...” T"he men also
understood and gave in to her, did the things she
wanted for her.

In the beginning her conscicnce nagged her cach
time after she had gone out and had an affair with a
man. But gradually, she lost her conscience in the
thousands of naira that poured in to her, in the con-
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fidence that she could use what she had to get a man,
any man, to do what she wanted. She didn’t have any
scruples any more, nonc whatsoever.

During the whole period, Obofun suspected noth-
ing. He was both surprised and pleased at his wife’s
successes. He thought his notes were working wonders,
that people respected him. And each time his wife
came home and narrated how pleasant and helpful
one of his friends was, he immediately picked up the
phone and rang to thank the man ‘for being so help-
ful’.

Obofun also found out that using the name of his
wife in his business dealings was extremely important.
He knew about the frightful problems which usually
came with cach change of government. So he had to
be carcful with the way he spent the vast sums of
money he received as percentages frori those con-
tractors to whom he awarded government contracts
by virtue of his position in the government. His wife
had provided the invaluable safety net through which
he had been able to dispose of these large sumis of
moncy. He had paid all his mency into his wife's
account in the bank.

Five years aftcr opening the supermarket, they had
had to move the supermarket to the city centre because
it had become too noisy. But again, he had converted
the lower part of his house into a motel. ‘Freedom
Motel’ was known all over the city. Next came the
Samson and Delilah Hotel. For the building of this
hotel, he had to come together with two other govern-
ment officials and his major claim to the hotel lay in
the fact that everything about the Samson and Delilah
was in his wife’s name. Of course, he also had some
money tied up in businesses elsewhere, but these were
mostly small businesses and amounted to little when
compared with the property he held in his wife’s name.
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He didn’t really realise how cornered he was until he
had consulted lawyers about what would happen if
he divorced his wife. He was cornered. He knew it, and
he had to live with it. There was nothing he could
do.

They could never leave each other now. At least,
he couldn’t afford to. They were no longer husband
and wife in the true sense of the word. They were
strangers to cach other in many respects. The sun had
gone out of their relationship and there was nothing
left now but the darkness and the coldness. The stars
were the memories of earlier years and they crystal-
lised now because they had been so full of promise.

Now there was nothing but the Dbitterness, the
hatred, the anger, the frustrating knowledge that he
couldn’t divorce her. Even apart from his property
which was held in the name of his wife, there were the
children growing up. No, he told himsclf, there could
be no question of scparation. They would continue to
live together as husband and wife. The business that
had forged the gap between them also tied them to-
gether. There was nothing they could do about it.
Business had to grow on them. And the more it grew,
the colder and more impersonal they became to cach
other and yet the more tied together they also became.

He looked past her at the surrounding houses that
were now merging with the darkness, and he sighed.
Shc placed her hands on the railings and turning her
head, looked at him.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

Obofun looked back at her. ‘Nothing,” he answered.
‘Nothing.” Suddenly he didn’t want to discuss the prob-
lem any more.

Queen continued to look out at the surrounding
houses and the darkness that was swallowing them up.

“The bitch is still beautifull’ he said to himself
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bitterly again. ‘She hasn’t changed, not one bit.” He
wanted to reach out and push her over the railing.
‘That would kill her,” he said to himself, but swiftly
he turned away from her and walked into the house.

He was now thinking of Adisa. The more he thought
about her the more empty and depressed he became.
No woman had so thoroughly conquered him as Adisa
had. In her passivity, she had made him appcar a
rapist, inhuman, cold and exacting, a Shylock. She
hadn’t done this consciously and that to him was the
most defeating aspect of it. She hadn’t said a word
more after he had finally overpowcred her. She had
merely stared at him, unmoving as if saving to the
vulture that was his spirit, ‘You can pick my flesh. I
am dcad. I am not alive.

But was it possible for a woman to be so detached
at a moment when she gave away her most invaluable
jewel?

Was it possible that a woman could be so devoid
of fecling, physical, scnsuous fecling, not exaltation
or the peaked chaos that comes from real love and
dcep emotion, just the ordinary physical animalistic
feeling of a human being that comes from well ...
Oh, he didn’t know. He told himself that Adisa had
conquercd him and that he would remain conquered
and depressed and dissatisfied until he had struck with
his burning match the flint that was in her, until he
had exerted and extracted from her one single cry of
pain or plcasure.

‘I was like a vulture picking at the flesh of a dead
prey,’” he said to himself as he went towards the cup-
board in his room.

He cursed aloud. The electricity was still cut off, as
turning on the switch that stood beside the cupboard
told him.

He called out to Richard to light a candle and to
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bring it to his room. When the candle had been
brought and set upon the table in an empty tomato
tin, he opened the cupboard and drew out a bottle of
whisky. He nearly filled the tall glass that stood on the
table beside the burning candle. The candlelight
turned the colour of the whisky to a brighter yellow. It
seemed to burn, the drink as it stood in the tall glass.
‘Here is to me and to Adisa!’ he said and tossed half
the glass of whisky down his throat. The whisky
burned his tongue and he could fecl it flaming down
his throat. He coughed and his cyes watered. But he
instantly felt better. In two straight gulps he emptied
the rest of his drink and set the empty glass against
the bottle and the burning candle. Then he went and
sat on the bed.

He thought it was still too early to go to bed. Only
half past eight, but Christ, the clock had stopped. He
went over to the table again and wound the clock, then
he sct it and put it back gently on the table.

‘I was like a vulture,” he repeated to himself and
smiled. ‘But is her flesh beautiful! God! Is her body
beautiful! Soft and hazy like dawn. Oh yes, softer
than anything I have ever touched! And I must touch
her again. I must have her again!’

After some time, he shook his head slowly from side
to side. ‘No.’ he told himself. ‘I am not thinking pro-
perly. I must apologise to her. I have offended God and
the earth. I was like a vulture picking at the flesh of a
helpless prey. I must see her in the morning and tell
her how sorry I am that I forced her against her wish.
I will kneel down before her and say, “Adisa, please
forgive and forget. Only God knows what entered my
head. You are beautiful but helpless. I shouldn’t have
taken advantage of your piteous situation. Honestly
I am sorry. Plecase forgive me.” And she will look at
me and smile and then it will be over. My conscience
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will be clearcd. I will then be able to help her properly
and openly. I must do that tomorrow morning. I will
drive there straight on my way out.’

He lay back on the bed, his head on the second
inner pillow, his legs hanging over on the floor, his
cyes staring at the white ceiling. His mind was clear.
He reasoned clearly and simply. He wanted the day to
break quickly so that he could go to Adisa and explain
to her. He was impatient with the night. He kicked
off his shoes and lifted his legs to the bed.

‘And I must discuss things with my wife,” he told
himself. “Tomorrow will sce the beginning of a new
day. I will call Queen and discuss matters with her.
We will take stock of our feelings for each other. We
are husband and wife still. She is still jealous. Hear
her asking where I was! T am sure that something is
still there. The river is dry but the banks still remain,
the river bed cannot be taken away. Come another
rainfall and the current will start to flow where it
first left off. Yes, I will patch things up with her ...

Hec drifted into sleep but a few minutes later, he was
awake. The lights were on now. He remembered that
he still hadn’t closed the hotel for the night. “T'o hell
with the hotel!” he told himself. *Queen will close it
up. Oh yes, Queen. Beautiful bitch, sleeping with all
my fricnds! How can I be sure the children are mine?
Look at Lilian. Remember that scandal with the
schoolboys? Threc schoolboys raped her. At lecast, so
she alleges. And so like her mother. Oh God, 1 am
so unhappy, so unfortunate! But why couldn’t I have
been more fortunate? Why am 1 so unhappy? Oh
God why ... ?’ He stood up again, filled the tall glass
with the whisky and emptied it.

Quecn stayed on the balcony long after her hus-
band had gone. She sat on the bamboo chair and drank
in the incense of the darkness. She watched the cus-
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tomers come and go. She was sick of them all, their
stares, their unspoken desires. She could always see
it in their eyes, this desire to lay her at any price, just
for the experience of it and because what she had was
peculiar to her. But why was Obofun angry with her?
Hadn’t he known what would happen? Why had he
opened the Crown Supermarket and put her in charge
of it? Why had he introduced her to all his powerful
friends? He was to blame, not her.

She looked at her wristwatch. ‘Christ!’ she hissed,
‘Time to be closing up for the day.’

She was tired anyway and she didn’t want to go
downstairs. She would wait there until Richard came
back, then she would go and sleep. The boys could
lock up on their own.

Except for an occasional glimmer of light, the sur-
rounding area was black with the darkness. She told
herself that the clectricity people were a problem.
They took away the light any time they wanted and
brought it back too any time they wanted. It was noth-
ing but pure chaos. Chaos and confusion. They should
have used a generator of their own. It wasn’t too
expensive. ‘The only problem would be their neigh-
bours’ attitude. They would complain about the noise
and the generators usually were very noisy.

She didn’t hear Richard come in until he said,
‘Madam, I have come back.’

She half turned, ‘Yes, and what did she say?’

‘I knocked on the door,” Richard informed her.
‘Several times, but therc was no answer. The woman
there said she thought Adisa wasn’t in. Otherwise she
would have hcard my loud knocking and opcned the
door.’

Queen thought for a while. ‘Okay then,” she said.
‘Go there first thing tomorrow morning and give her
the message. As for now, you can go downstairs and
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tell the head waiter to close up in thirty minutes’ time.
I don’t want to be disturbed. I am going to sleep.’

But she didn't stand up. She heard Richard going
downstairs and she sat back in her chair. She was
satisfied sitting there in the quiet of the decpening
night. "T'hat was what she wanted most. quiet. This
was what she treasured most, quict, this contentment,
this sitting down. this peace within herself and with
the external outer world. During the day, she was an-
other person. She had to do things, whether she liked
it or not. Things bappened and involved her. de-
stroyed her peace. She had to scheme and calculate and
plan to outwit other players in the field. And by
scheming, she too made things happen. It was action
and counter-action, the mecting point was the melting
pot .

lhc lights broke upon the city like an explosion.
One moment there had been utter darkness. the next
moment there was revealing white light. The streets
were flooded with light, those that were wired. Tele-
vision scts became alive. Voices that had been dormant
were stirred.

The darkness was broken up into fragments; where
there was light there could be no darkness.

Unconsciously. Queen smiled. Her own peace of
mind was gone. The light made it impossible for her
to think easily. to concentrate. In the darkness she
could sit and think and concentrate because before
her there was nothing but an amorphous black void,
the end of which she could not see. The light made her
see and reminded her of her surroundings. of herself.
She stood up, dragged the chair against the wall
and went into the house. to her bedroom.

She was sitting down on the bed when Lilian came
in. “There was a man here this afternoon,” Lilian
told her.
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Queen looked sidew:vs at her daughter. ‘What
man?’

‘He left a card with w2 Lilian said and handed it
to her.

Queen took it and then glanced sharply at her
daughter. ‘Did he icll vou anything else?’

Lilian tried to remember. ‘Oh ves,” she said. ‘He
said I had become a big girl.’

‘And what clse? Didn’t he tell you whether he
would be coming back?”’

Lilian thought for a while. 'Yes,” she said. ‘He said
he would be waiting for you tomorrow at the Samson
and Declilah as you wanted. He said he came here for a
drink and felr like sceing you personally.’

Queen was thoughtful. Should she go? Going would
mean conceding, agrecing, giving herself to him. And
when she had agreed once, she would have established
a precedent. The man would want to come back. And
coming back invariably meant other times.

‘You can go now,’ she said to her daughter.

‘Won't you come and watch television, Ma?’ Lilian
asked.

‘No thank you,” Qucen said, and Lilian went out
of the room.

‘Should I go?” she asked herself. And if she went,
could the man avert disaster? She had telephoned to
him smlpl\ on an impulse. The letter the government
had written to her was so thlcdtcmng that she felt she
had to do somcthing about it. Perhaps the man could
help. But what if he couldn’t? What then? ‘I must
take on more people.” she said to herself. ‘I must take
on more people, but I must keep the wages down.’

Then she thought about her husband. Surely, they
were strangers to cach other now. There was nothing
she could do about it. But telling her if she wanted to
take Idemudia was an insult. Yes, an insult, she told
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herself. Then she shook her head. Perhaps it wasn’t an
insult after all. If her husband could sleep with the
man’s wife, why shouldn’t she sleep with the woman’s
husband? ‘Not that it will ever happen anyway,” she
said to herself. ‘But Obofun certainly knows how to
throw mud at other pcople. Oh yes, throw mud from a
safe distance. But he isn’t getting away with it,” she
decided. ‘If he doesn’t care whether or not I drown,
then I will not care about him either. From now on,
I am going to do whatever I like whenever I like and
wherever 1 like.’

She went to her cupboard, drew out a bottle of
whisky and a glass.
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Chapter 17

Her sleep was deep and peaceful, like one who hadn’t
slept for a long, long time and when she woke up
suddenly at about four o’clock, she couldn’t remember
where she was. The light in the room was pale, half
darkness, half light.

Underneath her head, the pillow was wet with the
sweat. Then, it must have been the sweat that had
woken her up, the heat and the sweat. But the sleep
had been deep, deep as a pit that has no bottom. She
sat up on the bed, one hand supporting her. She tried
to remember. What had happcned? And gradually it
seeped back, her memory. Her husband, Obofun and
everything else. She felt weak, so weak that her hand
gave way on the bed and she fell back on the pillow
with a groan.

Somebody had tried to wake her up, she couldn’t
remember how long ago that was but she remembered
hearing repeated knocking on her door. Her mind
went again to Idemudia and to Obofun. She bit her
lip and wiped the sweat off her face. If there was some
place she could have hidden her face, she could have
hidden it there. Nervously she glanced at the table.
The big brown envelope was still there. She smiled
in the half darkness. Judas had sold his master for
thirty pieces of silver. She had sold herself for one
hundred naira! '

What if Idemudia found out! The thoughts ran
through her head as water through a pipe. ‘I’ll find
out and I'll kill you! T’ll tear it out, I'll throw it to the
dogs ...! So I am no better than a harlot,” she told
herself. ‘A prostitute for one hundred naira anyway.’

205



She smiled and closed her cyes. ‘I am a prostitute! A
cheap woman! But I had to do it. I had to. It wasn’t
my fault. I didn't want to. Yes, I had no other way
out. It was the only chance 1 had! He may kill me
but I did it for him. Only for him.’

She opened her eyes, turned sideways and looked
at the room, walls, windows, table, the cooking pots
and the kerosene stove. The food cupboard and the
water pot, the glasses broken at the edges. But they
still used them. Used them even more than newer
ones.

‘If they hold water, they should be used,” Idemudia
always said.

‘And if they cut your lips?’

‘You are not blind, are you?’

‘You are not supposed to look when you are drink-
ing.’

Idemudia laughed. ‘How would you know whether
you have worms or poison in the water? No, you have
to look. Always better.”’

‘But can’t you sce? The glasses are broken all over
the edges. They are no good any more. They should be
thrown away.’

‘Well, let’s end the matter. Don’t drink with them
if you do not want to. I will anyway. Nice tall glasses.
What if they have small cracks? Nothing, nothing at
all”

The glasses stood there now. She didn't sce the
broken edges but she remembered that they were
there, seeing that the glasses stood there.

The glasses, the broom, too short now for comfort
and getting shorter because the rough floor cut them,
sliced through them. Brooms do not last on this floor.
Maybe sometime I would have had to sweep with my
fingers. But that won't be necessary now. We have
one hundred naira. One hundred naira!
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She turncd again on her back. She still hadn’t
counted the money. Perhaps Obotun had placed noth-
ing there. And ... Oh God! What if she had given her-
sclf for nothing? Holy mother of God, that would be
terrible. A tragedy.

She jumped up from the bed and pounced on the
cnvclope. It was heavy. She carried it back to the bed
and opened it. Sure ¢nough the money was there, in
onc naira notes. She sighed and fell back again on the
bed. What would she tell her husband?

‘I will tell him the truth. T will explain,” she pro-
mised herself. ‘He will understand. He has to. And it
he doesn’t? If he gets angry? If he makes a scandal?
If he kills me?’ She shuddered. ‘But then how will I
cxplain the money if I do not mention Obofun? And
the whisky? And if he finds out for himself?’ She
shook her head. ‘1 have to tell him the truth,’ she con-
cluded. ‘T have to tell him what 1 have done. I will
explain. I will tell him how it happcned. And how
can he be angry anyway? His illness drove me to it!
God knows I didn't want to have anything to do with
Obofun. In the morning I will go to the hospital. I
will go there and sec him. How can he kill me for it?
How can he be angry with me for doing somcthing I
shall forever hate myself for only because of him? God
knows how ashamed I am now. But He knows too it
was a sacrifice 1 had to make for my husband’s sake.
Greater love hath no man than the man who laid
down his life for the life of his friend. I have donc that.
Comnmitted adultery for his sake. Surely, I shouldn’t
Le punished for that.’

She felt the money in her hands. One hundred naira.
This was money. She had ncver seen or had so much
moncy before. What would ske do with the balance
after she had paid off Idemudia’s hospital fees? She
would give it to Idemudia. 'T'hey would move to a
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better place and open up a small kiosk of a shop.
There she would distribute the whisky. She had no
illusions about the whisky. It was all part of her sacri-
fice. She would accept it. Obofun was mad anyway to
think that there could be a second time. That first
time, that once, was for all time.

In the morning she would go out to buy some meat
and other materials for soup. She would cat well from
now on, she would make sure that she never fell
hungry any more. It was bad to be hungry, it was worse
to know that you could do nothing about your hunger,
yes, it was terrible, horrible.

She tried to take her mind of what had happened
between her and Obofun. ‘I mustn’t think of it!’ she
told herself. ‘I must forget about it.” Thinking about it
made her scarcd, ashamed.

The old man who had married them had read out
the commandments in a solemn voice. ‘You must not
poison your husband’s food in order that he may not
look at another woman. You must not flirt, you must
not commit adultery. You must not ...’

She held her head with her hands. The punishment
was too scvere, too harsh. ‘It’s your children’s health
and lives that your obedience buys, your own progress.
If you disobey, then the punishment will fall on you
and on your children.’

Perhaps Idemudia would not find out if she chose
not to tell him, but what if Ogbodu fell ill? How
would she account for it? ‘I must confess everything
to Idemudia,” she told herself a thousand times. ‘He
must know that it wasn’t my fault, that I was driven to
it by my consideration for him, for my hunger, by
our general poverty.’

She bit her lips. ‘If only we had cnough! If only
he hadn’t been il11’

Then shce quietened herself. ‘It’s only my con-
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science,” she said to herself. ‘My conscience torments
me. Things wiil never be the same again. What T have
done will always stand between us. He will not trust
nic any more. He will always doubtme! But he ought
to understand. He will understand.’

The money lay on top of her like a heavy ivon. She
sat up on the bed and very quickly shuilled the notes
back into the envelope. Then she threw the envelope
on the floor.

All the effects of her sleep were gone, her cyes were
hollow and haunted and by the time she stood up in the
morning to take her bath, her head ached. She was
shaky on her fcet, she was shaky in her body, she was
shaky in her head. The room seemed to revolve around
her.

When she had lain down the evening before, she
had not even thought of steep. Her mind was confused,
she had been unable to think. So she had slept and
slecep had secmed to heal her, to vearrange her
thoughts. But not now. The strong morning light re-
minded her too strongly of the evening before.'And
as she stood on her feet, she shook, her body trembled.
She stood before the door and was afraid to open it.
Perhaps whoever was outside would immediately dis-
cern in her eyes that she had slept with Obofun the
evening before. And that would be terrible, shameful.
How could she bear it, stand the knowing condemn-
ing cycs of the world? How could she alone? She stood
there, her hand on the key but powerless to open it.
She knew that Mama Jimoh usually woke up early.
She would be outside. What did they normally say
to cach other in the morning? She couldn’t remember.

She leaned against the door now, sapped of all
energy. The cnvelope was still on the floor. She went
and picked it up and then tucked it under the pillow.
The pillow had been patched in many places but
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there were fresh holes on it now and the picces of
foam came out, fell out through them. She brushed
the pillow softly, softly with her hand and then sat
down on the bed.

‘But I have to go out,” she told herself. ‘I have. to
go out.” And then she murmured, ‘Oh yes, it is only my
conscience.’

She made up her mind. The moment of her irresolu-
tion was not completely gone but she was decided
she would go out. She went to the corner of the room
and picked up the bucket. It made a noise which swr-
prisingly quietened and reassured her. She picked up
the grey towel and flung it across her shoulders and
marched resolutely back to the door. She put her hand
on the key, turned the lock. The doer was open.

Mama Jimoh was outside sweeping her door, with
her back to Adisa. ‘Good morning, Mama Jimoh!’
Adisa called.

Mama Jimoh turned round. ‘Good morning, Adisa.
Ah, you are awake carly again today. You wake early
these days.’

Adisa still held the bucket. ‘Yes,” she replied. ‘It’s
my husband.’

Mama Jimoh laid her broom against the wall. ‘Oh,
yes. I forgot to ask you about him. How is he?’

Adisa dropped the bucket to the floor. ‘He is better.’

‘And when will they discharge him?’

“Today,” Adisa said. ‘ldemudia says they will dis-
charge him today.’

‘Let it be today then,” Mama Jimoh prayed.

‘I hope so, too.’

She picked up the bucket and proceeded to the side
of the house, on the right, where the tap and the bath-
room were.

‘Oh wait!’ Mama Jimoh called after her.

Adisa stopped and waited.
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Mama Jimoh held her chewing stick in her hand.
“There was a man here last night,” she told Adisa. ‘I
ncarly forgot to tell you.’

‘What did he want?’ Adisa asked, her heart beating
wildly. She hoped it wasn't Obofun. He couldn’t dare
to comc to her house to torment her.

‘He said he was sent to give you a message from
Quecn. You know, the same man who was here the
last tirac.’

Adisa waited for her to continue. Perhaps Queen
had comne to warn her to desist from secing her hus-
band. But how could she have known?

‘We knocked at your door,” Mama Jimoh continued,
‘but there was no answer. We thought you still hadn’t
come back from the hospital so hic said he would come
back carly this morning. Youw’d better wait for him.’

‘He didn’t leave any other message?’

Mama Jimoh shook her head. ‘No. he didn’t.’

‘Well, thank you. I hope he comes in time because
I am going to the hospital as soon as | finish bathing.’

The man was waiting outside wanen she left the
bathroom. ‘Good morning, madam,’ he said in grect-
ing to Adisa.

‘Good morning,’ Adisa returned his grecting and
passed by him. She stood in front of the door. ‘Yes?’

‘My name is Richard and madam has sent me after
you.’

Adisa frowned. ‘What for?’

‘I don’t know,” Richard answered. ‘She said she
would like to see you.’

‘When?’

“As soon as you can. She is waiting cven now. Madam
of the Frecdom Motel.’

Adisa thought it over slowly. ‘Okay, I will come,’
she auswered at last.

Richard left.



She went into her room and dressed up slowly. She
heard Mama Jimoh's voice outside. She was rebuking
her son [imoh.

‘Didn’t 1 tell you to bring the water heres’

Jimoh grumbled a reply back.

‘Come herel”

There was a snuiﬂmg of fect.

‘All you know is how to cat! Fetch some watu and
you can’t. Come here! Do you understand me?

Adisa heard quick and stinging slaps. Instantly
]imnh cried out.

Shut up!’ Mama Jimoh threatened him further.

‘Mama-o! Mama-o!!’ rose the plaintive voice of
Jimoh.

‘I said shut up!’ There were more mean and painful
slaps. And Jimol’s shrill cry registered the painfal-
ness of the slaps.

Adisa was alrcady fuily dressed. She came cut of her
roora aud stood in the doorway, the key in her hand.
There were plates in front of Mama }imoh and Jimoh
was writhing with the pain against the wall. Mama
Jimoh's hand was raiscd to strike again.

‘Mama Jimoh!® Adisa cried out. ‘Mama Jimoh,
please forgive him.

‘T have never seen a more useless child in myv life!
Mama Jimoh complained. ‘Only 10 get a bucket-fuli
of water and he can’t! His mates in the village slecp
in the farms.

‘Please forgive him,” Adisa pleaded.

Papa Jimoh came out then. He was angry. ‘I have
never been where they do not let a man sicep,” hie cricd.
‘If you ar¢ going 10 the market why don’t vou leave
the rest of us who are not going in peace?’

‘And if T left vou in peace, fiow would you eat?’
Mama Jimoh replicd.

‘I don’t waat to eat,” Papa [imoh said. ‘I am going
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out to a meeting very soon. I wanted to sleep.’

‘And will you feed the children when I am gone to
the market?’

Papa Jimoh snorted. ‘Haven't 1 told you to stop
going to the market on Sundays? Must you always go
to the market every ...’

Adisa did not wait to hear more but moved away
very quietly.

Obofun woke up in the morning and his head felt
heavier than twenty blocks of cement put together.
His mouth was bitter and sour, as if it did not belong
to him. His head ached. It sccmed as if hundreds
of blacksmiths were hammering metal in his head. He
groaned and rolled from side to side on the bed like
a small boat on a violent river.

‘What is it?” he thought he heard somebody ask.

His eyes were closed to minimise the cffect of the
pain, so unconsciously he groped with his hand in the
direction of the voice.

‘Oi! Ail’

‘What is it?’

Hc opencd his eyes and attempted to focus them on
the person who stood by the cdge of the bed.

‘Richard?’

Queen was exasperated. ‘I am here,’ she said coldly,
‘not Richard.’

Obofun fell silent to let the words sink in. He closed
his eyes again.

‘You need some hot black coffee,” Queen advised
him, and Obofun groaned. ‘And a cold, cold bath,’ she
added. “That will clear your head. In fact I think you
should have a bath first.’

Obofun did not move for a long time. He was trying
to remember a lot of things. Had Queen slept in the
same room and in the same bed with him? It was diffi-
cult for him to think because of the hammering, tin-
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kering and soldering in his head.

He struggled up from the bed to a sitting position.
He felt a little better. Sitting down helped. He felt
that at once and struggled up farther until he had his
back directly against the wall, his legs spread out across
the bed.

Queen threw the Sunday papers at him. Her hands
were trembling. ‘Look,’” she cried. ‘See what they have
donel”’

The frantic and urgent note in her voice registered
sharply on his consciousness. He took up the papers
and glanced quickly at the front page.

‘They’'ve dismissed all of them!’ she cried. ‘All of
them! What am I going to do?’

Obofun saw what she was referring to. And seeing it
jarred his consciousness. ‘But how could they do it?
Christ!’ he thought

‘I am finished,’ she cried.

‘It is terrible,” he admitted.

All their connections in the ministries where they
had easily won contracts were cither dismissed or
retired from the service. He had got contracts by
giving out up to twenty per cent of the value of the
contracts to these same people. They demanded it.
When he had bcen in the service, he had also de-
manded and received the percentages. But everything
had been casy because they had always had their share
of the contract money afterwards. Now all that was
destroyed because the men, the majority of them in-
volved, had been dismissed from the service. That was
what the Sunday papers said.

‘Nearly one thousand of them!’ he breathed harshly.

‘Why don’t you look at the back of that one?’ his
wife asked him.

He turned the paper over and saw it. He whispered,
‘Osekal’
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‘Her contract has been taken away from her,” Queen
burst out in a panic-stricken voice. ‘You remember
that only two of us wcre given the contracts to build
the low-cost houses. T'he paper say she has now lost the
contract because according to the government, the
houses she was building were substandard and of low
quality.” She spoke rapidly. The fear was cvident in
her eyes and voice.

‘And shc is to refund nearly threc hundred thou-
sand naira to the government!’ Obofun read out.

Queen stood up wearily from the side of the bed
to which she had sunk. She was filled with despair.

‘And how much was her contract worth?’

‘Nearly six hundred thousand,” Queen said. ‘Mine
was for less, four hundred thousand.’

‘And that letter?’

Quecn couldn’t bear it any more. She fled from the
room.

When Qucen had reccived the letter from the
Ministry the day before, she had not taken it scriously,
not really. Letters often came like that which were
soon forgotten and in any case she had not only de-
cided to employ Idemudia, but she had also phoned
to the Chief Architect and asked him to meet her at
the Samson and Delilah. She felt that the Chief
Architect would help her. But here was his name, the
third on the list on the front page of the Sunday
papcrs. But then how could they give her to the end of
the month to complete the building? The end of the
month was less than twenty days away and many of
the houses werc still in their foundation-laying stage.
She had also consumed a considerable amount of the
money on her hotel at Sakponba Road, near the
church. She had imagined that she could complete
the buildings in her own time with the profits she
would make from the hotel. Now all that was gone.
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- Oseka, her friend and rival, had already suffered the
fate with which she was now threatened. Where would
she get the money if she had to refund it?

She had to act quickly. The work on the site had
to be spceded up. She would deal severely with all
those men whom the site engineer had reported were
making trouble, asking for more money when they
ought to be working! She told herself that she had to
keep the wages down. That way, she could also save
money and God knew she would nced every kobo now.

Obofun read the papers several times and he simply
could not believe his eyes. He put the papers down
and then went into the bathroom and turned on the
shower and began rubbing the soap on his body slowly.
He would go to Lagos on Thursday or Friday to sce
a friend there who would advise him on how he could
fully take over the Samson and Delilah before the
other men knew what was happening. ‘But Christ,
one thousand men!’ he whispered. ‘How many are
left?’

He knew of course that there were still many men of
doubtful and suspicious character in the various places
who so far had not been detected. He had seen that
after going through the list several times. Morphi was
not there and Morphi he knew had attempted to steal
some eighty thousand naira two years ago. Then there
was Bodigie. Surely events had caught up with a few
of them, but the majority of them still remained. But
it hurt him most because the few that were touched
had been closest to him.

He was immenscly glad about one thing anyway -
that he was out of the service before all these things
had happened. However, it was a serious handicap, his
connections or most of them were broken and Queen
was in trouble. And if Queen was in trouble, then his
own business empire could be in trouble.
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He left the bathroom meditatively. It was when he
was getting dressed that he realised that he had slept
the night before in his clothes. T must have been very
tired, he said o himself and he had already placed one
of his legs in the trousers when he heard voices in the
sitting room. Very quickly, he drew up the other
trouser leg and when he was dressed, he went close to
the door and listened intently. That must be Queen’s
voice, and the other? Adisa? He wasn’t sure. And why
should she be here? His wife ... ? He opened his door
and stood in the doorway. Adisa stood there, directly
facing him. She looked so weak and yet so enticing this
morning that all his resolves of the night before about
her were now swept aside by the hurricanc of throb-
bing in his groin. Very quickly, he went back into his
roony, but he left the deor ajar and stood away from it
so that he could hear what they were discussing.

“You will tell your husband that { have a job for
him,” Quesn was saying, and then Adisa replied,
“Thank you very much,” and then she was out of the
room, (Queen crowding her back towards the door.

Richard camc in and placed the tray that contained
the coffee things on the table.

Obofun slowly poured himself a cup of coffece and
raised it absent-mindedly to his lips. He had forgotten
everything about the news in the Sunday papers. He
told himsclf that whatever happened he would have
Adisa, if only once more. Then he smiled as he com-
pared Queen with Adisa. ‘So entirely different and
yet so alike!’ he cried in his heart. He almost spilled
the coffee on himself because it was so hot on his
tongue and he hadn’t noticed it.

Now it was nearly eleven o’clock and Obofun’s men
had brought the cartons of whisky and gonc. There
were five of them. Adisa didn't bother to ask the men
what had happened to the other five. Hadn’t Obofun
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promised her ten of the cartons? And then, just as the
men had becn about to go, their leader had called her
aside and given her Obofun’s message. He would be
waiting for her as soon as she could come but he hoped
she would come that very evening or the next day.

She had said nothing because she knew she wasn’t
going. Again, her mind went .to her husband. How
would she account for the whisky and the money? 1de-
mudia would never believe that her aunt had given
her onc hundred nairz. That is, she told hersclf, if she
chosc to explain the drinks and the moncy away an-
other way. She must think of alternatives. She took
out the brown khaki cnvelope which contained the
money and she opened the envelope and counted out
twenty-five nairz slowly.

Yes, Idemundia would believe that her aunt could
give her twenty-five naira. ‘He also kniows that my aunt
distributes the whisky,” she said to herself. "But what
if he wants 10 go and thank her? What if he says, “1
must go and thank her at once”?’

She put the other seventy-five naira back into the
envelope and drepping her handbag on the table, she
drew out her old bex where she kept her one Christmas
dress. Then she opened the box and very carefully,
placed the envelone between the folds of ber dress.
Then she looked at the dress and she saw that it was
all right. At least idemudia had ncver opened her
box. ‘He’s not likely to now,” shc said to hersclf and
shut the box and pushed it back under the table and
stood up.

She picked up her handbag and locked at the cax-
tons of whisky piled one on top of the other beside
the pot from which they drew their drinking water.
Suddcnly, the tears welled up in her eyes but she
fought the tears back. She had to take the difficulties as
they came. ‘But, God, she prayed to herself, ‘please
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do not let Obofun send anybody after me. Please make
Obofun kecp away from me.’

The words of her aunt came back to her again.
‘Leave him. Pack your things and leave him. There
are other alternatives ..." Resolutely, she shook her
head. She could ncver leave him to take a room in the
city. ‘And become like my aunt,” she said to herself.
‘No never!’ Very slowly, she crossed the room and
closing her door, went outside.

The sky was a pale grey, the sun was bright and
strong, and it stroked the faces that were out carelessly.
The breeze was cool but not cold. Later, as the sun
climbed higher and stood in the centre of the sky so
that a man lost his shadow, it would get hot, oppres-
sively hot.

Now, however, it was still morning and it was
different. The church crowds were many on the streets.
They werce all brightly dressed as the sun was. There
was a certain urgency in their steps, mothers dragging
their children along noisily as though they were sacri-
ficial lambs. They dragged them along and scolded
them.

‘Peter!” And the motherly hand descended with
Godly violence on the head of the child.

They werc all in a hurry, they had to get to the
churcly, they had sins to confess. They were coid inside,
not warm as this morning was with the sun. They
hurried along the streets in their brightly coloured
dresses, dragging their reluctant children along with
them,

And some of them went to the church in their big
spacious cars. ‘T'hey drove unhurriedly, they pressed
their horns for the others who were on foot to scatter
so that they could pass. And they were brightly and
expensively dressed, in fine agbada made of lace or
brocade or geergette material. They talked and
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laughed as they drove along easily, on the rough hard
road.

There were many who stood at the side of the road,
their hands outstretched or walked along the road,
their faces dry, their clothes rough and ugly and torn.
They were thin mostly, dry like their faces. Their
cheekbones stood out, their cyes were set deeply in
their faces, the hunger had eaten out the flesh and
dried up the fat. They did not think of the church,
they did not think of God. 'They thought only of their
stomachs, of the ants in their brains, the red ants that
moved about in their heads cating them up slowly and
gradually.

And there were children too, two of them this time
whe on this Sunday, were leading their blind father
along the street. the empty plates in their hands, beg-
ging. The pus came from the man’s eves, his hand
held a stick. One of the children, the elder one, led
his father by the hand, the younger one lingered be-
hind and stared at the women dragging their fat and
well-dressed children like fattened calves to the altar
for slaughter.

And the two children did not think about God.
They were children of the world, not created by God.
They led their blind father on, the pus dripped from
his eves. his teeth were brown and rotten, his bare
feet were torn and dry. and his children held plates
open, empty plates and went before the church
crowds.

The church crowds hurried to the church. They
held their coins, gripped them more tightly as they
passed before the blind man and his children. They
did not look at the man, their eyes were far away,
searching out the cross that stood high above the roof
of the church. The children could not understand,
they stood now bewildered around their blind father
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and held the empty plates open for the church crowds
to sce. 'The hunger was in their eyes, flaming as the
morning was with the sun.

‘Then, the truck pushers came, their bodies wet with
the sweat like people drenched in a heavy rain. Their
trucks moved slowly, they were piled high with fire-
wood. They stood before the main body of their trucks,
their stomachs flattened against the crossbars of their
trucks, their chests flung out heaving, their whole
bodies trembling and almost breaking with the efforts
of pushing. The sweat covered their bare backs and
poured out in front of them from their heaving and
breaking chest muscles, like men in a tug of war. Their
breathing came out in small harsh strangulated gasps.
Still they pushed and the trucks went up with them
slowly like the shells of tortoises, ambling. These too
did not think of the church. Their truck was their
church and their labour was their God.

Adisa came behind the truck pushers. Her mind
was taken up by what Queen had told her. 1t was sur-
prising, she thought that Quecn should think of offer-
ing a job to her husband. But perhaps there was noth-
ing unusual about it after all. Idemudia had worked
for her and she had been impressed. Her husband was
lucky, that was all. And then Obofun had come in,
bricfly. How impassive his face had seemed! So un-
concerned and yet after she had left the house, he had
sent Richard after her to remind her that the cartons
of whisky would be delivered at ten o’clock.

She smiled cynically to herself as she walked slowly
behind the truck pushers. Yes, need could drive a
human being to anything. It could drive a person in-
sane. It could kill a person, it could make her commit
adultery with a man she had scarcely ever looked at.
She had decided she wasn't going to cry over it any
more. She had been forced to do it. She would explain
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to Idemudia and he would understand.

The truck pushers that werc in front of her stopped
to rest their limbs. She passed by them, scarcely look-
ing at them. The songs from the church filtered slowly
to her. She saw the man holding the stick and the chil-
dren standing around him holding their plates, empty.
She hecard a man remark something as he passed by
them. She hcard his friends laugh as they passed into
the temple of Almighty God.

Now that the hospital wasn’t far away, a nervousness
gripped her. She had felt so calm but now, necar panic
replaced her equanimity. Her throat felt dry, her head
grew hot, her hands trembled. She was like a thief
who had stolen for the first time and is afraid he will
be found out. It wasn’t going to be as easy as she had
thought. It was nice and simple thinking things out
in the darkness alone. But the daylight has a queer
way of shattering the resolves one makes to oneself
in the darkness. A man lies on his back and thinks
out the things that he will do at dawn. But dawn
revcals the weaknesses of this back-to-bed and eyes-
closed scheming. A man sees that things are not as
easy as he thought.

Idemudia was standing outside, his hands folded
across his chest when she arrived. He moved towards
her at once, motioning her towards a bench that stood
against a tree outside. Seeing the dark look in his eyes
the resolve melted away in her.

They sat on the bench, away from the ward and
from the other patients. She glanced at him and she
saw that the dark look had become bright as his anger
deepened and suddenly she was afraid, and very, very
nervous.

‘What happened?’ he demanded, his voice rough
and harsh, his breathing uneven. ‘I waited and waited.’

She avoided looking at him in the eyes and looked
down at the grass instead. Surely, she couldn’t tell him
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the truth now? ‘Nothing happened,’ she said, and her
fingers were knotted into tight hard fists as they rested
on her lap so that the veins showed, dark blue.

“T'hen why didn’t ... ?’

‘Idemudia!’

Idemudia turned his head round quickly to see
who had shouted out his name and he saw Osaro and
Omoifo walking towards them, from the side. He
waved his hands and half stood up, turning back to
Adisa at the same time.

‘So what happenecd?’ he demanded again, and this
time his voice was low but cold.

‘You said ...

‘Adisal’

‘Good morning,” Adisa said to Osaro and to Omoifo
and she stood up to make place for them on the bench,
but they wouldn't sit down. They remained standing.

‘So they will not release you unless you pay them
their money?’ Osaro said and patted Idemudia on
his shoulder lightly.

‘They will not,” Idemudia said.

“I'hat’s very bad,” Omoifo said. ‘Very, very bad. Not
every man can be rich in this country.’

‘But what do they care?’ Osaro asked. ‘And to think
that this is a government hospital!’

“They only care for their stomachs,” Omoifo said.
“Their stomachs and the stomachs of their dogs. See
how rich the ministers are!” And he spat on the grass,
away from them.

‘Well, we have managed to put something together
now,” Osaro said.

‘You have?’ Idemudia asked and stood up.

‘Yes. Nothing much but at least something. When
Adisa came round to see us last night, we honestly
had nothing on us but this morning we went to see
Osayi.’

‘And he lent us fifteen nairal’ Omoifo said.
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‘Fifteen naira!’ Idemudia exclaimed, scarcely able
to believe his ears.

‘Yes, fifteen naira,” Osaro said. ‘It has to be paid
back in two weeks’ time. So we promised.’

‘Oh, how can I thank you!’ Idemudia said, and the
gratitude showed through his voice. ‘I can never really
thank you enough. You don’t know what you have
done for me. Yéu have saved my life.’

‘Oh nonsense! ' Omoifo said. ‘Nonsense. You would
have done even more for us.’

“Then we can go and pay up their charges then?’
Idemudia said and looked at Adisa.

“Yes, we can,” Osaro said. ‘Here, take the money.’
He brought out the money in carefully folded notcs
and gave them to Idemudia. “They had no right to
keep you here because you couldn’t pay their bill.’

Adisa walked slowly behind them and her feet felt
dead beneath her. The thoughts raced through her
mind, each chain of thought chasing thc other, swiftly,
like the dance of shadows. How could she have given
herself to Obofun only to hear this morning that she
needn’t have done it, that it had all been useless, that
she had been a fool? She felt near to tears.

Now, they were standing by the gates of the hospital
and Adisa held the small bundle of Idemudia’s belong-
ings in her hands.

‘Must they keep patients on the floor?” Osaro asked
and looked at Idemudia.

Idemudia shrugged his shoulders. ‘It is terrible,” he
said. “The ward is divided into two parts and between
two doctors. On one side of it, my side, the patients
share the beds or slecp on the floor. On the other side,
things are different.’

‘But why? Isn’t it ...?’

‘Ah yes, it is the same ward, but you know these
doctors. The one who runs my part of it demands that
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patients must come and sce him at home before they
can have a bed to themselves.’

‘See him at home?’

‘Yes, pay him some money. He takes money
privately from the patients he treats in the hospital
and if yours is a bad discase and you must have an
operation, then you must pay him the money before he
will perform an operation.’

‘And if you cannot pay?’

‘You die there en your bed or on the floor. Wasn’t
I kept there because I couldn’t pay the bill?’

‘It is a tragedy,” Osaro said. ‘A recal tragedy. You
have to bribe first to be trcated.” He shook his head
vigorously. ‘And that patient on the floor?’

‘Which one?’ Idemudia asked.

“The one who has his hcad severely bandaged. By
the door, as you enter the ward. What happened to
him? He was moaning when we went into the ward.’

"You mcan the onc whe has his head cut into two?’

‘Yes.’

‘He was brought into the ward late last night. We
had returncd from the play and were just about to
sleep when they brought him. You should have seen
the blood.” He shook his head from side to side, slowly.
‘I never thought a single man could have so much
blood in him. _

‘What happened?’ Osaro asked. ‘Was there a fight?’

Idemudia was silent for a while, then he looked
divectly at Adisa and in a very quict voice said, ‘No,
it wasn’t a fight. He was found in bed with the wife
of another man.’

My God!’ Osaro cried. ‘Holy mother of God!”’

“I'he husband of the woman is a farmer. He had
gone to the farm but yesterday he returned very early.
And he found his wife in bed with this man ...

‘So, he drew out ...’



‘Yes,” Idemudia said. ‘He drew out his matchet.’
‘It is horrible,” Osaro exclaimed. ‘Horrible and
o ougly)

‘And the woman?’ Omoifo asked. ‘What happened
to her? Did she raise the alarm?’

Idemudia shook his hcad sadly. ‘She raised no
alarm ...’

‘You mean she let him ..

‘No, no, no,” Idemudia said, and his voice trembled.
‘T understand her body is in the mortuary at Ubcse.
That is where it happened. Ubcse, ncar Ughelli. He
killed her before he set on the man.’

They were all silent for a while, then Osaro said,
‘It is terrible. The man is a butcher”

‘You mean you wouldn’'t have done the same?’
Omotifo asked.

‘How could 1?’ Osaro said. “Tnere must be other
ways to punish a woman for such things besides kill-
ing her,” he said.

‘I think they got what they deserved,” Omoifo said.
“T'he cheats.’

‘And the man? The farmer?’ Osaro asked.

‘Ah. He ran off into the bush. You know how the
police treat cascs of this kind. When they catch up with
him, they will tell him he has nothing to fear. Then,
they will take all his money and promise to help him
but in the end they will hang him.’

‘I am sorry for him,” Omoifo said.

‘Oh, come on,” Osaro said angrily. ‘How can you be
sorry for such a man?’

‘You mean you have no sympathy for him? You
imagine it. A man goes to the farm and while he is
cutting the trees and planting the yams, his wife
cheats. This other man comes and takes his wife ...

‘Perhaps the farmer is ...

‘Oh, don’t say that,” Omoifo said angrily. ‘Please
don’t say that.’
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‘Or perhaps this other man tempted his wife with
money.’

‘And she should accept?’

‘Well, Idemudia, what do you think?’ Osaro asked.
‘Should a man murder his wife for ... ?’

‘Committing adultery, cheating?’ Omoifo cut in.

‘T don’t know,” tdemudia said. ‘1 agrec that the way
it is done matters. But I don’t suppose my wife will
ever commit adultery,” and he glanced at Adisa. ‘So
the question would never arise.’

‘And if she did?’

‘What?’

‘Why, that’s a very foolish question,” Osaro said.
‘How can you say that in the presence of Adisa?’

Idemudia smiled and his br (‘athmg became a shade
faster. ‘Well, I will answer it,” he said. ‘1 know she
would never do it but if she did and I found out, I
would kill her. Just as the farmer has done.’



Chapter 18

Now they were back home and Adisa opcned the
door and stcpped out of the way so that Idemudia
could go in first. Then she went in after him and
placed the little bundle she had been carrying on the
table. Idemudia inhaled the air in the room deeply
and then, seating himsclf on the bed, he raised one
of his legs and was about to remove his sandals when
he saw the cartons piled up against the wall and
frowned.

During the walk from the hospital to the house,
he had kept ahead of his wife, silent, his mind busy
as he thought about what he would do to her as soon
as they got home. And Adisa had walked behind
him, also silent, her face set, her hcart beating un-
evenly and much morc rapidly as they got nearer
their home.

Idemudia dropped his foot back to the floor and
pointing, asked, ‘What arc those?’

Adisa drew out the chair away from the table and
sat on it so that she directly faced the door and he
could not see her face except in profile.

“They are cartons of whisky,” she said, without look-
ing at him.

‘Cartons of whisky?’ Idemudia’s frown deepencd.

Adisa did not answer him.

Idemudia raised his foot and bending forward at
the same time to rcmove the sandal asked, ‘Where
did they come from?’

‘From my aunt,” Adisa said, and she shut her eyes.

‘From Aunt Salome?’

“Yes.

228



‘Why the whisky and why didn’t you tell me?’ He
dropped the sandal on the floor.

‘You didn’t ask me,” Adisa said.

Idemudia was silent for a while. Then he lay back
on the bed and staring at the ceiling asked, ‘Why
didn’t you come yesterday?’

‘I went to look for some money.’

‘And you found some?’

‘Yes.

Idemudia sat up now, surprised, the frown still on
his face. ‘And how much did you find?’ he asked.

“T'wenty-five naira,” Adisa said, and suddenly she
didn’t care any more but was relaxed and the pound-
ing of her heart in her chest was gone.

‘Twenty-five naira!’ Idemudia exclaimed. ‘You
mean your aunt lent you twenty-five for my sake?’

Adisa did not answer him.

‘And why didn’t you tell me?’

Adisa shrugged her shoulders. ‘How could 1 tell
you?’ she asked. ‘You paid no more attention to me
than you would pay to a fly that you have crushed.
What did you expect me to do?’

Again, Idemudia was silent. Then he asked, ‘And
where is the money?’

Adisa looked at him now directly in the eye. ‘You do
not necd it any more,” she said. ‘I am going to return
it

Idemudia sprang up from the bed and grabbed her
handbag from where it lay on the table. ‘You will do
nothing of the kind,” he cried, searching the inside of
the handbag. ‘Are you crazy? Don’t you know we
have to cat?’

He drew out the money and throwing the handbag
back on the table, he began to count the money. Then
he went back and sat on the bed, holding the money
in his hand. Holding the money and looking at her,
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Idemudia realised how much Adisa had suffercd on
his account during the days of his illness. She had
grown considerably thinner and her cyes were still
bloodshot from the slcepless nights he had caused
her. Knowing Aunt Salome, he knew how much
canvassing it must have taken Adisa to have got
twenty-five naira out of her. Then there was the
whisky.

‘Well, why are you sitting on the chair there?’ he
asked her now. ‘Why don’t you come here? Comc
and sit near me here, on the bed.’

‘I'am all right here,” Adisa said, and the wild pound-
ing in her chest was back but very briefly.

‘Well, I am back at home,” Idemudia said, and stood
up. ‘Are you not happy that I should be back at home
after all these days?’

She did not answer him, because the tears welled
up in her eyes and she began to cry.

Idemudia began to pace about the room in front
of her, surprised. ‘Why are you crying?’ he asked. ‘All
right, I made mistakes. 1 did not treat you properly
and I know you have suffered much, but you must
understand that I too have many reasons to be bitter
and angry ...

He stopped in front of her now and looked down
at her. Then he went back to the bed and again sat on
it. Adisa wiped her face with the back of her hand
and said to him, “The woman of the hotel wants to sce
you.

Idemudia looked at her quickly. ‘You mean Queen,
Obofun’s wife?’

Adisa nodded.

‘What does she want me for?’

‘It appears she has a job for you.’

‘A job?’ Idemudia laughed. “To offload cement in
the rain perhaps.” Then his voice became serious. ‘Did
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she not tell you what type of job it was?’

Adisa shook her head.

‘When did she send the message?’

‘This morning,” Adisa said. ‘She sent for me. She
wants you to bring Osaro and Omoifo and Patrick.’

‘Did she tell you when we could call on her?’

‘Any time.’

‘Then I'd better go straightaway,” Idemudia said
and stood up. ‘And you mustn’t think I am ungrate-
ful. I am going to see your aunt to thank her for the
money and the whisky.’

Again, that violent pounding in her chest was back.
‘I have already thanked her enough,’ she said quickly.
‘The proper time to thank her will be when we re-
turn the moncey.’

‘Well, I've got to sce her anyway,” Idemudia insisted.
‘She must not think we do not appreciate what she has
done for us.’

‘She is leaving for Badagry anyway,” Adisa said, and
this time it was as if her heart was going to burst with
the pounding.

‘When?’

‘With the newspaper van this evening. That is
where she buys the whisky. You know that.” She stood
up and tried to open the window so that she stood
with her back to him.

Idemudia stood and thought for some time. “Then
you must let me know when she comes back,” he said.
‘We must show our gratitude in the most proper
way.” And he left the room.

It was not until the evening that Idemudia returned.
For the first time ever, he was slightly drunk, and he
smelt slightly of palm wine.

‘Everything is all right,” he said in answer to the en-
quiring look in Adisa’s eyes. ‘Osaro and the others
have gone home but tomorrow morning we start at
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the woman’s building site at Ugbowo. This is the job
she has for us.’

He washed his hands and quickly ate the food that
she placed before him on the table.

‘Quecn was drinking whenh we got there,” he told
Adisa. ‘She was still drinking when we left her.’

Adisa sat on the bed. She did not speak.

‘I wonder why a woman like her has to drink so
much. She was sitting down and drinking. The whisky
was in front of her, the tall glass beside it. She swal-
lowed her drink after each pause.’

Adisa still did not utter a word.

‘What are you thinking about?’ he asked her.

‘Nothing,” she answered slowly, standing up at the
same time to switch on the light. She came back and
sat on the chair which he had vacated because now
he was sitting on the bed.

‘Why are you sitting so far away?’ he asked her.
‘Come, sit ncarer. On the bed.’ He tapped the bed.

She stood up slowly and went and sat beside him on
the bed. How would she react to his advances now
after so much water had passed under the bridge?
He put his arm round her and drew her closer to him.
He did not understand. She secmed to freeze up, to
resist him. *What is happening?’ he asked himself.
‘Why is she so cold?’

He left her for a moment while he stood up and
and went to turn off the light. Then he came back
and in the yellow light of the night that wasn’t yet
completely dark, he wanted to undress her, but again,
she resisted him.

He ccased his efforts and lay beside her.

‘Why are you so nervous?’ he asked her.

‘How am I nervous?’ she asked.

‘It is there,” he said. “The way you arc behaving. It
has never been like this.’

‘And that is being nervous?’
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‘Well, what should I call it? You struggle and vour
hands tremble.’

‘I do not want anything,’ she said.

Hec laughed and his tecth flashed in the yellowish
darkness. ‘Why not?’

‘I am not well,” she said.

He tried to caress her on the flat side of her stomach,
but she moved away from him.

He was silent. He was angry and sullen, and he
could not understand.

Inside her, Adisa was frightened. How could she
sleep with her husband without giving herself away?
Ycs. She didn’t want to sleep with him. at least not this
night. She was too conscious of herself. TThe memory
of Obofun hung about her like a shroud.

They didn’t say anything to each other until the
following morning when Idemudia got up and began
to dress up. His eyes were lowered and angry like
those of a wounded hound.

‘I don’t think I will need that money you borrowed
from your aunt,” he said to her slowly.

She hadn’t expected that. She was warming up the
soup on the stove and her back was towards him.

‘1 have already uscd part of it in buying some food.
[ thought I told you about that yesterday evening. As
a matter of fact,” she added, ‘our supper yesterday was
from there.’

He would have said more but Osaro, Patrick and
Omoifo were already waiting.

‘We will settle that when T come back,” he hissed,
and left.

It was an open truck that took them to the build-
ing site. The four of them sat at the back of the truck,
on the floor. The truck rode on the rough road noisily,
as if its joints of mctals and rubber were all loosely
bound together.

There were many unfinished houses at the site
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where the truck stopped. Queen, who had driven in
her car behind them, got out of her car as Idemudia
and his friends were climbing down from the back of
the truck. The other workers were already there and
they gathered as soon as they saw Queen.

Queen faced them. ‘I understand that some of you
want morc money,” she said quictly.

Idemudia was surprised at the hardness in her
voice.

‘You there,” and Quecn pointed to a tall, shirtless
man. ‘You have alwavs made trouble, ever since you
came here.’ She drew an envelope. ‘Here is your
money,” she spat at him. ‘You will find twenty-three
naira, seventy-seven kobo inside the envclope. Not
onc kobo more, not one kobo less.’

She threw the cnvelope at the man but it was an-
other man who caught it.

‘And you,’ she pointed again at a small man, thin
and ragged like the edges of a precipice. ‘You came
here to sit down and complain, not to work. Yet you
want more moncy.” She threw another envelope at
him. “There are eighteen naira and forty kobo inside
that envelope. You too can go.’

The man silently took thc envelope. In another
three minutes, Queen had dispensed with two more
men. The men she had asked to go stood together,
their faces black with their anger and frustration.

‘You just can’t treat us like this,” one of them
threatencd, but Queen ignored him.

‘Come,’ she said to Idemudia and his friends. They
fell in behind her.

The site engincer was a thin Greek. He had a
pencil moustache on which cach hair stood out like
the quill of a porcupine. He was standing outside the
wooden shed where he had his office and smoking
a cigarette.
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‘I have told those four you spoke about to go,’
Queecn said to the Greek, putting her handbag back
under her arm. ‘And I have brought you these four
to replace them.’

The Greek spoke bad English. His fingers, the sides
of them, were brown from smoking cigarettes, his
teeth also.

‘Good,’” he replied. ‘Very good. And the others, they
have gonec away?’

“They will go,” Queen assured him.

‘And these ones? What rate?’

It’s one naira fifty kobo a day.’

‘You have told them?’

‘Well, they are hearing it now.” She looked at them.
She secmed to be making up her mind about some-
thing.

‘Wait,’ she said to the Greck who had already taken
out a pencil and a pocket notbook. The pencil was
thin and slim as if it had been plucked from his
moustache.

“This one.” she pointed at Idemudia. ‘He will be
paid one naira eighty kobo a day. But make him work
for it

The Greek laughed. The wrinkles on his face re-
laxed. ‘Sure, Madam Queen. They will all work for it.”
Then he turned to Idemudia. ‘Go to that machine
there and wait.” He pointed to a concrete mixer. ‘I
will come now, just now. I give you work to do.’

Queen followed the Greek into the wooden ram-
shackle hut that was the office.

‘You hecard what she said?’ Idemudia asked as they
walked up to the concrete mixer.

‘What?” Omoifo asked.

‘We have come to rcplace the four she has just
sacked. I don’t like it

They stood by the mixer. The ccment and the sand
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were there by the heaps of stones all ready to be fed
in. The crushing machine stood by the mixer. They
were all old.

‘I guess she does that all the time. Tomorrow it
might be our turn. I don’t like it either,” Osaro said.

‘If you don’t like it you can go away.” Patrick was
sarcastic.

There were planks and logs lying about, and many
broken blocks of cement. The earth was rough like a
battleficld where the buildings struggled to rise above
it.

Idemudia looked round. He saw that one of the
deckings had caved in. It had broken into two in the
middle.

He pointed. “That is dangerous.’

‘We won't work there.’

‘We will in time. Just you watch.’

‘For one naira and fifty kobo it’s not worth it.’

They were silent for a while.

They saw Quecen re-emerge and go down towards
her car. Soon afterward the thin Greek came towards
them.

‘You hcard what madam - said,’ he explained to
them. ‘No laziness and no agitation. If you work hard,
you stay. If not, you go.’

He paused, then said to Idemudia and Osaro. ‘You
will both feed the materials into the machine here.
One will feed them in, the other will use the shovel
to ill the basins and containers as the other labourers
come. You other two, follow me.’

On his way back, the thin Greek came to them. ‘You
will wait until a man comes,” he instructed Idemudia
and Osaro. ‘He will show you how to do it.’

Idemudia and Osaro had worked on building sites
before and they knew exactly what to do. But they
had taken an instant dislike for the Greek so they kept
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quiet until the man he spoke of came.

‘How long have you been here?’ 1demudia asked
the man. He was wearing a footballer’s cap. His face
was thin, his eyes were deep in his face and closely
set together like the headlamnps of a Land Rover.

'The man was slow to reply. ‘One month,’ he grumb-
led.

‘One month? Then you arc new here.’

That seemed to have unlocked the man. He laughed
and the wrinkles and lines on his face were deeper
than eroded hillsides.

‘I am onc of the oldest here,” he boasted.

‘How come?’

The man dropped the, small shovel on the gravel.
‘How come? New ones come and the old ones go.’

Idemudia pretended not to know. ‘Why?’

The man laughed again and his ribs jumped out
vividly on his body from the effort of laughing. He
was so lean. ‘You have just come,” the man reminded
him, ‘and because of you another four were told to go.
That’s what the woman does all the time. You can’t
ask for higher wages. Go to the site nearby. It is also
bad there but at least the labourers there get better
paid and better treated. And they still complain, but
not us.’

‘So if we complain we get kicked out?’ Osaro asked.

The man picked up the shovel again, “The best
thing to do is to keep your mouths shut. Personally 1
have children to feed and jobs don’t come easy.” He
brushed the sweat off his face and smiled bitterly.
“T'he day she came for us at lyaro I remember that
two people fell off the truck. I nearly broke my arm.
Such was the rush!’

Idemudia nodded. He understood. ‘We are from
there,” he said, ‘but she lives on our street. That’s
how she picked us up.’



‘T'he man began explaining to them. ‘You must feed
in the cement, gravel and sand simultaneously. One
load of gravel, one load of sand, half a load of cement.
After some time you add water. Some other men
will come here with wheelbarrows and buckets. Some-
times we usc headpans.’ Hc paused, then said in
a low voice. ‘Everything here is borrowed, mixer,
wheelbarrows and buckets. Only the headpans are
ours.’

‘Who is the foreman or headman?’ Osaro asked.

‘Headman? The engineer has not named him this
morning.’

Idemudia whistled. ‘You mean they are changed
every day?’

The man droppcd the shovel on the rough coarse
soil. ‘I was foreman yesterday. That’s why he called
me to show you this. ‘T'oday, why, one of you could
be foreman!’ And he walked away, leaving them with
their mouths wide open.

Idemudia bent down and took up the shovel. He
couldn’t speak.

‘You pour in the cement and the water,” Osaro said.
‘I'll feed in the gravel and the sand.’

“This is certainly a place!’ Idemudia exclaimed.
‘You may be forcman today!’ He flung his shovel on
the ground and both men laughed uneasily.

The cold weather began to change slowly. The sun
long hidden behind the mists came out of the shrouds
gradually. The sky changed from grey to an orange
red.

‘Open the mouth of the machine,” Idcmudia said to
Osaro.

‘What do you want to do?’

‘Feed in the gravel.’

‘We need more men

“They will come when they see us feeding in the

’
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gravel. You can put the bags of cement on your right.
Let me shovel the sand nearer.’

‘What about the water?’

Idemudia looked round. “There ought to be a hose
around, straight from the tap.’

He took in the place slowly. There was no hose.

“This isn’t good,” he continued. ‘Looks as if I am
going to have to walk backwards and forwards to get
the water.’

Osaro grunted a reply back and began shifting the
bags of cement. He straightened up and wiped his

forehead with the back of his hand.
‘It is going to be hot,” he observed. ‘I am already
sweating. Idemudia, look.’

Idemudia turned and looked. Understanding came
into his cyes.

The bags we unloaded,” he nodded.

“The very same bags,” Osaro said.

More men came in with wheelbarrows, buckets
and headpans. Not far away a welder was welding
rods together. The bright halo of flames and sparks
were blinding to the eyes.

Three days later the Greek came out of the shed,
holding a paper in his hands. When he got to the
group on the concrete mixer, he stopped and put one
hand in the pocket of his shorts. ‘We have to work
quickly today,” he urged the group. ‘Very important.’

The group ignored him, but they listened.

“These houses must go up faster. No standing about.
Break reduced by thirty minutes. If you are not satis-
fied, you go, and we hire somebody else.’

His eyes were hard, his face impassive, but the
sweat was breaking out across the carefully oiled
wrinkles. ‘There will be Sunday work too,” he con-
tinued. ‘Sunday is overtime but everyone must
come.’
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He watched them to catch any effect that his specch
might have produced. He couldn’t discern any. The
men stood massed together, their hands folded across
their chests. Idemudia put one foot down on the spade
and the shovel bit deeper into the carth.

‘How much is overtime pay?’ he asked, just as the
Greek was about to go.

The Greck’s hard face went harder. He looked
at the men and tricd to sce who had spoken.

‘What did you ask?’ he asked, just so as to place
the spcaker more properly.

Idemudia removed his foot from the shovel but
continued to lean on it. ‘I wanted to know how much
the overtime pay is,” he repeated.

The Greek thought for a while. ‘We will decide that
when we know how many of you are coming to work,’
he answered, a thin smile on his lips.

‘We have to know before .we can come,” Osaro
insisted.

The thin smile disappcared from the Greek’s face.
His face bccame mean and beastly. *You will know
well in advance,” he promised. ‘That is, those of you
who are lucky enough to be here by Saturday morning.
Now you must work. No more talk.’

The Greek left them, his hand still in his pocket.

Idemudia turned to the man who stood next to
him, ‘What kind of place is this?’ he frowned.

The man avoided Idemudia’s eyes. “‘We want to
work,” he said. ‘I was out of a stcady paying job for a
whole year.’

‘And so what?’

‘If you want to work, you must keep your lips
sealed.’

‘Even if you are being fried alive? Even if you
are being worked like slaves?’

‘I mind my own busincss,” the man advised Idemu-
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dia, and as he walked away the conversation broke up.

It was the lunch break now, and it was only fifteen
minutes because the Greek had reduced it by thirty
minutes.

Idemudia and his fricnds came together, the sweat
on their forcheads, the ccment dust on their hair and
face and eyebrows.

‘It’s a retten place,” Idemudia said, wiping the sweat
off his face.

The others were silent.

‘Something ought to be done,” he said again.

‘Like we did at Uke Construction? No, no, no,’ and
Osaro shook his head in disagreement.

‘What do you want us to do then?’

‘When a hen gets to a new place, it rests on one
leg first,” Patrick advised.

‘Exactly, exactly,” Omoifo agreed.

Not far away, the labourers crowded around the
woman who sold them ricc and dodo on the site. After
buying the food, the men carried their plates to the
wooden benches that stood against the wooden shed.
Some of them sat on the moulded blocks while two
others went out to the buildings that were still strug-
gling to get up.

‘You will come to work on Sunday?’ one of these
asked of the other.

‘If I am lucky to be here by then, by Saturday.’

‘You will be here if you keep quiet.’

‘And what have 1 got to say anyway?’

The men fell silent as they spooned up the rice
into their mouths, throwing the rice far inside their
mouths, into the decp of their gullets just as they
threw the gravel into the concrete mixer. Then they
chewed silently for some time before one of them
said, “The rice is becoming smaller and smaller.’ -

‘Oh yes,” the other agrecd. ‘Last week it was more.’
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“I'hey say the woman who sells rice on that other
site is not as mean.’

‘Ah, Bernard! So you’ve been to all the sites!’
There was laughter, then quiet.

‘We are underpaid. We ought to do something
about it

The other man laughed. “The only thing we can do
about it is to leave.’

‘And what is wrong with that?’

‘A lot. T have kids to feed. Six of them and a wife.
Then there are my mother, my brothers and my
sisters. I couldn’t give up this job. You are lucky.
You are not yet married.’

‘Who says I am not married?’ was the proud reply.
‘A wife and three children!’

The other man laughed instantly, ‘Ah you see,
still much less than I have to cater for.’

‘We could go on strike!’ Bernard said stubbornly.

The other man dropped his spoon into the plate
and it rattled against its emptiness. He looked sharply
at Bernard. ‘Don’t say that a sccond time!’ he warned
him, glancing suspiciously from side to side. ‘If some-
body else hears you, you won’t be here by Saturday.’

He stood up and took his plate while the man
Bernard sat, his chin on his hands, his platc on the
rough ground, his eycs bitter and helpless and frus-
trated.

‘Something ought to be done,” Idemudia said again,
and he spat into the dust. “We should stand together
here.

He reccived no encouragement, so he went back, a
little way away from his friends and sat on the pile
of gravel.

‘You have only just got this job,” one mind told
him. ‘Do not risk it.” He shrugged and hunched his
shoulders more. The sun came down fiercely. It bur-
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ned and scathed, any movement produced heat and
sweat. The air was hot and dry as if a lighted match
could ignite the whole air.

He hunched his shoulders and stared at the loose
gravel at his fect. ‘What kind of lifc is this?’ he asked
himsclf a hundred times. A man gets a job and he
cannot protest. He cannot ask for higher wages, the
period of his leisure is cut down arbitrarily and he
must come out to work when he is told. This was
slavery, this was ... yes, he remembered, it came to
him slowly, this was violence. And now that his mind
had established an essential link, found an apt de-
scription of the conditions of his life, he began to
fill in the actual content of that violence, what it
consisted of.

He picked up a stick that was lying beside the
gravel and began to prod among the gravel at his feet.
His unfinished education, his joblessness, his hunger,
his poverty, all these he found out were different forms
of violence. It consisted not of physical, brutal assault
but of a slow and gradual dcbasement of himself, his
pride as a man.

With his stick he drew figures on the ground and as
he sketched with his stick, his mind went on end-
lessly reviewing the circumstances of his life. It had
all been so unfair. So unfair. And now?

A gong sounded and startled him out of his
thoughts. He did not stand up immediatcly but looked
around at the other workers. He saw them all, one
after the other, dusting the seat of their shorts or
trousers. He saw them standing up. The break was
over. He stood up from the heap of gravel and went
towards the mixer. Patrick and Omoifo were already
gone.

Osaro confronted him at once. ‘“What are you think-
ing about?’ he demandcd.
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‘It is bad,” he answered. ‘The pay, the work, the site,
everything.’

‘You arc not forced to stay on,” Osaro chided
him.

‘How can you say that?’ Idemudia asked. ‘Why
do you say I amn not forced to stay on? 1f I went away,
how would I cat? How would 1 pay my rent? How
would I survive? I stay because I have nowhere better
to go.’

Osaro dropped the stone he was holding in his
hands. ‘I was only joking,” he admitted. ‘1 have never
becn in a place like this before. The labourers do not
talk, they whisper. They are afraid. Remember that
other place where we had that strike? It wasn’t half
as bad as here.

They fell silent as they fcd the concrete mixer. The
men came again and again and cach time they brought
the wheélbarrows, and hcadpans and the buckets.
Their chests glistened with sweat, their faces glist-
cned with sweat, their backs were bathed in sweat.
They worked in subdued silence like prisoners, com-
ing and going in the intense light of the sun.

It was another two days later, during the afternoon,
that the first signs of a crack came. The men were
restless. Even the appearance of the site engineer did
not spur them to more work. They stood about talk-
ing in small groups.

Idemudia was back at his favourite place, the pile
of gravel. His body was bathed in sweat. He was tired,
completely worn out. Luckily thc other men had
stopped coming for the mixed concrete and it was no
use feeding the mixer with fresh sand and gravel. So
both he and Osaro scrambled to the pile of gravel and
sat on it, their backs to the rest of the workers.

‘Something is coming,” Osaro ubserved.

‘What?’
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‘You can see it. You can smell it.’

‘You don’t think the men will go on strike?’

‘Sure, they will. They are not working now. They
are just standing about. And Idemudia, what is wrong
with Patrick?’

Idemudia picked up a round stone and nursed it
in his hands. ‘Patrick? Patrick docsn’t want a strike,
he is afraid of it,” Idemudia said.

‘But why should he be?’

‘He thinks that the woman will take the jobs away.
His wife is pregnant. Can you blame him?’

‘Perhaps you can’t, but we ought to spcak to him.
Call him and talk to him.’

‘I tried it yesterday. After work. He only laughed it
oft. Said a strike was unnecessary. I could even feel he
had something against me. I don’t know why. Let us
leave him.’

‘And Omoifo?’

« "They always go together.’

Idemudia could hear some of the men coming to-
wards the mixer with their wheclbarrows. If they had
decided to come to pick up the mixed solution, he
would again stand up to feed the mixer. He looked
behind him. There was a line of men coming.

‘Let’s get going.’

‘What do you think the site engincer will do?’
Osaro asked, as they stood by the mixer and waited
for the first man to come up.

Idemudia shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t know.
He could inform the woman that there is trouble on
the way.’

‘And Queen?’

Idemudia laughed. “There will be more sackings.
More people will go.’

The first group of men were already standing
around the mixer.
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Osaro picked up the shovel. “We ought to do some-
thing,” he said generally. ‘It is time something was
done.’

Idemudia wiped the sweat off his face with the back
of his hand that was covered with cement and sand
and gravel. ‘I think we ought to organise a strike,” he
said recklessly.

The assembled men looked quickly at cach other.
One of them let go the handle of the wheelbarrow and
rubbed his hands together. ‘Isn’t that what we have
been saying?’ he asked, and his face was serious, earn-
est. ‘Isn’t that what we have discussed these past three
weeks? And here is a man who has just come saying
exactly the same thing!’

He came and stood beside Idemudia. ‘You are new
here,” he repeated, ‘but one could have said you have
been here for months. 1 have tried to make them
understand. We nced to work together. This woman,
if she sacks one man wrongly, then we all say no.
And we show we mean it by putting down the head-
pans, shovels and buckets, not individually but to-
gether.’

“I'hings are so bad!’ another man spat out, in
utter disgust.

‘We earn so little and yet we are worked harder
than slaves.’

‘When you point it out, she dismisses you.’

‘How then do we stop it?’ the first man asked. ‘By
standing together. By showing her that we can stand
together,” he pointed out. “Those four men she dis-
missed this week should be brought back.’

‘And how do you tell her that?’

Idemudia dropped the bag of cement he had
dragged up. He wiped the sweat off his face. ‘I know
where she lives,” he offered. “We can meet today after
the work is done and decide on what to do. I don’t
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even think we have to go to her. We can talk to the
site engineer.’

“I'hat man is poison,” one of the men warned.

‘Well, we can still talk to him. Let him inform
the woman about our dccisions.’

‘Can I pass the word then?’ Bernard asked, looking
from one man to the other.

The others nodded their heads silently and he left.
He was seen going from one group of workers to an-
other, explaining.

The sun continued to bear down mercilessly. And
one after another, the men removed their shirts until
their backs glistened with the sweat from labouring.
The mixer turned round slowly, insatiable as the men
fed the gravel, the cement and the other materials.
The wheelbarrow drivers came and went, then came
back for more and not far off, the vibrator worked
noisily as the men tricd to keep the cement from sink-
ing to the bottom in the scveral pits.

Where the houses were struggling up was like a
scene of battle. The land was upturned, hoisted and
flung in scveral directions. The bush was held back by
the piles of gravel and sand but here and there some
green grasses had taken root and now boasted flowers
with yellow petals, small tongues of yellow fever which
dangled, danced, shivered and sliced through the
wind.

Not far off were the houses which sweat and labour
had already erected. The property-owners lived in
them already. Life there was ablaze where labour had
left its positive mark, the labour of hundreds of
thousands of workers, working either in the intense
sunlight or in the biting cold or in the blinding rain,
piling the blocks higher and higher-and wiping the
salt and the sweat from their eyes and their forcheads
with the backs of their hands, and all underpaid,
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underfed and treated no better than slaves — the
highest form of violence maintained and jealousy
guarded by a greedy, unfeeling class of exploiters,
greedy moncymakers, conservative and reactionary
public officials who in the end took all the credit for
the achievements of labour, just as the slave drivers
took all the credit for the achicvements of the slaves.
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Chapter 19

The Greek, Papiros Clerides, was normally a cold
and hard man but as he rushed his big powerful car
along the dirty, dusty streets, excitement surged
through him. When he finally arrived at the Freedom
Motel, he rushed up the stairs, two steps at a time,
and having arrived at the top, pressed the bell button
nervously. Now he was as nervous as he was excited.

Richard opened the door for him.

‘Where is madam?’ he asked excitedly. ‘Call madam
quickly. This is important. Quick!’ he commanded
Richard, forcing himscl!f to hold the story back from
Richard.

He was sitting down when Queen came out of her
room but the news he had blew him from the seat and
he burst out in his unusually thin and harsh voice,
“I'hey ave going on strike!”’

Queen stood dazed for a time, then she quickly
recovered herself and laughed, ‘Mr Clerides, Mr
Clerides! Sit down please and tell me the story.’

Papiros Clerides sat down but on the cdge of the
chair. He waved his hand wildly in the air like a
drowning man and Queen had to turn on the ceiling
fan before she took her scat opposite him.

‘1 come back this aftecrnoon,” Mr Clerides began,
‘and there are three men waiting for me.’

Queen smiled, ‘Only three men?’

The dark excitement in the man Clerides slowly
cbbed out. It was replaced by anger against Quecn
for smiling too light-hcartedly at the very important
things he had to tell her.

‘Oh yes, three men,” he repeated now, without heat.
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“Three men sent by the others. And among them two
of those from the last four you brought.” He was happy
to see the rapid change of countenance in the woman.

‘“Two of them now? What did they wane?’

Papiros Clerides dclayed his story. He fished for
a cigarette in onc of his pockets, doing it so slowly
that he had Queen leaning forward.

‘What did they want?’ Qucen demanded impati-
ently..

Papiros Clerides smoothed out the cigarette, took
out the matchbox, extracted one matchstick and
scratched it against the rough dark side of the match-
box.

Queen waited, her nerves stretched to breaking
point. 'The man Clerides stuck the cigareite in his
mouth. “They want to go on strike,” he said from the
corner of his mouth, and eyed Queen from the corner
of his eyes. ‘Beantiful black bitch,” the man Clerides
thought viciously.

Qucen called to Richard to bring her the whisky
while she studied the cold calculating Greck. He was
hard, bruta! and mean. She knew that and it was
because of these very reasons that she had employed
him to use her own people.

*What arc their reasons?’ she asked. “Why do they
want to go on strike?’

The Greek scoffed as he puffed at his cigarette.
‘That ncw man you brought ... What is his name?
I forget.’

‘Idemudia?’

‘Yes, yes, Idemudia. He is the one to speak. He
works very hard. I see that from thc very first day,
but he organises. He knows. He is an organiser.’

‘What did he say?’

The Greek leaned back in his chair, relaxed. ‘He
says what they send him to say. That they work very
hard for too little pay. Too many hours of work and
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too many sackings. Every day. Every hour. He says,’
and the Greck paused, ‘he puts it grandly,” the Greek
continued, ‘He says it is violencel’

‘Violence?’

‘Yes, violence.” The excitement began to build up
in the Greck again. "The first educated man you bring
to the site,” he said. “The first one and he speaks out.
He says, “It is violence. It must stop!” I amn curious
and I ask, what violence?” The Greek smiled thinly.
“That idemudia is clever,” he added.

‘Experienced,” Qucen substitated bitterly.

‘Poor wages and oo much work he says is violence.
Too much work, too many hours and the firing of
men. Two days ago, four men, he says. They want
more money but they do not say how much.’

Queen inhaled decply. She had always sensed some-
thing in that man, Idemudia. Something unspoken,
dangerous, like a grudge, and a grudge as deep as an
ulcer. He had to be handled carefully and that was
why she had decided to pay him more than the others.
Papiros Clerides bad called him an organiser but she
guessed he had succeeded because the other labourcrs
had been waiting for somebody like him, ready o be
organiscd. And that was why she had fired any of them
who had started any organising or campaigning. But
she had taken on Idemudia because he was . .

I could fire the threc of them,” Clerides suggested

‘And what would happen?’

"The other men would go to work, at once.

Qucen shook her head. ‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘[ have
only eleven days left. I cannot afford any sirike action
now. I will come down tomorrow morning to address
them. That man Idemudia, as you say, is a hard
worker. I have never scen anybody like him. You
should have seen him and his friends offioading the
cement from the trailers.’

‘When will you come?’



‘As always. In the morning.” She gulped down part
of her whisky, tossed the rest of it against the back
of her throat and coughed. ‘Times are hard,” she
thought. ‘Very hard.’ She took up the bottle and filled
the glass again. She had to do something about this
Greck too. He was becoming unbearable. She looked
at his eyes, shifty like a snake’s.

The Greek rose to go and Queen stood up with him.
She watched him going down the stairs, his neck
dark brown from the sun as his teeth were brown from
smoking.

She came back and sat by the glass and the whisky.
She decided she would send for Idemudia. ‘Every man
has a price,’” she told herself. She would buy him over
now. In the future, she could do away with him,
discard him as rubbish into the dustbin. But she was
bitter that Idemudia should have turned against her
after she had extended a helping hand to him. She
shrugged her shoulders. ‘Perhaps,” and suddenly she
smiled, ‘perhaps there is a way to get him. Perhaps
Obofun is not wrong after all.’

Idemudia bought a loaf of bread and a tin of sar-
dines on his way home and when he got home, he
put both of them on the table. Adisa was in the back-
yard. She came in to find him cutting through the tin
of sardines. The bread was unwrapped and already
on the table. She was silent for a while. Then she
said, ‘You don’t mean you are not going to cat again?’

Idemudia did not answer her but continued to cut
through the tin of sardines. She went and sat on the
bed, her wrappa tied high above her breasts.

‘I cannot continue to cook if you will not eat,” she
broke out again. ‘I have already cooked for five days
and wasted the food.’

During the past five days, Adisa had thought a great
deal, particularly after she had gone to her aunt and
told her everything.
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She sat on the bed now, and as she watched Idemu-
dia cutting through the bread, her mind went back to
her aunt. She remembered the smile on her aunt’s face
and she trembled, involuntarily. Why was Idemudia
so determined to destroy her and their marriage after
all the advice she had rejected? ‘So you are no longer
blind,” her aunt had said to her. ‘I am glad you are
beginning to see reason.’

She saw the light of approval in her aunt’s cyes now
and she heard herself saying, ‘But I am ashamed of
what I have done, Aunt Salome. I am ashamed, and
frightened. If he finds out he will kill me!’

‘He will kill you if you do not leave him, her
aunt said, and patted Adisa on her shoulder. “This
is the time to leave him. If you do not now, then
surely, you are doomed. As doomed as the obstinate
child who closed his eyes to his mother’s advice and
got drowned.’

‘But Aunt Salome,” Adisa said and the tears were
back in her eyes, ‘How can I leave a man who has
sacrificed so much for me and whom I have sacrificed
so much for? A man who sold his blood to feed me.
Not that he told me, but I always found out after-
wards.’

‘He sold his blood to feed you?’

‘Yes. At the University Hospital. Not once, but
many times. And each time they paid him fifteen naira
for a pint of his blood.’

Her aunt had kept quiet then. ‘So what do you
want me to do?’

Adisa stood up then. ‘Sooner or later, he is bound
to comc here to thank you for the money and the
whisky.’

‘And so, I accept his gratitude. I show no surprise.
Is that it?’

‘Yes, Aunt Salome. I want you to confirm that the
whisky and the money came from you.’



‘And if he finds out in some other way?’

‘But how can he?’

‘Perhaps ... and her aunt fell silent.

‘Perhaps somebody else saw you.’

But Adisa shook her head then. ‘Oh no, Aunt
Salome. I looked round several times. There was
nobody. I was quite safe.’

‘Very well then, and may God help you, my dear
child,” Aunt Salome said. ‘I really want you to be
happy. You must not think I want to break your
marriage. I have found men to be selfish and ugly.
They want a woman, they get a woman, and they use
her and then they ditch her in the gutters. Our
mother used to tell us that life is beautiful when put
to good use, but I found nothing but ugliness and hard-
ship. My husband made my life a misery. So I learned
to distrust all men. But a man who sells his blood so
that his wife can eat is another matter. Do not be
afraid. I will help you and God help us all. What you
mustdo ...

Her aunt’s voice died away in her mind and she
came back and saw that now Idemudia was opcning
the tin of sardines and because he used a knife, it made
a lot of noise.

‘So why do you not want to eat my food?’ she asked
again and looked at him.

Still Idemudia ignored her. The sardines were open
now and he drew the plate towards him and emptied
the fish into it. He drew the chair backwards and sat on
it. His back was against the light and his head threw
a long shadow across the table, up against the wall. He
ate silently, chewing carefully and occasionally sip-
ping some water. As he ate. he thought about the site,
about Osaro, Patrick. Yes, Patrick. What was wrong
with him? Why bad he suddenly turned yellow?
Osaro was still all right but Patrick was far gone.
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Almost finished. He sighed as he rinsed his mouth with
some water.

This was somcthing Adisa couldn’t stand, her hus-
band ignoring her. ‘You must be patient,” her aunt
had said, but how long could they remain like this?
‘He will get over his anger. You must be patient.’
But her aunt had been mistaken. He was harder now
two days later than he had ever been before.

She said to him from the bed whcre she was sitting,
‘What have I donc that you should refuse to cat my
food?’

He made no reply.

‘At least you offend somebody before he can get
angry. I haven’t done anything. What are you angry
with me about? Have I killed your child?’

At that Idemudia grumbled deeply in his throat,
and Adisa instantly scized upon it.

‘Well, speak out. Speak out. Tell me what I have
done!”’

He looked at her sideways and his eyes flashed. “Tell
you what you have done?’

‘Is it because of what happened five nights ago?’

Idemudia shifted his eyes and Adisa knew she had
to proceed cautiously now. ‘Can you never imagine
that I should be tired, that I should be ...?" and her
voice trailed off.

Idemudia looked at her sideways again, ‘“That you
should be what?’ he demanded.

Adisa hesitated, then she said, ‘For nearly a whole
week you were sick and I had to fend for myself. God
knows the things I have borne—the things 1 have
done just to keep alive, just to get us this money so
that you could pay the debt to the hospital people.
And what do I get in return? If you had come’in
and said, “Oh Adisa, how did you survive?” I shouldn’t
have been worried. The first thing you want is to
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satisfy yourself, and when I cannot respond because . ..
because ...” and she stopped and buried her head
in her hands.

Idemudia looked blankly in front of him. Was he as
selfish as she had portrayed him? Did he think only
of himself? Hadn't he done everything he possibly
could for her? Hadn’t he even sold his blood just
so as to get money? For the past year or more, he
hadn’t bought a single shirt for himself. All the
money he got he had spent on buying her a few clothes,
so she wouldn’t go naked as he went naked, on fceding
her so that she wouldn’t look outside. How had he
been selfish? Well, five days ago he had becn unable
to hold himself back. He had been glad to be back at
home with her and he had expected her to be equally
happy. But she hadn’t been happy. She had been sad
and withdrawn as if regretting that he should have
returned home, alive.

And in the hospital he had thought about her, how
he would change this little room, how he would bring
Ogbodu from his village to come and live with them,
how he would visit home with her, if only he had the
moncy. He looked round at the room again, the rough
walls, badly plastered and bent, all their belongings
piled up in a corncr, the cight spring bed, narrow
and always screaming. He intended to move into a
room and a parlour, just because of Adisa. Alone he
could have stayed on here indefinitely. How then was
he selfish? Why was she now throwing accusations
against him? Anyway, nothing serious had happened,
he finally concluded. Nothing that couldn’t be mended.

‘How much have we spent from that money?’ he
grumbled.

But Adisa made no reply.

‘I want to know so that we can plan how to repay
it,” he said. And it was cvident that he was now
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trying to make amends, no longer angry, relaxed, a
great weight lifted off his soul. ‘We will pay the money
back at the end of the month,’ he said again.

Adisa took the headtie from the bed where it lay
beside her and fidgeted with it. ‘It is less than twenty
naira,” she said, and her voice was low and unhappy.

“T'wenty naira,” Idemudia repeated, standing up,
and still with his back against the yellow electric bulb
hanging from the cciling. “I'wenty ..." His specch was
broken into by rapid knockings on the door. Idemudia
turned and called, ‘Yes?’

Adisa half stood up and then sat down again as a
hand cautiously parted the curtain.

Richard stood there. ‘My madam has sent me out
for you,” he said.

‘Who?’ ldemudia asked, frowning, and Adisa’s
heart missed a beat.

*You, sir.’

‘Is that why you cannot offer any greetings?’ Idemnu-
dia asked.

Richard paused, emnbarrassed.

‘What does she want from me?’

‘She just said to call you. She didn't say anything
else.’

ldemudia looked across at Adisa, then shrugged.
“I'ell her I am coming, just now.’

‘Goodnight then,’ Richard said and he left.

‘Goodnight,” Idemudia called after him.

‘Is anything wrong?’ Adisa asked.

Idemudia debated whether or not to tell her. In the
end he asked himself, ‘Why not?’

‘We are going on strike on the site,” he told her.

And she looked up quickly, ‘So soon?’

“T'hey were ready to go on it when we came. We
just had to join in. Therc was nothing else we could
do.’



Adisa was silent for a considerable time. Her mind
went back over so many things. “I'hat is what you said
last time,” she reminded him at last.

He looked away from her. ‘It is not my fault if each
time I arrive at a place, there is something already
in the wind. What can I do? If I refuse to join in, it
is bad. Itis cowardice.' We have to fight for everything,
cverything we want.’

She didn’c say anything to that. But she asked him,

‘I guess you will come back in time?’
‘I don’t know.’

‘You still haven’t caten. That bread and the water
are nothing. T'hey cannot fill the stomach.’

Idemudia laughed. ‘I am not hungry,” he said. ‘1
am all right.’

He rcmembered what his father had always said,
‘When a man refuses to eat his wife’s pounded yam,
he removes his eves from it.” Funny, he told himself,
that Adisa should now remind him of his father. “‘You
can leave the door open,” he told her as he struggled
into a shirt. ‘'When 1 come in, I will lock up.’

Adisa breathed a sigh of relief after he had gone. In
spite of everything her aunt had told her, she had had
great moments of doubt when she thought that what
had happened would never leave them. Now, hcwever,
she told herself that what had happened could never
really scparate them. ldemudia would never know
about it and she would never give him any cause to
doubt her. But what had happencd between her and
Obofun was her sccret. Alone, she would always have
to live with it but she would never allow it to haunt
her. She would bury it in her womb and leave it in
peace there, never waking it.

She thought about Obofun who had sent a message
to her that she must see him at the hotel on Sunday
morning to tell him about her progress with the
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whisky. She told herself that she would have to return
the whisky. If she returncd it, Obofun would have
no reason to send for her. But she couldn’t do it
immediately. She would have to wait at least another
week and then she would rcturn the whisky after
her husband had gone to work. But then she would
have the seventy-five naira to show to him as the
profits she had made on the whisky. Then she would
open a small kiosk and sell provisions there. Idemudia
would never find out and Obofun would have no
cause to worry her again.

Yes, Idemudia would be convinced. She could
always say that her aunt had changed her mind and
was not giving her any more of the whisky. Monday
week, she told herself, would be the beginning of a
new lifc. The old life,would be behind her, forgotten,
tucked in her womb, away. She stood up and went to
turn off the light. Then she came back, stretched her-
self out on the bed and drifted into sleep.

Idemudia came into the room much later, silently.
He did not turn on the lights. He stood in centre of the
room until his eyes grew accustomed to the darkness.
Then he drew the chair away from the table and
sat on it, heavily. He removed his clothes slowly as
he turned over in his mind what had happened
between Queen and himself.

‘What does she take mc for?’ he asked himself. ‘I
am poor but I can tell my right from my left.’

He was about to lic down when he remembered that
he still hadn’t locked the door. He went back to the
door and began to grope for the key. The key was not
in the keyhole. He came to the table and felt its top
with his hands. The key wasn’t there. Reluctantly, he
went to the switch and turned on the light. The key
was there at his feet where it had fallen from the key-
hole with the banging of the door. He picked it up,
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put it back into the keyhole and switched off the light
before turning the lock in.

He walked back to the bed cautiously. The coming
and the going of the light had temporarily blinded
him. He felt the edge of the bed and was about to turn
in when Adisa asked, ‘So you are back!’

He flattened himself out on the bed before he
answered her.

‘You were so long coming,” she said, passing her
hand over her face in the darkness. ‘1 have been asleep
for a long time.’

He couldn’t see her face but her voice was warm.
‘She kept mc,” he replied. ‘I didn’t want to wake you.’

They were silent for a while during which only the
sounds of their heartbeats filled the small room.

‘Was it about the strike that she sent for you?” She
brought out her hand like the head of a tortoise,
cautiously, and passed it over his bare chest.

His voicc choked and he coughed. ‘Yes.’

‘What does she want now?’

‘She doesn’t want the strike.” He paused and then
smiled in the darkness. ‘She thinks 1 can make them
call it off.’

She stroked the hairs of his chest and he lifced him-
self up, nearer her.

‘And can you make them call it off?’

Idemudia covered her hand with his own and held
it. ‘I cannot make them call it off, but she can, if she
wants to.’

‘Oh, how?’

‘Well, we want more money. We are underpaid. If
she pays us a little bit more, we will not be so angry.’

‘But she is not prepared to pay?’

Idemudia rolled his head on the pillow from side to
side. The bed creaked when he moved his body.

‘She is not prepared to pay and yet she does not want
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a strike.” His voice became serious. ‘She even offered
me money!’

Adisa almost stopped breathing. ‘Offered you
money?’

‘Yes, she did.’

‘How much?’

‘One hundred naira!’

‘And you accepted it?” Her voice was laden with
despair and hope, suddenly.

He turned his head and stared at her in the dark-
ness. ‘Accept the money? How could I? I remembered
the thirty pieces of silver in the story of Judas. 1 re-
fused. 1 couldn’t sell my friends tor one hundred
naira.’

There was sad relief in her voice and again the
change was swift. ‘You did well!”’

ldemudia laughed. ‘You didn’t think I would accept
her money?-I never could. T told her I would never
accept her moncy but that I would try to speak to
the workers.’

‘And vou will?’

‘We want more money. It is true that I have been
there for only five days, but 1 have been on so many
of these building sites that it doesn’t make much
difference when I started there. We understand each
othcer. We want more money and she has to pay. The
work is long, hard and difficult. Why, we are supposed
to report again for work on Sunday although the site
engineer refused to tell us how much he would pay us
as overtime! It is bad, terribly bad, just like every-
where else, and we will go on strike.’

She pressed herself closer to him. Their bodies
were warm. ‘You will lose this job again,’ she reflected
sadly.

‘I can’t help it. It is not my fault. What can 1 do?’

She rubbed her cheek against his, while her hand
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remained in his hand, warm and soft the way he held
it. “So she offered you a hundred naira!’ She sighed
aloud. ‘And you refused it!’

Idemudia pressed her hand gently and made no
reply for some time. Then he asked, ‘Do you think
I should have accepted it?’

‘No, no, no. I have said you did well,’ she answered.

‘Only..~

‘Only what?’

‘It’s ... a lot of money.’

‘Yes, I suppose it is.’

He was pressed hard against her now, her breasts
were against his chest and they were hard, and sud-
denly he was very, very hot. He drew her upwards
because he was taller than she so that they lay against
cach other, level, her breasts rubbing against his
throat, their hearts throbbing violently, almost pain-
fully, every fibre and vein of their bodies engaged in
an exchange of fire.

A long, long time passed before they fell apart as
two logs of fire separate after burning for a while.
Then they glowed darkly, burned quietly even in the
dark. It was better than Adisa could ever have dared
to hope, yes better, even beautiful. She remembered
the words of her aunt: ‘Life is beautiful when put to
good usc.” Yes, she told hersclf, and, smiling in the
darkness, she fell asleep.

But Idemudia did not fall aslecp immediately. He
put his head back on the pillow and his mind was
blank for a while before it went back to Queen, to the
site, to Patrick. Of all, Patrick angered him most, his
attitude was one thing he could not understand. He
would see what would happen tomorrow. Perhaps
Queen would have an answer ready. If she dismissed
them, the workers would all go on strike. Perhaps she
would find it easy to employ new hands but he
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doubted that very much. New people would have new
problems, they would have to understand the place.

However, was it worth it? What if the workers de-
serted the three of them? It had happened the last
time at the Uke Construction Company. They had all
planned to go on strike, only to discover that a small
section of the workers had broken the vow. As a con-
sequence the strike action had failed and he and four
others had been dismissed. Osaro had been one of the
four dismissed. He told himself now that the circum-
stances had been different then. And that was a long
time ago.

‘And she drinks so much!’ he told himself. ‘Drinks
so much! Always drinking ...

He drifted into slecp.
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Chapter 20

In the morning he woke up early. The cocks crowed
loudly and boldly. It was cold also and the morning
light, weak at this time, filtered slowly into the room.
He placed his head on his two hands and stared at the
ceiling. Today was going to be an important day. The
workers would go on strike if Queen refused to meet
their demands. ‘She has to,” he told himself. ‘She
must. We are not slaves.’

He sensed Adisa also coming alive fully. Her hand
went over his chest.

‘You are awake?’ she asked.

‘Yes.

‘Why so early? What are you thinking about?’

Idemudia half closed his cyes. ‘Nothing,” he replied.
‘It is so cold!”’

‘It is the harmattan.’

‘Yes,” he agreed. ‘It is the harmattan but it is early.
It will go no doubt. There will be more rain.’

‘Do you think so?’

He thought for a while before he replied. ‘It has
always been like that. The harmattan comes a little.
Then the rains drive it away before it comes again
fully.’

‘Was that why you woke so early?’

He laughed in a soft low voice and turned towards
her. The bed immediately creaked. ‘I have to go to
work early. Today is important.’

She rolled over him. The bed creaked again. She
sat on the edge of the bed for some time before going
to the switch to turn on the light. Then she busied
herself preparing the morning’s meal while Idemudia
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got dressed, his chewing stick between his teeth. He
chewed thoughtfully. He was absent-minded while he
ate and on his way to work he wondered too about
what would happen on the site.

He arrived to find the group of twenty-five or thirty
already gathered around the concrete mixer. The
majority of them were silent. They were tense and any
moment they could become violent. They waited for
the site engineer and for Queen.

‘So the woman tried to bribe you?’ Osaro asked, and
grimaced after Idemudia had told him the story.

The news spread round quickly. ‘Madam tried to
bribe Idemudia!’

‘Madam offered Idemudia money!’

By the time the whispering came back to Osaro’s
end again, absurd figures were being quoted.

Madam offered Idcmudia five hundred naira!’

‘And he refused it?’

‘So he claims.’

Idemudia and Osaro stood near the mixer. Patrick
and Omoifo stood at the edge of the crowd.

‘I do not support all this,” Patrick said quictly.

‘We will probably all be sacked!” Omoifo specu-
lated.

‘You can bet on it. All thanks to him. Perhaps it is
because he thinks we owe our employment here to
him.’

‘1 don’t owe anybody anything,” Omoifo spat out. ‘I
work here with my own hands.’

The man Bernard was standing next to Patrick and
Omoifo. He looked darkly at Patrick.

‘Everybody works with his hands. Tell me who
doesn’t.’

Patrick stared back resentfully. ‘I got this job after
a long search. I don’t want to losc it just because some
of you want some ten kobo more.’
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‘Then why don’t you tell that to Qucen when she
arrives?’ Bernard suggested.

Patrick drew circles on the dust with his toes. ‘I
intend to do just that,’ he promised. He would per-
haps have said more but Omoifo pinched him on his
left arm and he fell silent.

Patrick had been out of any kind of work nearly
six months. He didn’t want to lose the job he had
found, come what may. His wife was pregnant and
failure to carn a few naira this month would be cata-
sttophic. He needed money badly and a strike threat-
cned the only source of hope he had.

The site engincer and Queen came together, in
Queen’s car, She wore a buba and wrappa of lace
material, deep blue, and round her neck were white
coral beads.

‘T will speak to them first,” the Greek offered, as they
walked towards the gathcred group of labourers.

but Queen immediately disagreed. “What is the
point?’ she argued. “They want moncey and T am going
to have to give it to them. The only question is how
much?’

‘Give them a block increase.’

‘I thought so too. About how much?’

“T'en naira.’

“That will cost me nearly three hundred nairal’

‘But the work gocs on.’

She was now face to face with the workers, Papiros
Clerides beside her.

‘I understand you want more money,” she addressed
the gathered labourers. ‘I think you will only deserve
it after you have worked for it. Look,” and she pointed
at the buildings. ‘They are all waiting to be com-
pleted. Other sites have completed their buildings but
not you here. The work drags on.’

The group murmured disapproval. Just before
Queen arrived, Bernard and Idemudia had got to-
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gether to plan strategy. They now stood together,
ahead of the group.

Queen continued with her speech. ‘I am prepared
to give you, I mean each one of you, five naira extra
cach month.’

The crowd was silent before a gradual murmuring
~started. Idemudia put up his hand, and Queen
quickly looked from Mr Clerides to Idemudia. Papiros
Clcrides understood. It was time for him to come in.
He stepped forward.

‘We have decided that a foreman each day is no
good. You have already chosen thrce men to ask for
morce money. From these three, we take one. He be-
comes the site foreman. Permancent.” He pointed at
Idemudia. ‘He is the new foreman. As from today.
Mr Idemudia is foreman forever.’

Queen looked pleased, as if she expected the crowd
to clap their hands in appreciation.

‘And, if you have more complaints,” she raised her
voice again, ‘vou can speak with the engineer or with,’
and she paused, ‘with Mr Idemudia, your new fore-
man.’

Stunned by the sudden announcement, Idemudia’s
upraised hand wavered and gradually fell back to his
side. He was conscious of the stony silence behind
him, and his immediate thought was to step forward
and declare his rejection of the appointment. But
when he heard a low voice asking behind him, ‘And
you said he rejected the money?’ he wasn’t quite sure
what to do.

‘But madam!’ he cried out as Queen and Clerides
were about to leave for the shed. ‘Madam!”’

Queen stopped and turned back to face him as if
to say, ‘Are you not happy with your appointment?’

‘Madam!’ Idemudia’s voice rasped with inner
panic. ‘We cannot accept the money. We want an in-
crease on a daily basisl’
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‘One naira a day,” Bernard said, coming to his
rescue.

‘We want one naira morc every day, not five naira
a month,” Osaro shouted from his position inside the
crowd.

It was Queen’s turn to be surprised. She hadn’t
expected that. ‘Give me time to think about it!’ she
suggested her voice thin and sharp.

‘We want the answer now,” Bernard demanded.

‘One naira, nothing more, nothing less,” Osaro
called out again.

‘I want more ...” Queen began, but some twenty
voices shouted her down.

‘Now! Now!’ they cried. ‘We want thc money
now!’

The labourers surged forward towards Qucen. ‘Our
money!’ they cried.

‘Now! Now!’

Qucen stood rooted to the greund terrified. She
looked wildly out for Mr Clerides but the Greek him-
sclf was already shrinking backwards. In another
moment, there would be violence.

Idemudia raised his hands above his head - and
waved wildly. ‘Wait!’ he cried. ‘Wait!’ He scized
upon Bernard. “‘We do not want any violence!’ he
rasped. ‘Stop them!’

Bernard immediately responded. ‘Wait!’ he too
began to shout. ‘Wait!’

The word caught on. Other voices seized on it and
shouted, ‘Wait!’

In two minutes, the storm subsided, but Queen still
stood there, terror clearly written in her eyes. Mr
Clerides was out of sight.

Idemudia shouted again. ‘Osaro, Bernard and I will
go to them,” he said quickly. “We will discuss the affair
just like yesterday.’
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The angry voices died down. Quickly, Queen scam-
pered away towards the shed. She was sweating.

Idemudia was angry too. ‘Either you let us discuss
this with her or you go yourself! ’ he said angrily. “We
must be organised or we fail.’

The other labourers fell silent.

Then somebody said, ‘But you are foreman now.
You are one of them.’

Bernard stepped in quickly. “That’s just what the
woman wants, to divide us. Idemudia is with us unless

. unless of course you want another person in his
place.’

He kept quiet and waited for their reaction. The
labourers shifted on their legs and stared vacantly in
front of them.

Osaro said, ‘Let us not deccive ourselves. We know
that only this man can speak for us anyway. He goes
with us unless,” and he eyed Idemudia, ‘unless he
decides to remain as foreman.’

‘Well?’ Bernard prompted Idemudia.

‘I am going along with you as before,” Idemudia
said, large drops of sweat standing out on his face.
He looked round at everybody. Nobody protested.
‘And what do we tcll them?’ he asked.

‘We want one naira a day more.’

‘And if she refuses?’

‘We go on strike. Tomorrow morning.’

‘Are we all agreed on this then?’” Osaro asked.

The burning look in the cyes of the men showed
that they were agreed.

The men werc restless as they watched the trio
going into the shed where Queen and Mr Clerides
were already waiting uncasily.

‘You should have brought the police,” Mr Clerides
reflected sadly.

“They wouldn’t have dared to touch me,’ Queen
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boasted, but without conviction. Her voice still
trembled as if she had just escaped a fatal accident.

Mr Clerides smiled. ‘They could have done any-
thing to you,” he said. ‘You have never seen a mob. In
my country they arc many. They go wild, they throw
stones and they kill.’

‘So that was why you ran away,” she thought con-
temptuously. ‘But you shouldn’t have left me there
alone,’ she said, and Mr Clerides flinched.

‘I didn’t leave you there alone,” he cried out in self-
defence. “‘What'’s the use? Only two of us. They kill us
and no evidence. I went away because I thought of the
police. A mob is dangerous, very, very dangerous.’

Mrs-Obofun shrugged her shoulders. What was past
was past but she was still sweating. “Well, what do I
tell them?’

‘What to tell them? Easy,” Mr Clcrides said. ‘Say
that you will pay.’

‘But I cannot,” Qucen disagreed. “‘Where do I get an
extra nine hundred naira a month from?’

The crafty eyes of the Greek shifted. ‘No, madam.
You do not understand me,” he said. ‘You promise
everything now but you pay nothing later. Why man,
you want them to work. We need time. We don’t want
a strike.’

Queen thought about that. Then slowly she shook
her head. ‘I couldn’t do that. They would expect the
money.’

‘Let them expect it!’ the Greek cursed. ‘But they
get nothing. Why, they arc overpaid as it is.’

‘No, no no,” Queen disagreed again. ‘It is true that
I need time but I do not want my houses destroyed. 1
have scen it before.’

“T'hen what are you going to do?’ the Grecek asked.

“That man Idemudia ...’

‘Yese’
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‘He is the most important.’

‘Yes. And he is the ringleader.’

‘I must get him over or out at all costs,” Queen said.
‘When you announced he was foreman, it nearly
broke them up. You saw that?’

‘Oh yes. Why, man, that was clever. They were
ready to fight each other after that.’

‘Well, I think ...” She hesitated because there were
demanding knocks on the door.

‘Yes?’ she called out.

The door was pushed open and Idemudia, Osaro
and Bernard entered the room.

There was open hostility in the Greek’s voice as he
rasped, ‘So you have come? What do you want?’

The silence that greeted this question was more
hostile than any speech. Queen noticed it and drew
her chair back from the table so that she could face
the men properly.

The negotiations did not last more than twenty
minutes and when the three of them emerged from
the shed, the group of workers were gathered at the
door. They made way at once for the committee
members who led them back towards the buildings,
away from the wooden shed and out of earshot.

‘What happened?’ Omoifo asked.

Idemudia waved his hands and motioned to them
to listen to him. ‘We gave her until Monday,” he an-
nounced quietly. ‘If by Monday nothing happens,
then we lay down the buckets, the shovels and the
wheelbarrows.’

‘That’s good talk,” one of the men said. ‘We lay
down the buckets.’

‘We go on strike,” another man said.

‘Yes, we go on strike. We gave her enough time.’

‘But she has said she would like to see the three
of us again on Sunday evening at her place before
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she finally tells us all on Monday morning whether
or not she will pay,” Osaro informed them.

One man at the edge of the crowd shook his head.
‘Eh, eh, what she has to say, she better say at once to
all. There will be no need for you to meet her again
in her house.’

‘No need to meet her again! We have given her
enough time,” another man cried out. ‘She wants to
bribe you.’

Idemudia raised his hands. ‘I think we should sce
her,” he said.

‘No, no need,” the first man insisted.

Idemudia raised his voice. ‘I think we should,” he
insisted.

‘Why?’

‘I think we must try to resolve the conflict at all
costs by trying peaceful negotiation first,” he began.

‘Hear, hear!’ the first man interrupted him bitterly.
‘Because you are now her foreman ...

‘l am not her foreman.’

‘You are. Why didn’t you reject it when the man
announced it? You have divided interests.’

Idemudia was angry at the accusation. ‘Watch your
tongue,” he cried out angrily. ‘Once the strike starts,
nobody knows when it will end. We have ...’

The other man came back. ‘What did I say?’ he said
to the group. ‘He wants to discourage us now. He
sympathises.’

‘With whom?’ Idemudia asked angrily.

‘With her. Yesterday she offered you money. You
said so yourself. Nobody knows the arrangement you
made thereafter.’

Idemudia glared at the man and his heart was black
with hatred. ‘I began organising this thing ...’

‘And now you are foreman,’ the man said insinuat-

ingly.
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‘Comrades! Comrades!” Bernard’s voice called.
‘Let’s stop this quarrel. It leads us nowhere.’

The other man disagreed. ‘It does lead us some-
where,” he insisted. ‘I am proposing that we drop him
from the team.’

‘And who do you propose to replace him with?’
Osaro asked scornfully.

The man laughed. “There should be no difficulty
about that,” he said. “If it comes to it, I am prepared
to scrve on the committce myself.’

“T'hen I will not scrve on that committee,” Osaro
said.

‘The man ignored Osaro’s statement. ‘I am old here,’
he said. ‘So are the others here. You two are new. I
propose that Bernard should stay on the new com-
mittce. He should lcad it. Then we choose two others,
two others who have been working here.’

There was silence.

Then another man said, ‘I think Anyam is speak-
ing the truth. We nced pcople on the committee,
people who have been here all the time.’

Anyam immediately seized upon that. ‘So you see, I
am talking sense,” he declared. ‘Ifeanyi has also seen
the truth in what I am saying. A foreman cannot serve
on the committee.’

The other members of the group shuffled their feet,
silent. Even Bernard kept quiet.

‘So who do we elect?” Anyam asked.

A tall man resting his weight on a shovel cleared
his throat. ‘I do not think we should rush the matter,’
he said quietly. ‘Idemudia has done a good job and .. .’

‘Agreed,’ Patrick called out, and Idemudia stared at
him with surprise. ‘We are being unfair and un-
reasonable,” he said. ‘Idemudia wants us all to have
our jobs. If you force a confrontation with the woman,
we all lose. She has nothing to lose.’



‘I still think we should drop him,” the man Anyam
said.

‘No, that would be foolish,” Bernard said now. "Wc¢
will not go to see the woman and if by Monday noth-
ing happens, then we lay down our buckets.’

‘Or form another committce,” the man Anyam said.
‘If on Monday nothing happens, we drop him from the
committee and form ...

‘We lay down the buckets,” Bernard said. “That’s
what we will do”’

‘Anybody who reaches a private agreement with the
woman will be publicly shamed and disowned,” the
man Anyam insisted.

‘Yes, disowned and done awav with. We cannot
afford any treachery,” the other men agrced. ‘We can-
not ...

Now Idemudia and Osare werc walking down the
road and they were past the signboard that bore the
name of the company when Queen’s car drew up
ahead of them. She beckoned to Idemudia and he went
to speak to her through the car’s window which she
had rolled down. They talked briefly, then the car
drew away.

Osaro walked up to him where he stood by the side
of the road.

‘What did she want? Osaro asked.

‘She says I should see her this evening in her house.’

‘And vou will go?’

‘Well, I don’t know. I may.’

They were silent as they walked down the road.
Both men felc bitter towards the man Anyam and
exasperated with the other workers in general.

Idemudia was extremely depressed by the time he
got home, depressed and moody. And Adisa noticed
it at once.

She hovered around him, her face serious and quiet
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and apprchensive. ‘What have they done to you
again?’ she cried.

He did not answer her but removed his sweat-
soaked shirt. ‘Hang it outside, so it will dry a litdle
with the blowing of the wind,” he said to her.

She took it from him and went outside. He could
hear her dusting the shirt by blowing it.

Later she came inside and saw him, hecad bowed,
sitting on the chair, his hair rough and blown and red
and white from the cement and the sand. His ribs
stood out, the bones on his neck and checks were also
sticking out like the old indicators of old cars. His
neck and throat were wiry, askew and twisted like the
neck of a tortoise. So much had hard labour and poor
eating and selling his blood done to him.

She saw that he did not want to talk, so she said to
him instead, “I'he water is outside. You can bathe,
then you must eat. Go and have a bath.’

He obeyed her dumbly and stood up from the chair.
‘You need hot water to get that cement and sand off
your hair and body,” she said. ‘So I boiled the water.
Go quickly before it cools down.’

He smiled when she said that. That was the first
ray of sunlight thrown into his soul since morning,
that statement, that caring about his well-being by
Adisa. It was the first ray of the sun but because he
was depressed and his heart was misty wtih hatred and
bitterness against what he regarded as a show of in-
gratitude from his fellow workers, the ray could not
dispel all the mist. He went outside and thought
about Adisa. Surely he loved her. She was the only
person in the world who cared about him, the only
person apart from his mother. One dav, he would show
ber how grateful he was, how happy he was to have
ber. Thinking of Adisa brought more sunlight into
his soul. The mist in his heart began to clear slowly.



He bathed and as he bathed he thought about work,
about the strike, about the attitude of his fellow
workers. He bathed slowly because he thought about
many things. His mind as he bathed and thought was
like an immense empire stretching backwards and for-
wards. He thought about Iyaro, about the East Circu-
lar and again he saw cars stopping, it did not matter
which cars. He saw himself and the other jobless wor-
kers rushing towards the cars every morning, leaning
into the windows towards the drivers and owners of
the cars. ‘You want labourers, sir? You want workers,
sir?” Again he saw himself there each morning, heard
himself asking the wusual question. ‘You want
labourers, sir?” Always he was rushing towards a car or
a lorry. Always he had to smile before he asked, ‘You
want labourers, sir? You want workers, sir?’ And most
of the time, the faces that were in the cars, turned
away and they were cither shy and embarrassed or
amused and completely indifferent as they thought
briefly about these people who were asking them if
they had any jobs to offer, if they wanted labourers.

Yes, his life had always been like that, hard and
hard, harder than iron or stone, hard and difficult,
the hunger always there, the discase always there,
the hollowness and the despair always there. And now,
when he had organised the labourers to fight for their
rights, they had threatencd to have him thrown out.
If Queen heard about that, she would laugh at him,
she would be merciless, she would throw him out at
once.

He scooped the warm water on to his body, and the
vast empire of his mind turned to Adisa. Good Adisa!
How dearly he loved ber now. And yet to think that
during the past few days, their marriage had been
threatened, that he had hated her, completely mis-
understood her. How she must have suffered on his
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account! Was it right that he should have married?
Yes, was it right? What right had he over a woman
whom he couldn’t feed, provide for? And yet more
often than not, he was angry with her. ‘But I shouldn’t
be,” he said to himself. ‘No, I shouldn’t. At least not
from now on. I will respect and love her. I will try
to make her happy. Try, try harder and harder ...

Later, when hc had eaten and broken a piece of
wood off the broomstick with which to pick his teeth,
he pushed the chair back from the table so that Adisa
could clear the plates away. Adisa got up from the
bed and approached the table.

He said to her, after looking at the corner of the
room where the cartons stood, ‘What about the
whisky?’

She had already lifted a plate clear from the table.
She held it in the air. ‘What about it?’ she asked and
took the plate and dropped it into the bucket he had
just used for bathing.

He looked a her as he probed in his tecth for small
chunks of stockfish that were lodged there. They
were lodged in between two of his back teeth. He
prodded the strands of the stockfish with the thin edge
of the broomstick that he had broken, his mouth open,
his left eye half closed, his chin raised the better to
pick his teeth.

He looked at Adisa as she bent down to place the
plate inside the bucket and asked, ‘Well, how is it
going? How are you selling it?’

Adisa straightened up. ‘It is good,” she said. ‘It goes
quickly.” She put her hands on her hips.

‘But you still have many left?’

‘Yes, I have some left but not many.’

‘How many?’

‘I did not count them.” Adisa walked round to the
table and began cleaning it with a dirty torn, yellow,
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old rag, her heart beating faster.

He drew his chair farther backwards to give her
more room for her cleaning. There were still threads
of stockfish clinging round the base of his back teeth,
one part deep in his gum between the two teeth. He
picked the threads of stockfish, spinning the picce of
broomstick round quickly in the gap between his
teeth. He gasped as the stick bit into the meat of his
gum. His eyes watered from the sharp and sudden
pain. He drew out the picce of broomstick. The tip
was red with his blood. He felt his gum with his
tongue, gingerly. He could feel the salty taste of the
blood. He stood up, went to the window and spat out
the blood into the evening outside.

Adisa had finished cleaning the table and now she
was sitting on the bed.

Idemudia went back to his chair, the broomstick
still in his hand. He had no other alternative as the
threads of stockfish were still clinging to the base
of his teeth. His hecad ached from the wound in his
gum.

He said to her, ‘Can’t wec open one?’

She smiled slowly, her nervousness gone. ‘Open
what?’

‘The whisky,” he said. ‘One of the bottles of whisky.’
He held the broomstick in his hand, afraid to send
it back to dig for the strands and threads of stock-
fish.

She thought about what he had said. She was re-
luctant. ‘If you open one now,’ she said, ‘you will open
another one later.’

Idemudia smiled. ‘You have had it here for nearly
a week,” he reminded her.

‘Well, you were bound to ask for it sooner or later.
I have been expecting it.’

He laughed broadly now. ‘I don’t drink,” he said.
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‘I am not a drunkard. You know that.’

She shrugged her shoulders. “The cartons are there.
You can drink them up. But for every one you drink,
you must pay the price.’

He laughed again, his ecyes gleamed. He forgot
about the pain in his gum. ‘What price?’ he asked.

“I'he prices that others pay. Four naira, fifty kobo.’

‘And you will accept the money?’

‘Why not? It is not my whisky.’

‘Ah, it’s okay then,” he said gently. ‘T was only
joking. I hate drinking. I do not want to drink.’

But Adisa did not believe him. She laughed. “The
price has frightencd you,’ she said.

‘Hear, hear!’ he laughed excitedly. “The price! I
could drink it and refuse to pay. If I drink it and
refuse to pay, what will you do?’

She thought about that. ‘Perhaps there is nothing I
could do to you,” she said, ‘but you would never feel
comfortable with whisky you haven’t paid for in your
belly.’

He jumped up from the chair as the laughter hit
him in his heart. HFlis chest heaved with laughter and
he rushed upon her and flung her out on the bed. He
pushed the pillow against her face while she struggled
and thought, ‘What is happening to him? What has
entered into him? Listen to him laughing and scream-
ing like an irresponsible child!’

She began to choke under the pillow and cried
out, ‘You are choking me! Please remove the pillow!’

He removed it and rcleased her from the bed to
which he had pinned her. She sat up on the bed gasp-
ing and smiling.

‘You nearly strangled me,’ she said, breathing
hecavily, her eyes laughing and happy.

‘How could I?’ he asked, also breathing hecavily for
it had been an effort to hold her back on the bed as
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both of them were struggling and kicking like wild
cats, and laughing.

They stared at each other and he told himself in
his heart that he had never been more in love with
Adisa than at that moment. She looked so beautiful,
so weak and yet so powerful!

‘Adisal’

‘Yes!’

He said nothing. Shc looked at him again and again,
through and through. She was happy seeing him so
happy. How she wished that things could remain
like this always. How she wished it!

‘Queen says I must see her this evening,” he said to
her at last.

The sound of his voice dispelled her wishing.

‘Qucen?’

‘Yes. I must be going.’

He stood up. ‘I won’t be long. Where did you hang
my shirt?’

‘On the line against the wall,” she said. ‘Where it
always hangs.’

‘I will take it from there then.’

‘But it is dirty.’

‘Ah,” he said carelessly. ‘I never wear it when I'm
working. So it is good enough. Leave the door open.
I won’t be long.’

He lingered in the room for a moment, then reso-
lutely went outside and picked up his shirt from the
line where it hung against the wall.
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Chapter 21

It was the dcep of the evening now, deep because the
evening was far gone and soon it would be actual dark-
ness, night. The air was fresh as it blew down from the
great vaults but as it swept across the rotting and de-
caying gutters, across the scwage and rubbish dumps,
across the thatched houses and the bungalows set in-
side hibiscus and whistling pine groves, the air be-
came coloured with several odours. It stank, it
smelled, it was never swect.

The air blew down Owode Street, around the Free-
dom Motel, and because of the cooking, the drinking
and the pines, the air here smelled too and the smell
wasn't sweet.

Inside the Freedom Motel, cutlery and teeth clat-
tered as they bit and chewed, tongues wagged as the
beer and the palm wine were swallowed and gulped
down. In one corner a group of customers talked about
the prices, prices higher than the tallest buildings in
the city, frightful prices. They thought and talked
about money, how to steal to make money, cheat
to make money, work to make money, make money
to make money. They talked and concluded that the
best way to make money was to steal it from the
government. Stcal a huge sum, put most of it in some
forcign bank, make business with the government’s
money, steal goods and equipment ordered by the
government, steal government cement on the high
seas, steal land and buildings from the people in the
name of the government. Yes, steal, cheat, dupe and
even murder in the name of the government. They
talked and concluded that the government encour-
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aged stealing, applauded and rewarded it. What was
retirement with full benefits, they asked? Steal. Steal
huge, gigantic sums, hundreds of thousands, hundreds
of millions of naira of government money and be re-
tired with full applause. Steal and be retired and then
enter business.

They talked and plotted ways of stealing. Then they
laughed and kept quict and listencd to the loud
music coming from a player in another corner of the
motel. The music was sharp and flat but thcse cus-
tomers listencd and tapped their fingers on their knees
and shuflled their feet on the floor in response to
the sharp shrilling and flat music that came from the
corner of the motel.

In the upper part of the Freedom Motel, Queen
sat, the whisky and the tall whisky glass beside her.
Sitting opposite, Idemudia watched her, thinking,
‘What will she say next?’

‘You say you don’t want any whisky then?’ Queen
asked again.

Idemudia avoided looking her in the eyes. ‘No,” he
replied again. ‘I do not want any.’

Queen laughed. ‘But whisky is good. It makes half a
man a full man. Don’t you think so?’

He looked at his hands and smiied. He remembered
his conversation with Adisa. ‘I have used whisky but
only a little,” he replied. ‘It burns your throat and
brings tears to your eyes. Then again there is the smell
in a man’s nose.’

Queen smiled at him. ‘How little you know,’ she
said. ‘You can see. Can’t you? I am not weeping, am
I? True. it burns a little, but that's what makes it
whisky.’

The events of the day were behind her now. As
soon as she had got home she had opened the bottle of
whisky and now with half the contents of the bottle
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already in the pit of her stomach she was in a buoy-
ant, carcfree mood.

‘So?” Queen prompted. ‘You refuse my whisky?’

Idemudia shook his head. ‘No, madam,’ he said. ‘1
do not refuse your whisky. Only I do not want it, at
least not now. My wife even sells whisky but I have
never used it.’

‘You will drink something else then? Beer?’

‘Oh yes,” he said, ‘I do not mind beer. 1 think 1
would likc some beer.” He was getting nervous with
this woman trying to please him when he knew there
was nothing he could really do for her.

‘But beer smells stronger than whisky,” Queen said.
‘And you are lucky not to have ruined your stomach
so far with beer.” She thought of her husband’s large,
heavy stomach, like a pregnant woman’s. She shook
her head. ‘No, I prefer whisky to any other drink.’

She called out to Richard to bring the beer and
a glass.

The house was empty now, empty and quiet.
Obofun had gone to Lagos and would not be return-
ing until Sunday morning. Then the children had -
gone to meet her own parents in the village to spend
part of their holidays there. It was the village she had
left many years ago after completing her primary
schooling to marry Obofun. The marriage had been
arranged by their parents. Now, she was considered
educated after living in the world her husband had
carved out for her. Of course, she had struggled on her
own, taught herseli many things. Today, she was re-
spected in the village. They called her ‘Mama’. And
any time she went home and saw the old and haggard
faces of the women in her own age group, their thin
legs and large collar bones from the work on the farm,
planting melor, gani and cocoyams, she was glad,
immensely glad, that she had left the village. But then
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she had been one of the most beautiful girls in the
village. Yes, one of the most beautiful, matured and
knowledgeable about the ways of the world.

But now all that was behind her. She would be
called ‘Mama’ when she went there again on Sunday
afternoon to bring the children home so that the house
would be full again in the evening. Obofun would be
back, the children would be back and so would all
the noise, some of it very unpleasant and bitter, which
comes from living together. Now the house was quict,
the music and talking and clatter of cutlery in the
lower part of the house did not reach up here. It was
quict and peaccful and the whisky had helped to
loosen her mind and her ncrves so that they hung
loose and relaxed like the strings of a guitar, un-
strung.

But then there was also the nervousness which
comes from drinking too much and from knowing that
on Monday, there would be a strike and at the end of
the month perhaps the loss of her contract and the
refund of hundreds of thousands of naira. This ner-
vousness came from knowledge which half a bottle
of whisky could not submerge. And knowing, she was
prepared to prevent the strike and so save her contract
at all costs. Yes, at all costs. After all, what did Obofun
care? Had he not gone to Lagos to save his own busi-
ness while leaving her to lose everything?

Richard brought the beer and set it on the stool
beside Idemudia. Next he placed the glass on the stool.
He brought out the opener from a side pocket and
opened the bottle of beer. Then he filled the glass
with some of the beer.

Idemudia murmured ‘Thank you’ as he picked up
the cold hard glass. Then he swallowed half of the
brownish-yellow cold bitter beer in a single gulp. The
cold beer tasted so good that unconsciously, he licked
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his lips. He sighed. It was good to be treated like
a human being, decently, he thought. '

It was good, this sitting down in the cool and quiet
of the evening drinking this cold bitter beer served in
a tall beer glass. It was good sitting on this heavy soft
chair, his legs flung out on the dcep soft reddish-blue
rug just drinking from the cold hard glass. It was
good to have the hard labour, the sun and the sweat
bchind him, yes it was ... ah, but it was not so good
after all, this sitting and watching and waiting for
what Queen would say. It was like eating with the
Devil, this watching and waiting and knowing that
nothing could ever make him compromise his posi-
tion. Yes, not even the attitude of his fcllow workers.
Unconsciously, he dragged up his feet from the rug
until he had them squared up against the front of
the big heavy chair.

Qucen tossed the rest of the drink in her glass into
the back of her throat and swallowed. Then she set
the glass down.

After the whisky had settled in the pit of her
stomach and she seemed to have come out of her
reverie, she refilled her glass and said to him, ‘I don’t
want a strike. You are my foreman. You should know
that.’

Idemudia had becn expecting that statement all
evening. He set down his own glass and looked at his
hands cold from the coldness of the beer.

‘1 don’t want a strike,’ Queen continued. ‘Just
as I told you the last time that you were here, I do not
and cannot afford any strike now. I am prepared to do
anything for you to make your friends call off the
strike. That was why I asked you to see me this even-
ing. You can do it if you want.’

‘But, madam!’

Queen waved his protest aside. ‘What do you want?’
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she asked harshly. “Tell me, what do you want?’

For the first time, Idemudia raised his eyes to
Queen’s face. How could he make her understand that
there was nothing he could do for her? ‘It is not me,’
he said carnestly and sincerely. ‘1 am nothing.’

Queen’s voice was accusing, ‘I gave you a job to help
you and the first thing you do is to organise the
workers against me! That is ingratitude.’

‘But madam!’ Idemudia tried again.

‘It is ingratitude,” Qucen insisted. ‘You have paid
me back with ingratitude, biting the hand that fed
you. But I don’t mind. T only ask you now to tell me
what you want. I want you to persuade your friends
to call off the strike.’

Idemudia was angry because the woman had called
him ungrateful. She had given him a job, true. But
had she not milked him and the other workers? What
about the long hours of work? The poor pay, the treat-
ment of workers as if they werce lower than dirt, scum.
He was angry but he said quietly, ‘It is not me,
madam. It is not me.’

Queen did not understand him. ‘Just tell me what
you want,’ she said placatingly. ‘Remember you are
my foreman now. You should work with me.’

Idemudia became more and more nervous. ‘I do not
want anything from you, madam,’ he said.

Queen laughed. ‘You are a man,” she said. You
need money. You nced many other things I could give
to you. Things you have never had before.’

Idemudia was silent.

‘Well?’

He held his head in his hands now, his head which
throbbed with the beer she had given him and from
the pain of thinking. ‘T need time to think,” he said.
‘Give me some time.” He didn’t want to displease her
by an outright refusal. He had to be careful. Yes,
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very careful. And perhaps he shouldn’t have come.
He ought to have stayed away.

But Queen immediately scized upon what he had
said. “I'ime? What will you say then that you can-
not say now? I will give you two hundred naira, even
three hundred, perhaps more later.’

Again he was quiet as he thought fiercely in his
heart. Could he accept her money and let her down?
No, that would.be dishonest. But what if he accepted
it and stood by her. Surely the workers would find out.
They would find out and ostracisc him. The story
would follow him everywherc, even if he chose to go
elsewhere. No, he didn’t want anything from this
woman. Three hundred naira was a lot of money. He
wanted money very badly. But it would be like blood
moncy. He couldn’t accept it even if he really wanted
to help her. He didn’t want any money, any bribe,
from her. He had many, many more years ahead of
him. A single mistake and the word would go round.
And then he would be finished. Really finished.

Queen stood up and came to stand behind him.
She put her hand on his shoulders, her hand that was
soft and warm like her eyes. “Three hundred nairal’
she breathed down at him. ‘I'll give you anything you
want, anything that you ask, for now.” And she
squeezed his shoulder blade like a comrade’s. ‘Well?’

He had to say something. What should he say to
her? That he couldn’t accept it because this was sweat
money, almost like blood moncy, that his conscience
would never give him peace of mind if he accepted
it? He shook his head. And again, not to give himself
away and not to offend her, he said, ‘I am not alone,
we are ...

‘I know,” she broke in readily. ‘I know. There are
these other two, Osaro and Bernard. But I want to
know about you first. Once you have assured me, you
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can persuade your friends to come here tomorrow.’

He pretended to think this over. Then he said,
‘As a matter of fact, I want nothing for myself. I want
nothing from you.’

Queen lifted her hand off his shoulder, angered
by his refusal. She had ncver imagined that a man
could be so stubborn. ‘Aren’t you being foolish?’ she
asked.

He shrugged his shoulders. He was a man. He could
never acccpt sweat money no matter what happened.

‘Yes,” he agrced. ‘1 know I am foolish but 1 want
nothing, honestly.’

‘But you will speak to the others?’

He nodded. ‘Yes. I will try if you want me to. But
I cannot guarantee that they will follow me.’

‘“They will,” Queen said from where she still stood
behind him. “They will if you can speak to them, if
you try to persuade them. But the funny thing is that I
do not believe you will persuade them if you accept
nothing from me.’

‘Oh my God!’ he cried in his heart. ‘Why can't
she leave that alonc? Why must she continue to tempt
me? I should never have come at all! I was a fool
to come!’ He said to her in a firm voice, ‘You just have
to believe me, madam. There is nothing that I want
from you.’

She paused from behind him. Then she said, ‘I do
not believe you. You will deceive me. I will not trust
you if you refuse to accept something from me.’

Idemudia searched in his mind. “‘What should I
accept from you?’

‘What should you accept from me?’

‘Yes. What?’

‘You could still have the three hundred naira.
Money.’

He shook his head, ‘I do not want the money. True,
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I need it and I am poor. But I could never accept such
money. I am a man.’

‘But a man has to eat, survive.’

‘Yes, but not on blood, on sweat money.’

‘Sweat money? What is that?’

Idemudia smiled. ‘Ah, it is nothing. Just nothing.’

She looked at the nape of his neck. He was un-
comfortable with her behind him. She could stick a
knife in his back. But he resisted the temptation to
turn round and look to see if she had a knife in her
hand.

He shivered.

‘You will not accept the money then? Because you
are a man?’

‘Well, yes. That and other things. I do not want it.’

‘You arc a rare kind of poor man.’ she said. ‘But
you are foolish. Extremely foolish and stubborn.’

Idemudia tightened his lips.

‘Will you accept something else from me then?’

He made no reply.

She said, ‘You are silent? You don’t answer?’

Idemudia cleared his throat. A fog from the cold
beer had formed there. ‘What else should I accept
from you?’

‘What else you should accept from me?’

‘Yes. What?’ The circle again, he thought.

She was silent where she stood behind him. Then
she said, ‘Wait! Wait and I will show you what you
must accept from me.’

She had bent down to speak close to Idemudia’s
ears. The smell of whisky was strong in her voice and
on her breath.

He turned round quickly, half expecting the thrust
of a knife in his back. But he saw her walking into a
room directly behind him. He was becoming increas-
ingly uncomfortable. What was it that he must accept
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from her? He released his legs like arrows trom a
bow, flung them out on the soft rug so that they
could be relaxed. Then he took the beer and sipped it.
I'he beer tasted flat in his mouth now from standing
so long. He put it back on the stool and felt his tecth
with his tonguc. His tongue felt slimy, like a living
snail’s meat, out of the shcll but not yet cleaned with
the lemon.

He heard steps coming up from the insidc stairs.
But before the person appeared, Queen called to him.
He hesitated before answering because the person
had appeared. He was wearing the uniform of a
waiter. He greeted Idemudia and then he asked for
‘Madam’.

‘Qucen?’ Idemudia asked.

‘Yes,” the waiter repeated. “Where is madam?’

‘Idemudia!’ Quecen’s voice was demanding, like a
clarion call.

‘Wait,” he said to the waiter and went towards the
door behind where Queen was calling. The open door
was sealed only by the heavy yellow door blind.

He parted the curtain hesitantly. He saw that
Queen was sitting on the bed.

‘Shut the door,” Queen said to him from where she
sat on the large bed in her nightdress, a smail short
blouse thrown over the long nightdress.

Idemudia continued to stand in the doorway, part
of the door blind gathered in his hand. “There is a
man outside,” he said. ‘He wants you.’

Quecn frowned. ‘What does he want?’

‘I do not know. He did not say.’

‘Find out and then come back and tell me’

Idemudia let the curtain fall back on the door. He
went back to the waiter. ‘She says I should find out
what you want,” he told the man.

The waiter eyed Idemudia. “There’s 2 man down-
stairs.’
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‘What does he want?’

‘He didn’t say but he said to call madam.’

‘He gave you his name?’

‘Yes. Iriso. Mr Iriso.’

‘Wait then,” Idemudia said. ‘I will tell the woman
all that you have said.’

He went back into the room. Queen was still sitting
on the bed. She looked at him expectantly.

‘I heard you talking. What docs he want?’

‘He is one of the waiters. Somebody else sent him.
Mr Iriso. He is downstairs and he sent for you.’

Queen frowned. ‘1 don’t want to see any Mr Iriso.’

‘Should 1 tell the waiter that?’

‘No! Tell the waiter to say I am not in. That I have
gone out, that I will return late, perhaps in the dead
of night. I do not want to sce him.’

Idemudia crossed the door again and went back to
the waiter.

‘She will return in the dead. of night. She is not at
home.’

The waiter took the message and went downstairs.

Idemudia stood in the centre of the room, un-
decided, and was about to resume his seat by his stale
glass of beer when again Queen called out to him.

‘Please, shut the door,” Qucen said to him. She was
now lying on the bed. ‘Shut the door,’” she repeated.
“Then come here and sit beside me. Here on this chair
beside the bed.”’

Idemudia shut the door while the blood throbbed
in his head. *“What does this woman want with me?’ he
asked himself as he turned round and faced her.

‘Come and sit herc on the chair beside the bed,
Quecn said again. ‘There is at lcast one thing which
you cannot refuse from me.’

Idemudia wondered what the thing was as he sat
on the easy chair beside her bed. She was wearing
a sce-through nightdress, soft and light blue. He saw
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the dark outlincs of her body in the pale nightdress
and quickly turned away.

His heart beat against his chest, violently. Surely,
she must hear this thundcrous pounding of his heart?
Surely she must hear!

The bed was large as the room was large, big and
wide and low. There was the big dressing table beside
which the dressing mirror stood. To the right of the
mirror were the big, tall built-in wardrobes. Half
the dressing table was taken up by cosmetics. On the
left of the dressing table were some wooden figures,
moulds of human heads, six or seven of them, on
which black and dark brown wigs were placed.
Against the walls and further to the left of the wigs
were the trunk boxes, iron and wooden trunk boxes,
large and heavy.

The shoes were arranged under the bed but in such
a way that any visitor could see and count them easily.
There was another basket that held the old pairs of
shoes. It stood full, against the wall. The bed was soft.
It sank where Queen lay on it. The bedclothes were
also soft and blue like the clouds against a clear even-
ing sky.

Again, Idemudia’s eyes wandered back to the
woman on the bed. He was sure that but for the dark
blue bulbs hanging at the head of the bed, he would
have becn able to see everything clearly of this
woman.

‘Help me off with this,” Queen said to Idemudia,
turning so that she lay flat on the soft of her belly on
the bed.

It was the small short blouse that she wore over her
nightdress that she wanted Idemudia to pecl off her.
Idemudia swallowed and his hands trembled as he
bent down to obey her.

‘You can sit on the bed now, beside me. Come.
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Sit so,” she said and wriggled and crawled away from
the edge of the bed decper inside.

Mechanically and automatically, Idemudia obeyed
her.

‘Your hands are harsh, almost brutal,” she observed.
‘Perhaps that comes from the rough work?’

Idemudia could not trust himsclf to speak. He
grumbled deeply in his throat, as he unfastened one
of the buttons at the back of her blouse.

When the blouse had been removed and she was
lying no longer on the soft of her belly but on the
fine ridges of her back she said to him, ‘Come, bring
that hand of yours. It is rough, almost like the car-
penter’s paper, Bring it. Let me feel it.’

Idemudia was sweating from the mere cffort of try-
ing not to look at her. The curve of her breasts, the
sharp ridges at the top were still unbroken. The
breasts still held together at the top. Later, they would
fall apart, the breasts would become heavy and sprawl
all the way, deflated and formless except when she
was standing and they werec gathered together inside
a brassicre. Now the breasts still held tight and out
against time. All the lines of her body were unbroken;
childbirth had not destroyed the line of her stomach,
lower down. Perhaps it would sag later on, just as her
breasts would, just as all of her would. But now, it
was still flat and unbroken, the line that was her
stomach, hazy now as her legs were under the soft
blue nightdress and dark blue lights.

Her eycs sparkled darkly in the half-darkness. She
seemed to be toying with him as she lay back on the
bed on the straight lines that were her back, her
buttocks pressing through the hazy nightdress and
boring holes into the soft mattress that was the bed.
Her luminous eyes were up against the white of the
ceiling, her hair loose and wavy, everything black
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and dark and sensuous. Then there were her legs
thrown carelessly apart, softly calling, the nightdress
throwing its haze upon them. Then the waistline,
swelling and swelling and swelling like a time bomb
that is ticking away to explode any moment and yet
intact, held together under the general logic of its
tight structuring.

She lay and she said to Idemudia who was sweating
and staring at her now, ‘Come, bring that hand of
yours. Offer it and let me feel it. I know it is rough
and harsh but ...

‘It is not my fault ...” Idemudia said, offcring her
the palm of his hand, the sweat standing out in beads
on his forehead.

She took it and felt it with the softness of her own
palm. ‘1 am not laughing at you,” she said. ‘In fact, it
is wonderful. Wonderful, because it is so rough and
manly. Very manly and masculine. I like the palm
of your hand, rough as it is.’

He did not know what to say but he let her feel
the palm of his hand. His blood was up, he was stirred.

‘You will not go on strike against me, Idemudia,’
she said, and he madc a noise in his throat as of some-
onc choking.

Queen laughed. ‘You will not go on strike against
me,” she said again and she weaved her body away
from the edge of the bed as a weaver bends the straw
to weave the basket or as the sky weaves the colours to
make the rainbow. ‘You will not go on strike against
me but will come and lie down here beside me. Come
here and lie down beside me. But take your shirt
off first. It smells so strongly of sweat, now that you
are so close. Take it off and come here and lie down.
Here, beside me.’ She patted the bed with her hand.
‘But take your shirt off first.’

Idemudia hesitated and withdrew his hand from
where she held it.
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‘Come in quickly,” Queen said. ‘Come in quickly
and lie here.” She took his hand again. ‘Your hand is
so warm,’ she said. The blood was up in her face
almost choking her.

‘What are you waiting for?’ she asked again, turn-
ing on the soft of her belly, her buttocks up, dark
hills of flesh and blood rising about the flatness of the
bed and above the straight clegant line that was her
back. ‘Come in quickly, now.” She released his hand
and rested her chin on her cupped hands. Her eyes
looked up at him.

Idemudia stared beyond her, his heart pounded
and thundered within him more than ever before. He
could feel and hear the blood crashing through his
veins, as the windstorm crashes through the trees. Was
this a trap? Would the woman'’s husband not come in
any moment? He wanted to turn and run blindly for
the door but something held him, prevented him.

Queen was getting impatient. ‘What are you wait-
ing for? Take off your shirt and come here and lie
down beside me. Your shirt smells of sweat and the
sweat smells strongly of salt. Is it ever washed? Do
you ever wash it? Take it off and come in, but
quickly.’

Idemudia found his voice at last. It was a small
voice. He too was almost choking, secing and hearing
the blood of Queen crashing through her veins and
body and voice. The temptation was great, greater
than any amount of money she ever could have offered
him.

‘Can I have some of the whisky?’ he asked.

‘Some whisky?’ Queen rolled over on her side and
the silhouettc of her flesh was softer than the moon-
light outside now.

Hc saw how the curve that was her ribs merged
with the swelling curve that was her swelling waist-
line and he could see the heaving but compact breast,
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the lower one, rubbing against the bed.

He swallowed. ‘I would like some whisky. I need
some whisky.’

She raised herself up on the bed with one hand.
‘What for? I thought you said the whisky smelled
stronger than swine.

She saw that he was at a loss for what to say, so she
said, ‘It is still there in the sitting room where I left
it. You can have it. You can go and take it.’

Idemudia stood up and was about to cross the room
when she stopped him. ‘No, wait,” she said. ‘I have
some bottles here, not opened yet. They are in that
carton. Bring one out.’

He saw the carton and went to fetch the bottle of
whisky. 'There were twelve bottles in the carton. He
took one out and carried it back with him towards the
bed. He set the bottle on the floor, beside the bed.

“I'he glasses are there, in the wardrobe. Bring two
of the tall ones.’

Again he crossed the room to obey her.

Now he was sitting again on the chair beside the
bed and she was watching him intently. ‘Break the
cork by unscrewing it,” she told him. “T'o the right.
Twist it to the right. The strap breaks and the cork
comes free.’

He twisted the cork to the right and the strap
snapped and the cork came free.

‘You wanted a drink. Now help yourself,” she said
to him. He poured out the drink until the tall glass
was almost half filled.

‘Mind, you are not drinking water,’ she said to him.
‘I don’t want you to get drunk here.’

‘I won't get drunk,’ he retorted. ‘I am a man.’

She laughed immediately. ‘What a man! A man
who has to drink whisky before he has the courage to
lie down beside a woman? A man indeed!’
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The first sip of the whisky was like mentholatum on
his tongue. He tried it again by sipping it, then he
threw the rest of the drink into the back of his throat
and closed his eyes as he swallowed and he felt the
sharp burning flames of the whisky going down his
throat, all the way to his belly.

Again she laughed at him. ‘You will choke yourself
like that. You may not get enough wind to carry it.’

When he opened his cycs, the tears ran down both
his cheeks and he began to cough.

‘Didn’t I tell you? Pass the bottle here and I will
show you how to drink whisky.’

He passed the bottle silently to her and watched
her through tcarful eyes. She poured the drink into
her glass and began to sip rapidly.

‘It’s the same thing,” he said. ‘“You sip it. I knocked
it back just once.” He wiped the tears off his cheeks
with the back of his hand.

‘But I do not weep or cough as you do.’

‘With practice. I guess that comes with practice.’

She handed the bottle and her glass back to him.
He set both of them on the floor, beside the bed.

‘Well, now that you have had your wish, you can
come here and lie down. But take off that shirt.’

Again she patted the bed for him to lie down beside
her.

The whisky reached his head, quickly. He felt
slightly dazed. She was lying back again on the bed,
he could see the two swellings that her pelvis made
and desire was robust within him. And seeing her
the way she was, his mind went to Adisa, to their
last night, to that moment when before he had come
out to this woman’s house, he had struggled with
Adisa on the bed and they had eyed each other and
laughed afterwards. How he had loved Adisa then,
how he had felt things returning to normal between
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them, even better than they had ever been before ...

He shook his head now, unconsciously, impercept-
ibly. And she saw it.

‘What are you shaking your head for?’ she asked.

A foolish drunken smile appeared on his face. ‘1
can’t,” he said. ‘1 can’t. No, no, no. I can’t.’

Queen sat bolt upright and all the soft loose lines
thar were her hody immediately became taut. The
nightdress fell away from her legs, her parted legs
that werc brown und straight and fair, her parted
legs that were soft and warm and dark and mysterious.
Now they were parted but tight, flexed.

‘What can’t you do?’

Tdemudia stared in front of him and although he
did not think of Adisa now, another thought occurred
to him. And remembering that he had thought about
it before, he became afraid of the woman. How was he
sure that she wasn’t pretending, that she wouldn’t
begin to screcam for help the moment he got into bed
with her? How could he be sure that Obofun was
not somewhere in the house waiting for some sort of
signal? Most rich pcople were dangerous, cxtremely
dangerous and mecan. Perhaps the whole plan was to
discredit him in the eves of his fellow ...

‘What can’t you do?’ Quecen asked again, break-
ing into his thoughts.

‘I cannot do what vou want me to do,” he said.

She made him look like a coward. “What do 1 want
you to do?’ she asked, ton-loads of scorn in her voice.

Idemudia looked her back in the eye. ‘Lie down
with you. I can’t’

Quecn laughed. There was a lump of pain swell-
ing in her heart. To be rejected, turned down by an
ordinary labourer!

‘I am asking you to come in,” she said command-
ingly. ‘Can’t you forget who you are? You don’t have
to be afraid!’
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He avoided her cyes. ‘It’s not that,” he said, and
again his mind went to sdisa.

‘What is it then?’ she asked. ‘Why can’t vou lie
down with me?’

He looked her straight in the eyes. ‘You have a
husband and 1 have a wife,” he said. ‘It would be
adulrery.’

Instantly Quecen sent up a hurricane of laughter.
‘It would be what?’

Idemudia’s mind was clearer now. The fog that the
first fumes of the whisky had sent to his head was gone,
what remainced was the momentary determination, the
false courage ihat the whisky left in the blood. He did
not want this woman. Having her would bind him to
her as no other thing could. He would follow her
thereafter anywhere, a complete stooge. It would be
even worse than accepting the money. And it would
be unfair to Adisa if he had this woman now. How
could he go home afterwards and lie down on the
same bed with her, pretending that nothing had hap-
pened? How could he go home with the smell of the
woman upon him? He had never thought about this
and he would never do it. No, never. It was wrong.

‘It would be adultery,” he repeated. the foolish-
sheepish-drunken smile in his eyes and lips. ‘It is
wrong.’

Quecen had been surprised before but now she was
completely stunned. “What do vou know about adult-
cry?’ she asked harshly. “‘What do you know about
right and wrong?’

The peevish drunken smile broadened on his face
as he thought about the woman on the bed. She might
be ‘madam’, but essentially, she was a woman, nothing
else. She might own houses and the Building Com-
pany, but she was far inferior to the woman he kept in
his house as his wife. Adisa would never behave in
this way.
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‘T know what is wrong,” he said to her. ‘I am not a
child.”’

She spat out scornfully. ‘You are no better than
a child.’

But there was despair, hatred and bitterness in her
heart. If she had a knife then, she would have killed
him, stuck it in his throat.

‘You are married,” he said again, as if he had not
heard her. ‘You are married and I am married. That
is what makes it adultery, it is wrong.’

Quecn cupped her soft palms into round frantic
fists. ‘I told you before that you were a fool,” she said.
‘Now I am doubly surc.’

Idemudia shrugged his shoulders and stood up. He
towered above her, lying as she did on the bed, head
raised, like a snake.

‘I am going home,” he said to her.

‘Do you really know what adultery means? Are you
sure you know what you arc doing?’ she asked, a
malicious look in her eyes.

Idemudia continued to smile pcevishly at her.

‘And you have never slept with another woman?
Apart from your wife?’

He swayed lightly on his feet, the smile on his face
like a lamp. ‘Of course, I never have,” he said.

Queen smiled as she thought about Adisa. She had
even meant to use the woman but only it never oc-
curred to her that it would be this way. She had
thought of calling her and telling her to persuade
her husband to call off the strike or else ... But she
hadn’t done it because she knew how little influence
the women usually had over thcir husbands, she knew
that the men ...

Idemudia moved to the door.

‘So you have never slept with another woman?’
Queen asked again, and Idemudia stopped and looked
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at her and said nothing. Again Queen smiled, but
there was venom in her tongue when she asked, ‘And
her?’

The question caught him like a blow. He looked at
her searchingly. “What do you mean?’

‘I mean what I asked. I mean Adisa, your wife.’

Suddenly his heart was like a thatched roof on fire
with the dry harmattan wind blowing. He had got
the message for this job through Adisa. Queen had
sent Adisa to tell him. What did she know about Adisa
to make her look so triumphant?

‘Well?’

‘Well, what?’

‘I asked you a question.’

She sat now on the bed. ‘I asked you if your wife
Adisa had never slept with another man.’

Something made him answer the questions as she
asked them. ‘My wife has never slept with another
man,” he said slowly, the sudden fear evident in his
voice.

‘Are you sure? Have you ever asked her?’ The smile
smoked on her face like a dirty paraffin lamp.

He tried to answer her with all the dignity he could
muster. ‘We are poor, madam, yes, very poor, but my
wife does not sell herself.’

Queen fell back on the bed. Now she was laugh-
ing. It was a bitter laugh, insinuating, damaging. ‘1f I
were you, I would go home and ask her, not take
things for granted.’

She sat up suddenly to sce the expression on his
face: a hurt, doubtful look, from the swelling lump
of pain in his heart. And she was glad, immensely
happy that she had been able to rcach him where it
hurt him. The bastard, she thought. The cheap stupid
bastard!

‘Oh yes, 1 would rush home and ask her, if I were
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you,” she laughed again from the bed, all her body
writhing with her laughter. ‘Ask her about last Satur-
day evening at the the Samson and Declilah. With my
own husband. My own husband! Now you can get
out of my house! Get out of my house and do not
appear any more on my site. The police will be wait-
ing for vou there. Clear out! Get out!’ Her voice had
riscn and she was shouting,.
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Chapter 22

‘There was a hollowness in the pit of his stomach and
murder in his heart as he fled down the steps of
Queen’s house. He rushed along the street cursing in
his heart and head.

‘I will kill her for this!” he swore hoarscly. ‘Pros-
titute! Harlot! " he cursed. ‘I will kill her!” His voice
trembled and he tightened his hands, flexed all his
muscles, like one man strangling another.

Now everything fell into place, her absence from
the play on that Saturday evening, her behaviour at
home, her nervousness. He understood everything
clearly. She was guilty. There was no need to ask her.
And he hurried, ran, breathing heavily and swearing.

The night was already far gone and the moon hung
to the edges of the sky now, precariously, a dirty, old
warped half-picce of lemon. Soon it would die out
altogether, this candlelight of the sky. The sky would
blacken, then grey. And as the sky greyed, the cocks
would wait restlessly around the houses, on top of the
thatched roofs, picking their feathers, waiting for the
first incense of dawny brightness. Then they would
crow all over the city, all over the land, as the grey sky
gradually lifted the sun for the day from the womb of
the earth and hoisted it like a flag above the earth.

Now, at this time of night, Owode Strect was quiet
and deserted except for him and his thoughts, rushing
along the dirty-red quiet street making a great noise
and swearing to kill his wife.

He entered their room with the same great noise,
he banged the door before probing for the light switch
against the rough plaster and flatness of the wall. He
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pressed the switch down and the electric bulb that
always burned like the yellow of traffic lights broke
light upon the room in a small explosion.

He saw her. She was sleeping, far gone in a deep
sleep that was fully dreamy. She lay on the bed, her
long slim body stretched out like a bright red ribbon,
her hand, the right one also flung out across the full
breadth of the bed and because the bed was narrow,
the hand suspended on the outside. Adisa did not
turn on the bed even with the violent banging of
the door, the burning of the yellow light, not even
with the noisy violence of his breathing.

She lay still, slecping.

He crossed straight to the bed and stood above her.
He wanted to wake her by slapping her face re-
peatedly. His dark shadow eclipsed her from her body
upwards. All he had to do was grip her by the throat,
tightly, strongly and choke the confession out of her.
Yes, grip her by the throat and strangle her.

He hesitated becausc he thought he heard the noise
of feet just outside the window. He listened intently,
stalling even his own breathing. There were no foot-
steps, all was quiet but for his own resumed be-
laboured breathing. He stood there and thought
briefly, quickly. The night was too quict for what he
wanted to do. He would wait until the early hours of
the morning when the dawn brought its first noises.
Yes, he would wait.

Now, however, he must drink more whisky. The
one he had taken in Queen’s place was still strong
in his blood; he had a dull ache in his head and heart.
But he must drink some more now to kill those pains.
He must drink. He went to the corner of the room and
ripped one of the cartons open. The bottles were all
lined up there, like those in Quecen’s bedroom. He
carried one of the bottles to the bed and broke the
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cork, still standing. Then he threw his head back-
wards and let the jet of the bright golden yellow
whisky spurt into the back of his throat. He felt the
sharp burning taste of the whisky flaming down his
gullet. He stopped and threw his head forward again,
holding the bottle towards the bulb hanging from the
cciling. More than one quarter of the bottle was
gone.

He smiled darkly and sat on the edge of the bed,
putting the bottle on the floor. Then again, he reached
for the bottle, but this time he saw that there were
two of them. not one. He missed it and his hand
knocked the bottle sideways. The golden whisky
spurted out of the bottle on to the floor. Cursing, he
grabbed the bottle at the bettom, held it up again, his
head thrown backwards, the yellow, sharp, burning
whisky running down in a steady flame into the pit of
his stomach.

He set the bottle down again and smiled. He felt
tived and worn out. He must slecep now to wake carly
in the morning for what he had to do.

He lcaned heavily on the bed and the bed creaked
and groaned. He looked back at Adisa on the bed. He
smiled as he saw the tiny movement that her eyclids
madce as they fluttered, briefly, preparatory to her
coming wakefulness. He growled in his throat. She
lifted her hand up and covered her eyes to shade
the harsh glare of the light.

‘So you are back!’ she yawned.

He grumbied deeply in his throat and averted his
face because his eves ran with the tears from the
whisky.

‘You were away so long!’ she said.

He looked at her now through his tears. He looked
at her on the bed and his voice was soft—harsh—
hoarse and cracked. ‘I had to. Obofun kept me!’
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‘Obofun?’ she asked quickly, still keeping her hand
on her eyes.

‘Yes,” he said. ‘Obofun, the man you slept with, last
Saturday evening at the Samson ...

She caught her breath quickly, frowned and made
to get up from the bed. But he pushed her back. She
lay still, trembling.

‘She is silent!’ he cried in his heart. ‘Silent! She
is guilty! Oh God, how come? How?’

He leancd over her, his teeth set, his eyes half-shut
and drunken, his breathing laboured, heavy and sharp.
His heart beat violently and his hands trembled as he
rested the sharp edge of his elbow against her, on the
tender flesh of her throat.

Adisa opened her cyes now, widely, and they were
dilated and wild with the deep terror that was clearly
written there. ‘What is it?’ she coughed and choked
and struggled to lift his elbow away from where it
rested on the bones of her throat. ‘Idcmudial’ she
cried and choked. ‘Idemudial Wait! Please!
Idemu ... !’

Hec did not answer her but stared at her face that
was beginning to bead with sweat and her eyes that
were wild with her terror and anguish and suddenly,
something in him gave way and it was as if a bucket-
ful of cold, icy water had been thrown on his face and
the tears started to his eyes.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ he cried, and lifted the
sharp ridge of his elbow away from her throat. ‘Why?
Oh God, why didn’t you tell me?’

Adisa moved away from him and struggled up
the bed until she had her back against the rough wall.
Her face was wet now with her tears as she felt her
throat with both her hands and her face still had some
of the shock and terror and anguish plainly written
there.
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Idemudia would not look at her but buried his face
in the bowl of his hands. ‘Oh my God!’ he cried to
himself. ‘Why didn’t she tell me? Why? He would not
ask why she had done it because he understood very
cicarly now. And because he understood, he realised
how utterly rash and foolish and unreasonable he had
been in his anger.

Hadn'’t he sold his own blood so that they would
not starve? And wasn’t that a sacrifice, this frequent
sclling of pints of his own blood? Yes, he said to him-
self, a sacrifice as great or pcrhaps even less than the
onc Adisa had made on his behalf. And how could
he have been so blind as not to have seen that if she
had done it, then she would have done it only for his
sake? Only for my sake, he thought, and that makes
it a sacrifice more than anything clse.

But then, he reasoned within himself, she would
have told me, confessed to me instead of ... He
stopped because again, he understood. He hadn’t told
her about the times he went out to sell his blood. He
had always felt ashamed about it afterwards and yet he
knew that Adisa had known about it although she
never discussed it. ‘Yes,” he said to himsclf. ‘She
couldn’t have told me. No, she really couldn’t have.
And to think that ...” No, he must not think about it.
He had bcen wrong to have attacked her, still more
wrong to have thought of ... No! He didn’t want
to remember this, ever. It had been a fever just as
the illness that had taken him to the hospital had been
a fever. And they were both over. What remained now
was for him to show her that he understood, that he
would hold no malice against her.

He lifted his face from the bowl of his hands and
looked at her and seeing the streamlets that the tears
made on her face, he wanted to stretch out his hands
to wipe them out. But he was afraid that he would per-
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haps frighten her, so instead, he leaned back towards
her and buried his head against the warmth that was
her bosom.
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