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For the quarantined.

Things to know…

Here’s a bunch of stories to amuse you while you’re locked away or Social Distanced or Quarantined, or whatever.

They are creepy and disturbing tales, so be forewarned. Also, probably not for kids.

ORLANDA has never appeared in print anywhere. I was going to find a market for it, and I think I submitted it to one place, but I got terribly busy so here it is. It’s a weird sci-fi story that kept hanging around my subconscious until I wrote it down. THE FLYING ORCHID was previously published in 2013 as BUDO in STEAMPUNK WORLD anthology and 2016 in Escape Pod where you can find an audio version. (https://escapepod.org/2016/01/20/ep517-budo/)

HOUSEHOLD GODS originally appeared in 2016, Myriad Lands Anthology. BONE, the oldest story here, was published in 2008 as flash fiction for Tailspin Magazine and earned me £50.00, which I think was the most I’d ever been paid for a story till that point, so don’t mock. The magazine might be defunct because I can’t find the link. 

HONOURABLE MENTION, a nasty tale of sleep deprivation first appeared in the Dangerous Games anthology in 2014. THE MADWOMAN OF IGBOBI HOSPITAL was first published in the on-hiatus Interfictions Online in 2016 and has nothing to do with either madness or ghosts. SLIP ROAD started life in Expanded Horizons magazine in 2009, reprinted in Unconventional Fantasy in 2014.

Obviously, copyrights for each story are the dates above.

What else?

Be kind to your neighbours and don’t believe post-apocalyptic sci-fi. Our humanity is defined by our ability to cooperate and share. 

If your circumstances permit, go forth and do something like this. 

If I happen to get sick and die from COVID-19 (I still like CORVID-19 better) then this is my valediction. It was fun.
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ORLANDA







A year after my arrival, while I was still in good odour with the planetary authorities, and while my language comprehension still lagged behind my good intentions, I went to visit my friend Orlanda, but when I got there I found her crying.

My friend, she said, help me.

Why? What is wrong?

She pointed to her chest and condensation billowed from her mouth with each word she spoke. There is a chill in my heart. I feel I shall freeze and break apart.

I entered her heart through a gap in a reality TV show, a rare moment of true feeling, and there, trapped in the fibrosus sinister, was a frost queen, used by Orlanda to fix a broken heart long ago, forgotten, ossified into the cardiac skeleton.

Why are you here, I asked.

Orlanda made repairs around me, and now I am trapped, said the frost queen.

How can I free you, frost queen, I asked.

You must break the heart again, then I will be able to escape.

I cannot do this, for she is my friend, and I love her. Shall I kill you, frost queen, will that restore Orlanda to normal?

Maybe if you run her through with a consecrated blade, said the queen. Maybe if you stab her through the breastbone she won’t die, but I will.

I don’t want to kill you either, I said.

Then what pathway left for you, asked the frost queen.

I shall build Orlanda an electrical heart, one that winds up every day.

Will I die from this, asked the frost queen.

No, once installed, Orlanda will have two hearts, one on the left, one on the right. You will be safe, frost queen.

I told Orlanda to sit down and not alarm herself, after which I went to my workshop. I built the heart out of an electric chair, a telephone, a rumour, a wax recording of chain-gang singing, a gold watch and the string from a pendulum. It took me sixteen days and sixteen nights. When I returned to her it was all I could do to keep my eyes open and focused.

I opened her chest with an axe, but I miscalculated. The frost had made the rib cage brittle and one swing shattered the sternum. The transmitted force killed Orlanda for three minutes and the frost queen for much longer. The mechanical heart brought Orlanda back and kept her alive. After my labours, I slept for four days.

I returned to my life after this, but a month later a man came knocking on my workshop and he wanted a mechanical foot. He did not mention Orlanda, but I knew he had come from her. I built it out of a velocipede, a kerosene lantern, a Redcoat’s bayonet, piano wire and a song from the last true castrato. 

*

I am not from here.

When my vessel crashed most of the crew died on impact, and others from disease and broken hearts. My friends. I alone survived the injury and the pestilence, persisted on the mountain, eating reptiles and grubs, drinking water that flowed down from the peaks.

I knew there were settlements around me, I just did not know how to interact with them. I was not a linguist, but I listened to recordings of the language and taught myself the basics. 

I was frail compared to many of the sentients, and I did not think my chances would be favourable if I made direct contact. I also knew I could not survive on the side of a mountain if the weather dipped in a seasonal change. 

I made up and wrote down a legend of a princess, stranded and asleep on a mountain, waiting for a kiss from her true love. Anyone who could make it up the mountain to kiss her would have her heart. I set traps along the way to discourage those without purity of purpose or ruggedness of constitution. Then I waited, slept, for the snows were on their way.

I woke up once to find a ruffian attempting to copulate with me, his foul saliva already all over my lips and in my mouth. I sliced his neck open and endured his spurting blood before he went limp. His spirit still bounces off the walls of the wreckage of my vessel, trying to find an exit to the local afterlife. His body nourished me through winter.

I knew I would never return home. My body was so colonised by the bacteria in this place that I would not be allowed back.

Orlanda was the fifth person to make it up there, and she said she did not wish to kiss me, that she just wanted to know if the legend was true. I told her it both was and was not. We became friends, and within weeks I left the mountain for good.

*

Orlanda worked at the local ghost academy. She had trained three successful ghosts in her time. Three does not sound like much to you because you know nothing about ghost tutelage, but most practitioners only hooked one or two in their entire careers. The three ghosts followed Orlanda around, stored in her subconscious like impending neuroses.

Tutoring ghosts was done in hospitals, on the dying. In this world, only ghosts did the time travel work. They shot off into the future and returned with information which transcribers took down immediately before memories faded. This future-mining drove technological advancement. Transcription was a highly skilled job as the ghosts’ speech could often descend into metaphor and arcane symbology. Orlanda’s job was to teach them how to conceptualise a space-time future, and how to communicate with the living while they themselves were still alive. They had to pretend to be ghosts before they became ghosts. Chemotherapy and small vessel brain disease sometimes meant the training did not take, or was distorted at the point of death.

Orlanda told me that with her brand new artificial heart, she could no longer teach ghosts. She could not love or hate. She could not even lust.

*

The frost queen, once revived, pursued me for six weeks, then lost interest, returning to Orlanda’s heart.

*

It was not just the microbes that prevented me from going home. The entire reality was slowly changing me. I felt myself being limited by their thoughts and their perceptions and preconceptions of what I should be. I was moulded by their language and senses and superstitions. I was not me. The longer I was present, the more different I became, and with this, crushing loneliness. Alienated from my own self, unable to escape the defining syntaxes of the locals, I took a pilgrimage up the mountain, to the downed vessel that was my birthplace, a second-life uterus. It was not there. I took a week in the freezing rain to verify this. This perplexed me until I began to see tiny offspring here and there, new technologies born not of forays into the local future, but from dissection of my ship.

I had to do something, said Orlanda. Don’t you see? I would have been useless, all my training would have been for nothing. I told them where to find your ship. Anyway, it’s your fault. This heart you built has ruined me.

I could tell that she did not believe her own words, and that she and I had differences in our definition of friendship. What you need to know is that where I’m from friendship is taken seriously, and that bad faith on one side does not affect the quality of friendship on the other. Among my people kinship is determined by friendship, and not by consanguinity, which strikes me as absurd. How can your people be those to whom you are related by blood? I disliked most of my blood relatives, and found it far easier to form my own group by incremental addition of friends. This is one area that remained unaffected by where I was. Betrayal hurts, but it cannot define my enactment of friendship. Thus, Orlanda still had my faith, even though her own was atrophic. 

*

They came for me in daylight, in full view of the settlement. Not a single person protested. By this time Orlanda had lived two lifetimes of her peers and was attracting fear for being immortal. They called her a witch and she pointed to me.

*

They took liberties, extracted advantages and subjected me to rigorous analysis down to my molecular make up. It was not painful, but I had learned embarrassment since my arrival, and it is that which flashed red like a beacon of kinship. I felt the shame when they unravelled my genetic material and exposed my tendency to rare respiratory infections for all to see. Not that they could understand it, but I found it shameful all the same. Genes should be private.

They tried to duplicate me with their primitive sciences. This was a mistake.

I should say that Orlanda was the subject they chose for their manipulations and she died as a result, but because she had a mechanical heart her body continued to function. The mindless body escaped and she wreaked havoc along her path home.

What I saw was a swathe of destruction, mainly dead bodies, not just lifeless, but flattened as if crushed by a heavy weight, and some property damage with crumbled houses and a fallen pedestrian bridge along a vector that I assumed she took. I followed. I thought, in retrospect, that I should have used some hope and some charity while constructing the heart.

After a fortnight of carnage, following became redundant. The destruction continued but I was no longer affected. I hunted instead for my vessel, but I knew it had been taken apart. Instead, I took one of their creations, pale imitations of mine, but the best on the planet.

I couldn’t, as I have said, go home, but I could leave this planet, this reality.

Before departing, I contemplated the mountain, my loneliness and Orlanda. I remembered what she did for me. I found her at the shore of an inland sea, having murdered her way there. She had broken the air force and armies of several countries.

When she attacked me I told her heart to stop, and it did. The frost queen emerged, and froze Orlanda’s body.

She may yet live, I said, if I start the heart again.

Will you?

No, not in this place. But she is my friend. I will not leave her.

I took the frozen body into my new vessel and flew away, looking for a place where I would not experience hostility or malignant curiosity; a place where I could undo the crimes done to Orlanda, where I could find silence for her and peace for me.



THE FLYING ORCHID









"Being desirous, on the other hand, to obviate the misunderstanding and disputes which might in future arise from new acts of occupation (prises de possession) on the coast of Africa; and concerned, at the same time, as to the means of furthering the moral and material well-being of the native populations;"

General Act of the Berlin Conference on West Africa,

 26 February 1885



There is a story told in my village about the man who fell from the sky. The British also tell this tale in their history books, but it is a mere paragraph, and they invert the details.

In October 1884 I was a Yoruba translator for a British trading outpost.  This man from the sky, we called him Budo. He was in the custody of the English, who questioned him. They tortured him with heat and with cold and with the blade, but they did not know what answers would satisfy. I know this because I carried their words to him, and his silence back to them. His manner was mild and deferent at all times, but they held him in isolation. For good reason they considered him dangerous. I will explain this later.

One afternoon while most of the English were sleeping a white man arrived at the gate demanding admission. One of the Sikh sentries told me he was a scout, and appeared bruised, half-naked and exhausted. He was too out of breath to speak, although he seemed keen to give his report. Kenton, the NCO of the military contingent, asked one of my brothers to bring water while he soothed the scout. The man took two gulps, splashed some on his face, then he looked up at Kenton. He said one word.

‘French.’

The scout vomited over the floor.

Kenton ordered the men to revive him, but I saw the fear on his face, though at the time I did not know what ‘French’ meant. He also doubled the guard and conferred with other white men. I remained at the periphery and kept quiet and still. Experience had taught me that they often forgot about my presence when I remained silent.

‘Let me tell you about the French,’ said one of the enlisted men. ‘They’re very dirty, you savvy? Never do they wash. Eat frogs, don’t they? Kill their royals with a goolly-tine.’

‘What’s this goo-lly-tine?’ I asked.

The man made a chopping motion across his own throat, then guffawed. I could not imagine the spilling of royal blood and I thought to myself what curious creatures these French must be. 

At that moment Kenton strode out of the Commanding Officer’s office, red faced in that way white men get when they are drunk or angry. His gait was too assured and stable for inebriation, besides I had never seen Kenton imbibe. He was sober in all manner of things. He was, as he passed me, muttering to himself.

‘Make ready. Make ready. All the fornicating heathen gods! Make ready, he says.’ Kenton stopped, swivelled and stabbed me in the chest with his index finger. ‘You. Get me the Black. Right now. No, wait. Clean him up and give him some water and corn meal. Then bring him to the office.’

*

Budo sat cross-legged on the ground and ate with his hands, slowly, deliberately, concentrating on each morsel. I tried to speak but he held up his hand. He was one who favoured full attention on any task at hand. I therefore concentrated on his features while waiting. He was darker than most, lanky, with sunken cheekbones. His hair had grown out in captivity, but it was not tangled. He had a Widow’s Peak but large eyes dominated his face. His muscles were flat, like a blanket on his bones. He wore a tattered, filthy loin cloth of indeterminate colour and powerful stench.

I had grown soft in the house of the oppressors and I am ashamed to report that I could not stand the sight of him, used as I was to more genteel surroundings. 

He drank water in the same way he ate and I grew impatient. From Budo’s cell I could hear the steady hammer of the brothers securing the fortifications and the regular footfalls indicating the drills of soldiers preparing themselves. The predominant smell in the cell came from the outhouse. This was by design.

When Budo looked my way I felt more naked than he. ‘Tell me why they want me.’

I did.

He stood. ‘Take me to Kenton.’

‘Change your clothes,’ I said, offering him some cotton shorts, but he would not take them.

‘There is no time for that.’

*

At this point I should probably tell you why the English wanted Olufemi Budo when they should have been counting their Enfield rifles and begging their gods for a functioning Maxim.

I have mentioned that Budo fell from the sky. Nobody saw him fall exactly, but some fishermen discovered him in a palm tree one morning, injured, unconscious and wearing a peculiar contraption made of leather and strips of rubber. It was a system of belts and bladders that none of the villagers understood enough to save. When he regained consciousness the first thing Budo asked for was his harness, but nobody understood what he meant. His Yoruba was correct, if stilted and precise. He suffered from malaria and had several fractures which the bone-setter took care of. They also fed him agbo iba until his fever broke. 

Our village was a sleepy place about a hundred miles from the west bank of the Niger. We used to be an occasional reservoir for the transatlantic slave trade before it was abolished. Then we became a reservoir for enforced labour without pay, which I could not distinguish from slavery, but the British priest assured me this was the better condition. Honest labour, he called it. They made us build infrastructure-roads, houses, railroads-designed solely for the purpose of taking goods from the interior to the coast where ships waited to sail for Liverpool and Portsmouth.

Before Budo landed on us our weapons were cutlasses, spears, amulets, charms, bows and arrows and leather vests, none of which worked against English steel or gunpowder. The mounted raiders from the Oyo Empire defeated us with ease when they needed slaves.

There were no raids while he recovered. He hobbled around on a thick stick staring at everything from the mud used for mortar to the umbilici of newborn babies. He looked at millet harvests and rubber trees. He sometimes asked if anyone had seen a flying orchid, but we did not understand him.

 From the outset he was an object of curiosity in the village. Children followed him about making fun of his shamble or his strange pronunciation of Yoruba words. He garnered a lot of attention from the young ladies as well. It is not hard to intuit why. He was not one of us and hence had mystery. He did not speak much, and one could project celestial intent on his most mundane action. He had preternatural interest in everyone and everything around him. I am unsure if he deflowered any of the admirers, but the smiles and significant looks were suggestive.

He stayed with the medicine man for eight weeks, until his bones knitted. The village chief summoned him after that, and he came into the royal hall flanked by two rod-bearers. I was a member of court at the time, and Budo was asked to explain himself.

‘Please forgive me for not greeting you in the proper manner, kabiyesi. My joints are still stiff from my accident.’

‘Keep your apologies to yourself,’ I said. ‘Just tell us where you are from.’

‘Of course.’ Budo kept his eyes on the chief. ‘Kabiyesi, I do not remember much since waking up. My injuries have robbed me of much of my past. But I do remember the path to many technologies and special engines. If you will permit me I can direct them towards the betterment of your village while I try to work out precisely what happened to me.’

The chief whispered to his praise-singer. The speaker, the abobajiroro, said, ‘Can you fly?’

‘No, kabiyesi.’

The chief whispered again. The speaker said, ‘Your Lord and Earthly representative of the orisha asks what you mean by “betterment”.

‘I mean the discouragement of the whites and their assistants, the ones who raid your village.’

The chief whispered. The speaker said, ‘Budo will be allowed to establish these technologies. He will be assisted by the most gracious Lord’s own daughter, Omolola.’

This alarmed me. I had hoped to be placed in charge of monitoring the stranger to increase my standing, but the main problem was that Omolola was unpredictable and difficult to trust. When she was sixteen her father sent her to the court of the Alaafin of Oyo as an ambassador to negotiate the amount of tribute expected. The defiant slaver Francisco Marinementus was at court, present for her plea, and became infatuated.  He wished to add her to his harem which was rumoured to be at least one hundred strong.  She threatened to geld him in perfect Portuguese and dissuaded the old man, much to the amusement of the Alaafin and his advisers. Omolola was married to a nobleman and had six children, however her husband was weak and ineffectual. Her prodigious sexual appetite was well reported, as was her spouse’s inability to satisfy, and yet all her children bore a striking resemblance to him. This was a puzzlement to me until I overheard her speaking to one of her husband’s wives.

‘I only take lovers when I am bleeding or pregnant,’ Omolola said. ‘If the train is full there can be no new passengers.’

She took to her new duties with great dedication, never leaving the stranger’s side, and I spied on them. Budo performed arcane experiments with rubber and iron and malachite and other minerals while Omolola watched. He had close to a hundred bags of coal. For reasons I could not understand Omolola instructed the young men to gouge out holes in the trees, including the Iroko tree in the square. 

They argued. Their voices were loud but I did not understand what it was about. 

‘Yes,’ said Budo. ‘You are right. Rigid is better, but takes more time and skill. A non-rigid—‘

‘—Is a flying bomb. I will not be a part of that.’ Omolola did not like losing arguments. 

 In between this activity they copulated compulsively. I envied their vigour and youth.

Using untreated leather and alloyed iron sheets he built armour for our men. He attached metal tanks to each hollowed-out tree. I could not help myself, I had to ask what they were for.

‘They are boilers,’ said Omolola. ‘The coal furnace heats water and generates steam. A one-way valve allows it to generate steady pressure.’

‘Pressure for what?’ I asked but she spied her lover entering his bunk.

She became feral and dismissed me. ‘Abyssus abyssum invocat.’

Deep calls to deep.  I taught her that when she was twelve. She had been my most talented student. She was also a painter and sculptor. Wild of heart, fickle, capricious, but brilliant. Not to be underestimated.

In all of his actions I saw that Budo was cultured, had good manners and could read and write. He scratched out symbols in the dust, frowned and drew others. For days on end smoke, steam and foul smells emanated from the building where they carried out their research and erections. Budo listened to all the stories of the griot. He attended the chief who laughed with him and at him, sparking my envy.

When the raid happened we were prepared. The older villagers such as myself hid where we could observe. The young women and men went to their designated jobs as soon as lookouts reported redcoats. They fired up all furnaces. Omolola set dials on mechanisms that were little more than naked mainsprings. ‘No time for aesthetics,’ she said, when I asked.

The British came with rifles and swords, most likely planning to intimidate us into surrendering our healthy ones without a fight. I am not ashamed to say I was in favour of this non-violent approach. Appeasement ensures survival. The English stood back and barked instructions to the Indians in their turbans and the black collaborators who made up the front line. They fired a warning volley from their Lee-Metford rifles even before they reached the village. This was their way. When I was a child we used to call the guns lightning sticks or amunowa, bringers-of-fire.

The blacks and the Indians broke cover, exploring the village, puzzled. The English came on their heels, sweating, arrogant, expectant. One man noticed the small furnaces smoking on the trees, but had no time to examine them. Misshapen bladders of black rubber rolled out from doorways of buildings and huts. Archers nocked, aimed, and let loose their arrows, puncturing each bag, releasing a green miasma that crept forward, hugging the ground, engulfing the invaders. I was curious about the smell, but Budo had us wear gas masks and we looked like glass-eyed demons to each other. 

The invaders choked on the noxious gas. ‘Fall back!’ screamed someone, but the moment for retreat had passed. The mainsprings wound down at the same moment. 

‘Get down,’ yelled Budo at everyone.

The men nearest the tree were lucky. They died instantly, heads pulverised as the steam vented and the metal projectiles flew in every direction. Each tree discharged a foot-long metal missile. Men further away took hits to the belly or chest and died in agony. The ones furthest did not die. The depleted force embedded the rods in their bodies. They screamed in pain, and would live until they succumbed to inevitable corruption of the flesh.

Some of these tree-cannons failed. Boilers ruptured without building up the necessary pressure to propel the projectiles. Furnaces fizzled out. The rods went awry. Despite this, enough fired to discourage the English force.

We celebrated with loud cries and songs thanking Olodumare, the creator. Our mistake was to misidentify a skirmish for the war. The second wave hit before we could reload Budo’s magnificent weapons. They gave no quarter. They razed the village down and killed old men, women, children. The English singled out Budo for particular cruelty as the architect of their suffering but also for his secrets. He never talked. 

Omolola and her six children disappeared.

*

That was five months before.

If Kenton wanted Budo it was for the engines of war trapped in the prisoner’s head. The problem would be how to motivate Budo to give up his secret knowledge. I translated rapidly.

‘…Légion étrangère, Algerian infantry, Penal Light Infantry Battalions, Zouaves and a smattering of mercenaries,’ said Kenton.

‘They came up river?’ asked Budo.

‘Under false Trading Company flags, then disgorged troops on the west bank of the Niger.’

A map sprawled over the table showing the rivers Niger and Benue, and where they met to form a Y. A Matroyschka doll marked the position of the French. 

‘How seasoned are your men?’ asked Budo.

Kenton shrugged. ‘They are well-trained. Some have seen battle against the Mohammedans and a few of the older ones are veterans of the West Africa Squadron that was tasked by the Crown to catch or sink slavers. Make no mistake, we would have been able to defeat them quite easily, but our little…afternoon tea with your village left our numbers depleted. We have never lost to the French.’

 Budo stroked the map. I noticed the cartographer frown and seemed about to speak when Kenton silenced him with a look.

‘What will you do for me in return?’ asked Budo in halting Yoruba.

‘Release. Full exoneration. You’ll have the thanks of the Crown,’ said Kenton.

Budo laughed when I translated. ‘What do I care for their Crown’s gratitude?’

‘You can receive papers that force anyone to assist you, or forbid any impedance. This is worth more than sacks of gold,’ I said.

‘I don’t care for gold either,’ Budo said. ‘Why are you trying so hard to convince me? Do you enjoy being their slave so much?’

‘I am not a slave,’ I said. 

‘No, just a traitor.’ He scratched his crotch. He had nits on his head and, I felt sure, his pubic hair as well. ‘Tell your Kenton that I will require absolute and immediate obedience of all my instructions if I am to do this on time.’

The first thing he did was snatch ink from the cartographer and request writing surfaces. 

I will not pretend that I fully understood what happened in the days and weeks that followed. Budo supervised the making of engines using a complicated combination of dried bamboo sticks, repurposed iron and steel, rubber, gunpowder and different crystals of myriad colours. Kenton came into the workshop one day and picked up one of the contraptions which was a pole with a large but hollow ball of steel on one end. He looked at me, but I could not tell him anything. He was tired and worn out. 

‘You hate us, don’t you?’ said Kenton.

I could not speak. All I had to do was lie, but despite all of my compromises I did not have this in me. 

‘Try to remember that we are people. These men have wives and children in England. I have family. I also have instructions that I must carry out.’ He frowned, then turned and left.

We waited for the French just like my village waited for the British. The English still armed themselves with bolt-action rifles, but Budo had marked out places they could not walk. His eyes held a glint that was not battle-thirst. He wanted to see how well his mechanisms would work.

Rather than over-extend himself trying to defend the compound Kenton deployed forces to the south-east direction to meet the French. When the battle joined a light rain fell, drizzling, cooling every surface, causing mist to rise from the heat of the noon sun. They used conventional weapons, sinew, and raw courage. The foreigners shot at each other, and some died, some lost limbs, fighting over land that was not theirs. 

Kenton never expected to win in the bush, outnumbered as he was. They fell back to the compound where they had dug foxholes and other places to hide.

To the French the compound must have appeared as a leafless forest where the trees were all six-feet high poles tipped with shining metal balls, shallow mud all over the ground and an after-smell of mulch and burnt rubber. They examined the buildings and the barracks, but found all empty. One legionnaire touched the nearest ball. Nothing happened. Then at the far end of the compound Budo emerged holding a device that looked like two polished iron hemispheres joined together with wires and metal spokes pointing outwards towards the enemy. It was the size of an adult goat, with thick cables growing out of each core and trailing behind him, woven into a tangle held up by seven infantry men. He wore elbow-length rubber gloves and half of his face was covered by a dark screen. He wobbled with the effort of manipulating the thing which looked like a giant insect. 

‘Close your eyes,’ he screamed, and activated a trigger mechanism.

The crack that ensued was louder than thunder. Men howled with fear and despair. I had to look. A ball of fire rolled away from Budo about a foot off the floor. It seemed slow, but it bounced from pylon to pylon, leaking strands of electricity like thread from a weft coming undone.  It passed through the first man and stripped his skin off in sheets, leaving a blackened skeleton. No scream. The bones crumpled to the ground, hissing in the mud.

Then, hell.

The fireball ran amok.  The first one fizzled out, and Budo fired again, and a third time. There were puddles of flesh, molten gore, bones, and equipment heating and blowing up everywhere. The breeze filled our noses with sulphur and ozone and excreta. A French flag burned in isolation, lonely as the cries of dying men. The compound was alive with flames.

Scouts confirmed that the survivors had fled.

Budo pointed his fearsome device at the heavens and fired. A glowing ball of yellow light floated straight and true into the sky, trailing lightning that struck trees, flagpoles and the roof of the officer’s mess before disappearing into the clouds. I thought it was out of character for him to celebrate in this fashion, and I was right.

He dropped the smoking engine on the floor and took off the gloves. He yanked me by the arm and took me to Kenton who was yelling huzzah with his men.

‘Tell the white man I have finished my task and will be on my way,’ said Budo.

‘Is he jesting? I don’t know if this was science or sorcery, but I have to take you to London. The Queen will have use for your talents. You’ll be under guard until I can arrange passage for you.’

I did not translate it for Budo. I said he would be released later. I wanted to spare him the feeling. Time enough to break his heart on another day. There are many events in the womb of time which will be delivered. He smiled and at that point I noticed that he was counting. His devices were also ticking, winding down to something.

‘You are wrong about the French,’ said Budo in English.

Kenton looked stunned, but I had already begun to suspect that Budo knew more than he revealed.

‘They are not monsters any more than you English are,’ said Budo. ‘I met many French men and women while I was in Milan and Venice. They are like you.’

‘You’ve been to Italy?’ said Kenton. His right hand hovered around his pistol holster.

‘Many times.’ Budo turned to me and said, ‘Run. Don’t look back.’

This was a gift, undeserved, perhaps because he knew I did him a kindness in my speech. Or perhaps he pitied my age. I sprinted away, and heard Kenton shout my name twice before a mighty rumble drowned his voice out. I looked back, like Lot’s wife, and saw the finger of God smite the outpost. An oval, brown airship hovered within the smoke of the burning buildings. A weapon projected down from the gondola and shot flames at the survivors.

Something else: I saw Omolola. She hung in the air strapped to a gas bag that strained to ascend, tethered to a tree. She  helped Budo reach the airship and they floated away. 

That was the last I heard of them.  

*

The governor general of Nigeria, Lord Lugard, wrote an account of this event in volume IV of his diaries. 

In 1894 a small British outpost valiantly resisted a surprise French incursion. They fought to the death, every last man Jack, preferring to burn the coastal foothold rather than surrender. 

Our history is not written in the pages of books, and the story of Budo is repeated by storytellers and griots all over the West Coast of Africa, in Brazil and in Haiti. It is told by campfire and moonlight, and it is commemorated by masking. Whenever you see a Yoruba festival with a masquerade sporting gigantic goggles and strips of rubber as tassels, you are watching a re-enactment of Budo’s exploits. 

One image remains clear and frightening: the eyes of Omolola as she rescued her lover. I could see that she would have burned through any number of enemies and razed the forest to the ground if it stood between her and Olufemi Budo. 

It will soon be time for me to leave this world for the next. My breath comes a little harder, my thoughts a little cloudier.

My tale is done.







HOUSEHOLD GODS







The meal was nearly ready and Kole felt lucky that nobody else in the house was awake. She had the windows open and hoped the aroma would not wake her sister. Three saucepans were on the go at the same time. The pounded yam nested in the oven staying warm. Kole had made it the old way, cooking yams and using a wooden spoon to mash them instead of reconstituting it from commercial powdered form as was now more common. The real old way would have been to use a mortar and pestle, but that was impractical. The middle pot had spinach soup with egusi-ground shelled pumpkin seeds. Again she had done it the old way, bought the seeds, cracked them open, pulped the off white flesh, added the resultant paste to palm oil and spinach. The pot on the left held fried chicken. It had to be a land-based animal. Yemaja would never eat sea food. The plate Kole served on was made of clay. She had moulded it herself and it had never been used. She dished a handful of pounded yam and made a dent in the lump with a ladle. She placed a chicken thigh and breast in the dent and poured spinach soup and tomato stew over it all. Some food got on her hands, but she resisted licking. She stepped back and surveyed her handiwork.

‘Righteous,’ she said.

Kole switched off the burners-too bad she could not have used coal or firewood-and took the dish to the shrine in the living room. The food steamed and she could feel the heat on her cheeks. She placed it in front of the graven image. It was an eight inch carving with exaggerated femininity. Small, horizontal nipples, hips twice the width of the shoulders, vertical lines scored into the wood depicting pubic hair. Next Kole dashed into the fridge and got a bottle of seawater that she scooped earlier that day from the sea front. It was turbid and foul looking. She poured it into a clay mug she made for the occasion. Yemaja was a river goddess and fresh water would have been good but she had crossed an ocean to get to Portsmouth so Kole wasn’t worried. Tap water wouldn’t have done it. She placed the mug next to the meal and knelt in front of it. She waited. She tried to empty her mind. She had left the front door open and prayed that nobody noticed the chill. After an hour and seventeen minutes the goddess came in.

She looked different from what Kole expected. When Yemaja appeared to her in a dream Kole had been walking in a crowded street. One of the bobbing heads in front of her turned. The goddess had been dressed in a suit, but her face and hair were wet and a sprig of seaweed dangled from the left corner of her mouth.

‘I am hungry,’ she had said.

Kole woke up, heart speeding. She knew exactly what to do, and why. It was the interview. She had been given an opportunity. She spent the week preparing. Everyone thought she was working towards her job interview but Kole was interested only in pleasing the goddess, though she told no one. She prepared the clay, moulded the mug and dish, fired up an artist friend’s kiln and baked them. She did not glaze. She gathered ingredients under her sister’s nose. Her father, Idowu, would have freaked out if he knew, but he was bed bound. Tonight, she cooked and opened the door.

There stood the goddess. Yemaja did not come in a suit. In fact, she came dressed only in sea water. Yemaja was always wet, a mermaid goddess who never appeared with a fish tail. She was naked with high, pointing breasts and a pubic bush that was darker than the night outside. Kole was scandalised-modesty was her security, her safe place. She tried not to show her shock. The goddess trailed water but Kole could clean that up tomorrow. Yemaja went straight to her shrine, sat down on the floor with her legs apart, her sex exposed, and began to eat. Kole looked away, and listened to the munching sounds, the chewing, the swallowing and the short burps. Yemaja was not a cultured eater. Kole was a stickler for table manners and all matters of decorum. Yemaja’s vulgar sexuality disturbed her, but she endured.

‘More,’ said the goddess.

Kole scrambled, had to go near the goddess to get the bowl. Yemaja smelled of the mustiness underneath piers at low tide, that rotting wood smell mixed with seagull guano. She drank the seawater, exposing hairy armpits. Kole hurried and came back with the rest of the food.

‘Tell me what is on your mind, daughter,’ said Yemaja.

Kole swallowed. ‘I’m…I…that is, I’ve applied for a job. I need it because I can’t stand to live in this house anymore. I want to be independent of my father and sister. I’ve not been able to find a job, and this is the first interview I’ve been invited to in months. Please help me.’

The goddess did not answer, neither did Kole expect her to. Yemaja burped and released a wet fart before getting up and walking out. Her tangled hair shot in all directions and her small buttocks rippled with muscle.

‘Farewell,’ said Kole.

It was two days to the interview.

*

Unbridled magic entered the world in 1988 and two years later, Kole’s father, Idowu, a witch doctor from Yorubaland, brought magic to England when he made the first graven image. This is what they said of him, but Idowu had always denied it.

‘I did not bring magic to England. It was already here. It had spread from the gap, the spill from across the sea. People just did not notice it. Check the newspapers. Certain phenomena had increased. Ghost sightings, odd accidents, “hallucinations”. The first edge of the wave, the front, arrived I think in 1990.’

It was before her birth, but Kole had read the story. Five fortune tellers along the pier had been blinded in a single afternoon, their eyeballs literally exploding within the sockets in a gooey mess. At the time it was thought odd, but quickly forgotten, as if the English deliberately looked away from the supernatural.

‘How did the magic start, daddy?’ asked Maddy once.

Their father just smiled a tight-lipped smile and shook his head. Did he not know, or was he just not telling? He would not commit either way. All they knew was that before ’88, life had been strictly Laws of Physics and the supernatural was restricted to imagination, either literary or socio-religious. Afterwards, the imagination was activated, weaponised even. Religious  icons started to make appearances, and not just to their acolytes. The Nailed Man appeared one day on Portsdown Hill, in the woods near Southwick Fort. Angel, demons, prophets, Enlightened Ones, djinn, all became probable, plentiful and problematic. Entire constitutions had to change to accommodate new rules of society. Magic use wasn’t illegal, but it was tightly regulated. It was a crime, for example, to curse another person if accompanied by a gesture or ritual. 

Trying to use or control the magic was discouraged, and the Church of England acquired new prominence and instituted the Salt Sisters as volunteers to keep an eye on things, cataloguing, containing, whispering suggestions to Westminster, maintaining a massive presence at Whitehall. Curiously, it did not re-ignite the age-old animosity between the Church and Wiccans. Perhaps because they were equally appalled. There were some rumours that this was not new magic, that it was a failure of bounds put in place centuries ago. Idowu said this might be true, but would not elaborate.

That was back when he used to talk. Now he lay in bed all day and stared. Maddy worked at a coffee shop on Commercial Road, barista by day, carer by night. She was okay as older sisters went, but Kole thought she lacked ambition. She drank too much and spent too much time in night clubs. Kole didn’t think Maddy had a boyfriend, but she had definitely had sex. One time she brought a boy back to the house, copulating drunkenly, noisily. Kole had been disgusted.

It was hard to imagine a world without magic. The Salt Sisters had kept a ring around Portsmouth Cemetery to ensconce the errant spirits for as long as Kole could remember. The nights could be noisy with the wails of the restless dead complaining about embalming fluid. Fate or destiny was no longer that random thing that atheists and agnostics prodded and poked. There were gods now, and they did interfere in the affairs of humankind.

Kole fell asleep while cleaning the pots. She woke briefly when Maddy nudged her and gently led her to bed.

*

‘He’s here again,’ said Robert.

Maddy stopped what she was doing and twisted around to see. Robert was right. 1960 stood outside, framed by the window, his crowd of followers only two meters away. He waved weakly at her. Maddy sighed.

‘Look, it’s okay for you to have a visit from a boyfriend—‘

‘He’s not my boyfriend.’

‘His followers stop people from buying coffee. Make him go away.’

‘I’ll take care of it,’ said Maddy. She took off her apron, ignored the stares of the patrons and went outside. 1960 smiled.

‘This isn’t funny,’ said Maddy. ‘If you’re not buying coffee you have to leave.’

1960 smiled wider. ‘Then I shall buy and drink coffee.’

He entered the coffee shop, along with part his spirit flare.

1960 was so-called because a thousand nine hundred and sixty spirits followed him around. They arranged themselves in an inverted cone flaring up from a foot above his head. They maintained formation, often bouncing off each other or going about their business, which was myriad. They were all ages, all body shapes, all sizes. 

1960 was a celebrity in the age of magic, a refugee from West Africa. Everybody had seen the magazine photos of a 747 in flight from Nigeria with several hundreds of spirits keeping time, while 1960 himself slept in an aisle seat. Whatever caused the problem had caused this child to be afflicted in some way. Some researchers said there were only approximately 1960 spirits in the flare. Figures had varied from 1540 to 2399, though nobody could state the reason, or how the spirits increased or decreased. 

He would not say his name, would not say a word for a few years. He grew up under the public gaze.

And now he was in Maddy’s workplace.

There was a pregnant lady poised right at the apex of the cone, just above 1960’s head. The spirits did not all fit in the coffee shop and many thumped against the door. A form of reverse-gravity kept a dozen or so stuck to the ceiling. Like everybody else, Maddy could not stop looking.

‘I would like coffee please,’ said 1960.

‘What kind?’ asked Maddy.

‘Hot,’ said 1960. ‘And in a cup. With cow juice.’

‘Yes, but…never mind.’ She got him a latte and paid for it herself. It was disconcerting that all the spirits in the shop stared at her. The other customers tried to be British and mind their own beverages and quiet desperations. The older ones, at least. The young took photos and videos on their phones, whispering to each other and down the mobile network.

‘Come sit with me,’ said 1960.

‘I’m working. Why are you here?’

‘I want to get to know you. I don’t even know your surname.’

‘I know her surname,’ said one of the spirits, a middle-aged, dark man with a bulbous belly.

‘I know you know. Just keep that to yourself,’ said 1960, a brief flash of irritation on his face.

‘You’ll get me fired. I want you to go.’

‘Don’t you like me? You seemed to like me the other night.’

She had liked him two nights ago, but that was before she became aware of his baggage. He hung around outside the pub on Albert Road, not in shadow, but near one, spirit flare hidden in the dark. It was sneaky of him. Maddy had come out for a smoke, slightly tipsy from Mojitos, and there he’d been. 1960 was good-looking enough and well-dressed enough to be interesting. The music inside wasn’t that funky so they got talking. After an hour or so of flirting they kissed. Or something. Maddy wasn’t sure. She had laughed and sprinted back to join her friends. The rest of the night was kind of a blur, but she remembered seeing him again, once, with something swirling above his head, although she thought she had been drunk.

‘I don’t know you,’ said Maddy. ‘I can’t like or dislike—‘

‘Get to know me, then. Sit down.’

‘I’m working.’

‘Don’t you have breaks?’

‘I—‘

‘Get it over with,’ said Robert. ‘The sooner this circus is out of my shop the better.

‘He seems like a cruel boss,’ said 1960.

‘No, he’s just gruff. He’s lovely.’ Maddy sat down. All the spirits seemed to be evaluating her.

‘She’s white,’ said an old woman.

‘No, she’s not. She’s a mulatto,’ said another.

‘Shh!’ said 1960, giving a sharp look upwards. He turned back to Maddy and shrugged apologetically.

During the conversation spirits would ascend and descend, flying to his ear, whispering something, then floating up.

‘What do they tell you?’ asked Maddy. ‘Can I ask?’

‘Titbits. Ambient temperature, the heart rates of people around me, moisture in the air. Stories. Poems. Truths and lies. The positions of planets relative to Earth. Titbits.’

Some customers fingered totems, mostly crucifixes and prayer beads. They did this because they probably thought 1960 was a demon, but Maddy knew he was not. She was invisible to demons thanks to rituals her father had performed years back. He might be a god, although the news reports all said he was not. He sipped the coffee and jerked back—too hot. All the spirits winced.

'They feel the pain you feel?' She asked.

'Sometimes. When I'm surprised.' He licked his lips.

'What's your real name?' Maddy asked.

'I don't know, but sometimes I answer to Peter.'

'No, you don't,' said an academic-looking gentleman lying on the ceiling, reading an open book.

'You made that up,' said the pregnant woman.

Maddy looked quizzically at him.

'I did make it up,' said 1960,' but I need you to see me as a regular guy.'

'You aren't, though,' said Maddy. 'That's why you hid your flare that night.'

'Can you pretend it's not there?'

'No.'

'Can we be friends of any kind?'

'You can’t find other gods? People like you?'

'I'm not a god. I'm a man, but there aren't people like me.'

'You're magic affected, right? Like the gods.'

'We aren't all affected the same. And you did not answer my question. Can we be friends?'

Maddy looked at one of the spirits spin on her own axis slowly, the wrap she had on exposing her burnt skin with each turn.

'All right,' she said. 'But you have to leave now.'

'When will I see you?'

'After work. Now go.'

*

Maddy and 1960 walked along the Clarence Pier. The crowd followed, but not too closely because several of the spirits flew around creating a safe space. Maddy had a mint ice cream on a cone. 1960 seemed entranced by the hovercraft foaming its way to the Isle of Wight, which was just visible in the dying afternoon sun. Joggers passed them in both directions, staring but not stopping.

'This will take getting used to,' said Maddy.

'Does that mean you'll meet me again?'

'Don't push your luck.' Maddy looked up into the flare. 'How do you sleep? Where...I mean the ceiling...'

'High ceiling. I have a warehouse to myself. There's space.'

One of the spirits with a handlebar moustache caught Maddy’s eye and winked, before turning his attention back to keeping the barrier.

‘Who are these people?’ asked Maddy. ‘How did you get like this?’

‘I swallowed them,’ said 1960.

‘Don’t even think you’re going to get away with being cryptic. Just tell me the story and don’t make me drag every detail out of you. It’s not cool.’

1960 raised his right hand, pointing his index finger at heaven.  A spirit flashed past it and Maddy saw blood drip down.  She saw 1960's lips move, then he brought the finger close to her.

'Hey!' she said.

‘If you wish to hear the story, I must make sure that you cannot speak of this.' 

'What if I give you my solemn promise as an Englishwoman?'

'That promise will last up until your next drunken binge.'

Maddy punched him.

'This is the only way.'

'Okay, all right.'

He smeared the blood in the middle of her forehead like a Bindi. Maddy didn't feel any different. He stuck his finger in his mouth, sucking, and started to walk again. Maddy fell in beside him.

'Hundreds of years ago, the kings of the Earth came together in Ethiopia to discuss the problem of magic. 

‘When the world was created, magic flowed wild and free, harnessed by those who could, endured by those who could not. It got so more and more people were killed by magic than were saved by it. At first the Kings of the Earth propounded laws to regulate its use. Every kingdom had it’s version of what you now call Salt Sisters, but this did not work. In Ethiopia they agreed to put fetters on what was essentially the portal through which intermediary spirits travelled. The most powerful magicians and wise women in the world concocted a spell, devised the necessary sacrifice and sealed it for what they thought would be all time. There was some leakage, of course, but insignificant.

‘Centuries later, a village lay on the site of the portal. The village sage had in his employ a troublesome incubus who tried to orchestrate the opening of the portal. The attempt failed, but the spell was not terminated, just rendered dormant. It needed blood, human blood, for completion.  

‘In 1988 a plane crashed on that site, shedding the blood of hundreds, completing the spell, opening the portal to intermediary spirits again.’

1960 stopped talking.

‘And?’

‘And what?’

‘That explains magic, the Spill. What about you and your…entourage?’

‘Oh, the original village was to be sacrificed. The sage, in his bid to stop the portal, made me swallow all the souls in the village.’ He gestured to the spirit flare around them.

‘What happened to the incubus?’

Before 1960 could answer they both noticed a boy.

‘Hello,’ said Maddy, but the boy ignored her and focused on 1960.

‘Can I help you?’ said 1960.

The boy nodded vigorously. ‘I want you to help my father get a job.’

1960 spun with a flourish, and Maddy thought there was a bit of the ham to him. A bit of a showman, despite his reluctant hero posturing. 

‘Have no fear,’ said 1960. ‘I will do everything within my power. Tell me about your father.’ 

With this he crouched and listened to the boy for a minute, then sent him on his way.

‘I thought you said you were not a god,’ said Maddy.

‘I am not. Doesn’t stop people praying to me, though.’

‘Can you grant prayers?’

‘Sometimes. It depends on the request.’ He licked a line of ice-cream that had tracked on his thumb. ‘A few of my spirits can influence people’s volition. I will send a little nudge to the interview panel.’

They ended up in a bar at Gunwharf Quays, talking of nothing and everything. Outside, the spirit flare was a cloud over the waters of Portsmouth Harbour. A group of people took photos of the spirit antics on their phones. Maddy did not drink any alcohol. It would not do to lose her guard around someone like 1960, no matter how cute he seemed.

*

Kole had changed, cleaned and fed their father by the time Maddy arrived home. Kole neither sought nor received an explanation. It was dark, but at least her sister wasn't drunk. She didn't even smell of alcohol.

'How is he?' said Maddy.

‘All right. I was about to read to him.’

Maddy took off her jacket and dumped it on the floor, then leaned forward to kiss their father on the cheek. Kole rose and picked the coat up.

‘He needs a shave,’ said Maddy.

‘Tomorrow. There’s chicken in the microwave.’

‘I’m not hungry. I’ll read to him. Hello, Daddy.’

Maddy started reading Dumas and Kole took her coat to hang up. It smelled of coffee and cinnamon. And jasmine. When she returned to the room Maddy was still reading. Idowu seemed to soak the words from the air, but did not react. A thin, tall man, handsome in his day, he could only stare with infrequent blinking. They used artificial tears to keep his eyes moist. No doctors or shamans had any idea what was wrong with him. Catatonia, said the psychiatrist. Stroke, said the neurologist. A wandering witch from Chichester said simply that he had ‘lost a fight.’

Kole believed that. She remembered the last time he had walked under his own power. He had dressed up, put on a Fedora, kissed her forehead and left. Hours later he was at the door just standing there with his eyes open. Unresponsive.

There had been a trip to the hospital and months of diagnostics, Magnetic Resonance Imaging, exotic blood tests and the like. The intellectual excitement of the medics waned when they could not diagnose Idowu. He went to a neuro-rehabilitation ward in Milton, then Maddy had him discharged, cut her own studies short to look after him.

‘One day I will teach you how to pluck your own reflection from a mirror,’ Idowu had told Kole once. ‘But for now you need to learn the magic of algebra.’

Before he stopped speaking, people came to Idowu for help and advice from as far as Weston Supermare. Afterwards, it was as if a memo had gone out. Nobody even phoned.

‘We have not yet arrived at that part of the argument,’ read Maddy.

She read with such love and care. It was obvious in every word. Kole left them alone, went to the kitchen. She tore off a strip of chicken and chewed it while wrapping the rest in foil. That done, she wandered into the living room, despondent, but unsure why. She stroked the Yemaja fetish. I just want a job so I can help out. Except that wasn’t true. She didn’t want to help out, she wanted out. She was the good daughter, the dutiful one, and she loved their father just as much as Maddy, but that thing in there was not her father. She could not longer wipe its shit or look away when it showed signs of physical arousal or grind its cholesterol pills into its food. How did Maddy not see this? Kole planned to send Maddy money from her salary if she got the job, but she could not, would not stay. I will not shave him or clip his nails one more time.

Her phone beeped. She checked the message. Her friend Jane.

Nailed Man moving!

She texted back:

Where?

Response came back in thirty seconds.

Eastern Road. Moving towards Southsea.

Kole glanced at her sister’s coat. She decided and snatched it off the hook. She felt the weight of car keys in the pocket and walked out the door.

*

Maddy closed the book. She dropped fluid on both of her father’s eyes. He was in shorts and a scaly patch of rashes on his left thigh gave evidence of a reflex which caused him to scratch himself.

She remembered a day from when she was four. It was Bonfire night at Victoria Park. Daddy held her hand in his while they watched bright lights pop and expand across the sky. Kole was a baby in the arms of a woman without a face, their mother, but there was an absence in Maddy’s memory. Try as she might she could not recall the woman’s face. Daddy had destroyed all photographs of her. Maddy remembered that her skin was pale, and had an impression of long, dark hair, but that might be a fiction she constructed for herself.

‘Daddy, do they have fireworks in Nigeria?’ she had asked.

‘Yes,’ he said, in that heavily accented voice. He sang a song:

Ina olorun kii jo ‘yan;

To ba jo ‘yan kii paa ‘yan!

Maddy had giggled. Yoruba always sounded funny to her. ‘What does that mean?’

‘”The fire of God does not burn, and if it does burn it does not kill”. The song is actually about sparklers. I sang it when I was your age.’

Electric sprites flew among the fireworks. The Bishop of Portsmouth was there, though at the time Maddy did not know who he was. Their mother, white, but still without a face, took Maddy’s hand, held the baby and drew away to give Daddy privacy with the man of God.

*

‘Remember, magic is a contaminant. Think of it as an oil spill. It is damage. You must live as if it does not exist. If you see a ghost pretend not to notice. A demoniac is to be ignored and avoided always. If you meet a new person only speak if the other people you are with can see and hear the person. Never pray. Never talk about your mother.’ Her father had repeated this many times. Divination in Yoruba culture tended to use the mother’s name as an anchor to the individual.

This was why she could not have anything to do with 1960. She smiled at his ardour though. And he kissed like a normal guy. Maddy told her friend Sharon about it later. Not the freshest of breath, but just the right amount of tongue pressure and Maddy did feel that tingle afterwards. Under the right circumstances she would have slept with him.

‘You slut!’ Sharon had said.

‘Fuck you; you’d shag him too.’

Then they argued about the best way home from Albert Road.

Daddy’s eyes were closed and he twitched less, drooled more. Maddy kissed his forehead and left the room.

‘Kole!’

Where had that girl gone? Maddy stripped, leaving her clothes where they fell, intending to take a shower. Her phone rang and she got caught up in her friends’ lives. She decided to take a nap, but woke with a start when her phone beeped. She was still naked and felt a draft through the house. She wrapped a towel and went downstairs to find the front door open. She closed it, musing that only daddy’s reputation as a witch doctor stopped people from looting their home.

‘Kole?’

Unlike her to leave the door open. Maddy was more likely to do that when drunk. She shivered and looked at the household god. It was…cleaner? It wasn’t something daddy advocated keeping clean at all, so why—then it all clicked into place and Maddy phoned Kole.

*

Kole watched the Nailed Man walk towards Southsea and remembered her father’s admonitions.

‘The Nailed Man is not to be trifled with. The problem is contradictions. This is why we don’t ask household gods for anything. What are they to do when confronted with contradicting requests? There are two reasons the Nailed Man will move. A broken promise and a potential broken promise when the potential is due to magic.’

A crowd gathered in his wake, but at a safe distance. The Salt Sisters kept pace on bicycles, seven of them, white robes fluffing in the wind. There were no police or clergy men. 

The Nailed Man was about eleven feet tall, stocky and dark, with an angular head and sharp, powerful jaw. He constantly bled from wounds all over his body except the loincloth, the mirror embedded on the skin of his belly and his eyes. There were nails, sharp glass, spikes, shards of rock, bone and other objects hammered into most of his surface area. He looked like a malignant pin cushion. Each object represented a promise. When you swore by the Nailed Man you wounded him by shoving something sharp into his body, mostly six inch iron nails. He was an Nkondi spirit, torn from the imagination of the Congo Basin people. The Salt Sisters mopped up the godsblood that he tracked on the ground. One of them looked up as Kole passed, stared right at her, nailed her to the spot. Kole could not move. The sister walked over, leaving her toil. Kole could not breathe and her mouth was dry. Around them the spectacle followed the Nailed Man.

Kole began to suspect that the sister used an enchantment of some kind to fix her position.

‘What is your name, daughter?’

‘Kole.’

‘This concerns you in some way, Kole. The spirits of the air whisper about you. What have you tampered with?’

‘I’ve not—‘

‘The truth, please.’ The sister came closer. She smelled of elderberry. It was a myth that the Order only used table salt.

‘I—‘

‘There is a smell about you. Who have you been consorting with?’

‘Yemaja.’ It came out involuntarily, but Kole would have said it anyway. She was not skilled at lying. Lying was wrong. The sister exhaled a castrated swear word.

‘You are a foolish girl.’ The sister had a Northern accent, but then, everywhere in England was north of Portsmouth. ‘Tell me what you have done. Out with it.’

Kole did, and when her phone rang she ignored it.

*

Maddy didn’t like it. Kole always answered the phone and did not go out after ten pm. Maybe she finally had a boyfriend. Difficult to imagine, but even nerds had to procreate, right? She was old enough, and it was about time she showed some spirit. Maddy herself wasn’t that interested in boys. For a time she had been fascinated by the firm heat she could stimulate in their loins but none could hold her interest. Maybe she would like to have a kid someday, but without the relationship malarkey. She did find 1960 tempting, but the lesson not to fuck with magic was ingrained. This may not have been as entrenched in Kole who wasn’t as interested in all the “Yoruba stuff” as she called it. And someone had to look after daddy.

Where the fuck is Kole?

The neighbourhood dogs started barking and howling. Maddy looked out of the windows that opened out onto the road. The little boy was there, the supplicant who interrupted her walk with 1960 earlier. He wore the same jeans, same tee shirt with horizontal red stripes. It should have occurred to Maddy that he was dead. He stood shuffling his shoes at the property boundary but looking at Maddy. Ghosts could not enter the property on account of daddy’s buried fetishes, but how did this boy escape the Salt Sisters at the cemetery?

He had no scars to indicate recent violent death, but at the same time his clothes were contemporary. Maddy realised she had to call the police and report a death, describe the boy. He might be on a missing person’s list. She opened the front door and confronted him.

‘I followed you home,’ he said.

‘You’re upsetting the neighbours’ dogs,’ said Maddy.

‘Do you think 1960 will help my father get a job?’

It was important to avoid answering direct questions when dealing with spirits. Sometimes they would use the human to cast a spell by using words from the incantation in conversation. By getting the person to respond in a particular way they get the human to effectively complete the incantation and be responsible for the price of the spell. As a result, listening to an adept like her father talk to a spirit was disconcerting. Maddy was not an adept, but she knew to keep the boy from maintaining a flow.

‘Have you seen a slightly overweight and disobedient black girl? Did you see her leave the house?’ asked Maddy.

‘What’s her name?’

‘Is your father preparing for the interview?’

‘I don’t know. I haven’t seen him.’

‘Maybe you should go home.’

‘Not until the interview.’

Did he not know he was dead?

‘Where do you live?’

‘Hilsea.’

‘Go home.’

‘Can’t.’

‘Do you need help getting there?’

The boy shook his head.

Maddy sighed. It was dangerous bringing awareness to the dead if they did not have it. Daddy had said it was best not to interact with them at all, but since the boy was here and plugged into the ether…

‘Where is my sister?’

‘She’s in Southsea Common. The Salt Sisters have her in custody.’

‘Why would they—‘

‘She and I made the Nailed Man move.’

*

This was the problem with household gods. There was no arbitration of conflicting wills. The Nailed Man drove a spiked fist into Yemaja’s temple. Godsblood spattered all over the grass, some of which grew water lilies or transformed into limpets. The Sisters held Kole at the seaward edge of a barrier they constructed around the fight. They said they would hold her until the end of the duel. As long as there was no loss of life or serious injury she would be released. Any collateral damage could mean prison. The Sisters were all skilled sorcerers, but never officially used sorcery. They were kind, but with flashes of hardness that sometimes bordered on cruelty.

The Nailed Man howled as about a hundred of 1960’s spirits snatched out his covenant nails. 1960 himself stood obscured by his flare which instead of floating above his head now surrounded him like an ectoplasmic force field. The Nailed Man bit the head off one of the spirits and roared. Blood dripped down his lower lip and onto the nails on his chest. He pulled out a spike from his shoulder and drove it into Yemaja’s left flank. Kole watched it sink home like it belonged there, and the goddess winced, fell to one knee.

‘She won’t win,’ said one of the Sisters.

‘Why?’ asked Kole.

‘She is the shade of a Yoruba orisha, half-remembered, plucked from the mind of an immigrant in the first wave of magic. The Nailed Man is a primary principality, the force of the promise.’

As if on cue the Nailed Man flung a fat spirit off his left arm. The spirit pinwheeled towards Kole and the Sister. When it crossed the salt barrier it burst into flames. By the time it reached Kole it was harmless ash and sparks. It smelled like burnt pine.

‘I just want a job,’ said Kole. She found herself on the verge of tears. She did not want anyone to die because of her.

‘Oh, you will have a job of some kind after this,’ said the Sister.

Offenders could sometimes be drafted into the service of the Sisters. Not to become an initiate, but to assist in cleaning robes and other menial work.

Yemaja pulled the spike out of her side and in a swift movement drove it under the Nailed Man’s chin. She stuck a hand in the wound and pulled at his lower jaw. Around then 1960s spirits tore gashes in both of the battling gods. After a grunt the Nailed Man’s jaw came off in Yemaja’s fist. The tongue lolled out obscenely and Kole could not look at the horror.

The Sister seemed surprised. ‘You’re sure you sacrificed no blood?’

Kole shook her head.

‘All this for a meal,’ said the Sister, shaking her head.

‘It was a very good meal,’ said Kole.

‘No doubt,’ said the Sister. ‘You are half-heathen. Perhaps you have some instinctive knowledge of how to please orisha.’

Kole ignored the casual racist overtones and stole a look. The Nailed Man was on his knees. 1960’s spirits were pulling out the smaller nails and glass shards. Yemaja hit him with his own jaw bone. In his death throes the Nailed Man pounded his fists on the grass, squashing several 1960s spirits, spraying ectoplasm in the direction of a row of terraced seafront hotels. Some of this escaped the Sisters’ barrier without burning and Kole gasped.

‘Do not worry,’ said the Sister. ‘The people in those properties will have nightmares and sleep paralysis for a month. Maybe less. It’s harmless.’

The Nailed Man was still; blood no longer flowed from his wounds. Yemaja stood over him momentarily, seeming undecided. The spirits who were still intact flew back to the flare around 1960. He and Yemaja squared off.

‘You are not a god,’ said Yemaja. One of his spirits hovered close, but she swatted it dead with casual brutality.

‘No,’ said 1960. ‘I was compelled to come here by the prayer of a little boy.’

Yemaja turned her back on him and walked toward the beach, dropping the Nailed Man’s jaw. ‘You are wrong. That wasn’t a little boy.’

1960 looked up into his flare and said, ‘go.’ A number of spirits flew into the night sky.

‘Did I win?’ asked Kole.

‘It would appear so,’ said the Sister. ‘But if it’s a job you want, I have a proposal for you.’

*

‘Little boy,’ said Maddy, ‘I need you to go away now.’

She was careful to stay within the boundaries of her father’s property.

‘But who will help my father?’ he asked.

Maddy ignored his innocent face. ‘Go back from whence you came. I do not want to see you, hear you or touch you.’

It did not work. For years daddy had kept them from magic. Kole undid that in one night, and now that she needed the skill Maddy was out of practice. Ghosts were easy. She had driven one out when she was nine with daddy supervising. This boy was fixed to the spot like he had grown there. If neighbours could see him they would soon start phoning child protection services. 

‘Maddy,’ said a voice from above. ‘That’s not a child.’

‘Wow, really?’ said Maddy. She looked up.

Four of 1960’s spirits surrounded the boy.

‘Wait, what are you doing?’ said Maddy.

‘We’re taking him with us.’

‘What about my father?’ asked the boy. He looked anxious for the first time.

‘You sent our Host to a fight with the Nailed Man. You endangered our Host. Some of our siblings were destroyed.’

‘Please,’ said the boy, voice laced with terror.

All the instruction Maddy had received swirled around in her head, daddy’s words, daddy’s admonitions, keeping magic out, keeping magic contained, never communicating with spirits.

1960’s spirits moved in.

‘Boy,’ Maddy heard herself say, ‘come here. Come to me.’

*

Forty minutes later Kole returned. Maddy sat on the sofa, waiting for her.

‘Sorry I took your car,’ Kole said. 

Maddy did not respond.

‘I’m leaving. I got a job.’ Kole did not make eye contact.

‘How will we look after daddy?’

‘I’ll send money. You can hire an agency carer to help you.’

‘What job?’

‘I’m going to work with the Salt Sisters.’

‘What? Kole, have you ever even kissed a boy? Or a girl?’ Maddy stood up so fast that Kole took a step backwards.

‘They are not really required to be celibate. That’s just a rumour. And there’s more to life than sex, though I wouldn’t expect you to understand that.’

‘Interesting perspective, but ignorant. You haven’t experienced sex. You have nothing to compare against.’

‘Fine. You know best. I’m still leaving.’ Kole turned to the staircase.

‘Why are you angry? You’re the one leaving. Do you hate me for staying or yourself for going?’

‘I’m the good one,’ said Kole. Her cheeks were moist.

‘I love you. It’s okay, Kole, really. I understand. You should go. I love you.’

They hugged for a long time, then Kole broke free. She climbed the stairs and disappeared, then shrieked.

‘Oh, yeah, I adopted a ghost. He’s in your room.’

Outside, a car idled with a couple of Salt Sisters inside. Maddy waved. They did not wave back.

*

The sun was just about coming up when the doorbell rang. Maddy was expecting it, although she had fallen asleep and woke from a dream where her skin was sequinned. 

The boy stood at the foot of her bed.

‘You’re going to have to stay in Kole’s old room,’ said Maddy. 

‘1960 is outside,’ he said.

‘Of course he is,’ said Maddy. She wiped spittle from the side of her face and went to the door.

He was still wearing the same clothes. The spirit flare formed a perfect cone, but hundreds of eyes fixed on Maddy. 

‘Hi,’ he said.

‘You can’t have the boy,’ said Maddy.

‘What did you think I was going to do to him?’

Maddy kept silent.

‘Come with me. I want to show you something.’

Before she could say anything the spirits descended, spun in a kind of whirlwind and lifted Maddy off her feet. Both she and 1960 flew within the ectoplasmic mass above Portsmouth for some minutes, then came down gently in Hilsea, in front of a block of flats. 1960 did not go to the door, but around the side, where a small structure held massive rubbish bins. 

‘Why are we—‘

‘Look,’ said 1960.

There, in a black wheelie bin, was the body of a young boy, neck at an abnormal angle, eyes wide open. His foot had pierced a black bin liner and left-over chips spilled out over him. The area smelled of rotting vegetables and stale beer.

Maddy gasped.

‘His name is Steven Taylor. His father killed him tonight’

*

They watched from across the street as the police took Steven’s father away. Scores of neighbours stared at the flashing lights, the ambulance and the spectacle of it all. 1960’s flare was high above street-level so nobody recognised him.

‘I’m still not giving him to you,’ said Maddy.

‘I don’t want him. I was going to find his body. Now you know where it is. It’s up to you to decide what to do,’ said 1960. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Maddy. ‘It’s been a long night and I just lost my sister and best friend. A whiny bitch of a sister, but best friend all the same. I’m late for work. I bid you farewell, 1960.’

‘I can give you a lift—‘

‘Whoa, there, horsie. No, thank you. My daddy said not to mess with magic men. I’m taking a taxi.’

‘Wait,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘You asked what happened to the incubus who unleashed this age of magic on the world.’

‘And?’

‘Your father killed him, but paid a great price to achieve this.’

‘How? Why?’

‘That’s all I know, I swear.’ He pointed to the patch of sky where the spirits spiralled and shrugged as if to say he had no control over what they told him. They were an unruly bunch, Maddy had noticed.

‘Thanks for telling me that,’ she said. She found herself welling up, what with the new knowledge about her father.

She called a mini-cab and walked away from him. She could feel his gaze on her, but she did not look back. Later, in the taxi, she heard the beep of a text message, and knew it was him.

She smiled and replied.

*

Months later, Steven looked up from his studies and said, ‘Someone’s here.’

‘Stop trying to get out of studying,’ said Maddy.

‘I’m not. Someone is here, at the door. And why do I need to read? I’m dead.’

Maddy stopped cleaning the cooker and went to the door. ‘Because we’re going to be together for a long time and you’re not going to bore me with baby talk.’

She opened the door as the doorbell went off. Kole stood there, dressed in white, lean, focused.

‘Wow,’ said Maddy. ‘You look…am I allowed to hug you?’

Kole shook her head. ‘It’s good to see you.’

‘Come in,’ said Maddy.

‘I can’t. I don’t have long. I came to tell you about daddy.’

‘What about him?’

‘He’s a hero, Maddy. The Bishop sent him to find and bind the incubus who…well, an important evil spirit. That’s where he went that night. The incubus took part of him, and that’s why he’s the way he is.’

Fucking 1960 and his fucking mutism spell. Maddy wanted to shove the knowledge in Kole’s face, to say, I know and I knew before you! but the spell stopped her. Her lips just would not part.

A horn went off, and Kole looked behind her. Maddy saw the other Sisters in a bus. Kole shoved a book into Maddy’s hand. 

‘They wrote about him,’ said Kole. 

She spun and walked down the footpath, to her new sisters. 

‘Hey,’ said Maddy. ‘Did you ever see Yemaja again? To thank her for your job?’

Kole shook her head without turning back.

‘Dinny bitch,’ said Maddy under her breath. She flipped through a few pages of the book. They made her father sound like a dragon slayer. She yelled, ‘Steve, I have something new for you…’



BONE







I used her brand new kitchen set, except it was not new. More like unopened.

It was new forty years ago, a wedding present that Clare and I decided not to open until we moved out of our one-bed flat into a “proper” house, one with a “proper” kitchen. The knives were stainless steel, high gauge, powerful grips, shiny. They came with an electric sharpener and magnetic rack. You’d think for the work at hand the meat cleaver would be best. It was not.

There was only one bone left. It was twenty-two centimetres long, which, from my studies, was just below the average length for a right humerus. I had finished with the left humerus a hundred and fifty-three days prior. I kept track. I could now comfortably say that the murderer’s carcass took four hundred and two days to dispose of. I suppose if I were in a hurry and had accomplices it would be easier and faster, but I didn’t want easy and I didn’t want fast.

It was tiring, frustrating work when I started. At first I tried the meat cleaver, but it wrecked my shoulders and elbow joints, me not being young or a professional butcher. Then I tried one of those electric blades with two serrated edges and a vibration that rivals the highest setting on the spin drier. Good for soft tissue, but useless on bone.

We were Clare and Jake. I never remarried because who do you marry after Clare? She was light and darkness in equal measure, the embodiment of that Yin-yang symbol you see everywhere. I lived with her for three weeks, and that was…well, that was enough. Not long enough for jealousy, senseless arguments or those unsexy but comfortable large panties that women reveal. Not long enough for me to develop a beer gut or a roving eye.

I cut along the head of the humerus and opened the cavity where the bone marrow used to be. It was now home to the foulest of odours, swiftly yanked upwards by the extractor fan in my kitchen. 

Somewhere in the ether this man’s soul wafted back and forth, or he was in hell or purgatory or wherever putrid lives went in his chosen religion. I often wished he would come back as a ghost so that I could torment him.

I had assurances about that; the living can torment the dead. I tormented him, then I tormented his body, and when his heart stopped I was surprised to find myself satisfied.

It took years to find him, to capture him, to build up the nerve to do what had to be done. In the end, remembering Clare was what powered me, even though those memories were broken into flashes of imagery.

We did many things, Clare and I. We enjoyed kissing, not as foreplay, but as an activity on its own, getting dizzy and lost in each others lips. We both liked slam poetry sessions and farmer’s markets. Her culinary skills extended to making coffee and boiling an egg, so she appreciated my love of cooking. What I missed the most was her nuzzling my neck from behind while I cooked a meal.

I imagined her doing that, watching me break her murderer into the final fragments with her knives in a proper kitchen in a proper house. I could feel her cold breath stroking the hairs on the back of my neck.

She said, ‘Thank you.’

Then she was gone.





HONOURABLE MENTION







The fourth one was called Tito. He was keen to point out that the second syllable of his name was a high note, unlike the famous member of the Jackson Family. Iona said she would bear it in mind but in truth she did not care. To her Tito represented twelve hundred pounds for half an hour’s work. 

Tito sat on the couch clad in Betty Boop boxers. She mused that he may not have grasped the cultural significance of the old cartoon. 

‘Cough,’ she said, and felt the transmitted impulse as she palpated his hernia orifices. He had the good manners to turn his head away. No hernias, but a grape cluster of lymph nodes on both sides. Not unusual in West African males.

He was like the others: early twenties, in good physical condition, recent arrival from West Africa. Nigeria mostly, but often Ghana or Benin. Sometimes she found round worms in their faeces and dewormed them, but most of the time she certified them healthy. They were all desperate to demonstrate that. They ran faster on the treadmill or breathed especially deep when she listened to their chests. They didn’t always make it through. Once Iona had picked up a heart murmur from childhood Rheumatic Fever and turned a candidate back. She had on occasion found drugs or over-the-counter stimulants and diet pills in or on a candidate. This had become a nightmare of rage, recriminations and tears and she’d had to call security. Now there was a panic button within reach and an attack alarm on her key ring, since the time a few years back when a player had tried to rape her.

Tito had no heart murmur or illegal substance on his person. He also had no deodorant and the acrid masculinity of his sweat filled the examination room.

‘Everything is new here,’ said Tito.

‘Not everything,’ said Iona, peering into his ear, trying to get the light to bounce off the eardrum. ‘My equipment is good, but not new.’

‘I meant the rooms, Dr Clarke. The paint, plaster and curtains.’

He was right. The entire venue was always given a fresh coat of paint, but Iona had ceased to notice. Tito wanted to chat. Why would he want to chat with a stranger who had stripped him nigh naked and prodded his groin looking for lumps? 

She gave him a sample bottle. ‘Fill this to the line.’

Tito glanced at the men’s room and seemed nervous. ‘Can’t I do it here? I’ll turn my back.’

Iona shrugged. Some of these immigrants had no modesty or sense of propriety. One came into her examining room once and just stripped naked without being asked. It had ceased to bother her. Maybe Tito wasn’t used to a water closet system. She resolved to never again shake the hand of a candidate. She wrote her notes while he pissed into the universal container. She already knew there would be no anomaly.

*

Tito emerged from the doctor’s office into the atrium of Independence Hall where a smiling, suited usher stood like a manikin. Straight ahead the toilets lay in wait and to his right was the way out, guarded and locked, although one could see through the screen door to the entrance and car park. Girls hung around the glass, peering in. They were not allowed in the venue per se but that did not stop them from trying to enter. They wore the most revealing outfits or walked and preened in a way that you could not ignore. They dressed to catch the eyes of the contestants, of course, in glitter and piled hair and a scarcity of fabric coupled with abundance of skin. They had to divine who would be successful and entice that one. Never mind that this had never worked, that no winner had ever gone with any of these hopeful young ladies.

Tito looked at them with lust, but tore his eyes and mind away and turned left to enter the short corridor that took him to the gaming hall. 

It was like walking into a wall of hot air. There were four rectangular gaming tables. Spectators were already seated on two curved and tiered rows of benches. The room had that hum of constant low level conversation, the auditory equivalent of that snowy static between television channels. Beneath that funky jazz music smoothed the edges, and Tito wondered why they didn’t play something more traditionally Nigerian. They had obviously lost authenticity. Only three gamers were present when the usher led Tito to the table that held his name tag. There were two bottles of water and two plastic cups on each table. Beside the water a packet of digestive biscuits stood on end.

The sponsors sat on the front row. They were wealthy Nigerians, nouveau rich but not the brain-drained middle class professional. They were the underworlders, the interstitial types. Fraud? Perhaps. Drugs? Almost certainly. These were the ones who decided to give back to the community that spawned them. They were all male, and about half wore dark glasses. Tito didn’t look too closely at them-staring was rude and these were not the kind of people you wanted to offend. 

The overhead lights were bright, lighting up the ceiling like the noon sun. Tito supposed that would help keep them awake.

The table held a wooden ayo board. It was a hinged diptych of carved oak with two rows of six wells which each contained four seeds. 

Tito was itching to start but had to remind himself this was not a test of skill, but endurance. He flexed and extended his fingers. There wasn’t much of a crowd as the event was by invitation only, although the uninvited collected outside like water in a cistern. No information is airtight in the Nigerian community.

The music died and the MC tapped the microphone four times. His name was Peter Akeke and he was well-known in Thamesmead, fancied himself a local leader. He attended weddings and naming ceremonies. He was wearing a suit-ill-fitting, brown, new. He had a round head with an uncertain scattering of hair, and a bulging belly. His complexion was uneven, blotchy yellow and light brown with darker areas around the lips and ears. He was a bleacher, lightening his skin with dodgy products. He was ridiculous but ubiquitous, the community living in tacit agreement that he was funny and necessary while also knowing that he was a naked emperor.

‘Good evening, ladies and gentlemen!’ He breathed into the microphone between words, making it sound like the prelude to a tropical storm. ‘We are gathered here today because of one small village west of the Niger River. Centuries ago it was harried by larger city states. Having very few young men to form an army and no fortifications its survival depended on early warning systems. Sentries. When the night watch sounded the alarm the villagers knew to run and hide in predetermined places. The selection of appropriate sentries was of the utmost importance. Aside from physical fitness, candidates had to be able to stay awake for long periods during the night. What started as a life-or-death selection process for them has persisted down the centuries as a game for us.’ He wiped his face with a purple handkerchief. Who carried those anymore? 

‘Ayo is a game played worldwide. The Igbo call it ncho. Some call it oware, but this is semantics. We are here to play Sentry. Eight players, four tables. Each contestant plays ayo until there is only one left awake. The last man standing is Sentry and gets the grand prize donated by our wonderful benefactors who shall remain unnamed. Round of applause for them, please.’

There was a lacklustre response and the front row shifted positions with embarrassment. Tito was not surprised. People in their lines of work did not usually wish to draw attention to themselves. Akeke stopped looking at them and took in the rest of the crowd with a sweeping gesture.

‘The grand prize this year…’ 

Tito held his breath. He focused on the moist tongue and the open lips of the Akeke. He hated the man for the delay, the artificial suspense, but he would kiss those lips if only they would spew the right thing out.

‘…One hundred and fifty thousand pounds!’

*

A year earlier Tito stood on an overpass watching traffic flow into and out of Thamesmead. His loose necktie flapped in the wind.  He didn’t understand Thamesmead. It had no monuments, no history, no psychic imprint of ancestors. It was early evening in the summer. Tito’s friend Kola passed him a lit cigarette which he dragged on and returned. The wind snatched the smoke right out of his lungs. He’d known Kola since childhood, back in Lagos where they’d spent alternate Tuesday afternoons watching Fantastic Four cartoons at each other’s houses. Kola had been in London for close to a decade, Tito just under a year. 

‘Remember when we used to steal cigarettes from Mama Tosin?’ asked Tito.

‘I never stole anything. You’d steal them and we’d smoke them in the garage,’ said Kola. They both laughed, but there was the taint of the unsaid between them. ‘What did they say?’ 

Tito shrugged. ‘The usual. You’re overqualified for this job, why did you leave Nigeria, how are you going to cope, we don’t think customers will understand your accent.’

‘I told you you should have thrown some “innit” in there.’ 

‘I’m not going to get the job,’ said Tito. He removed the tie all together and wanted to throw it into the stream of cars that he would never own, but the truth is he needed it for the next round of interviews. ‘This country is shit.’

‘It isn’t, ore,’ said Kola. ‘You just need to know how to work it.’

‘You mean work in it.’

‘Be patient.’

‘Patience won’t pay the landlord.’ Tito took the last pull on the cigarette and flicked it away. 

Quietly, Kola said: ‘You could always play Sentry.’

‘What’s Sentry?’ 

*

Tito’s opponent shook hands. ‘Moses Awe.’

‘Tito Ebunorisha,’ said Tito.

Moses was a big, lumbering man with an abundance of facial hair and a smile. He wore an old tee shirt that barely contained his muscles. The protocol on talking during bouts was unclear. It was not forbidden, but Tito had been told to avoid it.

A digital clock counted down and when it hit zero, they started. 

Playing ayo is straight forward. Each player started off with four seeds in each of their six pits. The first player would empty one pit and sow a seed in each subsequent pit in a counter-clockwise direction, including the opposing player’s pits. If the last seed fell in a pit causing a total of two or three seeds in the opponent’s house they were captured. Since there were only forty-eight seeds the first player to capture twenty-five would win. The strategy was in counting and anticipating where both yours and your opponent’s last seed would fall. Moses was clearly a serious player because Tito could see him counting. Didn’t matter. Winning at ayo did not mean winning at Sentry. 

Tito was a middling player and sowed without capturing for two rounds, setting up a bigger harvest. He was thirsty and looked at the frosty plastic of the water bottle. There was a certain inevitability about drinking. Drink the water, empty the bottle, fill the bladder, empty the bladder. Tito glanced nervously at the hallway that led to the toilet. He resisted the urge to drink.

Buzzers sounded from some of the other tables as games were won and lost. Tito himself lost the first round. 

Didn’t matter. He was still awake.

*

Tito and Kola climbed the stairs to the next level and found themselves on a walkway that linked several of the blocks of flats, all painted the same dull grey or dirty light blue, all without ground-floor flats. Difficult to tell in the yellow glow of the street lights. They passed rows of identical doors till Kola pointed out the one they were looking for.

‘Remember, don’t mention his experience. You’re here as a supplicant, looking for guidance,’ said Kola. He had said this over a dozen times already.

‘Why didn’t you seek his guidance?’ asked Tito. He was slightly out of breath, tired from a day of loading goods in a warehouse, unskilled cash-in-hand work.

‘I didn’t know,’ said Kola. ‘Besides, it wouldn’t have made a difference. I was disqualified. Good luck.’

Tito bumped fists with him and knocked at the door while his friend’s footfalls faded away. The door sprung open and a woman stood there. She had a head scarf tied carelessly and a frown etched into the features of a face that might have been beautiful otherwise. Barefoot, in faded dungarees, she was taller than Tito, and wiry. She looked to be in her mid-forties.

‘Yes?’

‘I’m looking for your husband,’ said Tito. ‘Mr Kanako.’

‘No, you’re looking for me. People just assume I’m a man,’ said Kanako. ‘Come in.’

There was a musty smell to the place, but it looked clean and neat. No shelves, but books piled together like blood clots in random parts of the front room. A television was on displaying the face of Robert DeNiro frozen in the act of eating a boiled egg. Kanako sat on a comfortable chair and picked up the remote control, as if threatening to continue her show if Tito did not entertain her enough. She put her legs on a footstool and he noticed the skin of her left sole was gnarled.

Tito handed her the gifts he had brought: Schnapps, a bag of kola nuts and two bags of plantain chips, all of which he had had to travel to the Brixton Market to get. Kanako accepted them without comment. She cracked and unscrewed the lid of the Schnapps and took a grateful pull. Her Adam’s apple bobbed up and down and when she came up for air a quarter of the gin had gone.

She exhaled and the furrows formed by her wrinkles became shallower. ‘You want to know how to win at Sentry.’

‘Yes,’ said Tito. ‘I don’t have any money now—‘

‘I know you don’t. Otherwise you wouldn’t be playing, would you?’

‘I will pay you when I win.’

She laughed, a sound like the grinding of maize in a hand-operated mill. ‘I’ve never heard that before.’

*

Moses won the first four games and aside from scratching his head every few minutes, Tito could not see any sign of fatigue. If anything, winning appeared to boost the other man’s wakefulness. Tito, on the other hand, already felt a low-level struggle with his eye-lids. 

And his bladder was full. There was no doubt about it, no avoiding the Gents. He raised his right hand and an usher came to his table and took a photograph of the gameplay in case of a dispute. Moses winked at him. Tito fucking hated people who winked.

He slipped into the men’s room quickly and closed the door. It was your standard artless public toilet. Three stalls, six urinals, a couple of sinks, the smell of either urine or ammonia-laced cleaning products. Dripping water somewhere, and a hiss, forceful flow through a pipe, ubiquitous to such places. It was like being at a riverbank without the river. 

Tito found it difficult to breathe. He forced his feet to move towards the stalls and he checked each one. When he established privacy he reached inside his pocket and placed a small statuette on the white porcelain of the sink. It was an ugly little thing, and showed a humanoid creature carved from wood in a forced squat. The eyes, ears and mouth were outsized and the head was in such an awkward position that the chin was close to the feet. It looked like someone taking a shit. 

Tito turned on the tap and caught some water in his cupped hands, then poured it on the fetish. Important not to put it under flowing water. Insulting. Don’t want to incur wrath.

He turned away from the malignant thing and rushed to the urinals. He unzipped quickly and voided, closing his eyes with the pleasure. He would have sighed if he hadn’t been interrupted by the clicking behind him. He did not dare look and the stream of piss dried up. He gulped air, but did not have enough. 

The hand on his arm was hot, dry, hard as wood, and unpleasant. Each movement was punctuated with clicks and snaps. Tito did not look. He knew what was coming. A creak like an old door opening, then dozens of needles of pain in his arm, accompanied by rending of muscle. He almost opened his mouth. Almost. 

The creaking and clicking segued into snapping in a horrific medley and he felt warm fluid drip down his arm. Fuck. It was chewing. Chewing what it bit out of Tito’s arm. 

‘Open your mouth. Eat.’ The voice was gravely, produced by two nightmares rubbing against each other rather than vocal cords. 

Tito obeyed and it was like bark, bitter, impossible to chew. Yet he chewed, and he swallowed. Bad as it was, he felt the pain in his arm subside and electricity flood into his brain. He was awake and alive. 

Afterwards, he washed it down with water and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. He saw a shadow in the reflection-something near the ceiling. He spun, but there was nothing there. He pocketed the fetish and left.

*

‘You’re a house slave, aren’t you?’ said Kanako. ‘Omo odo.’

‘How do you know?’ said Tito. ‘Does it matter if I am?’

‘No, not really.’

‘I…I’m told you won at Sentry.’

‘Maybe. So what? You want to know how I won?’

‘Yes.’

‘There is a price.’

‘How much?’

Kanako laughed. ‘It’s not money, you yam head. There are other things in life. Like life itself.’

‘What do I have to do?’ asked Tito.

‘Have you ever heard the saying, “the better man may win; but the winner is bound to be the worse man.”?’

‘No, I haven’t.’ Tito hated proverbs. His father had been full of them. Not his father. His master. 

‘Now you have. Expect to understand the full meaning of it.’ She drank more of the Schnapps, coughed and rose. She held her side as if her ribs were injured. ‘When you do, remember that it was you who approached me.’

‘Are you in pain?’ asked Tito.

Kanako shook her head. ‘Why do you want to play?’

‘I want the prize.’

‘I know you want the prize. What I’m asking is why you need the money.’

Tito thought about his life, about cleaning toilets in his master’s house for as long as he could remember, about eating leftovers after his host family had gorged themselves, about sneaking into the rooms of the children and reading their books when they were out, about a lifetime of wearing cast-offs, about not being a real person but a kind of living stress-ball whipping-post to be used whenever his master and mistress were unable to cope with their moral poverty; Tito thought of these things and said, ‘I just want the money.’

*

Moses yawned a few times in quick succession. His concentration was slipping too. He had opportunities to block Tito’s wins by emptying the right pits, but he didn’t, and lost four games. It was four-thirty a.m. on the first day. The crowd had simmered down. They could come and go, or catch it streaming over the net on websites with secret URLs, but the middle of the night was the middle of the night. A number of seats were empty and about half held sleeping patrons. This was not unusual.

Moses miscounted his seeds and laid out a series of five consecutive pits with two seeds in them, but only one seed in the last. Tito followed up by sowing in each of the pits, ending up with a total of thirty seeds. So sleepy was Moses that he had started playing another pit before realising that the game was lost. 

Tito won the next five games without effort. Moses struggled with his eye-lids and went to the toilet once. The rules allowed you to splash water on your face, but you could not drink stimulants. When he returned and sat Tito caught a whiff of disinfectant. He had a strange vision of Moses drinking cleaning products in desperation and he laughed. 

‘Something funny?’ asked Moses.

Tito shook his head.

‘Where are you from?’

‘I’d rather not talk, if that’s okay with you.’ Conversation could be a joint strategy to stay awake until other tables had given up, but Tito knew Moses needed it more.

They both laid out the seeds for a new game, but before they could start an usher came up to Tito.

‘You’ve been selected for review,’ said the usher.

*

Dr Clarke checked Tito’s pupils for reactivity.

‘Turn your eyes to the left,’ she said. ‘Uh-huh, now the right. Thanks.’

Tito felt her proximity and found it uncomfortable. Her perfume, the quiet fall of her breath on the hairs of his face, the shifting of fabric, the sheer femaleness of her disturbed him. He had to distract himself from the stirring it began in him. He remembered that this person disqualified his friend for some reason.

‘How shall I win, doctor?’ asked Tito.

She sighed and stepped away from him, back to her seat. Zero flirting from her side, but she was a woman and he had not been with one for an age. He shifted his thighs. 

‘You need a guide,’ she said.

‘You mean a teacher. I’ve already consulted a previous winner.’

‘No, a guide is different. Long-distance runners focus on something else to get them through the race. You need some mental locus that will take you out of the task. Do you have a girlfriend?’

He shook his head.

‘Boyfriend?’

‘No!’

‘Relax, I didn’t mean anything by it. There’s nothing wrong with it and some of the players that come through here have told me—‘

‘I am not a homosexual, doctor.’

‘Fine. What I’m saying…okay, listen. My granddad was in the war. He was an intelligence officer in a destroyer off the coast of Portsmouth and they got hit by a U-boat torpedo. They all abandoned ship and he had this big, top secret malarkey attached to his wrist. Shore was two hundred, two fifty metres away and he was not a great swimmer, but he started swimming. The case kept dragging him down and he jettisoned that after some minutes. As he swam he heard the screams of the dying all around. His arms started to go stiff and land was too far. He saw beside him a dog, a retriever, swimming alongside. The dog had been a mascot, he could not remember who it belonged to, but the lads liked it, called it Thug. As he made for land, for life, he kept checking on Thug, who kept up. Together, exhausted and wet, they made it. Thug died right there on the pebbles, just gave up, and my grandfather said he cried more than he had ever had. He said Thug saved his life.’

‘And this animal was his guide?’ said Tito.

‘Exactly.’ Dr Clarke checked her monitor. ‘There are no drugs in your system, Mr Ebunorisha. You can go. Good luck to you.’

*

This time the fetish seemed to be taking a gouge out of Tito’s back. The tearing seemed to catch on something before it continued. Oh, God, it hurt. 

‘Turn,’ said the voice. ‘Eat. Quickly.’

Tito broke a tooth on the first bite, an incisor. Pain lanced upwards through his head and his eyes opened. He squeezed them shut instantly, but a grey-brown image fixed itself in his memory. He ate, and the dental pain disappeared. His bladder was so full, he could feel it pushing against his lower belly. The gap in his back muscles filled out and it no longer hurt. 

And wakefulness. Blazing, bright wakefulness coursing through every cell of his body.

*

Fifty hours of continual gameplay.

Akeke was back, talking about lack of sleep. He spoke about some dolphins who sleep one cerebral hemisphere at a time, giving the illusion of staying awake perpetually. 

Moses was bleeding from the mouth. He had taken to biting himself in order to stay awake. Interesting, as such strategies go, but not effective. He had bitten the tip of his tongue and his inner cheek. His eyes were barely open and his jaw was slack. His hand was poised over a pit but the seeds in his hand had dropped. He did not  notice. Tito saw him as a perfect artefact of the moment, a representation. 

A dark shape slithered across the ceiling and Tito looked up, and screamed. The sound woke Moses. ‘What?’ he asked, staring around.

‘Lack of sleep can cause hallucinations,’ said Akeke. 

There was nothing on the ceiling.

Tito’s bladder swelled, and demanded to be relieved. Again. In addition he had a constant, low-grade headache right behind his forehead, like a psychic aftertaste. His body was numb in the parts the fetish had eaten away. It felt like they were not his own. Some parts were entirely without sensation while others tingled, itched, or had pins and needles. He sowed five seeds and took six from Moses’ house, then, with great reluctance, he asked to go to the gents.

*

‘If you won, how come you still live here?’ asked Tito.

Kanako laughed. ‘Everybody asks me that sooner or later.’ Her words were slurred now, edges of consonants taken off by the spirit. 

‘Well?’

‘I spent it.’

‘All of it?’ 

‘You’ll come to understand, young one,’ said Kanako. ‘Tell me, can you stand pain?’

Tito remembered being whipped by his father, twelve lashes of the koboko on his back for a minor infraction. Welts, weals, broken skin, blood on his shirt. Not his father, his master. He always mixed them up. One day, when he was fifteen, he resolved not to cry and held his peace until the twenty-fifth lash. 

‘Yes, I can stand pain.’

‘Good. Good.’ 

Kanako produced a small carved mahogany statuette. Ugly. 

‘Never hold it with your left hand, never place anything on it, never place it in flowing water. Cup your hands, get the water and wet it from there. Then close your eyes. There will be pain, but no matter what, keep your eyes closed. Do you understand?’

Tito picked it up and brought it close to his face. It had a slight stink.

‘What is it called?’

‘Does it matter? Do not let it get thirsty but do not drown it.’

‘How will I get it in there?’

‘They do not mind good luck charms. You will have frequent medical examinations and drug testing, but as long as you don’t have a coffee sweet or an amphetamine lollypop you can bring whatever you want in. They’ll search you for weapons or anything that can be used as a weapon.’

‘People bring weapons?’

‘Strange things happen when people can’t sleep. Perceptions can be distorted, judgements impaired.’

*

The lights were too bright. 

Tito could feel all his nerves light up, from the tips of his fingers, back to his spine, up to his brain. If there was a power failure he would glow in the dark with the eyes being the focus of blazing beams of illumination. His eyes might as well be propped open with struts, and he saw everything. He had no inclination to blink and the eyeballs dried out, so he kept drinking, even though…bladder, toilet, fear.

He played ayo automatically now, brain completely disengaged. He won game after game until Moses collapsed. A cheer went out from the stands, but Tito was not interested. On the other tables, which he had ignored till now, three other players remained. The ushers took Moses away and brought the player in waiting to Tito. A short, dark, skinny boy called Jide who plunged into harvesting Tito’s seeds. He was clearly good at ayo and counted the pits with ease. You could gauge the skill of players by how quickly they conceded hopeless games. This player could predict the outcome of a game after ten turns. He won every game. Which meant nothing because he yawned twice a minute, while Tito was all things bright and wonderful.

 Shadows flitted across the ceiling. Tito was used to them now, vague, indistinct shapes, suggestions of dark movement that loved his peripheral vision but shunned his direct gaze. 

Tito played, but pictured his father-no, his master. Dying. He had suffered a stroke the week before. He dribbled from the right side of his mouth and could not shut one eye. He could barely grunt, although he seemed to understand what was said to him.

This was his deathbed. The doctor had told the family to say goodbye. His beautiful, well-fed progeny paraded and kissed him. At the end, Tito, the house slave, omo odo, to pay his final respects. Tito leaned in and whispered, ‘I fucked your daughter, you prick.’ This was not true, but Tito wanted the man to suffer as he plummeted to hell.

The master tried to move and frown but his brain had disconnected from his muscles. His eyeballs would burst if they could. This was the most sublime moment of Tito’s life.

The facts were Tito had not given his master the required blood pressure pills for over a month. The old man had popped a blood vessel and fallen. By then Tito had a passport, a visa and a ticket. The body was not cold before he was London-bound on a fake identity.

He won the game. Jide lost basic finger coordination, he was so drowsy. He let Tito lay out the seeds again.

*

There was no more pain, no more bitterness. Even biting the fetish was easier and brought fourth warm blood. The flesh was more yielding and was that a wince? Did the fetish feel pain? It wasn’t bark anymore.

‘I think you should look at me,’ said the fetish. ‘Just this once.’

Tito remembered Kanako’s warning, but he had grown fearless where the fetish was concerned. Familiarity. He opened his eyes.

‘Interesting,’ he said. But had he said it?

They both stood in front of the mirror. Tito’s lips moved, and he heard the sound, but it did not come from his own vocal cords. The fetish was grey, with brown skin covered in flaps of bark like wooden scales, head smooth like it had been sanded, coarse gouged-out facial features, taller than Tito and thicker of limb.

But whose limb? Tito spoke, but his voice was gravely. He moved, and the fetish copied it.

‘You still do not understand,’ said the fetish. In the mirror Tito’s hand turned the tap on, scooped water and splashed it on the fetish’s head.

Tito felt the impact of the water like a flood, drenching his whole body, sweeping him away. He was in a river of fluoridated water, an ocean. He struggled, kicked, broke surface.

The toilet was gone. He was in a place of trees that grew in shapes of buildings, a sky filled with mauve blood-clouds, of other man-shaped beings that moved slowly and lacked definition. Tito clung to a small island made of fractured shin bones and marvelled. He was afraid but his heart was slow and started to beat in his back. He wore no clothes and his hands were craggy, misshapen.

The creatures sometimes stopped, came to him and licked his fingers with hot, dry tongues, otherwise they left him alone. When he screamed they ran, but always returned after a year or so…

*

He was different. 

Iona could see that his bearing was more erect. He maintained eye-contact a lot longer. He even smelled less earthy. He was winning, for there was no sleep in him. His alertness was in sharp contrast to his opponent, whom the doctor had already examined.

‘You found one,’ she said.

‘Found what?’ Tito asked.

‘A guide.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Our chat. Something to get you through the contest.’

‘Oh. Yes, I remember.’

He did not sound like he remembered, but then he’d been awake for all this time while Iona had been home to refresh herself every day. Some memory lapse was inevitable.

He put a small statuette on the desk. It was filthy and damp.

‘That’s it. My guide.’

‘You’ll mention it in your victory speech?’

‘Oh, I’ve not won yet.’

‘You will.’

‘If I do, can I ask you out for a drink?’

‘Sorry, I’m married.’

‘Pity.’ He stood. ‘I’ll be sure to give the guide an honourable mention. Thank you, Dr Clarke.’

He left.

The doctor briefly pondered his attitude, then drove him out of her mind. Over the next hour she packed her equipment, and only when she was about to leave did she realise he had left the wooden statue behind.

Forgotten? A gift?

Iona dropped it in her handbag and signed her payment invoice.

She never thought about Tito Ebunorisha again.









THE MADWOMAN OF IGBOBI HOSPITAL







I



When my father was about to die he told me about a ghost he had seen.

II



My father was a good man in a general sense, but he was restless and knew nothing about parenting. Long stretches of time would pass when he would not see me and my mother. Months. Once, it was two years before he turned up.

III



My father and I, we lacked a proper relationship. We didn’t talk much, and when we did we could not agree on anything. Once he was so angry that he stopped the family car and ordered me out in the middle of Adeola Odeku in Lagos. I had to walk home. I was ten years old.



IV



On his deathbed he said: ‘My son, listen.’

He stank of urine, faeces, suppuration and death. I kept a distance of one foot between us.

‘Do you believe in God?’’

I nodded.

‘The Devil? Satan?’

‘Not really,’ I said.

He laughed and this segued into a coughing fit. He spat a glob of green phlegm into a gourd beside him. It was almost dawn and a Judas cock crowed.

He shook his head, this skeleton who used to be full of life.

He said: ‘You think you can pick and choose. Don’t you realise that the existence of one necessitates the other? Where would light be without darkness?’

The lamp beside his head flickered. He could not tolerate the brightness of electric light anymore. Gaslight was what he demanded.

‘I never told you why I named you “Ikukoyi”, did I?’

‘No.’

‘It means “rejected by death”.’

‘I know.’

‘I know you know. When you get to my age you like to say things just to remind yourself of them.’

I got up to leave, but he raised a weak arm. ‘Sit down, boy.’

He hadn’t called me boy in thirty-two years. 

I sat.



V



It hadn’t been easy to find my father. He liked his drink and he had never made a lot of money so I searched in cheap bars, beer parlours and palm wine joints in Lagos. I looked in Oshodi, Maroko, Mushin and Agege. I found him drinking ogogoro on the side of a road in Alakpere.

He was in his cups and did not recognise me. A thug tried to prevent me, said my father owed him money. Large guy, bald. He had what passed for muscles in Alakprere. That and a beer belly.

I had muscles forged from carrying luggage at Ojota motor park in the 1970s. We had a brief conversation.

The thug saw things my way.



VI



My father said: ‘Your mother would only eat sardines when she was pregnant with you.’

‘Why are you telling me this?’

He wheezed. ‘You were born three weeks early.’

‘Yes, at Igbobi Hospital. I was jaundiced and I was in an incubator. I know this; my mother told me about it and that you were not there.’

‘As a matter of fact I was.’

This surprised me. The only names my mother had for my father were alakori and oloriburuku, essentially calling him a man of poor destiny. I had heard those words or variants of them throughout my childhood. 

‘I don’t believe you,’ I said, but even I could tell that my voice held no conviction.



VII



‘Listen: I was drunk that night. Drunker than usual. I woke that day and my hands shook with a fierceness that made it difficult to even bring out the money to pay for the ogogoro. I spilled the coins on the road a number of times. Shaky hands are nothing most of the time. You wake up, you shake, you drink, you stop shaking. That’s how it works. But on the day you were born, no amount of drink, no gin, no pami, no nothing could stop the tremors.’

I moved closer to him. I broke my one foot barrier because his voice was fainter. Outside there was movement as people started getting ready for the Lagos rat race.

‘The shakes became more violent and I dropped the shot glass I was holding. The last thing I remember is that small glass rolling into the gutter, leaving a trail of wetness where the ogogoro spilled out in a line. I woke up in Igbobi with an IV line coming out of my arm and into a bottle of fluid. I wished it was alcohol. They told me I had a convulsion. I had cracked my skull open when I hit the ground.’

I had heard this story before, stories of his drunkenness and debauchery, and I told him so.

‘Be patient. You’ve never heard this.’



VIII



A congregation of coughs interrupted him and I got him water, then sat even closer. If there was a smell I do not remember being aware of it.

‘I was lying on a hospital bed when a woman walked up to the edge and stared down at me. She did not wear the uniform of a nurse or the white coat of a doctor. I think she wore an iro and buba but no gele. To be honest it is difficult to remember what she was wearing, but her face, her eyes, her stringy matted hair…she looked like a mad woman, churning with anger and inner tension.

‘She said, “I wasn’t expecting to see you here. Have you come to see your son?”

“What? Who are you? I have no son.”

“Come with me,” she said. Without warning, but with a few economical movements she removed the IVs and I got out of bed. Blood trickled down my arms from the puncture sites. She turned and rolled her hips in front of me and I followed.’

‘I don’t want to hear about the hips, father,’ I said, slightly disgusted. 

‘Your mother had fantastic hips,’ he said.

‘Father!’

‘All right, all right. It was just a compliment.’

‘Perhaps you should have told her that before you left us.’ I wasn’t feeling charitable.



IX



Before he left for the final time my father had a massive argument with my mother. I have no idea what it was about. I hid in the kitchen. When the shouting ended I thought it was safe to emerge. I heard deep breathing and some wordless grunting. I crept to the sitting room door and peeped inside. My father punched my mother with a continuous, methodical and calm rhythm. My mother was crouched on the floor and her head jerked back with the impact of each blow, but she did not cry out.

I was twelve and smaller than my father, but I was old enough to know one thing about fighting: For enemies larger than you, find a weapon.

I ran back to the kitchen, got a can of Raid and sprayed it in my father’s face, screaming at him to get away from my mother. Nothing like insecticide in the eyes to stop a wife-beating. He staggered about, hit the door before finding his way out, cursing me as he went.

‘Ko ni da fun e, omo olori buruku! Wa sise! Won a wa e, won o ni ri e! Omo iya e!’

My mother and I, we heard the water come on from the bathroom, and then his foot falls as he stomped out. The door slammed, and that was the last we heard of him.



IX



‘The mad woman took me to newborn special care where you, my freshly-minted son, were bathed in light to get rid of jaundice. She pointed you out and we observed you through glass. You twitched a bit, but otherwise were still. I had an impression of my wife being heavily pregnant, but I didn’t think she would go into labour so soon. I wasn’t ready to be a father.

“I’m not ready to be a father,” I said.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “You won’t have to be.”

“What do you mean?”

“It has been decided that the boy has no future. He will not survive the night.”’

It was bright outside. Dawn. Car tyres swished and horns blared, a young girl advertised plantain, and people conversed, all brought in through the window.

‘Well,’ I said. ‘She was wrong, father, because here I sit decades later, very much alive. You were right: she was a madwoman.’

‘It’s not that simple. When she said it she ripped my heart to shreds. I was afraid. I started begging her. I did not know what power or authority she had over your life or who “decided” you had no future, but I appealed to her.’ He wheezed, hawked and spat. ‘She just looked straight into my eyes, as if she was ignoring my supplication. She raised a hand to silence me.

“Why?” She asked. “Why should this boy live? Tell me. Give me a reason. What is his future?”

I said everything I could think of. I would love him, I would make sure he became a doctor to save other people’s lives. He would become Head-of-State and end the civil war. He would help Nigeria manage the oil resources. I deserved a son because I had fought in Burma. I did not deserve a son, but my wife did because of her long-suffering nature. I lied. I told the truth. I invoked God. I spoke of evolution. Then I was quiet because someone came in, a nurse leading a woman to an incubator cot. I looked at the woman-a mother of one of the other premature babies. When I looked back to the madwoman she was gone.’

‘What do you mean “gone”?’

‘I could not find her. I ran out, down the corridor in both directions, but she was nowhere. While I was looking the nurses found me. I struggled with them, but my head wound started bleeding again and I blacked out. By the time I came to I was back on the bed with IVs and two days had passed. You and your mother had been discharged home. You survived.’

I scoffed. ‘And you did not keep any of your promises.’

‘I tried my best.’

I snorted and got up. ‘Your best. Right. Father, you imagined the whole thing. You had a guilty conscience or you were still drunk. You already said you hit your head.’

‘She was a ghost, son. Oku orun. There is no doubt in my mind.’

‘Your mind is not exactly reliable. It hasn’t been for a long time.’

He shook his head from side to side, but said nothing. He closed his eyes.

‘I’m leaving the country,’ I said.

‘When?’

‘Tonight. I’m going to Brussels first, then I’ll try to make my way to London. Maybe I’ll end up in Houston.’

‘How are you paying for it?’

‘I saved up money. I’m only here because my mother, your wife, said I should see you before leaving. She said it was the right thing to do. She made me promise. I’ve seen you now, fulfilled my promise. Goodbye, Father.’

In response he turned to the wall, kept his eyes closed. I left the filthy flat.

I never saw my father again.



X



I did, however, see the madwoman of Igbobi Hospital. 

It was on the plane to Belgium. I went to the toilet, closed the door. When I looked in the mirror, there was a woman squeezed into the small cubicle with me, staring with intensity into the glass. 

‘He was not dreaming,’ she said. Then she opened her mouth and I saw teeth filed to sharp points. She was about to bite my shoulder…

I screamed and turned around but she was gone.

The flight attendants (we called them stewardesses back then) led me to my seat, thought I was on drugs or fell asleep and had a nightmare.

Me, I don’t know. I still don’t believe in ghosts, but I saw what I saw. Part of me even thinks I felt her hot breath on the back of my neck. Maybe it was in my mind. Guilt over leaving my father ill, no matter what kind of oloriburuku he was.

Who knows?

Who cares?









SLIP ROAD







I have been trying to remember something.

It’s lost like car keys, like the song on the tip of your tongue. I can’t seem trace my steps, but I write down the few things I do remember.

*

I do not belong in this town, this much I know. I am a stranger here, and I do not know when I arrived. There is a ring on my finger that tells me I am married. The name of the town is Lafia. I know it is in the north of Nigeria because the voices I hear outside the window are in Hausa which I recognise but do not speak or understand. At times there are snatches of Pidgin English, but not a lot.

The voices bother me because I never see anyone, even when I leave this bungalow. I hear children in the school house when I go there to get writing materials. They learn their ABCs and 123s by rote, reciting couplets and giggling. They are undisturbed when I pick up pens and pencils. The pencils are low quality and when I use them I smudge the paper with my fingerprints.

Today the sun is out. Trees sway like wise, thin old men. They do not stare at me like they did the week before. Lafia’s main thoroughfare is a dusty road of red earth and on both sides Long John bicycles lean against mud huts, gunpowder gourds hanging from handlebars like scrota. I hear livestock, some feeding contentedly, others squealing as women murder them for their husbands’ dinner.

My belly grumbles, reminds me of the relentless hunger. There is plenty of food in Lafia. The fields are full of maize, cassava and vegetables. Crops grow lush and heavy here. I have been into kitchens and opened cooking pots full of beef stews and fufu. When I eat there is no taste to the food. A few days ago I ate two dozen chilli peppers and felt nothing. My saliva does not come at all. I try to dry swallow, especially eba with okra soup which should by rights just slide down my throat whether I make spit or not, but my throat is as defective as my memory. I chew and chew, knowing this is what I am meant to do. When I try to swallow my throat does not obey the impulse it has had since birth. No wave begins to drive the food down to my waiting, complaining stomach. 

I replenish my stationary supplies from the school and return to the bungalow. I write until nightfall. I hear a single voice at night, her voice, Bola’s voice.

I think Bola is my wife. When I sit quietly I can almost see her, or imagine I can see her. A hint of a hint of a hint of an image in my mind. Each time I hear her I feel a different kind of hunger, this time in my heart. She speaks, she says:

He uttered the cry of a creature hurled over the abyss.

I write this down, but I know it by heart now because she has said this many, many times before. They are not her words, and she recites them, but I cannot remember where from.

On some nights she goes on and on, but tonight she is mostly silent.

*

I see the detritus of daily living. 

I see the mounds ants build in the soil wet from recent rains. I see the feed left for chickens on the ground and the contented clucking. I see, in the houses I explore, cell phones on chargers, washing on lines, the fermentation of palm wine. I see clay work built up by invisible artists over weeks, maybe months until the figure is complete. Pinch pots and idols and clay animals. I see chalk marks made by children and graffiti made by adults, the messages tainted with misology and blind tradition.

The most modern building in Lafia is the municipal building which a plaque proudly proclaims was built in 1962. The block reminds me of my thesis in university which was on the 1962 trade pact between Russia and Cuba and its effect on emergent black African Nations. The history degree does not help in the bank where I work, but it does throw random facts into my head at odd times.

A local constabulary sign states Police is your Friend.

Drag marks on the ground from celebrations and scuff marks in the dust from wrestling bouts. 

Depleted fires. 

Every day I record this in my writing so I don’t forget.

*

The next morning is different. I have a headache and when I leave the bungalow I cannot feel the wind. I know there is a breeze because I see leaves and scraps of paper moving along Lafia’s roads along with dust devils. I cannot hear the voices and this frightens me. There is a red jeep parked in front of the bungalow. I think it is red, but I no longer feel sure of the nature of colours or my ability to identify them. Is it red, or am I just calling it that because I can remember the word ‘red’? I touch it, touch the bonnet, but it is cold. The engine has not been running. The car has no side mirrors and peeking through the glass I see no rear view either. In fact, there are no mirrors in Lafia. I have been in every bathroom, living room, shop window and even the barber and hairdressers. Shiny surfaces reflect only light, not images. Water is dull. As a result I do not know what I look like. My legs are like reeds, my belly concave, my arms skinny. My forearm skin is light brown, café-au-lait. My nails are bitten down to non-existence, although I do not recall ever biting them.

In my memory I repeat a myth to Bola about nails. I say human nails and hair grow after death. She laughs and says that’s another Dominic Fact. She tells me what happens is that as the body loses water the tissues and skin shrink around hair and nails, making them seem longer. I am often unreliable when it comes to facts, hence the term Dominic Facts. I think.

The tread on the jeep’s tyres is factory fresh, as if it dropped from the sky rather than being driven here. It feels like someone is keeping a secret from me, or that there is a joke I’m not in on. 

I return to the bungalow.

*

That night I try to leave the town. I just walk out, leaving behind the Municipal Building which marks the limits. The path is homogenous with repeating patterns of palm trees, a nauseating sameness. I keep this up for an hour and reach nowhere. When I look around Lafia is right behind me, as if it has been following me all along. It maintains a distance of fifty yards. I run. I walk backwards. No difference.

I go back and write about it with intermittent, furtive glances out the window at the parked jeep. My soundtrack is Bola’s voice repeating over and over:

He uttered the cry of a creature hurled over the abyss, and the grasp with which I recovered him might have been that of catching him in his fall.

I sleep without dreaming and when I wake there are no voices. The muezzin does not call for the faithful. The cock does not crow. The light is less bright, the sky a cloudless blue. I worry about this. Will I retreat into myself, senses decreasing until I go blind and can only see the pictures in my minds eye?

I scream as loud as I can, as primal as I can muster, just to hear the sound vibrate in my skull.

‘Dominic?’

This is Bola’s voice, and she is here, in the room, clear as water. I see her wedding ring, and it is like mine. She is my wife and I remember her. Seeing her dislodges whatever clogs my memory.

‘Bola,’ I say.

‘This is a dream,’ she says. ‘I haven’t thought of you in years.’

Bola’s favourite book is The Turn of the Screw. Henry James. She reads and rereads it. Her policy is that there is no need to be promiscuous with books. Find a good one and stick with it.

I reach for her, but she steps back.

‘Bola?’ I say.

‘Why are you still here?’ she asks. She sounds regretful. 

‘I…I’m waiting for you,’ I say.

‘No, you’re not. Don’t you remember?’

I cannot bring myself to speak, but I know what she’s about to say.

‘You drove us from Lagos to see my sister Deji and her husband Benjamin. Do you remember?’ She talks like one would to a child, with careful enunciation.

I feel nauseated. I wonder how I can have nausea when my gut does not work anymore. I remember Benjamin. He loves to cut farts when he feels he is unobserved.

‘The journey was too long and we stopped at Lafia for the night. There was no hotel. They put us up in a bungalow.’

‘No.’

‘You heard a noise in the night and went out to investigate and never came back.’

‘No…’

‘The police thought you were killed for a ritual or something.’

‘No, I’m here now.’

‘Dominic, I had this dream of you for ages. I would come back to Lafia and you would be waiting for me and we would return to Lagos and everything would be as it was.’

‘Then let’s go. The car is outside.’

She shakes her head with the finality of a completed autopsy, of a mortuary door slamming shut. She looks around the room, peers outside the window. ‘I haven’t been here for years.’

‘Take me out of here.’

‘Good bye, Dominic.’

She does not shimmer, she is just gone and the room is empty. I am not there either if she is to be believed. 

*

I imagine something other, I tell myself a lie.

In my lie Bola and I pass the sign that announces Lafia and drive on.

‘It’s the middle of the night,’ says Bola. ‘This is dangerous. Armed robbers will throw a tyre rim at our car. I’ll probably be raped and murdered. Would you like that?’

‘We’ll be fine,’ I say. I negotiate the tortuous, potholed road, and watch headlights pierce the darkness ahead. ‘We’ll be with your sister and brother-in-law soon. You’ll be glad to see her. Just sleep for now.’

‘She’s not going to be glad to see us at this time of the night. She loves her sleep.’ She snorts and adjusts her position. ‘I guess it’ll be good to see Benjamin again. He’s funny isn’t he?’

‘Hilarious.’

‘Listen: "With the stroke of the loss I was so proud of he uttered the cry of a creature hurled over the abyss, and the grasp with which I recovered him might have been that of catching him in his fall."  My favourite part.’

‘I know. You recite it to me all the time.’

In truth, there is an empty room in the bungalow. There is the painful memory of Bola dreaming of me or maybe dreaming me. I struggle to slip back into a reality that violence edged me out of. 

What now? Do I make noises, disturb the villagers, curdle their milk? Do I become a story for the moonlight tales, a creature with which to scare children to sleep? 

I can live it again. I can read my notes, the very notes I’m writing right now, and I can remember Bola and her sister and pervert brother-in-law and the red jeep and make the whole thing happen over on my terms. 

I crouch under the bed, extract all the notes I have made and throw them out of the door, trying not to look at the afflicted sky. Then I return to the room and start to write again. I remake the past on my own terms, and in this version I can find a slip road out.
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