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The Life Changer

CHAPTER ONE

0 They were watting for Daddy.

We were.

I paused ourside their door.

The laughter was cheerful. [t was also infectious. It began as a silent
chuckle, then slowly 1t turned into a mirthful but stilted giggle. Now, it had
finally transformed into a full fledged chortle. I stopped awhile to listen. My
plan was not to eavesdrop. God forbid that [ should be that kind of mother
who surreptitiously listened on her children's private conversation. But
there was something about the laughter that was compelling and arresting.

Bint, my five yvear old daughter, appeared to be the narrative voice.
She was telling her two sisters the story of her classroom encounter with
their meddlesome Social Studies teacher the previous week. The narration
wias s0 vivid you could actually visualize what transpired. The teacher
believed he knew a little bit about every subject under the sun, especially
French which most of the students found strange. Bint herself was new in
ihe school. French was an optional subject even at this level of primary
school education. We however encouraged her to take the option since we
believed that language acquisition al an earlv age came relatively casy and
with minimal effort. And, in any case, French was second to English i the
ranking of imemational languages. we reckoned.

Soitwas that the first question the teacher asked was, “Who can tell
me how to say Grood Marning in French?™

Evervbody was silent in the classroom.

“¥ou mean none of you knows how to say Good Morning in
French?

Hesitalingly. not without trepidation. Bint raised her hand.

*¥z:7" he pointed at her.

Slowly, she stood up,
“Whatis yourname?” the teacherasked.
“My name s Bmt.”
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50, tellus, Bint, how do yousay Good Morming in French?”

“Bonjour,” Bint said.

“That's very good,” the teacher said, speaking English.

“And how do you say that's very good in French, teacher™ Bint

asked innocently. =

“What?" The teacher jerked his head off as if stung by a bee. Then.

within a flash, he bolted out of the classroom anly to come back a

few minutes later with the French Mistress of the senior classes.

“Ask her,” he told Bint simply.

“How do you say that's verv good in French, Aunty?” Bint asked

reverentially. '

“C'est tres bien,™ the French Mistress replied.

“Clest tres bien,” Bintrepeated confidently.

The class began clapping and laughing at the same time.

The class teacher followed the French Mistress out and didn't come
back till after the break.

Meanwhile the whole class as one surrounded Bint and started
clapping and singing going round her in cheer and joy. They seemed to have
known instinctively that Bint was destined for bigger things. Who else but a
genius would ask a question the teacher conld not answer?

“I got them. 1 really got them.” Bint was saying excitedly to her
siblings.

I found myself laughing silently. Before | got carried away, | let
myselfunobtrusively into the room.

[hey were used to my impromptu harging. One reason [ used to EO
in unannounced was to keep them on their toes where issues of personal
hygiene were concerned. The second reason was that we were used 1o
leeping each other company. These formed the rationale for my periodic
checking of their room — to cnsure that they leamed the basic nomms of
maintaining the cleanliness of their room at an early age and 1o getused to
my presence, My own grandmother used totell us when we were voung that
what vou teach a child is like writing on a rock and when dried, it would be
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difficult to erase. | seldom miss an apportunity to make them see the lesson
in an experience. They learned to respect my opinion over most of their
matters and [ tried not to be unnecessarily didactic when it came to
correction or giving instructions. This cemented our mutual trust.

“l am so proud of you, Bint,” I said as | wedged myself between
Bint and Jamila, her immediate elder sister. They were all seated by the edge
of the bed and looked up at me as il my intrusion had all along been
anticipated.

“Thank you, mummy.” Bint said as she nestled even closer Lo me,
She was my last child and consequently the darling of the entire family. My
first child was Omar. He was the first child and only male. Between Omar
und Bint there is such great affinity that no one dared frown at her
intransigence, no matter how great, ifhe was around.

And all of them called me¢ mummy. They didn't call me Mama, a
title every child in my community used for their mother. They couldn't call
me Ummi, which was my name at home. which meidentally alse meant
mumimy. It actually tramslated w My Mother in Arabic, because [ was
named alter my paternal grandmother. So | was Ummi to everybody else,
and Muommy to my children and their fnends. Excepl Omar who msisted on
calling me Mum. | was never particular about how | was addressed. What 1
always insisted was respect for each other, and (or one another.

“Lasten, young girls, all Mallam Salihu was mying to do was to
practice his small French therehy trving to perfect it. You should give him a
break. Moreover, he 15 humble enough to accept that he does not know.
Another teacher would frown his face and tell you aw reveir means
welcome whether vou like it or not. Your knowledge to the contrary would
miean nothing to him.

“But an revoir means 'goodbye until we meet again'. mummy.”

Bint was quick to pointout.

“Tknow my dear, but if the teacher 15 angry he can tell you any word

means whatever he wants it to mean.”

“That would not be fair™
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“Itisalsonot fair to push your teachers beyond what they know,™

“Ihey are the ones who act as i they know everything, mummy.”

When our conversation-got that animated, my children seemed to
torget that | was also a teacher. [ never bothered reminding them. The
spontaneity of the discussion was what made it interesting. And if you
attempted to interrupt, you would destroy the flow of the discussion.

Teemah. my second child, opened her mouth to say something and

paused.

Just then, there was this lond knock on the door.

Before he was asked to come in, Omar pushed open the door and

Jumped onme.

“I made it, mum, | made it1™

His sisters all stood up as one and began asking, “What did you

make?”

“1 made it to the university, dears. Bint, your big brother is a

university student.™

They screamed and shouted and ululated.

Thenews came asa pleasunt surprise to them. And especially tome.
Nobody knew where Omar was going when he left home earlier that
morming. To say the truth, he was looking rather anxious when he came to
greet me in the moming. He was dressed in blue jeans and white shirt, His
skin cut hair sivle contrasted heautifully with his side burns which he kept
elean and mim. He had always been a precocious child. To look at him, Vol
would think he was well into his twenties, But Omar was just eighteen. My
simgulur thrill with Omar was that he was always decently dressed and
cleun. This pleased me beyond measure.

Now. | was even more pleased when he thrust the admission letter
from Joint Admussions and Matriculation Board 10 me. The Board wis
popularly known by its acronym, JAMB. Indeed, even at my time it was not
meoneeivable that there were some undergraduate students who never
knew what the acronym stood for. Let alone now. Anyhow, | took the letter
and read it. My son'was given admission o study Law at the Kongo Campus
of Ahmadu Bello University, Zana.
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This was exhilarating,

This was all his father dreamt of.

My husband had wanted to read Law himself but providence
dictated he read accounting.

“Big Bros, what course did they give you?” Teemah, my first
daughter, and therefore Omar's immediate youngersister asked.

“Look here, young lady., call me with respect. To you, and
everybody in this house, except mum and dad of course. all of you should
now call me My Leamed Brother. In the school we call each other My
Leamned Colleague. So, since you are not my colleagues you call me My
Learmnzd Brothar!™

“Indeed! This is called running before leaming to crawl!™ Teemah

langhed.

*(Can you hear vourself?” Jamila said to her brother,

*Just call yourselfOmar Esquire,” Teemah said.

“Mum. your doughters are plain jealous.”

“Indeed.” Teemah managed to muster all the affectionate sarcasm

in that single word.

“Big Bros. congratulations,” Bint said. turning te her brother 1o

rive hima hug,

“Thank you, my dear. For you there is an exception. Call me
whatever you want. But those belligerent sisters of vours . |et mie just catch
them calling my name anvhow. Wewill take them to court.”

They all burstinto laughter.

“Wow, | am really sohappy for you. Let yvour father come home.
Therewould be a grand celebration today,” 1 'sawd tactlessly.

| knew my utterance was tactless because as soon as | said that. my
face was besicged by eight expectant ears, all wanting to know what | had in
mind and how the celebration was going 1o be and when

“First, let us wait foryour father's retwm. He closes ut five o'clock in
the evening and arrives home later. You know that hus is the only bank in this

community.”
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“I's okay, mum. But tell your children, especially that
blabbermouth called Teemah, that nobody should tell Dad about this
admission before me,” Omar said.

“Why 15 that"" T asked.

“He promised to upgrade my torchlight phone to a smart android

phone.”

“That's not true, mum, Tm:mah said. “There's no way Daddy
would promise him smart phone while he leaves us with this toreh light
phone™

Teemah's protest elicited such laughter that for a moment | forgot
what the bickering was about.

“Mum, you see plam jealousy, Envy. That's what's stopping
Teemah from growing 1all.”

I allowed them to chastise one another a while before ruling that
whatever their father's decision would be, either on the celebration or on the
purported phone purchase, would have to wait till the owner of the house
arrrved.

“All 1 asked is that nobody should rush to tell him before hand.”
Omarrepeated his request.

“Okay,” I said. “Nobody would be the one to tell him first. As spon
ashe arrives, you would go and tell him the good news yoursel[."

“Thank you, mum,”

“¥ou are welcome, Omar,™

The room was getting stuffy because we did not turn on the fan.
What was I saying? We did not have light for two davs now and the
generator wus in need of repairs.

“Let’s go outside and sit under the mango tree in the courtyard,”
Jamilasaid, wrenching the words out of my mouth, “it is very hot in here.”

We trooped out and went to the courtyard. White plastic chairs were
already there and Bint and Jamila began dusting them with an old piece of
clothing.
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“Mummy”™

“Yes, Bint, What isit?™

“1 want o drink zobo.”

“I ean buy that for everybody,” Omar said. “Teemah, bring five

bottles ol zoba™

“Bring the money first.”

Omar turmed to look balefully at me. “You see, mum. Teemah does

not even trust me.™

1 just sat there smiling,

“When it comes to money. Omar,” Teemah said, "do you, even you,

do you trust yoursel {77

“1 suredo.”

“How many times did you take my zobo without paying ™

“That was ditterent. | was not an undergradoate then. Now, vou are
talking to a potential lawyer. See, voung girl”? You'd better watch it. You
could be in trouble one day and your only brother here would be called upon
to defend you. | would remind vou ot this day, believe me.”

“Teemah, goand get thezobo,” | sad, 1 would pay.”

*Thank youw, mum.”

By this time Bintand Jarmala were done cleaning the chairs:

We sat as close to each other as the white plastic chars would allow
and waited lor Teemah 1o bring the zobo. There was 4 Very joyous
atmosphere in the air and nobody wanted to spoal it

Thenall ofa sudden Bt said, “Mummy, tell us a story?”

Belore 1 eould answer, Teemuh was back with (ive bottles of zabo
ona plastic tray and squatied w serve us,

That got me thunking, Bt wanied me (o tebl them o story, Bub il was
a different story that came to my mind Omar was going to a now
environment. Until now. he had been ensconced in this Lafayene
community of ours, He was going o lown. The university was a civilized
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community, different from ours. And with so much freedom one didn't
know what to do with it. May be I should tell them about my experiences in
the university. But how interesting ¢ould that be? My life before marriage
had always been one dreary thing aficr another. That surely was not the kind
of story someone like Bint, or the remaining children for that matter, would
want to hear. [t certainly was not the kind of story my exuberant son would
like to hear. I decided not to bother about any story. Let the story, whatever
its angle or angles, come naturally or not at all. | knew though that since my
marriage coincided with my entry into the university, and so much drama
was witnessed then, my children may have a peep into that life. Like | said,
however, I would nol make a deliberate effortat personal narration.

We still had like two or three hours before their father returned from
work. Me? The joy ol a teacher was that as long as the school was over, she
too was free to rest till the nexi day. 1 had time. 1 would ask Omar about his
admission first. How did he go about getting it when no one raised a finger
tohelp him?

“You see, mum,” Omar told me even as hissiblings listened. “There
isalways a silver liming in the cloud. After [ passed SSCE examinations, by
no meians a small feat, even if Tam saying it.. .

“What do youmean by that immodest remark? By no means a small
feat! Well done William Shakespeare.” That was Teemah. always looking
for her brother's trouble, as they say.

“Mum, tell this big mouth to stop interrupting a lawyer when he is
speaking.” Then he turned Lo address Teemah herself. “Don't you know how
many of my colleagues had their exams sat for? Don't you know how many
parents paid big money lo these so called Miracle Centres where no
candidate fails their exams? Don't you think 1 have a right to boast of my
achievement when [ scored seven credits including English and
Mathematics at the very first attempt in my WAEC examination? It is by no
means a small feat, my dear sister. Don't let me curse your efforts, you hear?
Otherwise | would say yours is soon coming and I would sce what you
would make.”
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Teemah sensed Omar was slightly hurt. She stopped taunting him.
And he went on with his story.

“After the WAEC results were out, we purchased the JAMB form,
filled it online and submilted. While people were running helter-skelter
from one achool to another looking for whom to assist them with their
children's admission, | prayed that | should pass the matriculation exams
well. I'scored two hundred and thirty out of four hundred.”

“We know that too. And we never slept the day the result was

announced.” That was from Jamila

Omar ignored her.

“Iwo days ago my friends called and advised me to check the

admission online,” he paused to look empathically at me.

I braced up, knowing what was coming,

“Mum, you see why smart phones are important? Most af my
friends knew of their admissions from the comfort of their bedrooms by
stmply browsing on their phones. Me? | had to wait two days. So let Daddy
know that. Anyhow, it was worth the wait. T weni to the internet calé today to
check on my admission status and found my name among the successful
candidates. The experience was really thnlling. But it would have been
better sull it ] just browsed and saw my name in the comfort of iny room.”

“Itis okay, my son,” | said “We would see about that phone when

Daddy comes hack.™

“Meanwhile, do you know the implication of this admission in your

life?”

“Sure. It means | have arrived. It means [ am at one with members

of the intelligentsia "

I smiled at my son's naivety. Just an admission letter and he had

already become a member of the intzlligentsia. The young, mhm,

“Listen, my son. This admission is a life changer for you.

“Life changer?”

“Yes ™

“What does that mean, Mum ™"
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“It means itchanges your life” Teemah said. CHAPTER TWO

“It means more than that, my dear. It means it also changes you.”
- “How canitchange me?" . .
“Well. T may not be able to categorically tell you how it can change daughter, Ummi, was going to the university. That was more than twenty years
. you. But I know how my admission changed me.” " ago. My father agreed on the condition that | got marned before 1 praduated.
| “How, mum?” - That was another story. My husband, your father, agreed we should mrry ven
E ' | before | went For my registration, So for me and members of the communits 1 was
I double celebration of sorts,
' I didn't know how right my husband was until 1 set foot into the university.
The first thing that struck me was the carcfree attitude of the people there.
Evervbody was going about their husiness without apparent care in the world. What
was even imure siriking was that it was difficull 1o tell who was a stodent and whao
wis a teacher Imean, inmy secondary school we all had uniforms as students. Only
the teachers were allowed o come in their private dresses.
“Wait, mum. You mean Iwould not be required to wear uniforms again.”
“Sadly. not for vou. my learned friend. You people at the Faculty of Law
' have what they call dress code which comiprises black trousers, while shirts and
| black neckties for boys and ditio for girls except that in place of trousers, the girls
wear skirts, Buteven that 1s duning classes only.”
“It is not so bad after all,”
“No, it 1sn't. And, really, it mukes von kind of stand out of the crowd. It
! makes you special in a sense.”
| “Thenwhal happened, mummy ™ Jamila asked.
“What happened where ™
| “Afteryounoticed that students and staffwere not dressed diTerently,”
“My dear Jumila, [ didn't say they were not dressed difierently. | siid the
| students were not required to wear uniforms. As for difference m dressing. that was
one of the first things you would notice. And, Omar, you'd better pay attention here.
The way the girls in the university dress leaves very little to the imagination.™
“Whatdoes that mean,” Bintasked.
“Itmeans they dress nlmost naked ™
“This is very serious, mum. And the university allows that? [n my school

— = =

It was i bright sunny day and all the people of Lafsyette were happy that their
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for just weanng the wrong colour of sandals vou would be sent home.™

“Bint, your school 15 a primary school now. You cannot compare 1t to the

umiversity.” > z

“Thkunow Bint is wondering. discipline and decency should be permanen
aspects ol human characters They should not be limited toa certain level or category
of schooling,” Omar said. :

“This interroption would not help us, children. | thoughi T was telling you
about my reaction o thes freedom of dressing when | first entered the university. No
mare mterference, please. Let me tell you guys our experience with Salma ™

Salma was a farr complesioned girl, tll, slim and rather busty. That last
was obvious o see even to some of us who were recently mamied. The nght-fitiing
clothes she wore made you womder how longz it ok her to wiggle herselfinto them.
She had on very dark sunshades which accentumted her formidable appearunce. The
voung men around were openly ogling lier while the few of us ladies belongmp to
the old school even then, pretended not to notice her

We were al the Faculty registration office. The lecturer incharge had taken
ages 1o come and when he did he was mking etlemity o start. No one ¢ntéred the
office after him and we stood in the quewe for Tike an hour without movement.

This Salma of a grl bad come barely fifteen minuies and she was all over
the place grumbling about the meptitude of the registration officers, the so called
university lecturers. “They are, all of them, inconsiderate,” she declared “They ire
soheartless it s hard o magine they havechildren ot home.™

She was last on the queue but would not stay a her place. One young man
addressed her politely and said, * Young lady, some of these people have been here
fior fur longer than you have been and arc paticnt enough to wait for the lecturer to
et ready so they could all proceed 10 the next level of the registration sxercise. ™

“Youdon't know these people as | do,” Salma stid. “1f you wait here that is
how they would keep you tll dusk doing nothing. They have nothing 1o do but 1o
frustrate you. They are like the policeman at the checkpoint. 1 they stop vou with
unnecessary queries, it is not so much because they want bnbe. this is a given, bu
sometimes they want 1o delay you as long as possible to keep themn cormpany till the
neal vehicle armves. 10can be so lonely manning the road as 4 policeman,™
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“You mean there is no differsnce between your lecturers and the
policemenon the road?* the young man asked.

“They are all the same. In fact you are better off with the policeman
because at once you know where you are with him. Whether you are right or wrong,
Just grease his palms and he would allow you to pass. With lecturers you donot even
know where you stand. As a boy they would ask you for money; as a girl they would
ask you foradate,”

“Just like that?™

“What do you mean just like that? Of course, it is in return for a favour
desired. Like the monkey in this office, whoever he is... T mean, you cannot just
leave people standing on the queve while you are inside doing nothing. So if | have
the opportunity, | would just go in, give him two or three thousand naira to pocket
and he would attend tome.™

“Youare sure abour that, my dear?™

“Sure. But why are you asking me 50 many questions?” Salma removed

her sunshades and looked intently at the young man intermogating her

“Ijust find your allegation a trille sweeping. Too general, if you ask me.”

“You don't know these lecturers as | do. This is not my first university, you

“Iean imagine,” the man said.

“Just now, you were saying if we allow you to go in you conld influence

the man o get the registratinn process started 7™

“Yes, please. Money moves mountaing, ™ Salma said.

“1 thought it was faith, in the original ™

“Nevermind,” Salma said, putting her glasses back on.

The man cleared his throat and addressed us, “Ladies and gentlemen, can

we please allow this... What is your name?" He turmed to Salma.

“Salma Mohammed.™

"Ladies and gentlernen, can we please allow Salma Mohammed here to

precede us to see the lecturer so that the registration can get started ™

“Yies.” We all answered in unison.

Just then, the lecturer’s doar opencd and the man inside came out with a
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wet duster in his hand. He tumed and locked the office

We all kept quier. Baftled.

“The office is ready now, sir,” the man said, uming (o address no other
persan than the young man who had been engaging Salma in conversation.

I did not understand wlhiat was happening at {irs: No one did. Meanwhile,
Salma had removed her glassey for the seeond time and was Tooking at the young
man strangely. Speechlessly. _

Comprehension davened on us almost ot once.

Evervhody Kepl quiet.

The man with the duster sireiched out his band and gave the young man
the olfice koy,

“Thank you, John,"” the young man sail

“Isthere anything more vou want me to do, sir?"

Mo, John. Justiry 1o be fuster with the eleaning job. It is not good 1o keep
our new students winling, you kmow,”™

“| wm sorry, s [ oam sormy, my dear students." John turned and humredly
walked awny From (e scens.

Al eves were now on the young lecturcr who hod all olong beon stoying
with us and was endurng what we were going through as his olfice was being
eleanesd.

As for Salma, she just stood there shivering like some rain drenched
chicken,

The mun colmly walked by us, opened his office and before he entered
smd, “Please be orderly. We would soon be done with the screening exercise.
Muaintin the first come, first served order. Thank you ™

He disappearad into the office.

All eyes now turned to Salma.

She was suddenly bereft of words. She was fidgeting and was busy
lookmg &t the design of hershoes all the remaining pennd Gl my twm came and |
emiered to be screened.

Within a very short time | was done and | proceeded to the depuartment for
my matriculanon number and other matters. | did not see Salma agam Gl some few
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monihs into the semester.
“Wow. That was thrilling.” Teemah was beside herself with laughter.
“Just wait Gl 1 tell you what happened during my deparmental
regisiration.
“What happened. Mum?” Omar asked.

LA S = L

I was not to know what rranspired before | came 1o departmental office.
The secretary wis busy hilting away ot her computer. She was visibly 8 woman of
few words. She mised her head, assessed thut | was & new student and nsked what
she could do for me

I saich | wazs there formy matric number,

She just nodded towards the door beside her. On it was wrtten HODD,

Lknocked tmudly at the doorand waited.

“Come in,” come the rasp reply.

I'went inand was shocked to find that the HOD here was also s very young
person. He sat resplendent behind his mighty desk and was seribbling away on
some paper as L entered.

He stopped writing and looked up. | saw at once that he had tribal marks
which were rare in these times. They belrayed s ancesmal origin. He was
obviously an lgala person or Yomha | had no doubt abowt that The erueifix
dungling scross his chest from the necklace he wore told me his religious
inclmation. | was instantly filled with apprehension without knowing why.

“Yes, young lady, whit can | do for you?™ he asked.

“T am a new stwdenl, sic 1 cume for my matric number™ | was still

standing

“Sitdown, my dear.”

| sat dowm.

1 know that | would abwiys pass a test on etigoette. Yoo are in a person's
office, you never sit down even if there are a hundred other unoccupicd seats until
you are invited to =it For some reason. 1 found his endearing salutation slightly
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discomforting. You do not just go about calling everybody your dear. Unless be
meant something, I was immediately on my guard. The kind of things | heard Salma
say about aniversity lecturers filled me with foreboding. Of course the young
lecturer who talked to her was humble and nice. That ought to have dispelled my
doubts. Butitdidnot. [stll had some reservations.

The name pennon on his desk said simply, SAMUEL JOMNSON, PhD.

“You are among the first to report for registration,” he said.

“Yes, sir.” | responded, wishing he would just assign me my number and

get done with i

“What is your name7” he asked a5 he pulled a file towards himself. We
were still analogue then. But 1 do not think a lot of things have changed since my
schooling days, concerning record keeping, | mean.

“My name is Umimi Ahmead,” 1 said.
He nodded into his file then casually asked me if | needed something to
drink.

“No. thank you sir,™ | said rather too quickly.

Suddenly the office was becoming oppressive. [ developed an instant,
irrepressible feeling of elavstrophobia, Why would your lead of Department offer
you a drink just because you went for registration? This was how it got started |
decided to tell him [ was married but [ quickly changed my mind. One thing | learnt
in life is never to velunteer information unless specifically asked.

“You look beautiful and decent in your attire.” he said as he stood up to
came and sit on the sofa near the visitor's chair, where | was seated.

This was too much, | thought Why would he be trying 10 make
conversation with me when all 1 wanted was the matric number? Suddenly the
image of Salma loomed over my fuce. 1 could hear her saving all lecturers arc the
same. W youware 4 boy they ask you for mency, and iFyou are a girl they ask vou fora
daic.

Surely this man would not be trying 1o mike a pass at me. What was his
business with my attire? | knew | wis not wearing my hijab, but | was dressed m
such a way that even those weaning the hijab would wish they were that covered. OF
course my entire face was exposed. | did not think there was anything wrang with

16

The e € Rreommger

that. Indeed, my husband and 1 had since come o the conclusion that the
recaleitrant male would always misbohave irespective of what the woman wears.
This put me onmy guard.

“Our students should emulate your style of dressing. | hope vou are as
intelligent upstairs as you are decent inappearance. You are betier than [ imagined ™

Something was wrong either with my hearing or with the man seated
beside me on the sofi. He looked every inch responsible. Yet | could not make hesd
or @il ofwhat he was blabberig aboul

AllTwanted was to get oul ofthat office.

Yo are batter than T imagined. What the hell was the metning of that?

VB, plegse can | have my matcie number now™ | am pressed ™ That last

wisa lie. ust wanted lomio let me go. His response shocked me.

“Noproblem, my dear, vou can use my toiler.”

“Mo, sin [t s ool allowed,”

"Who disallowed 117 This 1 my office, remember™

"Unless of courseif you were nol pressed in the first place.”

"Mo, [ was...| am. Ok Thank you, sir.”” | was tolally confused. | knew it
was mmproper what [sad. And now [wascommitted.

He stood up sl wenl and sat behind his desk, perchanee 1o give me room
b mamoevre and enter the torflel,

I mustered enough courage and entered the toilet,

| cume out o few moments e afier flushing the oilel. It made a
satisfactory gurgling norse which to my ear convineed the man that | must have
dischaiged sumething, Siill the feeling was uncomforible. Indeed it was very
embarrassing | am notsure if 1 would be able 1o face the man agam.

He was burted in the file before him. | told myself that 1 had enough
embarrassment for one doy. With or without the number L' was leaving,

“Here 1s your matnic number.” he smd, as ifreading my thoughis. “You are
UGOD0L. 1 pray as you are the first here. you would be the first ineverything.”

Forsome reason [ was genuinely angry with this surreptitious overure.

*Ihank you,”™ | said almost rudely and made my way out of the office.

He still found it neeessary to send his secretary after mie to inform me that |
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had to proceed to the |00 Level Coordinator for further registration,

I distincily remember secing him smile as | left is office. | was oo angry
tomake anything of the smile at the time. 2

“But why were you angry, mummy ™" Bintasked curiously.

“To wll you the truth | really dide't know then. With knowledge of
hindsight now, I think 1 was angrier af myself than 1 was at him because, really he
didn't say or do anything rude that would warrant such reaction.”

*So what happened after yousaw the Coordinator,™

My repistration went on smoothly from that moment on and by the end of
the day. that was around four o'clock in the evening, [ was thoroughly exhausted.

[ took & tricvele home.

“And what s a tncyele, mummy 7 Bint asked.

“Keke Napep.” Teemah replied hercurtly. “Continue, mummy.”

By the time | got home your father was not vet hack from the office, |
hurriedly prepared his dinner which he normally took early and had my bath.

When he returned. 1 waited for him to ext and rest and | was about 10 start
norrating the story of my first day in the university when he said, “You just can't be
too surz with people these days.”

*Yes, dear. What happenad

“Mim. 1tis a long story. [t has to dowith our neighbour.™

“Which of them™™

“Thequictone.”

“The guiet one ! That man cannot harm a fly?"

“¥Younever know with people, my dear.™

Suddealy, that expression reminded me of my experience at the office of

the HOD earlier.

“Yes,” I said. “You never know with people. Imagine what happened to

mie i schonl oday?”

He seemed to suddenly romember

“lam sorry, sweetheart, what happened in the school? Please forgive me, 1

forgot to ask.”

| told him nething much happened. Then 1 went ahead to narrate my
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registration expenence that morning. From the long queue at the first regisiration
point, to the Salma incident and down to the HOD's office. | left nothing out. Indeed
as | told himabout the HOD | supplied additional commentary on the mcident. I did
nat hother hading my anger.

My hushband was histening to me with a bemused expression on his face.

I didn't quite understand his facial cxpression.

“What is his name?"” my hushund asked.

“lesnnotreally remember, dear. Why ™

“1s it Dr. Samuel Johnson ™

I was shocked.

“Yes," | said, srmply.

“Is his fave scarified?”

[ looked blankly at him.

“1 mean, does be have tribal marks on his face?”

“Yes, he has. He looks like un Igala or a Yoruba man. Do you know him?

My husband doubled up in feats of laughter, be almost fell out of his chair.
Then he got hold of himselfand affected a seniousness which [ knew he did not fieel
and looked almost pitifully at me.

“He is Yoruba,” he said. “Thatis Dr, Samjohn, alright. 1e ismy friend.”

I stared open-mouthed at my hushand.

He saw the surprise on my face and added, “Actually, he was the one who
assisted me with your admission ™
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CHAPTER THREE

here was a long interminable silence in my narration. [ could sense my

children wanted to-ask a thousand and one guestions. But each and every

one of them wag lost in their own thoughis Th Gl their silence reminded
me of my own silence twenty yearcago when my husband made that revelation. For
a long while I could not utter a single word. Then, after what seemed like ctemity, |
sighed and told my husband to go 10 Dr. Samjohn and personally apologise on my
behalf. | could not sze myselll going hack to the school to face my HOD after my
mexcusable behaviour. My busband understood my phght and agreed. The next
week when I chaneed upon Dr. Samjohn on the comridor, he greeted me jovially asif
nothing ever happened. But then, he was right Nothing ever happened. It ook a
while for me to wrestle with my conscience and convince mysell thal indeed
nuthing happened. And |ife weni on as usual.

“Murm, whil aboui the quierone™ Omar asked,

“The quiet one? Oh, the story my husband told me about sur neighbour?™

"Yes, mummy let's hear that one.” All my girls seemed cager to hear that
story.

I stood up to let the blood circulate to my lower limbs then resumed my
et and recounted o them the story ol the quiet one asmy husband told me,

I looked at Omar in the face and told him that the tale | was about to tell
would be more relevant to him since he was the one leaving ourfiny community toa
higger city. He should not judge people on the face value. Never judge a book by ifs
cover. And he must learn to trust spanngly. You do not just trost everybody vou
meet,

I reminded them that in our hittle town, almost everyone knew everyonc
clse. In Lafayetie, the tradition had smce been esiablished that no stranger was
hosted or given accommodition without the knowledge and approval of the District
Head, the Hakimi. The wisdom of this tradition was to ensure that no eriminal or
fugitive from justice was harboured or sccommodated in the village, Our culture of
neighbourliness was superlative. This was contrary to what obtained in the town. In
the town everybody came and went as they pleased. Indeed, it was not
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inconceivable that two people living on the same streel, or even next door
neighbours could live for years without knowing who the other person was. In
Lafayette the story was different. Everybody knew everybody else. [n the case of
the quiet one, everybody knew when he was borm, or more precisely the
circumstance of his birth.

His parents were hona fide citizens of Tafavette and they were known to
be a very pious and humble couple. For several years after they were married they
did not have children. It appeared, so the elders said, when they were about giving
up, they consulted the services of a formidable hoka, a traditional medicine man.,
and their wishes were granied. People give different interpretations to what actually
transpired. While some believed that the hoka grve them some potent concoction
for instant fertility, others believed that he was indeed the one who fathered the
child. In either case, Talle was the result. He was called Talle onaccount that shor] y
after his birth, his mother died. Thus the secret of how he was fathered remained a
sceret. His father marvied ancther woman who alse did not give birth to any child.
Soshe helped in the upbringing of Talle.

Talle was not called the quiet one at birth. It was his reticent nature while
growmg up that eamed him the nile. He was never known 1o have engaged in
fisticuffs with anyone even as a young lad. He withdrew into himsalf. And this
silent character stood him in good siead whenever issues alresponsibility arose in
the community. He was barely twenty years old when he lost both his father and
stepmother ina car accident. This compounded his state and he withdrew further
into himsel [

Talle wus alone. Literally alone. He had no ane to consult or to speak to.
Noone knew whithe did with his evenings and nights, but from eight o'clock in the
moming 1o four o'clock in the evening, he would go 10 work al the Local
Government Office, where he served as a driver. At the ofice, he was alwiys on the
first row during prayers. He was so dedicated to his piety that people actually
believed that there was something sbout him that indicated holiness. Talle never
argued on any issues; he hardly disagresd with snvone even if he was right. He
never raiszd his voice on any one. That was how he got the appellation of the quiet
one.
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Then one day, just one day, things stopped being quiet for Talle.

He had unwittmgly established a pattern in his market purchases over the
vears 1o the extent that the grocery stores he patronteed knew al unce whial be was
coming o i:ru:.r. It thus became corous when suddenly the grocers diseovered for
overa week now, Talle's requirement doubled. The people knew he was alone and
could nit possibly consume all the items he'was buying all by himself, One of them
thoughi it was wise to call the attention of the District Head.

When Talle was swmmened, he gave hinsel laway by his very inability to

answerthe simple questions put forward by the Haksn, the District Head.

The session began ordinanly bot ended with a sad dramatic twis

“What did you buy m the market toduy, Talle?" the Hukimi asked.

“ltwas, er, o few, er, 8 few measures ol Tice and some palm oil ™ Talle was

Ndgety und seemed suddenly i1l at case,

“What precisely did yvou need o few measures of rice for? Your customer

here said you used 1o bay justa measune which lasts you a few dovs, The

measure of gan you olso vsed 10 buy suddenty doubled.™

"Yes, Your Highness. But [ just thought 1 should buy plenty <o Twould not

suffer want in the event | kave no money.™

“So where do you get all the money 10 muke these purchases now?"

Talle bowed his heud and studiously looked at the ground, the posture of

an archacologist who suddenly had a gut feeling that something precious

wits hidden under the very ground he stood on.

Hestood there muie,

The people were getting restless. They seemed 1o think as one that ths was

the e mivment when the silence of the guiet one was not g viroe. He had

hetterspeak

Just then there was a loud commotion coming from outside the gate of the
Dismet Head. There was a loud siren, as of a police vehicle or that of o military
ascont which came to stop outside the entrance of the Hakimi's residence. 1o foct, if
wiss niot ome, but three police vans that came o stop outside the gate.

The villagers were st mesmerised by this rare forceful movement and
they became alarmed It was an unholy sight. And given the speed with which they
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vt and parked betore the entrance of the Hakimi's residence. the whole thirg
spelt something ominous. This had never happened in the history of LTy
comrnity. People thus surged 1o find out what was going on.

U beuring the sien from awside. Talle sprang up and bolted info the
Hakmd's honise. The courtiers pursued him and brought him back. This acl of
dtempting 1o run, conhirmed (o the people that of nothing ¢lse. Talle was swilty of
something: But yinlly of whot” Nobody knew.

“What's wrong with you'man? Why are you suddenly seared of @ siren™”

wite of the countiers asked

Belore Talle could respond, thres policemen, armed (o the teeth, b pel in

om the Hakim and his courticrs.

“Is this the palace of Hakimin Lafuyeue? cne of the mean looking

policemen nxked

"Yes.” The Hukimi replied simply and edded, “Tam the Hakim™

“We are looxing for one of vour subjects in connection with Kidnapping,

armned robbery and extortion.”

“Than (s unpussible,” the Hakimi said. “We are a quiet and peace loving

people here Cur community has never apprehended even s common

thict, leralone s kidnapper

“Well, well, we leamnt differently.” The policeman wmed 1o one of his

collesges and sard. “Go and bring Zukiin here

“Zuki?" Everybody was shocked as Talle repeated the name. He swooned

and fell. Those who vbserved at close mange noticed that he setually

urinated on his person.

“Do you have a person named Talle in this village!?”

“Inna lillahs wa mna dadhr ragi'un,” The Courtier said.

“We dul not ask you for any supphicaton, the police officer suid

sarcastically,

“That was more of a pious resignation to reality.” the Hakimi said and

odded, “It means from Allah we came and unto him is our returning.™

“Let your man spare me his Arabic lessons. Do you have a guy named
Talle here or don't you? And why is this puy sprawled on the floar?” the policeman
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wus impatience personified. He did not even give the Hakimi the respect strangers
were supposed toaccord him.

“That is the Talle you are asking after™ one of the courtigrs volunteered,

”ﬂi’l, in that case our search s over." The policeman now mmed 1o the

Hakimi and said, “Who can take us to his house™

“He will do that himself: But whatis all this sbout?”

“We told you that this man is an sceessory to kidnapping and extortion.™

Jusi then, the other policeman thel was seol Lo bring Zuki came back
drageimg an obviously battered Zaki who was chamed arms and legs. On the sight
of the chained and manacled Zaki, Talle doubled over and, if that were possible,
fainted nsecond time.

“(ret up, my friend,” the policeman said curtly brandizhing a kick at Talle's

middle.

Talle staggerad up and immediastely began declaring his innocence,

“Believe me, officer, I am innocent.” Talle said. “It was Zaki's idea. He

was the onc who said they had a neighbour intown.. "

“Shut up, my fricnd. Nobody asked you anything Just take us to the

bouse, your house'™ the policeman growled,

The Hakimi was beside himself’ with confusion. He had never before
witnessed anything like this. And he had been Hakimi in Lafavette for over thirty
years. And, come to think of it, if any act of misdeed were to be suspected in this
humble village, Talle was the last person that would come to anybody's mind. Now
it appesared Talle was not only neck deep in whatever he was being accused, hie was
even irymg to rationalize it. God, you really never know with men. Who would
have thought . but what was it really that they had done?

“Excuseme, officer,” the Hakimi cleared his throat.

“Yes?" The policeman turned fo the Hakimi

“Whatever itis that this man here would have done, it is expedient that you
take a witness fram here 5o that we can explain his absence 1o those who may wish
to know something about his whereabours.™

“Please voursell, Hukimi.” But T can assure you that this man here would
beabsen| for a very long time ™

24

The Life Chamger

“Who among you wants to follow them to town to report what is
happening there”™ the Hakimi turned o his courtiers and other members of the
community who had earlicr trooped in to complain that Talle was observed buving
more foodstuff than he was used to buying. They had observed the trend for almost
onz week before they decided to tuke action.

The people cringed and tumned their gaze away from the Hakimi,

“Well, then,” the policeman said, “since nobody is following us to town,
we would adequately inform you through the Hakimi whatever happened later.” He
then tumed o Zaka.

“Isthis the Talle you told us about?™ heasked.

Zokinpdded

The policeman raised his baton, “Can't vou talk ™

“¥es, ves. He istheone. That is Talle.™

“Ok_Let's go.”

Two other police constables dragged Talle op and whisked him out of the
Hakimi's residence and into the waiting police van, As they drove slowly towards
Talle's house, the people, hitherto reluctant to follow Talle to town, now willingly
fullowed the police vehicles to Talle's house,

Once there, the policemen followed Talle mio the house and shonly
therealler came out with a young boy of no more than thirteen years ald

Talle was already handcuffed. He was howsted unto the waiting vehicle
where Zaki was and the boy sat in the front seat with the leading police officer who
obviously was the IPO, the Investigating Police (Officer. The veheles zoomed off
and left Lafayette as hurnedly as they entered. That was the Lasi anybody in the
community saw of Talle. There was a rumour going on some vears later that he was
sighted i the border town up north where smuggling thrived. This rumour was
however unconfirmed and it fizzled outas fast as it started.

OF course the Hokimi reported that the [PO sent a message detailing what
happened in the Talle saga. Talle and his fellow conspirators were senienced 1o
some years of imprsonment with hard lnbour for kidnapping and extortion.

Phe stary the police told was intriguing in il simpheity, Ialle was pressed
for money and he went to town on a weekend and he met Zaki. Zoki hid o bener
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idea. He told Talle that at the GRA, there was this businessman friend of his who
would always be seen driving with his son in his car. If they could abduct the son,
Zaki was sure the father would pay snything for mssom. Somehow the boy was
drugged and abducted and in the middle of the might they brought the hoy to Talle's
house in Lalayetic and kept him for one week before the police came and freed the
bay. The boy's father had been contacted and warned never o involve the police
The father reasoned that the kidnappers were amateurs since their asking price was
one million and later came down o two hundred and ffty thowsand nmma. Zakiwas
arrested at the point of collecting the ransom,

“Wow. That 15 some story, mam,”™ Omer sasd. 1t appeans to be a general
admonition to all of s, Why dovou say itis of particulur interest to me?

I smiled and said, “My son, you are like that young hoy in the story. You

are poing t the university, Donot rust anyone.”™

*Surely, mum..."

“I understand. €4 course vou will make frends and all that. Just be

careful.”

“IFhe likes, let him trost everybody, ™ Teemah sand,

“Mum. I'lL..."

“¥Yes, | know what you will do. But whatever you would do, den't get

mixed with bad company.”

“Like kidnappers, mum?"

“Nope. Like cultists and those whoengage in EMAL "™

“E-MAILT

“EMAL. Exoms malpracuce.”™

“(h, it was an acromym too?"

“1t has many pames.”

“Surely, | will avond that”

“You remember Salmat™

Hint raised her hand as if altempting o answer o question in the elassroom.

“Yes, my dear?™

“Salma is that student who embarrassed hersell duricg vour registradion.”

Ihintdeclared.
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| was impressed. “Clap formy Bin.”

The others clapped half-heartedly,

“Well, if you remember, by her confission, our school was not her first,” |
sand.

*How did vou know, mum?"”

“She told me. We later became friends. It was exams malpractice that
drove her out of the universitg.”

“How?"
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CHAPTER FOUR

alma casunlly walked nto the office holding her registration files
firmly across her chest She was barely twenty years old then and
doubtless in the prime of her youth. She was endowed as a woman
and was too willing to flaunt her elegance. She was always dressed in tight-fitting

Jeans trousers and body hugs top that stapped just short of being indecent. Salma

wais a reckless dresser and she was all too aware of the feminnity she exuded and
the effect this had on members of the opposite sex. She revelled in the hunger she
saw in the eyes of men as they shamelessly ogled her body when she walked pasi
them. This was called freedom. She thought. The umversity had 3 Jot of this and no
une could reprimand you for daring 1o dress the way you wanted so long as vour
attire stopped just thisside of decency.

Doctor Daboe was a baghly disciplined lecturer and he was never heard 10
engage i uny form of underhandedness with any female student, or any student for
that matter. Today, however, as Salma walked towards him with her registration
files across her chest, he fielt o lump e in his throat. He bad never seen a gird look
so alluring and beautiful. He swallowed hard and chided himself not 1o disgrace
himself. He must not put his reputation on the line. He had been in the university for
more than a decade and many students graduated in his hands. They all had singular
respect for him. He ensured that he treated his students justly. He was a stickler for
ume. Consequently, he was always punctual to lectures. His rule was very simple,
“Don't come m after me.™ If he entered the class before you, you did not bother
entering The students knew this, In fact, his punctuality was phenomenal to the
extent that the graduating students warned the meoming students beforehand that
there was a no-nonsense lecturer who never allowed students into his class once he
wits there before them.

As for consorting with the female students, God banish the thought 1t had
never happened. 8o when this fateful day Salma walked into his office looking
seductive and all, Dabo could not explam the sudden palpitation of his heart. The
weather was cold outside, but he was sweating inside. What was happening 1o me?
He asked himself. He cleared his throat and promused himself to dispose of her
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registration case as quickly as he could before he did something he would regret for
the rest of hisg life.

“Whatcan | do for you?"he asked briskly.

“l am a 100Level student coming for registration. They said you zre the

Level Coordinator and that you are to sign my forms, ™

Dabo marvelled at the confidence of the girl, 100Level and she was
exuding such confidence. She must be a special breed. Almost sassy, he thought
inwardly. Dabo's heart was still beating fast,

“¥es. lam the Level Coordinator, Have you been screened?”

“Yes, sir. 1 was screened. It was from there that they directed me to vour

office.”

“Allright then. Let's see if the forms are complete.”

She handed him the forms and he studied them carefully. They were
complcte. Ie signed the sppropriate columns on the forms and reluctantly pushed
the files to Salma.

She hesitated before standing up and walking towards the door.

It could have been her sheer beauty, her physical appearance, or some
other inexplicable signal the devil had sent to Dabo's mind. Whatever il was,
nstead of allowing her o go, Dabo heard himself say, * Wit ™

She turned slowly and faced him.

“Sit down, please. Just want to ask you a few questions.” Surely that last

sentenoe was notcomplete. But he wasy't bothered.

Salmasat down.

“Whereare you from ™

“lam from the north, Is there aproblem, sir?”

“No," Dabo said and hesitated.

It was not normal for him 1o be short of words. But he seemed suddenly

tongue-tied today.

The gir| waited,
“May | know you, please?” he said. Even to his cars that sounded clumsy.

“lam a student here, sir. | think that should be knowledge enough,”

“I'mean| want to know you more intimately.
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Salms instinctively knew all along that this was coming. Why it haid 1o
come from this sleazy looking lecturer who had nothing 1o offer was what surprised
her. Indeed, it made her angry. What kind of intimate nonsense was he talking
ahout? University lecturet? From whit shieheird about the man. they said he was
highly disciplined and serious. 11 was never in his character 1o have anything 1o do
with his students particularly the femole students. Sowhy her? And for God's sake,
wihy now ™ Well, vou never know with men.

“Whit dor you mean more injimalely ™

“Don't get me wrong, | simply mean | want vs 10 be friends.™

“ltmostceriainly didn't come out like that, ™

“I know,” he said. “So can we be friends?"

“Mu, sit. With all due respect, that 1s not what my parents sent me here 1o
v Im faet, you should be ashamed of yoursel§ ssking me out. You ore ald enough w
be my father, So what kind of momlity are vou guys ineulealing in your students
when you cannotsee i beautitul girl pass by withoul you making advances af her?.”

Dabo was pained bevond mensure. He hated himself for his display of
masculine weakness and hated her even more for reminding him of that weakness.
But the faultwas his.

“l amsorry, ™ hesaul.

“You had better be.” Sabmu mssed-and added, * Evenafthe world s berett
of men, [ would never go oul with aman soch ns vou. What kind of girl do vou think
| am ™™ she stormed outofthe office, leaving him m confusion

Drabo was indeep thought long after Salma had gone.

What kind of trial was this, oh God? Something | have never done! What
drove me mto disgracing myself like this? For more than ten years | strugpled snd
overcame thes temptation, now such a small gir] was sent 1o try us. What kind of life
was this? Please, God, let this cup pass over me. Please Giod, let her not talk. She
was 50 cheeky, this girl. She could do almost anything. Luckily. Dabo thought, | did
not do anything that would wamrant a serious chastisement from the school
authority, | didn't even ask her out. He told himself. He just said he wanted 1o be
friends. What was wrong with that? Everything was wrong with that, an inner yoice
answered him. Then he remembered he used the word intimacy. Now. that one was
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serious, How do vou defend yourself before a commities when they asked vou o
explam what you meant by wanting to know somedne more intimately? God,
please, let it never come to this, What kind of devil prompted me toletmy guard low
o

But the msult. . e msult was pamiul. [tweas deep and painful, But e had
it coming. [ the bird chooses 1o fly ina cloudy weather, it should expect its Might (v
be coi by the rain

For 4 long time after Salma left, Dabo was lost i supphcation. Please,
God, clothe me in the garb of your holy prophets. Let not this mishap have impact
onmy life, If you puard me from this, Lord, | promise 1o be more dedicated and
prous in the discharge of my duties and responsibilities a5 a moral custodian of our
children here, Now and inthe future. Thank vou, L ord, foranswered pravers

On her own part, Salma did not even spare i (hought 1o the fumbling old
mian who could not even articulate himself properly whentrying ioask a girfout. He
did not belong to her class, People with no confidence in themselves hardly it the
category of those she would consider ber liiemds.

S0, as she went out of Duabo's office, so did has thought go out of her head.
She walked briskly 1o the hostel and concluded her accommodation registration.

[ 2121258 ]

The registrution for the hostel sccommodation itself had s own
problems. She discovered that she did not take 1o any of her three roommates in the
beginning. There were four girls in the room, Salma herself from the North,
Tomiwa from the West. specifically from Ibadan. Ngozi from Umunze in lmo State
and Ada from Benue State or Middle Belt as she insisted people called her place of
hirth.

In the begmning Salma did not want fo stay in the room. No, it wasn't
because the hostel was not beautiful; it was the most coveted. It was the famous
Chueen Amina Hall. It was every female student's dream. It housed pirls with savvy
Happening babes, as they called themselves. Sophisticated ladies. Tt was not the
hostel she did not like. 1t was the room.

31



The Life Changer

What Salma particularly did not like about the room she was allocated was
the compasition of her roommates. It was as if there was a deliberate design to
offend every ounce ofher accommodating sensibility.

So; understandably, when hier accammodation registration was done, she
wiis wondering what accursed devil chose her roommates for her. She huled chance
and happenstance, but she knew, that no one deliberately worked out whom she
should share her room with, The room allocation procedure was simple really. The
student was required (o make the payment online and indicate their chosen hostel
depending on availability and their chosen room. You justclicked the yes button on
your chosen room. And the computer screen would show transaction completed, if
you secured a ropm, or transaction cancelled if the rooms were occupied. It
followed then that the roommates were not any the wiser whom they had chosen by
that simple click to be their oommates. Therefore, vou were stuck with whoever
youchose for the next two semesters. At least.

By the tme she brought her things into the hostel and the school calendar
resumed in earnest, Salma discovered that her roommates were not so disagresable
after all Tomiwa was the brightest in the room and perhaps in her class. She was
also the cleanest. Tomiwa's ambition was to become a singer. So she was always
abreast with the latest information on the musical and the eniertainment scene in
general. She was in the know of the latest and craziest fashion outfit. Salma became
close to her,

Ngozi on the other hiand was guiet and reticent. She appearcd 10 have
never left her village, spiritually speaking. She was always reserved and
withdrawn. But she was also generous to a fault. She would never cook food just for
herself alone. Whethzr her roommates ate or nol, she would still mvite them to
come and join her while she was having dmner. Sometimes they would decline,
other times they ohliped her When they saw that this attitude of sharing her food
with them would not stop, they gave inand they staned cooking as one small famuily.
This cemented their relationship and they became their sisters' keepers. Sisters was
the correct expression here.

They were cookng in turns. The day it was Ada's turn to cook for the first
time, Salma said she wanted to see all the ingredients she was going to use 1o make
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the indomie jollof, This indomic jollof was a sart of staple food among students
irrespective of sex or parental status. 1 was o noodles meal prépared in such a way
that within ten moimrtes 16 was resdy for comsumption. Because 11 wis eusy 1o
prepare and cheap o acquire, it hecame students' favourite,

“There s nothing special that we arc using,” Ada said.

“You don't understand,™ Salmasmd, “we do not want 1o find 4 leg of ratin

our mdomie.”

All of them loughed it off ind Ada knew that Salma was teasing her as mat
15 herpeople's delicacy. It was their loss, she said.

Tomwa on the other hand asked if they would like her village food for the

kings"

“What is tha™

“Snil”

“Smail? You mean you people cat snails?™

“1t is not the kind of infantry smail you see up north. Inthe west, they grow
real big. And they wre a special delicacy. We actoally farm them.”

Moz said. “We cat snails where Leame from tooe.”

“Well, in this room, noone ents snail. But we can do it this way, any day
any one of you misses home and she feels like eating mama's food, you can warn us
in advance so we would make our own arrangement for feeding that day.”

They all agreed to this.

As God would have it and as time went on, the only thing they as & gooup
did not gang up to cat was rat, which in amy case was never readily available in the
school, As forthe smail, they all mdulged mits dehicacy whenever Tomiwa's parents
came visitng. Aguin thut was also ool frequent, because she was from Oyo Siate,
miare than eight hours drive from the Abmadu Bello University, Zaria

Salma on her own only introduced them o the danwake delicacy which
wis delicious and also easy to prepare. [t was a special delicacy of the Hausa up-
[anders. All yvou need 15 flowr, the normial Tour they used Tor bread be it from whent
or e, mash it mio o paste oang ground baobab leaves o mixs, then you drop it
mio the boiling water wn small balls where itwould harden and o few minutes later, it
was ready foreating, You ¢ould use either groundnut oil or stew to éal the danwake
with
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It sounded strunge and looked even strunger to the eyes of her roommales,
But the day Salma prepared the dish. they knew that sometimes there was no
proportional relationship between what the eyes saw and whist the mouth tasicd.
That northem delicacy was deliciois.

Food was therefore the common factor that strengthened the bond of
friendship between Salma and her friends, In spite of their diversity, they came 1o
discover that there was more in thetr humanity that held them tegether than those
things that pulled themapart.

Salma and Tomiwa were Muslims while Ada and Neoe were Christians,
But this was never an wssue, They did everything as ane. Of course there was the
funny incident that happened that almost separated the intimacy Salma shared with
Tomiwn, But on the intervention of Adoand Ngoei, it was resolved amicably.

TREIBED

Salma was coming back from home one evening. It was actually late inthe
evening. It was around eight o'clock in the evening. There were no vehicles. A black
Mercedes Benz car shid to the sidewalk where Salma was standing and stopped.

Salma did not budge from where she was standing.

The driver engaged the reverse gear and came to stop just beside Salma
He pressed the control button and the passenger window slid down. “"Are you going
our wiry, beautiful 7™

Salma saw that there were (wo men in the car und she was not comfortable.
It hisd nothing to do with their dressing. They looked decent and allluent. Indeed. if
they had not stopped 1o offer her a ride, she would have sud they were almost
responsible. Still she was not very comfortable. If it was just one man in the car,
maybe.. maybe .. just mavbe Rut this one that there were two of them? Well,
thankfully, the distance from here 10 the school was not far. They could not try
anything. She had nothing to lose. She shrugged

“1 snid are you going our way, princess?"”

When theneane two men in a car and onc appears too voluble, youcan rest
assured of two things; either he is the one who has the car or he is the one who is
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interested in you. They would have discussed thut before they stopped. Salma did
not answer, She just opened the door behind the passenger scat and entered. She
closed the door gently behind her.

*Good evening, pentiemen,” she said. “1 do not know where you are
going. But this is Kwangila and | am going to my school, Ahmadu Bello University
Zaria "

“Then it is our way you are going. My name is Labaran,”™ The man behind

the wheel said, ashe changed gear to drive and move on.

“You have not told us yourname.”

“I'will tell you when | am getting ofL.”

Abgut ten minutes later, the car siopped at the Main Gate of Ahmadu Bello

Liniversity.

“Orwould you preferwe tuke you right n?”

“Sure. | youdonot mind, that15."

“Habib, what do you think?”

“Byall menns let's ke herin,”

Habib appeared 1o be less voluble than Labaran and Salma instantly
decided 1f any of them was the owner of that car, it must be Habib. Mot that she was
particularly thrilled by the prospect of heing asked out by Benz owner, But it would
certainly be a story worth telling that a cerain big man in a big Mercedes Benz had
asked her out and she declmed. That would make additional name in the entries of
the mfluential people she had consciously turmed down. S0 now, it was immaterial
who asked ber out, she knew she would say no. To hell with ther fushy and
expensive car. What kind of girl were they thinking she was? You just gave
someone a nde and you were looking fora relationship that would lastetemniny? Big
deal.

The Benz pulled o a stop outside Queen Amina Hall, but none of the mele
vieupams atiempied o step out and open the door for Salma. This bravado,
stupidity actunlly, that exemplified who the gentleman was m Furope hiad no place
in Africe. How can a lady whose limbs dre in pertect working condition wail [0F
spmeone o step out of a car, come round 1o open the door for her before she steps
ol The whole thing smirks of wasgie of time. In any case, Salma was not expecting
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CHAPTER FIVE

By eight o'clock in the evening the next dsy, Tomiwa's phone rang.

She jumped at the first ring as if she was not expecting it. The truth was
(ko she had been walting for (et Gl gll through the Tay. She bad rever been on &
hlind date before and she never knew how she was expected (o hehave The whaole
thing sounded crazy. But she was curious. In spite of her apparent social exposure
and her confidence which was horme out of her desire to become a celebrity,
Tomiwa was emotionally empty. She was beautiful no doubt about it Indeed she
could beat Salma in a contest except that she was dark where Salma was fair
Oitherwige they were slim, busty and definitelv attractive. S0 how was it thai no boy
ever attempted 1o go out with Tomiwa? The answer could be summed up m one
word —overconfidonce. She exuded such charismatic air around her that people,
both mules and females alike, mted her Bar above her station. Which station nobody
kmew. Consequently all of them felt intimidated in her presence. And she was an
expensive dresser, (L was not that the matenials she sewed were out of this world, it
was thestyle. That was definitely oot of this world.

er phone rang again for the second time.

*Helln,” she said tuming on the speaker so that her oommates, all the

three of them, could hear what was being said.

s this Tomiwa?"

“Yes, who s speaking, plense?

She looked up al her roommates and they gave her the thumbs up sign,

indicatng that she was doing wall

My name s Habib, We gave you aride yesterdoy from Kwangila?™

Tomiwa paused, unsure whether to go ahead with the lie or to tell the tnith

and forget the whole thing.

“Flelln? the voice ai e other end was lesiiant. * Are youstil] there ™

“Nes. Tam™

“Cun you come out, please?™

“Oikay. Wh ere are you "

“We arc parked where we dropped vou vesterday. ™
i6

The Life Clanger

"Er, er, ves. Okany. lwill be with you.”

There was silence at the other end.

“CGio, my fmend. They won't eat you. If | know men, they may nol even
know the difference between yvou and me." Salma was very confident.

Tomiwa on the other hand was hesitant. Indeed she started devaloping
cold feet abour the whole thing. What if they tumed out to be some kidnappers or
cultists? Who would come to her rescue ifshe entered a car with total strangers who
formed the kabit of visiting girls in the hostel only when it was night time? These
thoughts were passing through her mind even as she picked her handbag and
casnally wallced oot of the room to meet her pnknown visilors.

She saw the black Mercedes Benz parked directly in front of the hostel.
The passenger side was empty 0 she went and entered the cor without prompting. [t
was strange. There were supposed to be two people in the car “Where is your
fmend?™

“0h, my beauty, T am here," Labaran said from the bagk sear 1 made
space for you in the front 5o you can seat near your heartthrob, ™

Far from bcing rcassuring, this uncxpected utterance and seating
arrangement made Tomiwa even more uncomfurtable. She had read so many
thriller staries, particalarly Mario Puzo's Godfather and she knew how enemies
were easily garrotted when they sre made to sit in the passenger side while
unbeknownst to them their killers were seated directly behind them mthe car. She
did not Jet her fear show. Instead, she just opened the front seat. stepped out of the
car and asked Labaran to cometo the front seat. Meekly, he obeyed.

Asshe entered the back seat, Habib took a long ook at her and seemed to
be convinced that there was something wrong about the lady who just entered their
car. She was more resolute and a tnfle more confident than the girl of the previous
night. But he told himself, he would wait and sce. There was a game plan
somewhere, and he did not want to spoil it

“Shall we move from here? Itis rather Wo open.”

“Where are we gomp?™

“Toa restaurant,”

“Tam not hungry.” Tomiwa was really (11 disposed with the whule set up.
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Shie fizle the stub of Habib's long stare as she entered te car amd she knew the moan
watsnit dumb even before e sud anvihing:

“Lat's go to Fricelers then ™ Habibsaid this as he munocuyred the car o
e where it came Trom so they conld drive guietly o the Fast Food Restiirn
which was surrounded by many grocery shops within the school,

He parked the car near the shop af a maon vrlu—: procloimed his shop the
Faculty of Suya. This meant thaot his shop-was the best place where stoaks are made
and sold. As thoy parked. Habib ssked Luborm o ge ool amd gel thom Ioned oo,
clhicken, milk, e, bevernges, sogar, and aoy other thimg that be consadered
mportant e bourding student

“¥eg, Honourable ™ He wentout of the cur withoul collecting money frorm
Habsih. This Tooowes nided vsstmnge. But she also kiew stantly Qui authorty buad
been established. She knew now who was the boss. Saima was wrong, Labaran may
o the car, but he most certomly wis not the one calling the shots. Habib was. And
hie appeared very perceptive. Tomiwa instinetively knew that Habib was not the
kind of person you tnfled with.

“Yoi ard nol Tomiwa" Halnb said this categorically when Labarmnn was
ot of carshot.

For some resson the statement made Tommwa angry. “Look bere, M
Honourable. | do not care who you think you are. But you cannot just wake up this
evenmng and declare my name fake. That 15 very msulting. 11 you had sod, “Hey,
o are nod the girl | picked yesterday.™ I would gladly say, “Yes, 'was not Since
you are an expert at picking girls by the roadside. My name is Tomiwa, And I am not
the girl you gave nde to yesterday.” She added this last o sefien the venom she
knew herwords must have caused.

“] am sorry, my dear. | didn't mean to sound like that. And believe me
picking girls 18 not my habit As you can see, 0 was Labaran's idea. He ismy driver™

“Ido not have any issue with you or vour driver. I would not insult you for
anything if you donot look down onme.”

“I'said I am sorry.”
“Okay. Just so long as we understand each other.”
“1think like you already.”
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Shie didn't say anyvthmge o this

5o, tellme whal happened'™

“Notling happened. My Trieod dida'i Teel Hke giving yob ber number so
shir gaive you mime mstediel | was supposiad o reject yoor call o el vom wnong
nurmber, but my curiosity gotthe better part ofme, decided 10 come and see who il
wits that had my number™

“And... ™

“And e weane,”

st dheclpred that | iked you.”

“Vheard vou,”

“And whakor e you saying o that”

MWolhing.”

Wy

“Because | do not go sbout decluring likeness or otherwise o people
whose faces | ean iardly recopnise in the davtime "™

“Fane. Thitt means youwant o sce me tomairow in the g ftemeon.”

e ™

“Is that why you told my drver o comie to the front seat ™

“No. 1 just did not want o ke chances. What of #f he sprang on me and
strangled me from behind?”

“You have a very wild imagination.”

“Thank you ™

There was another long silence.

Ui wehave nothing left 10 say 1o cach other. | guess 1 should be going m,™
Tomiwa said.

“Youdidn't even ask me who Lam.”

“Your friend or is it your driver has said who youare, Indeed, [ am not sure
i like politicians,” Tomiwa wis in her element. She never gove o thought to what
she was saying. If it went down well with her listeners, fine. [f1t did not, also finc.

“Why don'tvoulike polibcians™ Habib asked.

“They are like a spindie. Nobody knows the direction they are facing.
They lie a lot. Alot of misguided people think the politicians are the solutions to our
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problems."
“Are they nat?”
“On the contrary. They are the pmhl:m
“Andon apersonal level ™
“I do not judge a person based onhis. affiliations.”
“Youdon't!"”
“No. I getto know who ;.ruuumuud;ud.gt you as such.”
“5q there is hope forme, after all?”
“Hope for what?”
“Forbecoming your fricnd.”
“| wouldn't be sitting in your cari fthere wasn'L.”
Habib was so elated, he laughed out loud.
“ow many of you are in the roam?™

“Four. WhyT"
“You take this. " He handed over to hera bundle of five mundred naira bills,

She collected the money slowly and placed it on her laps.
“Putitin your bag, [ donot want Labaran to sce "

“He won't.” )
“Ten thonsand foreach of your roommates and twenty thousand for you.

*Thank you. We really appreciate this gesture. A
Justthen, Habib's phone rang.

“Yes, Labaran?™”

“1 am done with the purchases.”

“Then hring themover,”

“(kay, Honourable.”
Labaran came with so much provisions and beverages that lTomiwa

thought they were buying things for their ¢hildren in the boarding school. But no.

Hahbib said it was for her and her roommates.
Tomiwa was gratitude personified. She thanked Habib profusely andd did

not know when she started calling him Alhaji. _
Habib too was very happy. He drove her W the entrance and promised o

call herregularty.
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ENREEES

A soon as Tomiwa entered the room, they started shouting and ululating.
I'he shout turned into a scream of joy when they saw what she brought. [t was Ngoa
who had the presence of mind to stand up and lock the door, This simple actis one of
the most valued ritwals of students who cook in the hostel. Tt effecnively blocks out
all those professional hangers who go about with spoon in their purses looking for
the pot that had just been brought down from the stove. Before vou start esting you
lock the door and it it was night, you swilched off the light If they knocked vou
ignore, When Ngozi came back from the door, they opened the bags and saw what
wus almost beyond belief. Fven if they had come to the school with nothing, what
the Alhaji had bought for them would have lasted them through another semester.
They jumped some more and were embracing Tomiwe And thanking her

When the excitement died down, Salma said, “You guys should be
thanking mie. 1 wis Twho brought this mater here, you know ™™

“Hut if we had followed your counsel we would all be withoot these, [t is
Tommwa weshould thank. 11 is her boyfriend who supplied all these.”

Samehow Salma was not happy with the tum of cvents. “Stop disgracing
yourselves hike this my friends. |s it suya that you have not seer ar chicken or
beverages?”

“Cr these?” Tomiwa said dramanically as she dropped the bundle of fifty
thousand narra before them.

They were all stunned. For one brief moment there was (otal silence m the
room. Tomiwa savourad the moment and used it to divide the money the waw she
was matructed. Ten thousand naira for each occupant. And she held unto the
remaining twenty thousand,

This was all too much for Salma.

In the silence that followed, she was heand 1o have whispered, “It is not
fiir It s not fair. Finders, keepers. Towas me they gave ride 1o, Tomiwa, vou are not
u good friend arall. 1justshowed you a guy and you went shead 10 make him your
boyfriend.
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You behave like a chameleon and can therefore adapt to any situation 1o
meet your personal desires.

“Thisisnot & faircomment, Salma;” Ngozi said.

“You shut up there, money menger. All this one that you are standing for
Tomiwa. i it nol for the moncy she brought? We have been in this room for hﬂ*lﬁ
long now? Yet, we have never seen you display so much love and mnarmme
towards Tomiwa as you are doing this evening. If not the money, what else 15
accounting for this sudden friendliness? You do not even have shame all of 3_ruu."

“Galma, you do not have mbclhisnggftssivc.yuukmvH“Adamad to he
conciliatory.

“You too shut up. How are you different from them all?”

“Itis not about being different, it is about being rational.”

All this while Nizozi had been fuming silenly. She knew what Salma said
was ynreasonnble. Was (heTe any man on carth who did not like meney”

“ada, allow Salma to finish disgracing herself and displaying her
soolishness. Who else but a daft person would see money by the wayside and
instead of picking it, he would show someone else the money 1o pick, yel when thit
person picks the money he would start raiming abuses on the person? Whao else?™
Ngozi hissed. _

Adn was suddenly concemed. *“Please. let this matter ool degenerate o
something else, We have been living in peace all this while. 1 do not see why ﬂ]l:‘.il:_
wentiments should be eaising their heads in our midst. [ thought the essence ol
education was for us to live as one and wrek out what unites us rather than wha
separates us?" _

Salma was heaving like someone who was ahaart o have asthmatic
seizure. She could not gay anything. She just stood there glarng at one roomimate
after another.

Suddenty, there came a knock onthe door.

All those speaking kept quiet. There was complete silence in the room.

They did not suy anything. Meither did they move
The p:r‘sl:r;‘l outside knocked some TOTE,
The rocmmates refused wbudge.
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They looked alarmingly at each other, as il chuding themselves that
hecause of their attitude another party wes comming to partake in the harvest of a
farm produce they never lifted their hands in farming,

When they heard the footsteps of the knocker receding, they sat down
guietly around the roasted meat and chicken Tomiwa came in with. Ata signal from
Salma, Ada went and switched off the hght in the room. Thereafier. they used light
from the inbuilt torch on their phones to see what they were gating. 1t was sirunge (o
sce this total cooperation among the peopls who a few ssconde before were at each
other's throat. The herd instinet was indeed real. A situation which no entreaty could
settle, was snddenty resolvedby asingle knock on the door.

They ate silently and fora long time

They discovered that they could not finish the meat and the chicken. So
Ada was instructed to keep what was left m her fridge so they could use it the next
dav while cookng their meals.

When the room was cleared, Ngozi switched on the light after unlocking
the door.

She told the other mrls that there was no pomt for them to barbour any il
feelings over what had transpired. If truth be told, didn't they ull enjoy themselves
as a result of the reck lessness of some silly old men who could not resist dropping
their purseat the sight oo bra?

“That is hardly the way to show gratitude to people who just fed us without
asking for anything m retum.” Tomiwa said this light-heartedly.

Mgozi however read something serious underlying the statement.

“My sister, just mark my words. No man spends this much money on you
without asking for something in retum. Just wait and see. Men are not stupid, you
know. Sooner or later, they would ask for their pound of flesh. This was just the first
iy, and see what he spent.”

That was preciscly Tomiwa's thought 1t was just the first day, and see how
much she gained. 11 this wen! on, she had nothing to <oy to Salma but pravtude. Lel
Ngozi talk on about the pound of flesh. | would give them fifty pounds of flesh il
they asked. How much were they getning from Ngowi's stupid campus boyfriends?
They gave nothing and vet they kept asking for pounds of flesh! Make | hear word,
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Jareh! As these thoughis were passing through Tomiwa's mund, she did not hear
what the other girls were saymg. Forawhile.
Then Salma asked a very strange giestion. *When did they say they arc
cormng again?”
“Who?" =
1 abaran and Habib,” Salma smd. looking VETY Serious.
“Are you kidding me? Sulma? What the hell comes over youl”
“wouwon'l understand. Are they nol ol
The others burst out lsughing, 1t was indeed amusing, whal Salma was
attempting 1o do. I appearsd desperate. But under the circumstances, who would
blame her? Jusl onz evening ouling and you came out with uyerten thousand nme.
It would require a highly disciplined hsart not o give in to such temptations. And
Salma's heart was anything but disciplined. What howeves she would not tuke was
10 be forced to do anything she did not want {ur do, In consequence, she resolved ©
o out with the Labaran wito, 10 her dismay, really tumned out to be Hahib's dniver.

The strange thing about the honourable and his driver was that they grew
up together and while Habib went to read up to university level, Labaran went 0o
driving school. And sometimes with his meagre eamnings as Local Govemiment
Driver, he doled out a Little from his money 10 hiis fricud. So when Habib became a
politician and was elected inte the Stte House of Assembly, he called upon his
childhood friend 1o be his driver, paid of course by the House. What was interesting
however was that alang this incongruous journcy of life, their friendship never
suffered any setback. And that was how they met Salma that fateful CVETINg.

Anyhow, that was how it went. [he problems created by Tomiwa's wisitors
were soon forgotten by our sisterly roommates and life went on as usual. Indeed
thuse problems tumed out to tie @ blessing in disguise. The roomimates hecame
more united than they were before.

School routing resumed in eamest and soon the session was over. Belore
they knew it, they were in their final year. The last exams timetable was oul. Our
four roommates beld the record for being the only people who beganas roommates
and ended as roommates through o their last semester in the sehoal. Whit was even
more remarkable was that though they were reading different courses, they were all
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performing very well. They were all B students and were certain to graduate with a
Second Class Upper degree in their various disciplines. They were the envy of
@usl every girl in the school. They never allowed their relationships with mr.;n 1y
interfere with their scademic performance. They were so fixated with graduating
with a very good degree that they swore nothing would stand between them and the
actualization of that dream.

. Sa it was thal when exams came they read like their lives depended on i,
This went on successfully. Most of the papers were almost a walk over. And, even
though they were studying different disciplines, they were surc ofmaking excellent
grades, In any case, with the semester system, the students virtually knew what
:I&‘ss of degree they were likely going to graduate with from their cumulative grade
point average, CGPA. The genuine apprehension and excilement came when you
were writing the last paper,

Incidentally, the lns! paper this yzar was Moral Philosophy which all of
themm were required to sit for because itwas a General Studies paper.

1 paused in my stary when [ noticed Bint whispering into Omar's ear.
He lauphed silently and whispered back.
I looked at him my face yuestioning”
- He -ftiﬁad a laugh and said Bint was telling him she did not sec how
‘ aj‘s relationship with men or her roommales contributed to her leaving the
I smiled and said, “My daughter, just be patient. We are almost coming

there. And that is why | want you to pay attention. Jamila? My zobo is finished. Get
me some more.”
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CHAPTER SIX

| {ook asipof my ohoind continued with the male.
Teemih wis hardly moving. Indecd, she was hardly breathing, 1hat wis

loved stones. 1 looked directly at her ind reminded bier that Morul

how much she
asalkso o

Philosophy was usually one o fihe easiest subjects in the um versity and it w
general studies course waken to the end of the examination timetable, In the case of
very lust paper. [twas considened cosy because the
coutse content involved all those things that their parents had been telling them
since they were childien “This, plus wiat fheir imams paught them in the mosdque or
he church. Moral Philosophy wassure poing tobe
last part af the

Galima andd her mates. itwus the

thica pastors areached o themint
a walk-ower. May be thal was wihiy the schoal quthiority took ittothe

fime table. To kind of pacify the students. 1fyou will.
also this same Moral Philosophy that Salma found

very difficult. She never altended the clusses hecause ghie helieved. as mist studenis

dich that they could pass even without gomg o class. What fiirther guaranteed her
thyat for three years going. the lecturer had been foolishly

Surprisingly, it wis

passing Lhe course was
recyveling the saine questions with verymi

This year they resolved Lo tack
jtarial discussions concerming all the topics. [ndead they were so well prepared
that they kncw the answers nf virtually all the past questions off hand.

On the day of the examination. Salma came dul MORE stunning than all
other days and looking ruvishing and decidedly more heautiful, Her roomrmates had
asked her what the occasion was. she told them that her course mates had planned
an firal class pictures w be shot with most of the lecturers after the papet. And she

wanited to come out looking her best.
She picked her examimations card and went, a5 the law required, thirty

minutes before the cxamination time They were all searched and allowed nio the

examination hall.
As sgon as the question papers were distributed. Salma knew she was in

nor modifications.
e the suhject head on and had series of

deep trouble. It was strange. 1t wis niot true. 11 was unbeligvable, It was impossible.

None of the topics for which they spent the whole night prepanng had come oul
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. Shie looked nround and was further dismayed 10 see her other course mutes
furiously writing on the answer seripts. [t was as ifthey had all along been prcpam:
for the eventuality of that happening. They must have read beyond the i
S quiesiions
The guy next o her, Kolawole Abdul, faumed 10 be the brighlest was
|11nw1ﬂondmg pages upon pages of information from his head 1o the answer seript
bmfm.l on the other hand could not write anything. She kept looking fr(;m ﬂr:c
invigilator to her paper and helplesly to Kola
T_h,e invigilator was female und she made 2 studious note of avoiding eye
contae! with Sulma. Unknown lo Salma, she was the only one not writi
C"qm-ucqurnr]y she arrested the attention of the lecturer. Her outrageous dressing Ei!
nothing to endear her to the heart of the teacher. On the contrary, the n:n:htjh fel
m_lenll_v mntimidated by the ostentalious appearinee of Salma ﬂ}lu; toak an | s
dislike in Salma. Butshe did not show it. L o
M_mnu wore on, Salma was able Lo use the stndent magie on Koly The
ﬁud?nl magic was a tnck students developed of speaking to the next person without
moving their lips. The strangest thing was that the persan spoken to coulil hear
more preciscly inferwhat was being said and sct accordingly. "’
s m:;:l;::? h:m; jl.l:i.l academically -;mw:l he wis also ever conscious of his
sy e did not want anything or anybody to jeopardize his career
asa md:m._l:;peclauy not now, when it was this last paper that stood between him
and gndummn. All the others had been & walk-over. This one oo would be. He did
ﬂﬂlll.lkf the way Salma was disturbing him. He stole & plance at the inﬁgila;mr and
noticed that she was not paying atiention to them, He wished Salma would stop
But Salma was persistent. So Kola scribbled some coded responscs I;] the
first two questions and stzalthily, surreptitiously, slipped it into her hands
The lecturer did not notice this movement. -

. As fate would have it, however, the teacher made a show of going out
briefly only to come hack immediately. That moment she went oul was ulflha!
Sumav.-nfimd,:ih:npmed the paper Kola slipped into her hands and furious]
h:;_gnn deciphering the code and writing on her answer booklet. She was so deep 'y
this unholy sct that she did not notice the lecturer had come back. :
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Now, the female teacher was amused 10 see that Salma who had not been
writing for more than thirty minutes had suddenly received inspiration lo start
writing like there was no 10morrow. '

She walked quietly and calmly to Salma’s desk and stood behind her. For
about two miinutes Salma was engrossed with the business at hand, she did not
natice that somenne was standing behind her. She was busy copymg from Nates of
Salvation, the euphemism they had for Cheat Notes.

The teacher touched Kola silently.

He almost died.

Then she touched Salma.

Qalma heard herselfshouting, “What is it? What have I done? Did you see
me with anything"

Meanwhile, the cheat nate was still in her hands.

The teacher turmed to the front of the class and addressed the man in
secarity uniform, asking himto bring the EMAL form,

“Thatis the Examinations Malpractice Form,” Teemah said.

“Yes. Big Mouth. Mum had told us the meaning earlier,” Omarsaid.

“| just mentioned it for some Salma hrained listeners who might have
forpotten.” Teemah was making facesat her older hrother.

I ignored them. But | was glad nonetheless to discover that they were all
following the soTy.

By the time the security man brought the EMAL form, the teacher had
confiscated the cheat note from Salma.

Salma was asked to fill in the form and Kola was 10 sign as witness.

At this point Kola felt an instant surge of relief since the teacher did not
actually see him hand over the note to Salma.

Now exams malpractice was one offence. Failing to fill the EMAL form
was another offence all together, When Salma finished her long harangue about her
innocence and refused to sign, she was persuaded to sign by the security man who
assured her that no one would stop her from continuing to write her paper. And that
he was sure they would resolve the matter at the office of the Head of Depariment.

After she signed, some calm was restored in the examination hall and all
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the students wrote nll they finished. A female student who was siiting on the other
side of Salma was also asked 1o sign the second witness form. She did. The lecturer
assured them that if Salma was lucky the whole incident would not go beyond the
HODYs uffice.

When they were done wnting the Moral Philosophy paper. Salma
fiollowed the teacher to the HOD's office.

Une thing she was not so sure sbout was that though she did not know who
the new HOD was, students were full of praises tor his goodness and compassion.
Shi hiad been in the school for four years and she never bad any altercation with
teaching staff. She did herbest to avoid them. She made sure she had no relanonship
of any kind with any of her teachers. Most of the friends she hud among the
academic staff were in the other faculties. This particular HOD, her own HOD, they
said he was very kind. So she was sure she would find compassion in hiseves.

Bui thee thought of what would happen if things went the other way was
heart-wrenching. Salmu found herselfl shedding tears even before anyone
reprimanded her. She knew what she did was wrong. But students were doing itall
aver. So why should she be this unlucky. Exams Malpractice at final vear, in the last
semester and while writing the last paper... Was this a curse or something? Please
Giod, le1 this cup pass 0ver me.

The invigilator wid Salma not to worry. “Car HOD 1s a benevolent man.
He is kind and loves the progress of his students. This is not the first time | take
cases 10 him. Usually he would admonish the students and wam them never 1o
repeat what they did. And the matier would die there. | do not see how your case
would be different.”

“Hut, madam”™ Salma swd throogh her tears, “You should have allowed
me be. You should have ignored me. You should have just seized the paper and the
multer would have died inthe class.™

“And | wouild have lost my job. You have no idea how many years [ put in
to get te where Lam. In any case, what did you do to warrant that kind of action from
me? You know the rules. With or without me, the security man would have noticed
and he would have reporied. No, my dear, this is the best way to handle it. Let the
Head of Department who has authority to handle this matter handle it. Believe me.
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yiou have nothing to worry aboul. You will see.”

As they walked trwvards the office of the HOD, Salma was in prayers as
she had never prayed before. She-knew she would never be counted among the
holiest people. But still she had faith. She knew, particulurly in this regand, and
where it concerned the issue of exams malpractices, she was a first offender. And
evan in courts first offenders were treated genially. She resolved never o
mishehave aguin if God gave her another chance. University wasnol a life or death
affiir. But when vou came to 4001 cvel last semester exams, il looked like it - a life
or death affar,

Please God do not let me be rubhished like this. 1 have not been a very
pood gl know. But Dalso know vou areall forgiving and merciful. Please God., in
the name ofall that is holy, deliver me, Letme look at this wicked woman and laugh.
I know she is laughing at me inside. Generally, | know that women don't like me,
especially my |lecturers. Buiis it my fault, God, thal you made me this beautiful, this
vouthfil? | know their problem. Envy. My looks and age are killing them. Please,
Grond, do not give them chance to kill me too, | promise o renew my ways. 'will re-
establish my relationship with you. I know where | was wanting. You made us, and
youmade us lallible. Soplease forgve our respasses.

Salma kept praying silently till they reached the office of the lead of
Department, The last time she was there was two years ago when she had issues
with her add mnd drop forms. Even then she did not see the HOD. The secretary
attended to them. In any case, even iTshe had seen him, he would nothave beenina
posation to help her smee a new HOD had taken over about six months before the
cxaminations staried.

Whoever the new HOD would be Salma praved she would find
compassion in his eves.

The secretary asked them to wait so she could tell her boss that they
wanted tosee him.

She went in, announced theirarmval and came out.

“He spid vou could goin, ma." The secretory addressed the invigilator.
She went in alter instructing Salma, Kola and the other witness to wail
“Ciood morming, sir.”
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“Good moming, Dr Amina.”

“Sir, we have one case.”

“EMALT"

“Yes ™

“Final Year?"

“Yei.”

“Boy orgirl?"

“Oark”

“That's mre. How bad?"

“Very bad.”

“That means you caught her with the cheat notes and all?”

“Yes, «ir™

“She has signed the form?”

*“Yes, gir.

“And the witnesses?™

¥¥es"

“Okay. Let them come in.”

The lecturer opened the door, stuck her head out of the door and metioned
with her head for them 1o come in.

They all trooped in into the HOD'S ofice.

Salma wasthe last in ow.

The lecturer closed tha doorafier hier.

As they entered, he looked at the invigilating lecturer and said, with
coldness in his voice, “Doctor, prepare the documents for the Exams and Ethics
Commanes for further processing. | am sure you know this is beyond me.”

“0kay, sir.” She said and went out

“I can just imagme.” Omar was beside himself with excaitement. “Murm.
this reads like a story of fiction, Honestly, if voo were not the one telling us, | would
hawe said you made itall up.”

| smiledat my son without saying a word.
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“Then what happened to Salma?" he asked.

“Sadly, when she was summoned by the committee, she implicated
Kolawole Abdul. He o was also expelled.”

“Mum! How wicked can this girl be? You mean. ..

I extended my hand and touched his shoulder. “Rules are rules, my son_ If
you do not wani to get caught, then don'tbreak them.”

Omar looked at me strangely and | knew what the unasked question
mcanl.

“You see?" | told him, “Salma knew what she was dong all along: And she
did not just go down without a fight.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

hen she was summoned by the Examination Malpractice and Ethics
Committee vide a letter asking her to report to the committee in a
week's time, she tried to do what every law breaker usually attempted
to do when caught: she tried to find ways around the rules. She couldn't. The
established law of EMAL was so clear that most students when caught would

simply pack their belongings and leave the school and go and sit for another

qualifying exams to another umiversity. That is, they would seek admission again
through JAMB to another school. Most did not even bother to honour the summans
of the Examinations and Ethics Committee. They would just leave since i the end
they knew the outcome. Most universities hid zero tlerance for examinations
malpractices.

But when you were in the last semester of your final year, the desperation
goes decper than that, Leaving the school would literally have to be the last thing
youwould want to do,

Salma therefore went and met Tomiwa and confided m her her
predicament. Tomiwa was genuinely sympathetic and asked Salma what they
should do under the circumstance.

*] was thinking of talking to Labaran to talk 10 Habib who would put a
word for me in ears of the Committee Chairman or the Viee Chancellor or someane
higher up. You know these politicians, they have their ways. They are very
mfluential "

Tomiwa nodded, knowing indeed that Salma’s coniition was desperate at
the same time doubting whether the stratepy would work. Somebody higher up?
Could she be referming 1o the Visitor to the University? That is the President for
crying out loud! But in her situation one would try almost anything. Desperate
measures, sosaid the sape, required desperate remedies.

Salma did as she told Tomiwu she would. Habib asked Labamn to bring
her 1o his office.

It was the first time she was there. Tomiwa herself had been to the office
only a few times. As she sat on the sofa opposite him, Salma took in the magnificent
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office inone glance. It was simply luxorous. [t was st tully furmished and had so
much space. Salma wondered what they would be doing there. Then she espied o
collapsible confirence table linked to the wall facing the office entrmee. The name
on his desk read, HABIH LAWAL, SPEAKER.

Salma heaved o sigh of reliel, Habib was indeed no ordinary honourable.
He was the Speaker of the House, Alter the State Govemnor und Deputy Governior,
he was the next most wfluential figure in the stute. And to imagine that this was the
mian she gave fike number to and setiled for his driver? God, wivat kind of had spirit
was pursuing me’!

He sat resplendent behind the huge mahogany desk and was turning fram
left ocright and then lef again on his executive swivel chair Sabma could not help
admiring the power and mfluence behind that desk. She rechoned. il nybody was
going to get me ofthe hook, this puy would.

He was very profissional and business like when he sad, 1 heard your
message from Labaran, dear Salma. What exacily do you want metodo o ool

“Phave 1o graduate, sit. Sorry, bonourable. | just kave 1o eraduate. Il is not
Justone lousy General Studies course that would see me espellad from (he school,
Mo, sir You lave to do something™

“I understand. You sce. the only person | know, who can issist us s
Professor Dabo.”

Satlima felt herstomach sink. She fousht the overniding desire torush to the
toilet and empty her bladder.

Why must this Professor Dabo keep appearing and reappearing in her life
like arecurring decimal?!

“Honourable,” she bepan and paused.

"Ves?"

“There has to be someone else.”

“Like who do you have in mind”” the honourable reclined on his chair and
took u long look at Salma. Then a thin, mischicvous smile played across the corners
ol s lips,

He pressed an mvisible button on his desk, and the entrance door
automatically locked. Salma did not notice this surreptitious movement.
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“Like the Chairman of the EMEC, that is, the Chairman of the Exams
Malpractice and Ethics Commuttee. He is u professor of Biological Sciences™
“What makes vou think he would agree to our requesi?”
“Because they said the man fikes money a lol.™
“Churman of the Umiversity Ethies Conmmutiee being: susceptible to
financial underhandedness? That is a laugh,” Honourable Habib actually laughed
out lowd
“When it comes to maney, every man has his price,” Salma sand. laughing
He stood up from his chair and came to siton the three long sofa nesres! 1o
Salma.
“1 like that philosoply aboul every man having his price,” he said. “But
whit of every woman™
“Ohrs 15 @ given. But sometimes who s doing the pocig watters,” she
eaid meaningfullv.
Lk, do | matter” Habib said
She sad, “TFyou donot |ose the matter ot hand.™
“Iawill hot. Wie were talking about the Chatrman of vour commuttee.”
“Yes. | made my own research and people said he cansell his mother's soul
ifthe price s right ™
*S¢ like how much do you think we could offer him?”
“Twie, may be three hundred thousand.™
“Andifl mve youthat amount, what dol expect i retiurm ™
“When | give vou Tomivwa, what did viou grve me inreturn 7
“You didn't grve me Tompwa, remember? She was (o be your escape route
because vou dide't like me. It turned out that she did not mind gong out withme, So
the benefinisall hers. Mow, the deal s different.™
“Hiow dlilTerent ™ Salma asked.
“Nom wint bwo or three hundred thousand naira. And | saed what do | get m
return?™
“Pan't be mischievous, Honourable, First, you Enow thit the money is nol
for me. Secondly you know how we are with Labamn. your foend. And thirdly vom
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know my relationship with Tomiwa, your girlfriend. So if what 1 suspect you are
asking is true, you would know that it is not proper.™

."We are not talkmg about propriety here, my deir However else yau
choose to lock at it, it is me who is going (o lose money. | have no intention of
trading arguments with you. But why would | wantto give money to the Chairman
of the committee? You. Why would your relationship with Labaran affcct what we
are doing here? Did he not himselfbring yvou in here? And Tomiwa? Who would tel]
her?Me oryou?”

Salma shifted uncomfortably. She was thinking quickly. Would he really
give her that kind of monev? 1f he did, would che be stupid enough to hand over
everything 1o the Committee Chairman® If she didn'l, what would she have to lose”
But wait Let's cross the bridge when we gettoit,

“Tunderstand you, Honourable. But would you give me the money?”

*Sure, if you cooperate.”

“But your door 15 open, Honourable.”

“Mo_ltis locked ™

Salma was surprised.

W

The most interesting thing was that even afier she got the money from
Honourable Habib, Salma found it hard put to give it to the Chairman directly. She
met one of the members of the committee who introduced her (o the chairman
outside the school. The chairman asked her if she was guilty. She said she was guilty
buit that she wanted him to temper justice with mercy.

The chairman agreed and asked her to meet him at a designated
rendezvous, a hotel very far away from the school. She went there all right, but
declined sleeping with him. She however offered to ransom herself.

“Just how much do you think you are worth under the circumstance?”™

“Nou tell me, gir™

“You know that | am not the only member of the commirtee. There are four
other members. And their palms would also need greasing,™

“Tknow that. And that is why | do not agree to what you were suggesting
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earlier. 1Fthe whole thing s cleared, we can come here again and celebrate. Just the
two of us. What do you think?"

“That 15 very smart of von,"” the Chairman said enigmatically,

“But you still haven't told me how much yvou have in mind for you and
vour people”

“Maybe two hundred thoesand would do,™ the Chairman said.

“If | have two hundred thousand, | would use it to get admission in any of
these private unversities,” Salma spoke with a confidence she did not know she
posscssed. She knew they were moa hetel all by themselves. And the man was
talking freely, not minding the risk of being secretly recorded by her. Muybe it did
not matter to him one way or the other. He knew she was the one whose Life was
hanging on the line,

“So how mueh are you parting with?" he asked.

“I'would give you one hundred thousamd. And it bad better work. 1Tt does
nol, | would go serzam and vou would not hear the lne of this. Remember, vou have
muore bo lose than me, when the chips are down.”

“Mo problem. But subtle threats would not belp you under this
circumstance. You are hardly i a position to make barpains. | just ngreed to the sum
becanse | know you are a student who needshelp.”

She dipped her hand mto the handbag she carried and gave him the money,

He collected it, divided the bundle into two and thrust them in his trouser
pockets,

Suddenly a strange thought occurred to her and she voiced it out,

“&ir, | do not even know your name,”

He laughed. “Ofwhat use would my name be to you ™

“IFyou are not divalging your name, then we might as well. ™

“Okay, okay. DrKabir. Mohammed Kabir."

“Oicay, [ would be leaving now.™

“Be seeing you," he said and opened his arms fora hug,

Shedeclined and offered her hand for a handshake instead. Thereafter, she
walked calmly out ofthe hotel and wenl home.
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SEEIESS

- When she was called to defond herself before the committee, she was first
shocked to see that the person seated on the chair facing her, was not the person to
whom she had given the maney in the hotel,

Dir Kabirwas not a member of the Committee,

This was not possible. She looked again, peering closely and withont
shame at each member of the committee, still she could not see him. She did not
start crying uniil she discovered that the man whom she handly knew, who claimed
to also be a member of the committee and who introduced her to Dr Kabir was also

noi there,

1 have been duped. Shetold herself and began to cry.

The man who was at the helm of affairs and other mombers of the
committes mistook her tears for remorse and perhaps repentance. They advised her
to calm down and narrate what transpired at the exunmnation hall that day.

She calmed herselfand told them the whale story.

In the heat of her agitation, she did not know when she told them that she
actually received the cheat notes from Kolawole A bdul,

“And who is Kolawole Abdul”” s member of the committee asked.

“Heismyclassmate.”

“ls that all” Just a classmate? And he would risk his scademic career,
discounting the possibility of rustication, for justa classmate?”

Salma's siomach sank. In fact she did not know the implication of
dropping Kolawole's name. Why did she make a ship like that? She pestered the boy
to help her the way he pestiered her to go out with him and she declined suying she
preferred they remained good friends. He had agreed and kept his word and
distaq:e. In the end, however, she gave in because he was giving her private
tutonals. And he was the brightest. But for him to risk his academic life forher? And
this was the way she was repaying him? It was not fair. Itsimply was not fair.

It was alsa not fair what men were doing to her. No man ever treated her
[or her essence; they all related 10 her based on her looks. And all they ever seemed
to want from her was dating her. That included Kolawole. She mentally ran the
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whole gamut of the men she koew inher life and came to the conclusion that exeept
for her father, no man, indeed no man, was worthy of being called aman. So 1o hell
with Kolawole, and Habib, and Labaran, Dr Kabir and all the others who claimed
they were helping her by exploiting her. Hahahaha, she laughed mwardly. And Dr
Kahir was going to pay. He was the one who took money from ber.

Instinctively she knew now that she was niot gomg to escape. She was
going tnhe expelled. She knew that.

“Miss Salma?" the Chajrman prompted when he saw that she was lost in
herunpleasant reverie.

"Yes, sir?”

“Arc you fclling the commutice that this Kolawole of a fellow who
supplied the notes o you just did it because youw are classmuates?™

s, sir.”

“You hove to tell the committee the truth. We do not believe anyone can be
thnt stupad. Just iell s the tuth. Your secretis safe with us.”

“Bir, with all due respeet. | do not see the relevanee of your prymg into my
personal life. This 15 an exams malproctice commitiee. [t is not the Student
Disciplinary Committee. Moreover [ do not see how my relationship with him one
wary or the other has amy bearing on this case ™

There was totl silenceamong members of the commitiee,

This was unbelievable. How can a girl be this cheeky? Perheps she had
something up her sleeve.

“We know that,” the chairman said, his voice faltering i spite of himself.
“All we wanted 1o establish was that there was no monetary motive behind what
huppened, Studenis have been known o collect or give money for academic
collusion.”

“1 didn't give nnybody any money.”

“Okay. Canwe have his number?"

"“Yes," Salma said and gave out the number.

“Weare very sure you know the implication of what you did?™
“Whut did 1 do again?" Salma raised her brow io affected innocence.
“I mean, you know the implication of examination malpractice?™
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“Yes. Ido "
“Well, that isabout all for now. You may go."
Salma hesiated, i s

“*“You will hear from us,” the chairman said.

Salma wa "H:IZJ outsalemnly though she managed to walk pul with a pmit of
desperate dignity, .

“Mum, whal did she mean by saying Dr Kabirwould peay e it 2"
Hooked at Omar and smiled.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

whammed Kabir was not amedical doctor. In fact, he did not even hold

aPhD. But almost everyone who knew him addressed him as doctor. It

wits 8 nickuame he had since be was in secondary school and it stuck.
When he was employed as an LT, a Laboratory Technologist, in the university,
almost everyone was calling him doctor. When his HOD asked him his proper
name, ke said it wos Mohammed Kabir, “1 am pleased to meet you, Dr Kabir " The
HOD extended his hand for a handshake. And since then he hecame Dr Kahir toal],
And when he wore his oversized lab coar, the verisimilitude with a genuine doctor
WAaS UNCAnny.

He was a very friendly and intrusive sort of persor. He had a way with
peaple, that before you knew hie would come real close to you, He was virtually on
intimate terms with almost anyone who mattered in the school. This rmnged from
the Vice Chancellor, the Faculty Deans down to the Heads of Departments. Kabir's
friendliness cut across religion and tribe. Everyone was his friend, male or female,
The only blemish he had on his character was that he had weakness for easy money.
And most ofhis colleagues did not know this. S0 it never bothered them,

It was true that Kahir was faendly, but he was also almost always moody.
His stutz of permanent impecuniosity attested 10 this. In the school, people could
not explain this oxymoran of somecne being moody and cheerful st the same time,
Most of them however were never close enough to him 1o know of his financial
affairs. Rumour had 1t that no matter how much maoney he had, be would always
lose it ar the cards. He was more of a compulsive gambler than a habitual one since
the moncy was not regular in coming. Conscquently, he was reclusive. But
whenever he encountered anyone, he affected this visor of permanent cheerfulness,
largely, perhaps, to mask offhis real feelings for being alone and destitute.

By the time Labaran finished supplying this information to Habib, it was
all Habib could do to stop himself from laughing out loud.

“You are telling me thut the person who duped your girlfriend was a
common lab attendani?™

“It looks like it Honourable.™
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“And a common gambler)™
“Yes, sir.”
“How did you get all this.information shout him ihen?™
* “When Salma lefi the committee and came 1o me erying for justice, I said
vou were the only person who could hielp us. So thrpugh our campus pimp, Hraced
and found the person who gave Salma Kabir's nume. We gave him a little working
m'm‘nnd threatened o expose him to the school authonity for the racket, or is it
syndicate, they are superintending in the university. He opened up and sang like 4
S0, how do you intend to deal with the matter?™
“Zaki. ofcourse ™
_ Honourable Habib was quigt for a long while. He was not comfortable
with Zaki at all. The last iime he was wistrueted w0 deal with Alhaji Adamy by
Ikidnappi.ng his son, he bungled i He had 1o involve the services of un;:
inexpenicnced villager and together they got themselves arrested. It was to his
credit that hie did not divulge my name. That blunder cusl me over quarter al a
tullion naira. It was notso much to secure their release as it was to protect my name
The police were asking for over a million naira o kali the matter. I_l.a:k'il_',r mv.
position helped. | remember distinctly that the villnge shamus, what was his n;lmn;
Talle, hnk, had 1o be instructed 1o goand settle in o remote village, not better l.hu.r:
the Lafayette he loved so much, but no worse. The police ensured that he was
p]l.}'slt'illlj-' taken there and they made him promise never o set foot on Lafayette
soil agam. He gave his word after they threatened to open the case of kidnapping
against him anytime he was even rumoured to be seen m Lafiyerte. |
Talle had assured them that he would never visil his village amim aned
vowed never to have anything 1o do with anyone that he did not know before. |
IIFIII‘U. that hie went about telling people that he was 2 suecessfil firmer in his new
village that lay somewhere between Nigerin and Niger, The actual story that filiered
out was that he was intn smuggling. | did not know and really did nor much care. 1
wis more concerned with Ziki. He may never be stranight forward, bui he had his
day. He was visibly involved with business of importing and exporting spare paris
ofcars. But once in a while he would rent out his braws for additional income. A
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‘e never bothered to find out the legality or otherwise of this additional income.
Labamn was nght. We needed Zaki.

Omar was looking strangely at me. | noticed also that Jamila, Teemah and
even Rint had their eyes transfixed on me in total surprse, even dishelicl They
wanted more details perhaps. But the immediacy of the story took care of the
momient [Fthey wanted, they could ask whatever clarification they required after |
was done withmy tale. So [ resumed.

So Zaki was contacted and he tmiled Kabir to one of his regular pambling
joints, Zaki waited in the suffocating and densely smoky gambling hall 6ill it was
Inte in the night when they were almost dome with their dealings. He entertained
himsell by mentally running over in his mind the choros he knew off hund from the
songe ol late Kenoy Rogers, The Gambler:

You've gol o know when o hold'em
Konow when to fold ‘om

Know when lowilk sway

And know when torun

You never count your money

When you're sittin'at the @mble
There'll be time enoupghcountin’

When the dealin's done.
Muaybe Kabir wis awere of the song, maybe hie was not. What

Was mstructive was that, by some mndireet telepathie instigution, afier the tme he
eleared o major win, contrary 1o expectntions of all gamblers, including omsell, ke
gl he had had enough for the night. He came (o the arona with less than fifty
housand naira and now he was three hondred thousand narma ncher To the
constamation and chagrin of all those who respect the cards more than their God.
they watched solemnly as Kabir stood up to go. This was simply agwimst the nom,
No gambler worthy of the name lefl the table after winning. They were ofien known
1o leave after losing. Orwhen the game was off
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_ The Kartagi, that is the leader of the gambling group, reputed 1o be
inconsiderate, tough and definitely merciless. winked surreptitiously at a thug
seated opposite him to correct this anomaly. The anomaly.of a gambler leaving the
table after winning when the game wis still on. The thug nodded, stood up and
began following Kabir at safe distance. But the distance was not safe enough

For Zakialso was following Kabir though the thug was between them and
unaware of this fact. At the time, though, Zaki himself did not know that the thug
was following Kabir. It was after & series of turns that brought them 10 an unlit alley
that Zaki believed that someone else was following his prey. This confirmed two
things; Kabir did not have as many friends in the gambling arena as he did in the
school and secondly, he must have won plenty of money this night to warrant his
being followed.

Before he could take a tum to the brighter side of town, the thug hurried up
and tackled Kabir from behind, mitking him fall. The thug was not even hooded, but
Kabir did not have time 10 immediately recognise or identify who fell him. Before
he could make sense of what was happening, he felt the weight of another man on
top of them. The three of them sprawled on the floor fighting and kicking at one
annther The thug was more shocked because he did not believe that his boss would
send another thug afier him. That meant Aartagi did not trust him, T will show that
bastard once I get free from this.

While this was going on, Kabir had & good look at the thug and shouted,
“Gumuzu? You mean this is how you guys operate? | have never wan anything as
substantial as this in my entire life, and now vou can't even allow me to keep it? Is it
Youor Kartagi /™

It is your mother!™ Zaki said as be landed Kabir & very deafening hlow,
Gumuzu saw that he was no mateh for Zaki and attempted to back off. He almost
suceecded but Zaki gave him a heavy karate kick that landed m the groin. This made
Ciumizu to yelp and scream out loud. He doubled up in pawn and held his grom with
his two hands, He remained in that position for a few seconds muon: and when the
pain receded somewhat, and at the slightes! sight of escape opportunity, he ran
down the alley und disappeared into the durkness

Zakinow had his hands round Kabir's neck trying to choke him. When he
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was certain Kabir got the message. he eased up the pressure und ssked, "Where is
the money?”

“Here, here. 1tis in my inner pockets. Please don't kill me. Tell Kartupi, |
would never set my foot in the gambling hall agam. | thought they were straight
peuple, geod people. [ did not know that all of them are crooks. All gamblers are

cheats!™
“And what are you”” Zaki said sarcastically, us he slowly retrieved the

money from Kabir's pocket.
“l ama decent emplovee af the university”
Zaky slapped him hard, scross his face and spat, “Indeed. And do you

know one Salma?™
Kabirsat up grogmly feeling the pain all over his body. He onty heard the

‘guestion fuimtly.
“Salma?" he repeated uncertainly
Zaki kicked him by the side again and said, *You heard me the tirst ime ™
“¥es, yes. [ know her”
“Well then, this is for her, for the money you collected from her. for lving
Ao her and for coming to gamble with her money. And indeed for all the girls vou
have been deceiving by impersonating one officer of the university or another. She
buts u mpe of your conversation and we are gpoing 1o make it available 1o the school
authority at the appropriate time. This,” he kicked him hard again, “is a messuge
from Karragi. He said if'this is the kind of gambler you are, then you are not fit io be
Called one. He warned that you should be careful when next you meet him or any of
his boys. ™ He kicked him again.
“That is my comeuppance,” strangely that was what Kabir heard i his

head before he passed out.

BrEsmey

Fakitook the money to Labaran,
By the time Labaran counted the money and suw there was three hundred

thousand maira, he counted fifty thousand and gave to Zaki and held unto the rest.
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He had no intention of handing the money over to Habib. This was not betraval, he
reckoned, He justificd his act by giving hunself thiee reasons why the money must
not go to Honourahle Habib: in the firet place, Habib was the Speaker of the house,
and therefore did not ticed such o paliry sum as three hundred thousand naira,
Secondly, he reasoned that Habib was in no position to know how much he ook
from Kabir, or ifhe collected anything at all. because as a perpetual gambler, no one
would expect Kabir 10 even huve a kobo on him. Thirdly, and more disturbingly,
Labaran was sure that Habib did not give the money 1o Salma just like that. ltwasa
payment for some service rendered, which service all of them were well too aware
of. No. It did not amount (o betrayal what he was doing, IT it must be categorised
then this act of non-remittal would simply appear like a levelling up. Afler all, be

as ! prepared not to think about what must have tanspired between Salma and
Habib as betrayal. 1t wus simply convenience. And this was certainly eonvenient to
him,

At this point, I paused in my narration and asked for a refill of my zobo
drink.

Omarseemed to have a million and one questions to ask but he restrained
himself.

“Is there smything you want to ask, my dear™ | asked him directly.

"Mum, | just weni 1o know how Honourable Hahib ended op.”

"I would give anything to know how he ended up myself. But Salma did
notsay.”

“There simply s no justice on thisearth.”

Tdid notquickly agree with my son. But | know he was right.

It was not in me, as a mother, to underscare hus feeling of despondency
over the affairs of the world. Or indeed his disenchantment with the social set up as
a whole, But he was right. Justice was just ice. Frozen. Perhaps never to thaw until
those who matter decided to make it thaw.

“But there iz always justice in the hereafler, my son.”

“The joymey to the hereafter is rather long and tedious, mum. And
frankly, | am not ina by 1o go there?”

The Life Changer

“Go where?" Binl asked him?
“The bereafter,” he replied without thinking.
- “T don't want to go there erther.” Bint wzs not sure what be was talking

about. But she believed if her brother said he was nol in a hurry 1o go to any place,
then it would be wise for anyone who had sense to delay going to that place as long

“That reminds me of the incident that happened when Salma lost her
father while she was in the university,”
“What happened, mummy?" Teemah asked.

-

On the eighth day afier the funeral, Salma came to the hostel all the worse

firwear. She was really loking haggard. It became obvious to anyane who cared

1o observe that the girl was in moummg. Her {ends ind roommates, Ngozi, Ada
-ﬂ Tomiwa had collectively gone to commiserate with her for her loss. So when
she got back, they saw that she was really down physically and spintually, they still
commiserated with her further.
Mgozi however could not resist asking her the all-important question that
bad beenat the back of her mind sinee the death took place.

“Whyare youpeople alwaysina hurry to bury vour dead?"”

Salmadid not answer.

Tomiwa however picked up the gauntlet. “What preciscly do youmean by
thar?”

. “Take it easy, my dear. | just meant to observe that you people seem eager

m_ynu.rpeqp]e as soon as they are pronounced dead.”

Tomiwa was sitting on top of the bed at the upper hunk, she now jumped
down when she heard this. She satnear Salma while she addressed NgozL

“There are three things wrong with vour observation. The first is that we
do not bury people. We bury corpses. As soon as a person is pronounced dead, his
Personality automatically ceases with his last expiry of breath. The second thing is,
We are not eager 1o bury our dead. We were anxious for them to pet well when they
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were ill, but the moment they die, our anxicty ends and their own begins as
ereatures bound for a rendezvous with their Creator. We di not want to delay the
meeting. Moreover we aré religiously énjoined to hasten their funerl, since the
more the delay the more anguish that would be unleashed on the family of the
bereaved. And thirdlyrwhen you look atitobjectively, fureral delay does not have
advantages on any one. It does not help the dead The body would begin
decompose after a while. And it does not matter how well you think you have
preserved it It does not help the bereaved cither who are made to grieve several
times over.”

“What exactly do you mean, Tommy? You cannot be senous.” Mgosi sad,
her tone umeertain, “You mean someone dies and yvou tush to bury hum like he was a
nobody. Like he was g nobody? No lust rites, no lying in state, no waiting for his
children and relations 1o come and bid him final farewel17"

“If the children are around when he dies. fine. Nothing siops them from
praving for him there and then and forever thereafter.™

“Forever thereafler?”

“Yes, Ngozi, Children pray for their parents and the Lord God would hear
their prayers and take pity on the soul of the dead.™

“Mhmurm. Forus, ull good deeds, and bad ones for that matter, cease with
the seizure of breath.”

“So you do not pray for the dead?"

“No." Ngozi said this with needless emphasis. “Such prayers are like
medicine alier death, inefeciual.”

“So what does RIP mean™

“What!™”

“You heard me the first ime. What does RIP mean™”

It mesns rest in peace.”™ Npozl was nol sure where (he guestion was
leading to

“Wha orwhat should rest in peace™

“The soul of the departed ™

“1 thought you said you do not pray forthe dead ™

“We are not praying for the dead We are praying for the repose of his
soul™
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“Whose soul?

“Thedead.™

At this juncture even Ngozi herself was not too convinced again.

“So, tell me,” Tomiwa said. “why do you delay burials?"

“First, to make sure that we are not burying our relations alive.”

“And where do you keep them (o ensure thal they are alive? The morgue?”

Ngozi ignored this remark and let drop what she considered ber trump

“The more we delay the funeral the more we allow people, friends and
relations who are living far away 10 come and pay their last respect so that they
would not be tormented afier the body is interred "

] think differently, NG, | think family and friends are tormented three
times over. First, when the death itself occurs, Second when the body leaves for the
mortuary and third on the day of the burial. It kind of stretches the level of torment
and the lenzth of sadness.”

“But it is our culture.”

“Yeuh. A very expensive oneat that.”

“And we are not complaining, Tommy.”

“1 understand. And neither are we, NG. You bury your dead with so much
fanfire after 2 long period and we bury ours with solemmity as soon as the person is
confirmed dead. It does nol mean that either of us love their dead less.”

MAs they were going on with this discussion, they heard a whimper and as
one they looked at Salma whao had been erying all along,

“We are sorry, Sally. Hlow insensitive ofus ™

Ada went and held her by the shoulder like someone trying to rock a child
tsleep,

They all gathered around herquietly, sadly,

That was how they slept that day, quictly, sadly.

Those four people were more like sisters than roommates till they lefi the
school,

“Mum, this 15 a very interesting story if vou remove the dving bit. [ love
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how the girls relate with one another. It is really interesting.” Omar was beside
himself.

“Why won'tit be mteresting,” Teemah sud, “since it 15 all about girls?”

“Mum, I hope you arc Iistening to your daughter. Someone is going to lose
hier teeth o this house ™. i

“And someones would not get their smart phone 1n this house.” Teemaly
ensured that she came to sit beside me dsshe said this.

“What doyou mean by that, Teemah™

“Nothing, When Daddy comes back, [ would make sure 1 rush to him and
tell him first about the admission, the phone he promised to buy fior you and what
yout intend to doowith it

“And what," Omar said, grittmg his teeth in a maniseal sortof way, “did |
say Lintend to dowith in?™

“Pursue girls m the campus,” Toemah said simply.

Omar looked beseechingly ot me in 9 comical sort of way that made me to
believe i did not do something quickly he would cither insult his sister ot leave the
house. The mood was still cheerful and | did not want anything to speil it So 1 said,
“Like oll other advancements in technolopy, there are advantapes in owning o
Smariphone and there pre also disadvantages. It all depends on how you use i
Sabma hed a bow friend pamed Salim who had s sour experience with Smanphene.

Afler shee lost her futher, Salma decided 1o change her ways, She became
decent umd very serious, When Salim talked to her, he told her straight up that he
wanted w marry her And the courtship began. When | saw the level of her
serioustigss and commitnent, that wis when §allowed her into my Life and T was
alwuys admonishing her on how o conduet herself

One day | observed that she was no longer chatting as frequently a5 she
was used 1o domg on her flashy phone and | asked why. She told me that Salim, her
flance had @ very nosty experience on account of chatting and that expenence
senled heronce and for all o became a changed persan.

The Life Changor

how the girls relate with one another. It is really interesting™ Omar was
heside himself.

“Why won't it be interesting,” Teemah said, “since itis all about girls™

“Mum, I hope you are listening to your daughter. Someone is going to lose
her teeth in this house "

“And someone would not get their smart phone in this house.™ Teemah
ensured that she came to sit beside me as she said this.

“What do vou medn by that, Teemah?

“*MNothing, When Daddy comes back, T would muke sure 1 rush 1o him ind
1ell him first ahout the admission. the phone he promised to buy for you and what
youintend todo with it.”

“And what,” Omuar said, gntting his teeth in 2 maniacal sort of way, “did |
say | intendto do with it?"

“Pursue girls in the campus,” Teemal sad simply.

Omar lnoked beseechingly atmé in a comieal sort of way that made me to

“believeif] did not dosomething quickly he would either insult his sister or leave the

house. The mood was still cheerful and 1 did not want anything to spoil it. So I said,
“Like all cther advancements in technology, there are advantages in owning a
Smartphone and there are also disadvanages. It all depends on how you use it.

‘Salma had a boyfriend numed Salim who had a sour expenence with Smartphone.

After she lost her father, Sulma decided 1o change her ways. She became

‘decent and very serious. When Salim talked to her, he told her straight up that he

‘wanted to marry her. And the courtship began. When [ saw the level of her
‘seriousness and commitment, that was when I allowed her into my life and | was
ilways admonishing her on how to conduet herself,

One day | observed that she was no longer chatting as frequently as she
Wiks used to doing on her flashy phone and [ asked why. She told me that Salim, her
fianveé had a very nusty experience on account of chatting and that experience
setiled her once und for all 1o become a changed persan.
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CHAPTER NINE

Samsung brand and it had this wide screen that responded to a stylus touch us

well as the fingers of the owner. They called it the Nota Series. It was really
unigue and he was so proud of it. Of course, it was expensive. But for someone
whose marriage had not been fixed, even Salma herself encouraged him to enjoy
fus money before marmage responsibilities ensnared him.

He hearkened to her advice and said he was going to use the phone. He
discovered several dating sites and downloaded the applications. In the beginning
Salma was not aware of this. The social media was awash with many ol these chal
rooms ind all one needed to do was to download the application of a particular chat
group and one would be linked up towhoeverone desired.

Salim was into all conceivable instant and distant relationship social
outlets. T think they still abound. He was on Facehook, Tweeter, Instagram,
WhatsApp, Badoo, 2Go, WeChat all these plus somany others that Salma could ni
remember their nimes He told her all this after his nasty experience.

One day, Salim had gone to his friend, Lawal, all exciied, and wld him he
had a new girlfriend.

Luwal was sitting in the living room watching his ineviieble wrestling
programme. He muted the sound from the remote control in his hond to betier listen

It was not too long ago that Salm bought his first smartphone. It was the

to has friend.
“Salim, | don't know what 15 wrong with youw. You have Salma as flancée
and novw your are mlkomgabout s gird friend. Whstkmd of Tife ssthis™

"Pount of correction, my foend. Salme s techmcully my wife. We are just
waiting for the day to be fixed. But vou know man must be allowed some momen!
of unchecked rascality before becorming another woman's personal property or
glave.™

“1 puess you found yetanother girl that seems o catch vour fancy. Where
did you meet har”? She must be a quintesseniial beauty [or vou o go oo aboul her
likethis. Have | miet her befiare™

“My fmend, stop jokmg. You have not met ber belore. But vou will now.
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See” Uome and have a look.” Salim browght out hus phong and showed a particular
prcture to Lawal.

“You did not tell me you now like Indian women_ " Lawal said.

“You see”! She s that beapriful, She is not Indian. She said sheis Fulani™

“When did you see her?™

Sulim hesitated and shrugged. 1 did not really meet her physically. But we
hovebeen chatting for over one week now.”

“And youare convinced that she is who she has claimed o ha?"

“Sure. Why should 1doubt that?

“Why not?™

“She gave me her phone number. And 1 gave hermine. And by God she has
suchabeawiful voice. Vioice befitting 2 princess?™

“Princess?”

“Yes."

“And how does the voice ofa princess sound 7"

“Look heremy friend, are you accompanying me to see herornot?”

“Me? To accompany you to see a person vou have never met before and
yel vou want 1o make your gielfriend”? What do | tell Salma? No. Go and see her
first. Subsequently, we can o together”

Salun looked at Lawal like he was poing 1o strangle him. But suddenly. he

S the wisdom in what his friend said. What «f they went and on seeing her she

turned out different from what they thought? Or, worse, whai if she saw him in real
life and decided she did not like whar she saw? That could really be embarrassing if
your friend was with vou,

He went ahead 1o see his social medis prineess with whom he had been

ehstting for avera week without seeing each other.

When he came back a few hours later, he met Lawal seated where he lefl
him several hours before. He was watching o different film this time around,

“Mr Romeois hack. Ordo | eall you Casanova? How did it go, man? How
15 our Indian pnincess ™™

“Hell, my friend. Are you a clairvoyam”™

“No, What happencd?™
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“My princess tumed oot 1o be a hideously unpresentable creature. Fer
face...oh, my God. Youwereright. It was someone else's picturz she used as her DOF,
her displayed picture. And that was how [ was deceived.”

Lawal began laughing uproariously.

“My friend. what is funny here?" Salim said when Lawal would not stop
laughing, = e

| thought we are supposed to be talking about our new girlfiriend, not
about how our princess loaks.™ He laughed some more and proceeded to tell Salim
some home truths about meeting a girl on the social media.

“You are lucky,” he said. “She even agrees to meet you. In other instances,
she would sochat vou up leeringly, invitingly, making false promises until she pets
vou to really fall for her, then she would start making demands. The demands begin
from something as menral as 4 recharge card for her phone. Then gradually you
graduate into sending money to her account because she would have claimed to be
in another city and she wanted to come visitnng. Or she would “kill™ her relations
and ask you to send funeral money. In another situation, she can even send youona
wild goose chase I you are that gullible. She may be just yoor next deor neighbour
and since she knews that you do not know her she may cinim 1o be from Kano or
Sokoto and ask vou to come visiting. If vou are stupid enough to go visiting, vou
wonld he shocked that by the time you would have travelled that long distance and
called her. she would say she was not around or she had taken ill or some such
nonsense. Or indeed she would just refuse to pick your call. Or iff you persist, she
will just switch off herphone.

“The other exmreme, and this one is really funny, is when you befriend a
lady based on the picture displayed and she turned out to be @ man! Here, all you
need 1o expect i extortion. And in this time when kidnapping has become so
rampant and unchecked, you need to be carcful. They may well tuke youand ask for
ransom which nobody can pay,” Lawal paused in his admonition and looked at
Salim who seemed 1o be fostin his thought.

“What is wromg, man?" hensked.

*There is something [ have not disclosed to you before. It is something
youhave said justnow shout kidnapping. Thave a gemuine cause to thank God™
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“Wealldo, my friend, wealldo.”
“No. You do not understand. This my ugly princess was nivt the first case |

- went visiting. Maybe you did not wonder why 1 insisted you should follow me to

see her for the first time and why | insisted on seeing her inthe afternoon ™

"No, [ didnot bother to think about thar,*

“Well, there was an antecedent. As | said, she was not the first. | was so
~ashamed to tell you aboul this experience that happened about a month ago. At the
timme it wass [rightemng, Tater when | was free, it became disgraceful for me o ever
talk about it But now that you seem to know all sbout social medin relationships |
m‘t&!lyuu about Natasha "

“Natasha?”

"¥es Natasha. She lives in the university town near Lafayetie | do not
know for sure whether she is a bona fide student or 15 just claiming to be one. You
know one thing with this social media, 1 sppenrs more untruths are being aired
ﬁulm:ked than factual stories. In any case, Natasha senl me a friend request and |
‘mocepted. Then we started chatting, As | was going through the pictures she
iploaded, | was convinced that she was the one because the pictures were many and
they all looked like her. What should have been worrisome to me was ironically
‘what intrigued me and | wanted to get to know her more closely. Mare than half of
pbpim"ﬁ were semi-nude and extremely anractive. And she had such seductive
language thut breaks down any man's wall of resistance. When you add the
:MIy sexy langusge with the sexier pictures, you have a recipe for disaster
Which few men could resist. So when she invited me to come visiting | did not
esitare.

“She described their house to me which she said was at the back of the
inhoul However, she said, she would not be allowed to come out in the afternoon.
th: insisted thu 1 should come between cight and nine in the evening. In the taght
actually.

“When | set off to visit, | called her as 1 approached the school. She
answered ot once and was giving me direetions on how o reach the location with
S5e. 1 could have sworn [ heard male voices in the background, but | did not give
Mitch thought t thar. | drove my car slowly down the alley she described. Any time
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my rrind told me 1o reconsider my decision and go back 1 would look wt her half
naked picturesand the devil would win.

~I followed the description fill I came w a place whem there was very little
illumination and she asked me to stop there. | umed on my full hight on and saw that
the place was actually p cul-de-sac. Charactenistically, you know, |always parked
my cur military style fashion. This simply means that whenever | resched my
destination and my route back entailed tuming and going the way | came, | would
do this manoeuvre and park my var facing the direction | would go when leaviog.
That way | did not have to waste time. 1 would just enter and drive off. That parkmg
is called military parking in Nigerian parlance, So | manoewvred the car t face
where [was coming from.

“Even as | was trving to turn, she called to find out if1 was leaving. [saidl
was just parking,

*And Mamsha came out.

“She was even more beautiful than she sppeared in lier pictures. And she
sure looked inviting, She was highly endowed and she had no qualms about
flaunting thuse endowments, 1t was all | could do sto look away from her exposed
¢leavage. The moon was playing pranks with my sight for she looked infinnely
more alluring than I thought she was going to be in real life. | motioned her to come
in. She declined and sad she was gomng 1o be just fine standing by my side. | was m
my father's SUV, that Spart Utility Vehicle which everyone called jeep arvund here.

“|t was all well with me because from where she swod, | was afforded o
better view of her fronul display. | was drooling over this when 1 heard the
passenger doorof my caropen! [ urned to seea very hefty siranger pointing a gun uf
e,

“The shock was so great that | did not hear when the second person entered
my car from behind. ['was petr ficd with ear.

'Diy not say n ward,' the man with a gun said. 'Just hand over the car keys
and come to the back seat. Don't even bother removing the key. Leave it in the

ignition.’

*| mowvisd to the back seat.

‘Amd yw: ashawe.’ he addressed Natasha, jom your husband at the back.’
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“Natasha followed, her body shaking, and she was whisp®ing, "Please
- don't hurt him. And youmy dear, give them whatever they want, Please donat shoot
s

“Of course | noticed the self-distancing in her first sentence. Don't hurt
(fim. My eyes instantly cleared. [ knew instantly that she was part of the conspiracy.
She was the but used to lure susceptible men into durk allevs. But my realization
helped menothing since | was held at the pointof'a gun,

“The only thing | could say was from God we came and unto Him is our
returning. This is the standard prayer in the face ofany calamity. I kept reciting tha
Mill the man with the gun shouted at me to siop or he would waste me. | was shivering
+mhm:l to feot. But they did not notice. The man's vocabulary seemed to cansist
“of only one word, waste. 1 was instinetively beginning to have 3 wasteful idea
myself
. “He instructed his companion whom he addressed as Ruger to start the car.
‘Strangely enough the car would notstart. He did his bestbut the car would not start.
o “They did all thev could but the car would net budge. Obviously tws the
jpnhcy wunted. But | was also sure they would not hesitaie to shoot me if | gave
them the slightest opportunity. When the car refused 1o pick after the third attampl, |
wasazked o stort v
_ | was bemused to see that when 1 sat behind the driving wheel, | touched
ﬁﬁw lever and discovered that i1 was still engaped Since the car was an
Mu‘mm‘nmmﬂ, the ignition would not pick so long as the gear is engaged
EIH was still manled, thinking for a way out without gering myself killed.
%&*}ule the robber with the gun kept threatening me to start the car or he would
mmy brams across the dashhiourd and the windshield. | retumed the lever 1o
Park and nurned on the ignition. The carstarted. Then | was ordered to eome buick to
lﬁ back seut while the other fellow drove. He went and sat hehind the wheel and
#_hﬁllt!h:d 0 engage gear. Apinn the gear lever proved uncooperative. Trv as he
Gould. the carwonild not move. "Let this lover bary drive the car himselfro the affice |
“ldid not know what they were talking about. But irom the moment | onee
Again vt behind the wheel. there was only one thought; escape or death. I started
Ilttl'l"brll:ll,! slowly then wihen | came near another turn which they said fed to their office
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and instructed me to take that wrn, 1 ignored them. The man with the gun kept
threatening he would waste me if 1 did not rom. Impulsively, | decided to waste all
of us in the cdr. [ préssed hard on the accdlerator pedal dnd the car gathered
momentum and New ahead. I did not stop till | came 100 an intersection about thnee
hundred meties later.. = ; —_—

“My stopping was not borne out of any rational decision o an.r maffic
regulation. Indeed. at that moment whien 1 neared the intersection, | dldlmt.hmw
whether | was the one on the narrow road linking to the major road or vice versa.
The very self-preservation instinct that made me todrive at such a break-neck speed
with the robbers inside the car was the same impulsive decision that made me to
pause and look if there was a vehicle coming from my either side, | swerved 1o the
right when | saw that the only vehicle coming was from my left. As I.mn?r'md.. my
right front wheel got momentarily stuck in the mud but 1 accelerated and it became
unstuck. While this was going on, [ lpoked 1o my right and discovered that the man
wiclding the gun earlier had disappeared from the vehicle | mmed around. There
was nobody at the back seat either. Roger and Natasha seemed 1o have disappeared
innto thin air

“Thereafter I drove steadily, but my heart was palpiating, 1l 1 reached
home,”™ :

“What happened to them™

“Tu God who made me, | do notknow, My guess is they must have jumped
out and disappeared into the darkness, no doubt afier sustaining hrmm Tlfn:
thought of going to the police crossed my mind the next day but | said to hell 'H'lﬂ'l].l'.
Since 1 was alive and healthy, why wopld | add police wohala to my lif::‘? No. Lsaid
let them go. Ome day would come when they would be caught in their shady and
wicked game.”

Lawal looked at Salimand said, “You are really a wonderful guy.™

“Why, because | did not iellanyone? ,

“No, because you still had the heart to engage another Facebook friend in
anotherchat.” .

“You meanmy ugly princess? Don't worry it won't happen again.
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Andl it never happened aguin. Shortly after that incident which e narmted

“to Lawal, Salim gotengagedto Salma

Teemah turmed her chair and Jooked wt Onmar. “Sa, Mr Smarfphone, you

thave heard what vou are pering vourself imo. Fven older people who had more

¢ than you escaped the evil of social media by the skon of their 1eeth. What
mrantee do you live that vou would be goad 1™
“Mum T
“Dinar, | do not have anythmg against yourphone. You deserve it Just he
paretul about the negarive effeet of the socm! media
“Pwill, Mum, I will.”
“Sowould youtell Teemah not tobe in a burry totell Dad?™
“Humve g beneriden.” | sad.
“What is tt, miommy?” all the girs asked o in a chonis

“We will tell Daddy together. We sit bere and wait for him o come back

Mgl as soon o5 he cnters we would all jump and fet the news come ott Toudly that

ar-has gotten admission. That way he would be <o excited whatever Vi sk,
et Idgﬂ:[ o

“That is superh. Yiou really know your man™ The mrls said all excited

“Wewill wait for Daddy," Tsnid.
S0 we all renamed seated there under the tree, waiting for Daddy.
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