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Chapter 1

The house lay
so still and quiet, as if it were filled with cotton wool. In the
kitchen, his Aunt’s dinner preparations were not accompanied by her
usual tuneless humming. Even the clack of her knife on the chopping
board seemed subdued. His father, in one of the other rooms, was
busy as ever marking school papers. Taking refuge in his bedroom,
Adebayo leafed through a battered copy of Treasure Island; the
abridged version for young readers.

Someone tapped
at the front door. Adebayo heard his father showing in the visitor.
He jumped from his bed, ran towards the stairs and then hesitated
at the top. If he took them in his usual fashion—two at a time—this
would draw a rebuke from his father or his aunt. With great effort,
he walked down slowly, like an adult. When he heard voices coming
from the hall, he stopped again, hoping to overhear some uncensored
conversation between his father and the unknown caller. He knew
that if they became aware of him some subtle telepathy, possessed
only by older people, would lead them to filter out information
deemed unsuitable for him.

‘Thank you for
coming to see her, Reverend.’

‘Not at all,
Mister Oshodi. I only hope that I can be of some help in your
present troubles.’

Adebayo smiled
when he recognised Reverend Akinole’s voice, its kindly qualities
shining through the formalities. The sadness in his father’s tone
was still there.

‘Since our
little Bandele…was taken…since then she refuses to eat. She sits in
the same chair holding onto one of his toys. A cup of water a day
is all she will take. The doctor says that if it continues she will
have to be hospitalised, otherwise…’

Adebayo did not
want the doctor to hospitalise his mother. When someone was
‘hospitalised’ they came home dead.

The last time
he saw the Reverend was at Bandele’s funeral service, nearly two
weeks ago, where he made a long speech about his brother. He must
be a very clever man, Adebayo concluded, for knowing so much about
Bandele after only seeing him a few times. He understood all of the
individual elements associated with the death: the mosquitoes, the
malaria and the final fever in the hospital. However hard he tried,
he could not make the direct connection between these recent events
and the tiny white coffin in the church. It seemed too small, too
ordinary to contain everything there was of his brother. During the
service, he’d wondered if all of Bandele’s toys were in there with
him, or if some might be left behind. Not the fluffy animals and
the rattles—these were beneath his seven-year-old dignity—but there
were some things, such as the football, which he did covet. He’d
wondered also if Bandele would always be two years old, or if
people continued to age in heaven. From what he knew of heaven, it
must be the latter. There would still be birthdays, surely?

All around him,
the adults had wept and, because tears are infectious, so had
he.

The Reverend
stepped into the hall and his father showed him to the darkened
room. Adebayo had not set foot in there throughout his mother’s
confinement. Once or twice, he’d glimpsed her through the open
door, sitting in the chair, her eyes glassy and vacant. She
clutched Bandele’s toy dog—its fur still matted with his sweat—and
stroked it with disturbing intensity. Whenever he went near the
threshold of this room, his aunt, who was usually so kind, became
harsh with him. Soon, he learned to stay away out of choice. Since
no one who went into the room ever emerged smiling, he reasoned,
his mother must be elsewhere. The mother who he remembered giggled
at the pomposity of other adults and chased Bandele and him around
the house until they cried with laughter.

Adebayo sidled
up to his father, who stood in the doorway still talking to the
Reverend, and clung onto his arm.

‘I will need to
be alone with your wife for some time. It is very important that we
are not disturbed.’

‘Of course…I
understand…thank you.’

The wizened
little man stood barring their way, tugging at his dog collar. For
once, he did not smile at Adebayo, but looked straight through him
in a way that made the boy edge closer in to his father’s
elbow.

‘You may want
to keep the little one away from this part of the house until…until
I am done.’

‘Adebayo, go up
to your room, please.’

‘But,
Papa.’

His father gave
him the schoolroom look, the one he used sometimes to silence an
entire unruly class. Dragging his feet on every step, Adebayo
plodded back up the stairs. When he was out of sight, he marked
time on the same step, estimating the number of paces back to his
room. After he’d counted them out, he stopped and waited, barely
breathing, wondering if his little subterfuge had worked.

When he heard
the door close behind the Reverend and his father’s footsteps
leaving the hall, he crept back down the stairs and over to his
mother’s room. A subdued, yellow light played in the gap between
door and frame. He pressed his nose against the wood and
squinted.

Inside, several
candles burned on a low table. They emphasised the shocking changes
in the contours of his mother’s face, transforming her sunken eye
sockets into wells of shadow. The Reverend prayed, standing in
front of her with arms outstretched like the prophets in Adebayo’s
Picture Bible. With startling violence, he tore off his dog collar,
stooped and whispered into the stricken woman’s ear.

At first, she
was unresponsive, blank, as for so long now. Half an hour passed
and still the Reverend stuck to his task. Then Adebayo noticed his
mother’s expression change. A frown replaced her blank look, as
though she was concentrating hard to understand what the Reverend
said. Adebayo craned, trying to make out the words, but all he
heard was a low murmur, lacking any distinct form.

The Reverend
continued his work. Adebayo’s legs ached from crouching in the same
position for so long. He wanted to give up and run out in the yard,
but his curiosity kept him there.

Without
warning, his mother shrieked, ‘Give me something to eat! I must
have some food!’ Then she leapt from her chair and devoured the hot
wax from the end of one of the candles, oblivious to the pain.

When Adebayo
heard his mother’s voice for the first time in so long, he wept,
wondering why that should be, if he was so happy. He became aware
of someone standing next to him and looked up, through a blur of
tears, at his father. It shocked the boy to see—for only the second
time that he could ever recall—his father crying, too. His face
buried in his hands, the bulky, man’s body shuddered, great forces
unleashed within it.

Reverend
Akinole opened the door and wandered across the hall. He slumped
into a chair, utterly spent. He looked a full ten years older than
when he’d entered the room. With a hand gesture, he invited them to
see the results of his work.

From that day,
Adebayo noticed a permanent change in his father’s appearance. Two
deep lines, like parallel plough tracks, were etched into his
forehead. They never smoothed out, even when he slept. Neither the
Reverend Akinole nor Adebayo’s mother would ever discuss what
passed between them, or what influences he used to bring her
back.

 



Chapter 2

‘Are you not
ready yet? God won’t wait just because you’re too fond of your bed,
boy!’

It was the same
every Sunday: the family waiting downstairs, already decked out in
their best clothes; his mother anxiously checking and making last
minute amendments to her notes for the reading; his father,
frowning at his watch and trying to keep the young ones from
ruining their outfits before they’d even reached the church. And
he? He was lying on his teenager’s bed, of course, trying to cram a
few more pages from his latest candidate for
best-author-of-all-time. Today, Conrad was master of his
imagination. The sea stories especially held him in thrall, with
their exotic cocktail of storms, shipwrecks and drownings along
impossibly distant shores. They made him ache with an unfulfilled
longing for travel, for danger. He was aware of the deep irony of
this condition. How likely was it that a bookish teenager, who
rarely emerged from his bedroom, could ever experience such
things?

‘Adebayo, if we
leave without you, you’ll live to regret it!’

The edge to his
father’s voice warned of serious consequences from any further
delay. Something in the old man’s demeanour recently gave Adebayo
the impression he was beset by new worries. The antics of the young
ones seemed more often to irritate rather than amuse him. There had
been some changes at his father’s school in the last few months,
with a new director taking over. The previous incumbent was a good
friend of his father’s. Adebayo recalled him dropping by at their
house on many occasions. He wondered if these changes were the
source of the ill humour.

With a sigh, he
struggled into his suit and bolted downstairs to be greeted by a
chorus of sibling derision and parental exasperation.

‘Bayo’s late
again, Mama.’

‘Yes, darling,
it’s because he wants to spend his whole life with his nose stuck
in a book.’

Despite this
rebuke for her eldest, his mother was serene, secure on her home
territory. His father, with thunderous face, was too angry to speak
to or even acknowledge Adebayo, as he stumbled out of the house
towards them.

The Oshodis
walked together the mile or so to the Anglican church. On the way,
they encountered and exchanged greetings with other families making
the same ritual journey. With everyone turned out in their best
clothes, they stood out as bright collage figures on the grimy city
background. The trickle of families cohered into a procession,
which wound up the dusty lane. As they neared the summit of the
small hill where the church stood, the tolling of the bell grew
louder, ringing out a marching rhythm. A plaque near the entrance
stated there had been a church on the site since the
19th Century, when Protestant missionaries arrived in
what was to become Nigeria. The current church dated from the early
20th Century, the original having been destroyed by
locals, showing a wayward reluctance to be plucked from the
darkness.

Inside,
befrocked and besuited backsides packed the wooden pews. When they
sang the hymns in unison, Adebayo sighed with relief. These were
his refuge from the tedium of the spoken parts of the service. He
lost himself in the simple, comforting melodies, bellowing them out
at top volume. There was so much energy in the singing, the rows of
lighted candles seemed to flicker in time to it.

The new
incumbent—a young man and a recent successor to Reverend
Akinole—delivered the service without the rock-like conviction and
stolidity of his predecessor, as if he was still serving out an
apprenticeship, proving himself in the eyes of his parishioners. He
was so painfully aware of this, he tended to overcompensate,
welcoming people with exaggerated gestures and smiling too
much.

After the
service, the usual interminable waiting commenced; waiting for all
of the families to pay their respects to the Reverend; waiting for
the formalities between members of the congregation to
conclude.

Small knots of
worshippers stood around chatting demurely. Adebayo curled his lip
with a youthful disdain for the nuances of adult social
relationships. Away from the moderating influence of the church on
the hill, he knew they would soon be sharpening their knives for
each other. Already, the wagging tongues of the righteous
assassinated reputations and impugned motives.

‘William Ofori
has just bought himself a new Mercedes. Have you seen it parked
outside his place?’

‘I do not
believe it! How can he afford a car like that?’

‘He managed to
get out of traffic duty. He’s doing detective work now.’

The
interlocutors raised eyebrows and passed judgement on Detective
Ofori’s newfound prosperity.

Adebayo could
scarcely believe even now, as he stood on the threshold of manhood,
he still allowed his parents to dragoon him into attending
church.

Ever since his
mother’s deliverance at the hands of Reverend Akinole—who was now
untroubled by earthly concerns—religion had played a central role
in the life of the family. His mother had gradually recovered,
immersing herself in the Church, drawing strength from it. But she
was never again to be the woman Adebayo remembered from his early
childhood. With hindsight, he realised it was possible to divide
his family history into two distinct periods: B.C. and A.D.
Although he knew her faith was central in his mother’s recovery,
for years after he had felt nostalgic for the era B.C.

When, a couple
of years after Bandele’s death, his first sister was born, she
received a Christian saint’s name. Sophia was followed by Frances
and then by Matthew and then by another and another. How large was
the brood now? Eight if you didn’t count Bandele, and the gap in
years between Adebayo and the youngest spanned almost a generation.
Only Adebayo and his father remembered his mother as she had been.
The others were all born into a new world, untroubled by golden
memories of the old.

Throughout this
period, Adebayo was aware that his father had encouraged his wife
in her religiosity; suppressed his agnostic instincts as a
conscious sacrifice, an indemnity against any return by the forces
of mayhem. Only on rare occasions—when Adebayo’s youthful reading
raised some troubling question—would he let slip his mask of
conformity and range free.

‘Papa, I came
across this article in the review. It seems to be telling me I
shouldn’t like Conrad.’

‘Who’s the
author?’

‘Chinhua
Achebe. You know, the one who wrote, “Things Fall Apart”.’

‘Yes, I
remember him,’ replied his father, smiling in a way that made
Adebayo realise his explanation was redundant. ‘What reasons does
he give for this conclusion?’

‘Several, but
the main one is the way Conrad depicts non-Europeans in his
writing.’

‘And what’s
wrong with the way he does it?’

‘Well,
according to this article, he only allows them to play supporting
roles. What else does it say? Oh yes, Conrad only ever portrays
black Africans, in particular, in a negative light…in “Heart of
Darkness” he exploits African society by using it as a metaphor for
chaos and disintegration. In short, he was a racist.’

His father
paused and drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair.

‘Hmm, I think
all that’s pretty much true. Conrad was around when most of the
European powers had some kind of empire. It’s not so surprising he
should think that way.’

‘So should I
throw away all of my Conrads?’ Adebayo joked.

‘Don’t be so
hasty,’ said his father, laughing. And then more seriously,
‘Listen, Bayo, you should read whatever the hell you like. Don’t
let anyone seduce you into victimhood. Are you going to allow an
old misanthrope like Conrad to oppress you from the wrong side of
the grave?’

Then he
extracted his teacher’s revenge.

‘You do know
what a misanthrope is, don’t you?’

 



Chapter 3

Just a few
months after this exchange, Adebayo embarked on his first year at
university. One evening after dinner—with the youngsters already
sunk in untroubled slumber—he walked by the kitchen and overheard
the beginning of a conversation between his father and mother.

‘I need to
speak with you about something,’ his father announced rather
abruptly.

‘What’s the
matter…is it something at the school?’ There was a note of anxiety
in her voice. This bluntness on the part of her husband was
unusual.

From the
shadows in the hall, Adebayo saw his father nod. His mother
appeared and sat opposite her husband, with the rigid demeanour of
someone who fears what they are about to hear.

‘The director
has decided to reduce the number of hours I can teach each week. He
has brought in one of his friends, who taught with him at his
previous school. This new fellow will be taking over some of my
classes.’

‘Why is he
doing that?’

His father
sighed and then continued, with an air of resignation, ‘He doesn’t
like my work with the union. I’ve been trying to ensure that the
school recruits only qualified teachers. Under Sam Ajao we were
doing pretty well on that score, but since this new director came
in he’s only interested in rewarding his friends with nice teaching
posts. Most of them are barely qualified to fill in the application
form. That’s of no concern to him of course. The main
qualifications that he looks for are a willingness to work for less
and to do his bidding. On those criteria, the new recruits are
eminently suitable.’

His wife
reached out and clasped his hand.

‘The school
will always need someone with your experience.’

‘I…I wish it
were true, but…’

‘What is it? Is
there something more?’

His father
scratched the back of his head in a way that always foretold of bad
news.

‘He’s
threatened to fire me if I don’t make a donation to his special
fund.’

His mother’s
voice rose now with indignation, ‘Special fund? Does that mean what
I think it does?’

His father
nodded again. Adebayo noticed that his hands were shaking.

‘Oh, he claims
that it’s to help with running expenses, repairs, new books and so
on, but we never seem to see a penny of it. The pupils are still
sharing four to a textbook.’

Adebayo never
heard the end of this conversation. He felt a sudden disgust with
himself for eavesdropping on his parents and crept away up to his
room. If his father lost his job, the family’s precarious finances
would disintegrate; Adebayo would be forced to give up university
and find a job. Bound to a desk in a sweaty office by the docks,
reading novels clandestinely and watching the clock from nine to
five? He shuddered with distaste and resorted to his normal
defensive reaction whenever disaster threatened: he read.

In a rare
display of compliance with paternal advice, he read widely, some
might say, indiscriminately. At various times he had ridden into
battle with Tolstoy, wrestled with guilt and despair alongside
Dostoevsky and staggered under the burden of a murderous state
bureaucracy in company with Solzhenitsyn.

There were
certain places and periods where he felt most at home. Of late he
had become fascinated by Dickensian portraits of nineteenth century
London; fascinated in general by anything he could read about the
city. He developed an intimacy with its geography and landmarks,
with the strange customs and argot of its inhabitants. Some nights,
in his room, he could smell the stench from the overflowing storm
drains of his hometown and it became fused in his imagination with
that emanating from the dark estuarine ooze of the Thames. He
visualised barges floating uneasily at anchor in the black,
swirling water. A veneer of mist lay over its surface, covering the
foul work of the footpads, who could garrotte a man and feed his
body to the river, all in the time taken to wind a fob watch. His
inner life became a ‘Tale of Two Cities’: Lagos and London. Over
time, he came to feel that perhaps it was to the latter he owed his
deepest loyalties.

Adebayo lapsed
into his familiar mood; familiar to him as his default state of
mind ever since his transition from childhood. He characterised
it—in a strange mix of psychological and nautical metaphors—as
‘being adrift within himself’. It was so all-pervasive he half
convinced himself this was part of a normal transition to
adulthood. He lived with the comforting self-deception that other
people experienced their lives in the same way: as spectators on
events rather than as participants in them. Looking back on his
school career, he remembered drifting through with little effort,
still managing to excel. Unlike most of his fellow students, he had
relished the opportunity for extended, solitary study. The drift
had continued into university. It was as if he had woken recently
to find himself studying engineering, at one of the better
institutions in Lagos, with no clear understanding of the path he
had followed to get there.

The next day he
was crossing the stark concrete plaza at the centre of the
university campus. His father’s revelation from the previous
evening still oppressed him. Without his teacher’s salary—meagre as
it was—the family would suffer. Adebayo felt that a measure of
guilt attached to him. They had made big financial sacrifices to
enable him to attend college, but so far he had approached it with
no particular enthusiasm or commitment.

A couple walked
by holding hands and giggling in private conspiracy at some
whispered obscenity. As they strolled away, oblivious of his
intense scrutiny, their easy physicality distressed him, presenting
an uncomfortable contrast to his own over-earnest, buttoned-down
existence.

These
reflections unsettled him so profoundly that he skipped lectures
for the day and idled his time meandering through the city.
Nothing, amidst all the confusion and noise of the great
metropolis, could penetrate his reverie; not the traffic choking
the streets, belching dark, noxious exhaust fumes; nor the teeming
markets, where determined shoppers haggled at high-decibels with
equally determined traders. Dusk was approaching when he was forced
by a growling stomach to tend to his hunger and return home for
dinner. It was earlier than usual when he retired to bed. Through
his open window, the car horns, snatches of music and sirens merged
in symphonic unity. They grew more and more distant until he fell
into a shallow, febrile sleep.

 


 


Something was
scratching at his window; faint, insistent sounds with a regularity
that must be human. Peeling open his eyes, he looked in the
direction of the sound. It grew louder. A small pair of hands,
enclosed in tatty fingerless mittens, appeared on the sill. They
were followed by a grubby button-nosed face, framed by dark,
unkempt hair and topped off with a battered stovepipe hat. Giving
him a roguish wink, the diminutive figure pulled himself onto the
window ledge, jumped down into the room and scuttled into the
wardrobe. The door closed behind him with the faintest click.
Adebayo tried to sit up, but his limbs refused to function. Seconds
later, he heard a commotion of heavy footfalls. A full-grown
vigilante, wielding a machete in one hand and mobile phone in the
other, leapt in through the window and landed with a thud on the
floor. He commenced a frantic search of the room, ignoring Adebayo.
When he reached the wardrobe, an involuntary squeal of alarm
betrayed its occupant. The vigilante mounted a furious assault,
hacking at the wardrobe and soon reducing it to matchwood. Adebayo
and the machete man flashed a perplexed look at each other. There
was no bundle of bloodied rags, no stove-in stovepipe, lying amidst
the debris: the Dodger had dodged retribution again.

 


 


He woke and
looked around his room for damage. It was intact and otherwise
unoccupied. The music of the city still ebbed and flowed through
the open window. When he attempted to get up his head swam. He sank
down and drifted away again.

 


 


Now he heard a
censorious voice, his own, but coming from a distant, detached
perspective:

‘When are you
going to cast off this yoke…do something… something of your own
volition? Will there always be someone sitting on your shoulder
watching: some Russian aristocrat, born into a world of privilege
that you can barely imagine; or some Pole, who chronicled an era
that vanished in a puff of smoke soon after he did; or some
Englishman, who thought that he had explored the furthest depths of
poverty and deprivation, but died a hundred years too soon to see
Lagos; or the son of the Gulag, who fled into the arms of his
country’s greatest enemy? When will you understand that you are
invisible; that no one has the slightest interest in what you
think, or feel, or do? You are as a grain of dust on the hide of an
elephant.’

 


 


The next
morning, when he emerged from his room, he felt as if he were
stepping onto the surface of an alien planet. Like a snake that
sloughs off its skin and emerges renewed, he had already discarded
the ingrained habits of his previous unsatisfactory life; the life
prior to his day of revelations. All that remained now was to
establish the modalities of his new life: that which beckoned from
beyond the narrow boundaries of family, college, church and his
cherished books.

 



Chapter 4

It began with
hotel bars; respectable places at first, the kind where business
people might meet. Adebayo would observe discreetly from behind his
beer glass, noting the bored demeanours and lack of real
engagement. His thirst soon drew him away from such places and
towards less salubrious haunts. In the dives and nightclubs he
explored his terra incognita. Dancing, drinking to insensibility
and ephemeral friendships became his staple. Few recognised him in
such places, but those who did were askance.

‘Adebayo?
Adebayo Oshodi…is it really you?’

He had to
concentrate hard to suppress his alcoholic slur. ‘Hello, Miriam.
Yes, it’s really me. Or rather, the person you see before you has
the external form of the one you know as Adebayo Oshodi, but he has
been kidnapped by aliens and replaced by an anti-matter
facsh…facsimile.’

Miriam laughed,
but her eyes betrayed confusion and perhaps—Adebayo hoped—a measure
of concern. ‘Well, this anti-matter version of you still speaks the
same kind of obscure nonsense as the old you.’

He graced her
with his most alluring smile. ‘Miriam…Miriam…would you care to
dance with me?’ He gestured extravagantly towards the dance floor,
but lost his anchorage on the bar and slipped, catching his ear
with a glancing blow on the edge. When he looked up, clutching his
smarting ear, she was already sidling away.

‘I think you’d
better master standing up before you graduate to dancing.’

‘My Dulcinea,
I…I beseech you! Show mercy to your humble servant. I will perform
any task you see fit in order to prove my valour. Speak, fine lady.
Speak, and it will be done.’ He knelt before her and bowed his
head.

‘I think it’s
time for you to take the bus home, brave knight,’ she mocked.

When he looked
up again, his Dulcinea had fled. She had been replaced by a
security man with shoulders as wide as the span of Adebayo’s
arms.

His ear—the one
that was already familiar with the edge of the bar—made contact
with the pavement outside the club door. The rest of his body
folded in around it, as if some mysterious additive in the beer had
dissolved all his bones.

Some hangovers
are flimsy constructions that can be blown away by a few breaths of
fresh air; others are built on solid foundations and refuse to
budge. As Adebayo matched his more seasoned companions drink for
drink, his lack of bulk was a serious handicap. Despite his youth,
his hangovers were normally of the built-to-last variety.

When he saw
Miriam again, a few days later at a café in the University, she
flashed him a smile and then turned away quickly before any of her
friends noticed. Adebayo was electrified by this small
acknowledgement. After his ridiculous behaviour, he had expected
nothing more than a snub. Watching her weave lithely between the
tables to sit with her friends, he decided that Miriam’s
attractions were undimmed by his sobriety.

He did not want
to wait for another random encounter before speaking with Miriam
again. There were so many students on campus he might not see her
for weeks. If he strolled over to her table now and enquired
casually how she was, he might be able to engage her in
conversation. It seemed a desperate move, but how else could he be
sure to maintain contact with her?

He picked up
his glass and ambled in the direction of a water dispenser. There
was one close by his table, but he aimed at another which would
take him past Miriam. Once he was on his feet, he realised just how
feeble this gambit would appear, but he kept walking—on
autopilot—lacking the inspiration for any alternative course of
action. He could see she was telling the other girls a story;
waving her long, delicate hands around and pausing for emphasis,
drawing them in. One of Miriam’s audience noticed him approaching
and shot her a sideways glance. Miriam missed the cue and continued
with her story. As Adebayo drew closer, he could see the frantic
efforts of Miriam’s friend to attract her attention. He steadied
himself, in readiness for his opening line. Suddenly, Miriam’s
words emerged clearly from the background fug of the café, ‘…and
then the bouncers came and threw him out!’

Those who had
not noticed Adebayo chortled. The one among Miriam’s friends who
had seen him approaching covered her face from embarrassment. He
did not register Miriam’s horrified reaction or the chastened
expressions of her friends when they realised. He walked straight
past the table and out of the café.

So now, he was
a joke, a subject for amusing anecdotes, a little diversion over
lunch.

He threw
himself into his latest vocation with renewed energy.

In a bar whose
only possible attraction was its inexpensive beer, Adebayo sat
nursing a glass. He held it tenderly, a surrogate for his
still-bruised sensibilities. The TV was on in the corner, showing a
documentary. At first, he paid it little attention, but the
homemade quality of the camera work made it stand out from the
usual fare. Most of the scenes had desert as a background. He moved
closer, so he could hear the commentary.

The programme
recorded the attempts of two young Ghanaians to cross the Sahara.
They had little money and were travelling clandestinely. Some of
the scenes were shot at night, as they tried to evade police
checkpoints. After being arrested several times and deported back
to the last border crossing, they had failed to reach even half way
across. They slept on hard floors or out in the desert, shivering
in their sleeping bags. When they couldn’t hitch rides they walked,
avoiding the terrible heat of midday. In one scene, after his
companion had sat down by the roadside, unable to walk any further,
his friend carried him on piggyback, with eyes bulging from the
strain.

Eventually,
they were forced to abandon their quest and return home.

In a small
village in the south of Ghana, the pounding of grain and other
everyday tasks were halted briefly. Even the goats and chickens
ceased their foraging and stared, as if in reproach, as the two
young men trudged through the huts, trailing their bags, faces
downcast. The new clothes that had been bought for their departure
were torn and dusty. So there would be no postcards telling of
their new lives in Marseilles or Paris or London; and no
remittances home to help lift their families above mere
subsistence.

Adebayo watched
through to the credits and then left the bar, his beer flat, hardly
touched.

 



Chapter 5

For those who
do not believe in demonic possession—which, in these times, is most
people—there is unfortunately no more accurate way to describe the
effect of Adebayo’s most recent epiphany. His demon was a tyrant,
who demanded complete subservience. Every aspect of Adebayo’s life
was now evaluated and graded in relation to fulfilling the tyrant’s
ambition. The first unreasonable demand was for money.

‘How much
money, oh Lord of the Underworld?’

‘As much as
your worthless little bookworm hide can scrape together.’

‘And how will I
come by so much gold?’

‘Sell your
earthly possessions, raid your treasure chest and dirty your hands
in whatever way it takes…you might even stoop to work.’

‘This is a
cruel burden you’ve laid at my feet. Suppose I do not have the
strength to carry it?’

‘Do not test my
patience so early in your trial!’

And so Adebayo
bent his back to the first of his set tasks.

He already
earned a small wage from part-time work in a bookstore, which he
used to support him at college and to contribute a little to the
family income. He knew his parents could not afford to lend him the
amount that he needed and, in any case, they would quiz him about
its intended purpose. His other meagre assets were raided: college
textbooks sold to fellow students, personal savings cleaned out and
his much-loved, nearly-new moped traded for a cheaper model. He did
a deal with his college administrator—with whom he was on good
terms—and got him to agree to a deferment of his college fees. All
this helped a little towards meeting the voracious demands of his
demon, but it was still not enough.

After touring
numerous building sites offering his services as a labourer—which
were not very compelling, given his slight build—one foreman
relented under his appeals and gave him a job. The first few days
were purgatorial. As he wobbled up ladders bent double under his
hod, the other workers took bets on how long it would be before he
fell off. At the end of each day’s work, every part of his body
ached in protest. Yet, so driven was he by his task, that he soon
learned his new trade and the others began to treat him with a
grudging respect. Building site money was good compared to the
bookshop. Adebayo even started to enjoy himself and learned to
converse with his fellow workers through the medium of an alter
ego, a down-to-earth fellow, stripped of any literary or other
intellectual attributes.

It was his
mother who first noticed some disturbing changes in her son. One
morning, as he attempted to slip out of the house undetected, she
intercepted him.

‘Adebayo, is
there something we should know?’

‘What…what do
you mean? I…I have to get to college.’

‘Hmm, college.
I have the impression that perhaps you’re not spending one hundred
percent of your time at the college?’ As he reeled from the left
hook, she followed through with the uppercut. ‘Someone told me they
saw you drunk in some bar uptown.’

‘I might have
taken a drink or two. Is there something wrong with that?’

‘Oh nothing,
nothing at all. But the way I heard it was a little different…you
were falling-over drunk.’

‘Oh, Mama,
someone’s exaggerating, making up stories about me.’

‘Do you think
so? Then I’m very sorry. Next time I see him, I’ll tell the
Reverend that he should not go around making up stories about my
son.’

Knockout
punch.

Adebayo
resisted the temptation to ask what the Reverend was doing in such
places.

‘Is it a girl?
You could bring her home and introduce her to us. I never know
what’s on your mind these days.’

He was not so
unworldly that he did not know when it was time to stop talking and
make a run for it.

‘Got to go now,
or I’ll be late.’

As he jogged
away down the street, Adebayo wondered how his mother, despite her
claims to the contrary, could have nailed his problem with such
laser-guided accuracy.

 


 


His father was
next in line to give Adebayo a grilling.

‘Listen, Bayo,
your mother is very upset about the way you avoided her questions
yesterday. In fact, we’re both worried about you.’

‘Worried? I
don’t understand. Why should you be so worried?’

‘Look, there
you go, doing it again!’ His father changed his tone, trying to
regain his composure and defuse the looming confrontation. ‘If
there’s some problem, talk to us about it. We’ve always shared our
problems…it makes them easier to bear.’

Adebayo glared
at his father, who recoiled at this sudden hostility.

The older man’s
blood was rising now. ‘What is that look supposed to signify?’

‘It’s the
special look I reserve for hypocrites!’ Adebayo spat back with
venom that surprised even him.

They were
squaring up to each other.

‘How dare you
speak to me like that!’

Adebayo
bellowed at him, ‘I dare because it’s true. A pompous, bloody
hypocrite!’

A blow struck
in anger is like a bullet fired from a rifle. Between the moment
when the destructive impulse takes over and the projectile strikes
its target, there might be a fleeting moment of regret. But, just
as a bullet cannot be recalled, so the backhanded cuff across
Adebayo’s face could not be undone. He spun around with his back to
his father, partly to prevent him from retaliating in kind and
partly to hide his angry tears.

When he turned
again, his father shook his head slowly and sighed.

Adebayo stalked
out of the house and away down the street.

 


 


For Adebayo, it
was another bar. This one, he visited out of habit, with no
particular inclination to drink. His demon was there, waiting for
him.

‘Good evening,
once-cuffed. Are you ready for some more instructions?’

‘And what if
I’m not ready?’

‘Then it will
go harder with you, because I am minded to give them. Negotiation
is not my forte.’

‘Very well.
What is your will?’

‘I require
information.’


‘Information?’


‘Information.’

‘Any particular
information, or is this a general request?’

‘Oh, little
grandmaster Onan, your wit is honed like the edge of a scimitar
this evening.’

‘The
information?’

‘Ah, yes. I
need routes, maps, timetables, fares, entry requirements…that sort
of thing.’

‘That sort of
thing?’

‘Indeed.’

 



Chapter 6

Adebayo began
to research his subject. He did so as a scholarly exercise: chasing
down sources, defining his options, analysing their pros and cons.
This had the beneficial side effect of allowing him to spend more
time on campus, allaying some of his parents’ concerns. They were
unaware that for much of the time he was hunched over a PC in the
Internet café, rather than in lectures.

He devoured any
material that was even vaguely germane to his task: documents from
government websites, travellers’ stories, archived newspaper
reports, travel guides. Soon he had organised all this material
into a coherent structure. Then, as the tutor for the Business
Administration module had taught them, he drew up a plan, starting
with:

 


Objectives

1) To live in
London for a minimum of two years

2) To work
there during the same period

3) To remit
money home, wherever possible, thereby assisting family with dire
financial circumstances

4) To forget
about Miriam.

 


After this, he
mapped out his options for getting to London and tried to summarise
the pros and cons for each.

 


Option 1: Fly
to London on a tourist visa

Pros: Quick
journey

Cons:
Expensive, formalities to acquire visa, raised profile with UK
authorities, not allowed to work.

 


Option 2: Fly
to London and immediately claim asylum

Pros: Quick
journey, guaranteed stay in UK while claim is processed

Cons:
Expensive, claim likely to be rejected, strong possibility of
incarceration while claim is heard, not allowed to work.

 


Option 3:
Travel clandestinely – unsupported

Pros: Cheap, no
limit on stay, invisible to UK authorities

Cons:
Difficult, dangerous, high probability of failure.

 


Option 4:
Travel clandestinely – supported

Pros: No limit
on stay, invisible to UK authorities, better chance of success

Cons: Still
relatively expensive, consorting with criminal gangs, risk of being
defrauded.

 


He met his
demon again in their favourite bar, so they could discuss his
work.

‘I must say, I
expected more from you. This is very poor quality, very poor.’

‘Why, what’s
wrong with my analysis?’

‘Well, you
haven’t considered using your status as a student and your options
for clandestine travel are not really orthogonal to the first two
options.’

‘Explain?’

‘You could just
as easily travel on false documents and fly to your
destination.’

‘Yes, I suppose
I could…’

‘Also, you’ve
omitted one of your chief motivations.’

‘I have?’

‘Yes, brain of
a walnut, you have.’

‘Which is?’

‘Your
spot-faced desire for adventure and new places.’

‘Ah.’

‘And how do you
expect to acquire a sense of the scale and grandeur of this sphere,
to which we cling, from inside a metal cage suspended at an
altitude of 10,000 metres?’

‘You want me to
go overland?’

‘Sometimes I
feel like early Homo Sapiens, trying to communicate with his
Neanderthal neighbour.’

‘Hold still,
insufferable demon, while I drown you in beer!’

 


 


Several weeks
later Adebayo was still pondering how he might fulfil this latest
unreasonable demand. He started frequenting bars in a more distant
part of town, where, it was rumoured, people smugglers operated.
These were earthier and more dangerous places than his accustomed
haunts, but at least he could drink anonymously, without
ecclesiastical supervision. He wore his gruff, building-site
persona to help keep him out of trouble.

He was out one
night in this district, sitting alone at a bar. The other
clientele, it seemed to him, were not out for a quiet drink or two.
They were downing epic quantities of beer and rum; breaking off
their megaphone conversations to perform dangerous routines on the
dance floor. The air was heavy with clandestine business.

Next to
Adebayo, two young men were flirting ostentatiously with a group of
four women. The men were decked out in designer clothing and chunky
gold jewellery. The women wore plenty of jewellery too, and their
scanty clothing would certainly have debarred them access to his
mother’s church. He suspected this would not have been of great
concern to them.

To a backdrop
of jangling dance music, one of the men was recounting a story that
had the rapt, if rather sceptical, attention of the women; one of
whom was standing closer than the others, sizing up the
storyteller.

‘My associate
and I are in the final stages of planning another very lucrative
business trip.’ At this, he gestured towards his companion, who
would not have looked out of place in a heavyweight-boxing
ring.

‘Odion, you’re
always boasting about your mysterious business trips, but all I see
is a plain and simple truck driver.’

‘Oh, but I’m so
much more than that,’ said Odion, whose self-importance seemed also
to be leavened with a healthy dose of irony. ‘It’s the places I
drive to and the cargo I carry that make me a real business man.’
He paused to see if his audience were sufficiently impressed.
Meeting with yet more sceptical looks, he continued his rather
drunken preening. ‘Have you ever been out of your home city, my
dear? I’m talking about journeys that take weeks, across the dead
centre of the Sahara, where there is constant danger. You can drive
for days and the horizon never changes. If you make one mistake
with the navigation you are finished. You have to watch out for the
nomads and for the police. The nomads will cut your throat if they
get a chance and the police are always looking for an excuse to put
their hands in your wallet. You either bribe your way through
borders and checkpoints, or travel across country to avoid
them.’

‘Well you must
be carrying something pretty important if you have to take such
good care of it.’

Odion paused,
deliberately building up the anticipation, and puffed out his chest
like an amorous pigeon. Ignoring a cautionary glance from his
brooding companion, he replied, ‘The ultimate cargo, my dear, the
ultimate cargo.’

‘What the
hell’s that supposed to mean?’

As he listened
to this exchange the hackles on Adebayo’s neck rose. He strove to
hear as much as he could and craned too far, making his
eavesdropping obvious. Odion’s big sidekick manoeuvred around the
others until he towered over Adebayo.

‘Is there
something that interests you here, my friend?’ he said with mock
courtesy, meanwhile picking up an empty beer bottle from the
counter.

‘Dele, take it
easy, man,’ said Odion. ‘Perhaps our friend here has some similar
business interests?’

Adebayo grabbed
at the lifeline.

‘Well…I have
been thinking about travelling in some of the areas you mentioned,
but I’m not sure how to go about organising a trip like that.’

Odion and Dele
exchanged meaningful glances.

‘Excuse me
ladies, but I would like to discuss business with our young friend
here…in private,’ said Odion.

Dele’s body
language was eloquent in backing up Odion’s request.

The woman
standing next to Odion let slip a hurt look for a split-second and
then donned a mask of disdain. ‘Come on, ladies, I think the big
business man has another deal going down.’

It only took a
few minutes for Odion, despite his apparent inebriation, to extract
all the information he needed to decide on Adebayo’s suitability as
a ‘client’ and, more importantly, for Dele to be convinced that
Adebayo was not an under cover detective. For his part, Adebayo
learned that the two men specialised in escorting their clients all
the way to the Mediterranean coast of Morocco. When they mentioned
the fee they would charge for this deluxe service, Adebayo recoiled
in horror. It was more than twice what he had saved, but, when he
feigned a sudden lack of interest on account of the price, it
became clear this was a market stall transaction, where the buyer
was expected to barter. Some intense haggling followed, during
which the price fell to a level that Adebayo considered just about
affordable. The two were obviously quite skilled at assessing
exactly how much each prospective client was willing to pay.

Odion bought a
round of drinks to celebrate their agreement and Dele, who had
defrosted a little, clapped Adebayo on the shoulder and assured him
that he would not regret his decision. Later, as Adebayo was
leaving for home, they told him the departure would be in two weeks
and he should bring his first stage payment to them, here in the
same bar, a week before they were due to leave.

‘How do I know
that you won’t just take my money?’ he asked and then instantly bit
his lip at this faux pas.

Dele loomed
large in his field of vision.

‘Are you
questioning our honesty?’

Odion placed a
restraining hand on Dele’s arm. ‘We’ll write you a receipt,’ he
quipped.

Adebayo decided
this was the appropriate moment to leave. He lurched through the
doorway into the alley outside and made for home. The terms of
Dele’s contract reverberated in his head, setting it into a
spin.

 



Chapter 7

For the next
few days, he woke before dawn, resuming his agonised debate. Odion
and Dele were the shadiest of shady characters, pirates of the
desert and, if he went along with them, Adebayo would be paying for
the privilege of being their hostage. How could he be sure they
would not be true to their piratical profession and disappear with
his money?

The two-week
deadline had also taken him aback; he was not planning to leave
home quite so soon. He struggled for a gentle way of breaking the
news to his family, but as the departure date drew closer it became
more and more difficult for him to raise the subject at all.
Eventually, he concluded, with some relief, that he would have to
leave without telling them; he could get in contact after he was on
the road. He realised this would be a terrible blow for them, but,
after the confrontation with his father, he could think of no
better course of action. Besides, he reasoned, once he had reached
England and found work, they would understand that he was simply
taking a different, but equally worthy, course in life to the one
they expected.

This decision,
to deceive his family, allowed him to focus on the practical matter
of preparing for departure. He bought a large, comfortable rucksack
and as much lightweight outdoor gear as his budget would allow.
Desert nights were cold—everyone knew that—so he spent a little
extra on a good brand of sleeping bag. The label said it was
comfortable down to minus 10, so, assuming it was not a
counterfeit, nights out in the desert would be no hazard.

On the agreed
evening, he returned to the bar and met with Odion and Dele to make
his down payment. He was conscious of the large wad of notes inside
his shirt as he rode the bus from his home to the area of narrow
alleyways and crumbling tenements where the bar was situated. It
would be rather ironic, he thought, to be mugged on the way and
lose half his precious savings before he even left Lagos.

The bar was
quieter this time. Odion and Dele were waiting for him at a table
in the corner. They both looked more businesslike than before.

‘It’s good to
see you again, friend!’ Odion’s greeting was forced. He scanned the
room behind Adebayo, checking the doors to see if anyone had
followed him in. Dele was his normal, brooding self.

Adebayo’s palms
were sweating and he could not refrain from patting his shirt for
reassurance that the stash of notes was still there. ‘I’ve brought
the mon…’, but he was cut short by an emphatic twitch of Dele’s
eyebrows. Odion wandered over to the bar and bought some drinks.
When he came back and stretched to put the drinks down on the table
he slipped an envelope inside Adebayo’s shirt.

‘Go to the
toilet in a few minutes, and put it in the envelope. Leave it
behind the cistern on the left hand side,’ Odion muttered as he sat
down next to Adebayo.

There followed
a few minutes of stilted conversation, until Odion nudged him.
Adebayo walked as casually as he could to the toilets, feeling
conspicuous. In a sordid cubicle, he stuffed the money into the
envelope and hid it behind the cistern. He realised that his heart
was racing as he rejoined the others. Odion saw it in his face.

‘Just relax,
everything’s OK. If you look too nervous people will start to
notice.’ He patted Adebayo on the back and laughed out loud as if
they had just shared a great joke. ‘I’ll be back in a couple of
minutes.’

Odion returned
a little later grinning.

‘It’s done.
Everything is in order. Why don’t we go for a little stroll and I
can fill you in on the final details about our trip.’

 


 


In the week
remaining before his departure, Adebayo strove to behave as if
nothing unusual was in the air. The harder he strove the more
obvious it became that something was. His mother tried to penetrate
his reserve.

‘Bayo, what’s
the matter? You have hardly spoken today. Is it something at the
college?’

‘Oh…yes.’

More
silence.

‘Are you not
going to tell me about it?’

‘It’s just an
assignment I’m struggling with…that’s all.’

‘What
subject?’

‘What’s
that?’

‘Your
assignment…what subject?’

‘Uhh…Business
Studies…it’s a problem in Business Studies.’

‘But I thought
you had finished all of your business modules now?’

‘It’s just
something that was left over…I needed to finish.’

She frowned,
looking unconvinced, upset at his evasion.

‘Something’s
wrong, Bayo. You think I can’t see that? You think you can hide it
from me?’

‘Mama,
please…everything is OK. I’ll finish the work and then I won’t be
worried any more.’

She sighed and
shook her head.

 


 


For the day of
departure, he created a cover story that involved an early start at
the building site. He hid all his kit in a shed next to the house,
so he would not arouse any suspicions by going to work with such a
large bag. Next morning, he woke well before it was light, dressed
and crept out to retrieve it.

As he slung the
heavy rucksack over his shoulder, he glanced back at the house,
where he had been born and lived his entire life. In the window of
his parents’ room he was shocked to see, in the half-light, his
father’s face. The old man looked straight at him. Was he going to
try to stop him? Opening the window, his father tossed out a small
package, which landed at Adebayo’s feet. He picked it up; a plastic
wallet, filled with banknotes. He caught his father’s eye. They
exchanged a brief wave. He turned and strode away down the street
towards his rendezvous, not daring to look back.

 



Chapter 8

As Adebayo
approached the area where Odion had said they should meet, his
fears about being cheated resurfaced. He wondered if there would be
anyone around when he arrived, or if he had been duped. The thought
of having to return home to face his family after such a
humiliating failure was too painful to contemplate. Would he be
like the small boy who insists he is leaving home; whose parents
then help him to pack his bags and wave him off down the street? As
he nears the corner which will take him out of sight of the house,
his steps become more uncertain. Finally, as the tears well up, he
reaches the invisible force field that defines the limit of his
world, and turns back.

His concerns
were unjustified. When he reached the agreed location—an industrial
district of rundown warehouses—he saw Odion conversing with a group
of six others that he did not recognise. They were all similarly
attired in bulky outdoor clothing and carried hold alls or
rucksacks, bulging with their possessions. Dele was completing some
final checks on a battered white minibus. He revved the engine hard
and a large puff of black smoke spurted out of the exhaust.

Odion greeted
Adebayo, ‘Good morning! I see you are well prepared.’

‘I hope so.
I’ve brought along all the things you suggested.’

‘Good. Good.
Well, our party is complete now, so I suggest that we load up and
get on the road. We can deal with introductions later. Dele, is the
bus ready?’

Dele dropped
the bonnet back into place and wiped his hands with a rag. ‘She
should be OK for now. Let’s get out of here.’

They all piled
their bags on top of the minibus and found seats in its cramped and
moth eaten interior. Adebayo was wedged uncomfortably between two
others on the back seat. Everyone shuffled around trying to create
more space, but to little effect. The bus pulled out of the yard
and lurched off down the potholed road towards the main highway
north and out of the city. For the first time since he had
conceived the notion of leaving home, Adebayo’s anxieties about the
journey disappeared and were replaced by a giddy sense of freedom;
the world, with its myriad possibilities, was opening out before
him.

Dele drove and
Odion played the clown for a while, pretending to be a tour guide,
introducing the group to each other and pointing out significant
landmarks by the roadside. ‘Our itinerary for this trip will take
us across western Nigeria, Benin, Niger, Mali, Algeria and finally
Morocco. You will see many wonderful sights on your journey,
including the sand dunes of the mighty Sahara, so, gentlemen, sit
back, relax and enjoy the ride!’

They all
laughed nervously. Adebayo wondered if the others were experiencing
the same heightened emotions. He glanced briefly around at them,
trying to assess each one and wondering what kind of travelling
companions they would make. All of them must be oddballs of one
variety or another he mused. Their appearances certainly gave the
impression of eccentricity, but, then again, as he looked down at
his own overdressed frame, he realised he would appear no different
to the casual observer.

This band of
ragged adventurers, who had made common cause for the next few
weeks, ranged in age from a man of around forty, to a boy who
looked no more than seventeen. Adebayo noted, with a tinge of
disappointment, that they were all men. On further reflection, he
realised only the most foolhardy or desperate woman would pay so
much money to end up in such a vulnerable situation with a group of
strangers.

As they drove
beyond the sprawling suburbs, the predominant background of grey
concrete breezeblocks and dusty brown parking lots gradually gave
way to the vibrant greens of the countryside. Thick stands of palms
and other trees ranged closer and closer to the highway. The
character of the people encountered by the roadside also started to
change. Women carried large bundles of clothes or market produce on
their heads, with small, barefoot children in tow behind them. Men
loitered by roadside market stalls, sitting on rickety chairs and
occasionally waving drinks bottles or cigarette cartons at passing
vehicles, enticing them to stop. Houses visible from the road
frequently had large vegetable plots around them. The householders
were sometimes to be seen bent double tending their crops. Adebayo
guessed that, like him, most of the group had never been any
distance out of Lagos. They spent long periods staring out at the
unfolding rural hinterland of a country they called home; yet much
of it was foreign to them, experienced only through TV
programmes.

As the novelty
of their surroundings faded a little, there was more conversation
as people grew acquainted. The oldest and youngest members of the
group were both called Chikae. This amused Odion. ‘Then you will be
“Chikae the Elder” and you “the Younger”. While we are doing
introductions, you need to understand that we only ever use first
names. This will make everyone safer in the unlikely event
that one of you is arrested by the police along the way.’

Adebayo thought
Odion’s use of the word ‘unlikely’ sounded contrived.

Dele took his
eye off the road for a moment and glanced back at his passengers.
‘If they decide to mess you up a little bit, it’s better if you
don’t know much about anyone else.’ He paused for a reaction and,
when he was met with a pregnant silence, bellowed a hoarse laugh
and turned back to his driving, shaking his head with
amusement.

Adebayo was
sitting between Chikae the Elder and another man—in his
mid-thirties—who introduced himself as Femi. He spoke confidently
and with great articulacy. Something about Femi’s face seemed
familiar to Adebayo, but he could not pin down his hunch. Chikae
the Elder was a jovial fellow, who spent much of his time trying to
entertain the rest of the group with his wry observations. Adebayo
wanted to ask both men about their backgrounds, and why they were
making the trip, but guessed that this might be considered
impertinent from one who was so much their junior.

In the next
row, there was Kayin, a sickly looking kid, suffering from a
persistent cough, which frequently interrupted his chatter whenever
he became at all animated. Next to him sat Nduka; in his mid
twenties and leaving behind a wife and two small children in Lagos.
His intention was to arrange for them to join him once he had
established himself in England. Judging by the number of times they
cropped up in his conversation, he was already beginning to pine
for them. The final member of the group of seven—the Magnificent
Seven according to Chikae the wit—was Liu, a withdrawn young man in
his late teens. He would only volunteer information when someone
put a direct question to him. However, his obvious discomfort at
such questions soon made the others abandon further attempts to
draw him into their conversation. Leave him be until he is ready to
talk, thought Adebayo. There was going to be plenty of time to hear
everyone’s story several times over before they reached
Morocco.

After their
first full day of driving, they had passed through the southern
belt of lush tropical vegetation and were entering the area of
transition into savannah. Thinly spaced acacia, which stood out
above the yellowing dry season grasslands, gradually replaced the
stands of palm trees. They had negotiated the police checkpoints,
which plague travellers throughout Nigeria, with ease. The officers
manning them did not even have to utter the ritual, ‘Something for
the boys?’ before Odion—all smiles and bonhomie—donated generously
to their benevolent fund. They were waved on with no questions
about their destination and no searches.

An hour or so
before sunset they took a side turning into a quiet country track
and parked near to a small stream. This was their first of many
such campsites. Each of them volunteered for a different chore and
they had soon established a routine that would enable them to make
and break camp with the efficiency of a troop of boy scouts.

Dele prepared a
meal, but his skills as a cook did not match his other credentials
as an enforcer. Chikae the Elder could not refrain from commenting
on Dele’s efforts.

‘There are one
or two things you could do to make it turn out better. Perhaps I
can help you? I have some experience in this area.’

The others
observed silently, waiting for Dele’s reaction. He stood up
abruptly and turned to face his critic. He still gripped a large
kitchen knife. Chikae the Elder shuffled his feet as Dele walked
over and stopped just in front of him. Both men stared at the
knife, its point hovering a few inches from Chikae the Elder’s
chest. Just as Adebayo thought he could no longer bear the tension,
Dele laughed and offered Chikae the Elder the knife handle.

‘OK, it’s
official. You’re the cook. I hope you know what you’re doing in my
kitchen.’

Everyone let go
the breath they had been holding. The replacement chef set to work
with great energy and soon produced a first-rate meal from the most
unpromising of raw ingredients. Adebayo thought he saw Chikae the
Elder’s hands shaking slightly as he doled out portions from a
large cooking pot.

As the night
chill came upon them, they built a fire and started claiming their
small patches of ground as close to it as possible. During this
first night, they had a foretaste of some of the intense discomfort
that awaited them in the extreme conditions of the desert. For
Adebayo, this night in the open, far from the familiar noise and
chaos of Lagos, amplified the strangeness of his new circumstances.
The silence—punctuated only by cries from invisible nocturnal
creatures—was an unfamiliar companion; it jostled him awake every
few minutes, denying him sleep. The hard ground dug into his back
and ribs. His thoughts paraded before him like unwelcome
visitors.

By now, the
rest of the family would have realised he had left: there would be
uproar. His conscience troubled him. How was his mother bearing up?
He wondered if she would react badly to this sudden loss of another
son, or if his father would speak up on his behalf. He
guessed—hoped—that she would lean on her faith even harder than
usual, rather than succumbing to the chaotic forces that always
lurked just below the surface. Raising his head, he surveyed the
other prone forms, with the flickering firelight playing over them.
How many of their families were now coming to terms with the sudden
disappearance of a loved one? Or had they all left on more
honourable terms? Perhaps they did not suffer from his particular
brand of moral cowardice.

 



Chapter 9

Adebayo was
already awake when the first shaft of new sunlight burnished the
top of a nearby kuka tree. The others were stirring, testing their
aching limbs and stamping their feet against the cold. In a
perverse way, it cheered him to see that they too had endured a bad
night. At least he was not the only soft-handed city boy to be
found wanting by the rigours of the bush. Someone was crouching by
the fire trying to coax its grey remains back into life. Odion and
Dele, in contrast with the others, looked well-rested, having
reserved precious luggage space for their own foam mattresses. This
was a luxury that was denied to the rest of them on the grounds of
lack of space. Adebayo could see this might become a source of
grievance between the clients and their guides after a few more
nights of such discomfort.

Odion broke the
early morning silence. ‘You should make the most of the stream.
It’s a luxury we won’t have once we reach the interior.’

He used the
word ‘interior’ with a special, rather grave tone of voice, which
was only partly humorous. After their first bruising night on the
ground, no one was willing to face the shock of a cold bath in the
stream and they restricted washing to their hands and faces.

They ate a
comforting breakfast of fried plantains and eggs and then packed up
camp and were soon back on the main highway again, heading north.
It was important to keep a low profile when travelling through
these still well-populated rural areas, where the presence of
‘non-indigenes’ might attract hostile attention. Odion aimed to be
on the road in the morning before any other traffic; their campsite
vacated before the locals had stirred.

All through
that day, they drove hard across the savannah, heading for the
border with Benin and a little-used crossing point, where the
formalities could be waived for a small consideration to the
guards. The landscape became steadily more parched as they drove
north. In this area, the dry season had come early and had already
been underway for a few weeks.

Odion explained
the timing of their trip. ‘If we keep to our schedule, we will be
crossing the desert when the days are starting to cool. We don’t
want to leave it too long though because in the mid-winter the
nights can be very cold. It’s a narrow window that we are aiming
at.’

Kayin, whose
cough had been aggravated by their first night spent outdoors, gave
an anxious look towards the north at this news.

At the end of
the second day, they camped in a country area about half an hour
away from their intended border crossing into Benin. After dinner,
Odion briefed them on how to behave at the border and when they
entered Benin.

‘We will be
leaving very early in the morning, so the checkpoint is quiet. The
guards on duty will be expecting us and we’ve already taken care of
persuading them to let us through. If they are feeling greedier
than usual they might ask one or two of you for a little dash. If
they do, just hand it over and don’t argue with them or they’ll get
angry and probably take every penny from you. When we are in Benin
it’s best if you just keep your mouths shut, unless any of you
happen to speak a little French?’

Adebayo and
Femi both indicated they had some French, although Adebayo’s dated
from his school days and was distinctly rusty. He guessed that the
academically accomplished Femi would prove to be fluent when put to
the test.

From his
reading, Adebayo knew that once they were in Benin they would be
entering the huge expanse of francophone Africa, stretching all the
way to the Mediterranean. He wondered how Odion would cope with the
switch to a new language. From the way he talked, he and Dele had
traversed the same route several times over. They must be doing
something right to have stayed in business.

They rose at a
brutal hour the next morning and made ready for the crossing. As
they approached the border, Chikae the Younger could not contain
his anxiety.

‘Why are we
risking going through a checkpoint? There must be crossing places
out in the bush. We could use those…why don’t we go into the
bush?’

There were
murmurs from some of the others. Adebayo thought that Chikae the
Younger might have a point, but as he looked over at Odion and
Dele, neither seemed particularly anxious.

Odion reassured
them. ‘Don’t worry! I have some good friends who work at this
crossing. They can all be persuaded to look the other way.’

Drawing up to
the border, a few simple buildings emerged from the grey pre-dawn.
It was a double checkpoint, with a short no-mans-land between each
one: a chance for ‘double-dash’, as Dele put it. On the Nigerian
side Odion flourished what looked like a passport at the sole
visible guard, who emerged temporarily from a state of torpor to
wave them through. He gave Odion a knowing grin as they passed and
then slumped back onto his seat. The early shift did not appear to
agree with his constitution.

The guards on
the Benin side made more of a show of going through their paper
work, and, as Odion had predicted, one of them ambled around to the
other side of the minibus and tapped on the window, indicating that
it should be lowered. He scanned the interior of the
bus—inscrutable behind his unnecessary sunglasses—and nodded to
himself. With a practised economy of expression, he leaned on the
sill and rubbed his thumb against his first two fingers. A few
notes were proffered through the open window. These were enough to
transform him from potential persecutor into benefactor. He
signalled for the barrier to be raised and then made a joke of
standing to attention and saluting. They heard him mouthing, ‘Bon
chance!’ as they accelerated away into Benin. In his head, Adebayo
ticked off the first from a list of border crossings, memorised as
he pored over the Atlas in his bedroom in Lagos.

After another
long day on the road, they had already crossed the north-eastern
corner of Benin and were close to the border with Niger. The lack
of exercise and the constant buffeting from three days of driving
were starting to take their toll. Instead of the usual night spent
in the open, Odion had promised them that tonight they would be
sleeping in a comfortable bunkhouse. Just before dark they turned
from the main highway onto a dirt road and after a few minutes
rolled up outside a rambling and dilapidated farmhouse; the focal
point of a cattle ranch. It had a couple of outbuildings nearby,
one of which did indeed look like a bunkhouse, albeit a fairly
basic one. There was even an outdoor bucket shower next to it. The
prospect of a night spent in a bed and the chance to wash away all
of the sweat and dust they had accumulated raised all their
spirits.

The farmer, an
elderly man, and one of his sons met them in the yard. From the way
they greeted Odion it was clear they were old friends. Their
welcome for Dele was polite, but lacked the warmth bestowed upon
Odion. The old man gestured to the others that they could move into
the bunkhouse, which they lost no time in doing. They all piled out
and dragged their baggage inside. There were more than enough beds
to go round.

Odion explained
that the farm had been a larger concern in the past and the extra
accommodation had been built to house seasonal workers. Now it lay
empty for most of the year. These days, as the prosperity of the
farm waned, the old man and his family relied on new sources of
income.

Later, after
they had taken turns to wash under the bucket shower and do some of
their laundry, they were all invited in to the main farmhouse to
share a meal with the farmer and his family. The old man—everyone
referred to him respectfully as ‘Papa Tchané’—presided over the
meal, dominating the conversation with his weighty sounding
pronouncements in French. Femi, who was, as Adebayo had suspected,
highly proficient, translated these for the benefit of the
others.

Most of Papa
Tchané’s monologue related to the history of the farm; how his
father had acquired it after making his money working in the former
French colonial administration. Unfortunately, his father had
underestimated how much money he would need during the difficult
early years, when he was still trying to build up his cattle herd.
He had spent too much of his capital on buying the farm and
struggled to run the place at a profit until the end of his days.
In Papa Tchané’s opinion, it was the strain of running the farm,
after a relatively easy life spent behind a desk, that had resulted
in his father’s early death. Papa Tchané inherited this poisoned
legacy when he was only nineteen and had been fighting a losing
battle to keep the place afloat ever since. He reflected sombrely
that the farm had killed his father and it was likely to be the
death of him too. The assembled family—Angelique, his wife, their
two sons and a daughter—who had obviously heard this story many
times over, still felt compelled to perform the ritual reassurances
about his robust health and the future improvements in the fortunes
of the farm that were surely just about to happen.

This seemed to
be sufficient to placate him and, as the meal progressed, he
gradually took on the role of the genial host, teasing his wife
about her liking for new clothes and his elder son about his
unrequited crush on a girl from the nearest village. He even
suggested, only half in jest, that, rather than risking their lives
crossing deserts and seas, one or two of them might consider
staying on as hired hands at the farm. When he heard that most of
them had grown up in Lagos he recanted his offer. Femi hesitated
from embarrassment before he translated the next part of Papa
Tchané’s speech.

‘Come on, Femi.
What did Papa Tchané say?’ prompted Chikae the Elder.

‘Well all
right, but don’t shoot the messenger. He said that city people are
no good for farm work. Their jobs usually involve them sitting on
their backsides all day and why any employer would want to pay for
the services of such idlers is a mystery to him.’

A hush fell on
the room as the blatant collective insult sank in. Odion intervened
to deflect the conversation to a different topic, but the rest of
the meal was a subdued affair.

Adebayo began
to feel some sympathy for Papa Tchané’s family. He suspected that
something rather less agreeable lay just beneath the old man’s
paternal veneer.

Later that
evening, before they retired to the bunkhouse, a few of them were
strolling along one of the tracks that radiated in all directions
from the farmhouse; stretching their legs after three days cooped
up in the minibus. Adebayo struck up a conversation with Chikae the
Younger. He felt more comfortable asking someone in his own age
group about his motives for making the trip. One thing that piqued
his curiosity was Chikae the Younger’s accent, which did not belong
to Lagos.

‘I lived on a
small farm outside Iperu all my life until last year. Then one day
mama and papa went to town to buy things and left me to look after
the farm, same as usual. Only this time they never came back.’ His
voice caught a little as he recollected the trauma. ‘I heard they
were killed in a crash…’

Adebayo tried
to look sympathetic, feeling that he had intruded, but Chikae the
Younger volunteered the rest of his story. ‘I don’t have any
brothers or sisters, so it was hard for me to keep the farm
running. Anyway, I was too broken up to think about anything
practical like that. Soon, I decided to sell the farm and move
away, to Lagos. I wanted to forget about everything, make a new
start. I have a cousin, older than me, who has a place in Lagos. He
let me stay with him, but he charged me a big rent. When I
challenged him he’d say, “Things are expensive in Lagos”. So I kept
paying up, like a bloody fool, and then he wanted extra for this
and extra for that. After a while, I realised that if I stayed
around him, I would lose all my inheritance.

‘When I told
him I wanted to leave, at first he tried to stop me. I told him I
had a mind to go to England and see what I could do there, while I
still had some money left. When he realised I was serious, he said
he could help me. I’m thinking to myself, “I don’t need any more of
your kind of help, cousin.” That was when he introduced me to a
friend of his, someone called Odion. Then they got to work
persuading me to hand over some money to Odion. I told myself I
shouldn’t listen to either of them, but, I don’t know, somehow they
persuaded me.’

Turning to
Adebayo, he laughed at his own gullibility. ‘You know what Odion
said I was paying for?’

Adebayo shook
his head.

‘His
“International Relocation Service”. That’s funny, isn’t it,’ he
said, looking back towards the farmhouse with the ruinous minibus
parked outside. ‘Thinking back, I suppose my dear cousin took a cut
from Odion.’

They walked on
in silence, Adebayo waiting for the final part of the story.

‘So, now I’m
here and probably making a very big mistake.’

‘Maybe’,
replied Adebayo, ‘but then you won’t be any different from all the
rest of us. What are you planning to do when you get to
England?’

‘If I can get
residency, I want to go to agricultural college so that I can train
to be a farm manager. I’ll have to work doing something else, maybe
driving taxis, for at least a couple of years before I’ll have
enough money to pay my way through college.’

They had
strolled along in silence for a few minutes more when Chikae the
Younger halted and turned to face Adebayo, with a puzzled
expression. ‘Have you noticed anything strange about this farm?’ he
asked.

Adebayo frowned
in response.

‘This is a big
farm with a lot of animals.’

‘So? What are
you driving at?’

‘I can’t see
how Papa Tchané can manage it all with just his small family and no
farm hands.’

‘You’re not
thinking of taking him up on his offer?’ Adebayo joked.

‘No, of course
not, but I’m curious how he manages the place with so little.’

Adebayo
shrugged and bowed to his companion’s superior knowledge of farming
matters.

As they were
returning to the bunkhouse to retire for the night, Adebayo, who
had fallen some way behind the others, passed a small, almost
derelict hut. The building was unremarkable apart from a newly made
stout wooden door with a large padlock on the outside. This seemed
incongruous with the tumbledown state of the rest of the building.
He assumed it was used for storing livestock feed or something
similar and the lock was to deter enterprising animals such as
monkeys.

When he was
some way past the building, he thought he heard a scuffling sound
coming from its vicinity. Assuming it was a nocturnal creature on
the prowl, he decided this would not be an auspicious place to
encounter something large and carnivorous, so he increased his pace
towards the sanctuary of the bunkhouse. After only a few more steps
the scuffling was replaced by a muted whining sound, which came
from an animal that Adebayo did not recognise. Deciding it really
was time to be indoors, he jogged along and caught up with the
others. None of them seemed to have heard the animal, and, on an
impulse he could not account for, he did not mention it to
anyone.

That night they
all slept the profound sleep of exhaustion. Even the crude wooden
beds and hard, thin mattresses seemed luxurious by comparison with
their earlier campsites. The next morning at breakfast, the spirits
of the whole group were restored and even Kayin’s cough had
subsided a little. Odion announced that they would have to stay for
another day and a night at the farm because Dele wanted to carry
out a repair to the minibus, in preparation for the more difficult
road conditions that lay ahead of them. This news was greeted with
smiles and laughter, as none of the seven was averse to another
night—probably the last for many days—spent in a bed. Odion and
Dele were less happy; it meant they had to pay Papa Tchané for
another night’s hospitality. When Odion announced that the
passengers would have to contribute the cost of the extra night
from their own pockets, their euphoria turned to irritation.

Femi spoke up
for them. ‘We were under the impression that this was an all-in
price we had paid.’

‘This was
something we hadn’t planned for,’ said Odion.

‘Maybe so, but
why should we have to pay for your mistakes?’

‘Look, it’s
unusual for this to happen, so we didn’t budget for it.’

‘Even so, I’m
sure it will only make a small dent in your profits!’

Odion moved
closer to Femi and enunciated his words slowly for extra emphasis,
‘I decide what is a reasonable profit, not you. This is not a
charity!’

Dele, hearing
the raised voices, started to hover around behind Odion, wearing
one of his large repertoire of threatening expressions. Eventually,
Femi and the others backed down and, with ill grace, they all paid
up. Adebayo reflected that this was a poor omen for the rest of the
journey. There would surely be other occasions when the schedule
had to be adapted and, if each one resulted in additional payments,
then some of them would arrive in Morocco as little more than
beggars.

They spent the
rest of the day idling around the farmyard and preparing mentally
for the gruelling days ahead of them. That evening they ate more
modestly, as Papa Tchané’s interest in his guests appeared to be
waning. During a quiet moment after dinner, Adebayo found himself
wondering about the creature he had overheard the previous night by
the old hut. Something about the sounds it had made left a
disturbing impression with him. Its cry was more plaintiff than
threatening and only his nervousness at being in the country after
nightfall had prevented him from investigating further. He fell
asleep later with the peculiar quality of that cry still playing on
his thoughts.

 


 


Papa Tchané was
presiding over another meal, with Adebayo and the other travellers
ranged around the table. A huge metal cauldron sat steaming on the
stove. Angelique stirred its contents with a large wooden spoon.
Her daughter chopped diligently at pieces of meat and vegetables,
pausing sometimes to add handfuls to the stew. The old man began to
talk, but his voice had a strange quality that Adebayo had never
heard before. The words came out of his mouth with a dry cracking
sound and floated down onto the table in front of him like leaves
falling from a tree. A little girl—not a member of the
family—approached the table with a bowl of rice and set it down. As
she did, a few grains fell from it. The girl stretched out with her
hand to pick them up and ate them. As she reached out again for
more rice, Papa Tchané became aware of her presence. His eyes
bulged with fury at this impertinence and he bared his yellow teeth
at her. She tried to withdraw her hand, but the old man seized it
and twisted her wrist so savagely that she cried out in terrible
pain. Then, he slowly prised one of her fingers away from the
others and bit into it like a leopard falling on its prey. The
little girl fainted to the floor and Papa Tchané, with a small
rivulet of blood running down his chin and a look of demented
triumph, spat the finger across the room into the bubbling
cauldron.

 


 


Adebayo woke in
the darkness of the bunkhouse with his heart racing and sweat
trickling down his face. There was no Papa Tchané and no little
girl, just the noise of his companions snoring and the acrid,
unsavoury odour of a male dormitory.

 



Chapter
10

Adebayo sat up
in his bed, listening for any sign that someone else was awake.
They were all asleep. Obeying another impulse which he did not
understand, he slipped on his clothes and crept out of the
bunkhouse into the moonlight. The powerful emotional hangover from
the dream merged with his recollection of yesterday evening’s walk.
He had a strong sense that the two were somehow related and he
should return to the location where he last heard the unknown
animal. The urge grew stronger than his fear of being alone in this
strange place with only the night predators and their prey—which
might include him—for company.

Slowly,
inspecting every moon shadow along the way for hidden assailants,
he stole back along the path towards the old hut. After a few
minutes he could see its ramshackle roof, backlit in silver by the
moon. He waited breathlessly a few yards away. What idiocy was
this? What did he expect to happen now, here on this godforsaken
farm, loitering like a thief outside an old grain store?

As he turned to
leave, shaking his head in disbelief at his own credulousness, he
heard a sound from behind. Something was scuffling, and then came
the same whining he had heard before. He spun around and peered
into the half-light, trying to pinpoint the location. The sound
came from the direction of the hut. He tiptoed to the door and
pressed his ear against the wood. Beyond doubt, the sound came from
inside. He debated with himself, simultaneously casting anxious
glances around. No one should witness what he had in mind. A light
tap on the door from him and the noises stopped abruptly. He tried
again, this time a little louder and more insistent. From inside he
heard urgent whispers. This confirmed what he half knew from last
night, the whining had a human source. He tapped again and the
whispers stopped. After a pause someone mimicked his tapping
pattern. Hailing softly in English, French and Yoruba, eventually,
he heard an answer, a child’s voice.

He rattled the
padlock on the door; no possibility to break in that way. A tour of
the perimeter and, on the opposite side, he saw a shuttered window,
which had been barred with a heavy plank from the outside to
prevent escape. He lifted it and pulled open the shutters. At first
he saw nothing in the gloomy interior, then, as his eyes adapted,
he made out two diminutive forms lying on the floor. One final look
around and he scrambled in through the open window.

Retrieving a
lighter from his pocket, he approached slowly, not wanting to
frighten them. In the pale yellow light the whites of their eyes
were visible, wide-open with fear. A young girl of about ten and a
boy, probably a couple of years her junior, were lying in a pile of
straw on the dirt floor. The boy was cradling his own face in his
hands and, after a brief startle at the sight of Adebayo, he became
withdrawn; hunching in a corner, rocking backwards and forwards for
comfort and making the familiar mewing sound. Adebayo conversed
with the girl in Yoruba.

‘What are you
doing here?’

The girl was
silent.

‘Did Papa
Tchané put you in here?’

Still no
answer, and she shuffled away from him, closer to the boy; she was
afraid of Adebayo, probably of all adults. He wondered how he could
win the trust of the two terrified youngsters.

He spoke
softly, trying to distil all of his benign intentions into a tone
of voice that would reassure her, break down her self-protective
barriers.

‘Listen. My
name is Adebayo. I don’t work for Papa Tchané and I won’t tell him
anything you say to me. What’s your name?’

She shuddered,
her eyes mistrustful.

‘If you tell me
something, I might be able to help you,’ he coaxed. ‘What’s your
name, little sister?’

A tear formed
in the corner of her eye and rolled down her cheek, marking its
course through the grime of her skin, following the tracks of so
many before it.

Her voice was
little more than a murmur. ‘Adele. My name is Adele.’

She wept openly
now, her face suddenly more reflective in the dim, flickering
light.

‘This is my
brother, Pierre,’ she sobbed.

Adebayo waited
until her crying subsided. Adele wiped away her tears with the back
of her hand.

He repeated his
leading question. ‘Is it Papa Tchané who keeps you in here?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why does he do
that?’

‘We work for
Papa Tchané.’

‘You work
here?’

‘Yes, every day
we have to work on the farm, looking after the animals.’

‘But why does
he keep you locked up like this?’

‘He doesn’t
want any visitors to see us, and because we are lazy. Papa Tchané
beats us until we cry. The crying makes him angry, so he beats us
more. We try not to cry.’

Adebayo felt a
surge of fury. He imagined thrashing the old slaver with his own
walking stick until he howled.

‘How did you
get here?’

‘Our parents
sent us to school in the city with our Uncle, but when we got there
he wasn’t really an Uncle. He took the school money for himself and
sold us to some strangers. They drove us to this place and Papa
Tchané bought us. He says we have to work for him long time to pay
back. I think that’s why he’s always angry with us, because he paid
so much and now we’re tired and some days my brother’s too sick to
work.’

Adebayo
regarded the young boy, whose face was covered in huge, dark-grape
bruises. Both of the children looked malnourished and weak, the boy
especially so. He pondered their predicament. If they stayed on the
farm, a few more months of Papa Tchané’s ‘hospitality’ would
probably finish them off. On the other hand, if he challenged Papa
Tchané and, by implication, Dele and Odion, it would surely
jeopardise his plans and possibly his safety. He had no direct
proof of this from his hosts’ conduct so far, just an intuition
that to cross them would be unwise.

He turned to
the girl.

‘Listen, Adele,
I’m going to help you, but you must never tell anyone about it. Do
you understand?’

She nodded.
‘You’re afraid of Papa Tchané, too?’

‘Yes, I’m
afraid of him.’

The girl told
him her family lived in a town about 100 kilometres south of the
farm. He gave her some money, enough to buy food for a few days and
bus tickets.

‘We need to
leave now. It’ll be light in a couple of hours and you have to be
well away from the farm before they realise you’re gone.’

He hoisted them
through the open window and clambered out himself, closing the
window and barring it again, so the hut looked undisturbed from the
outside.

They walked in
a wide arc around the farmhouse in the direction of the main road.
Adebayo calculated that he had enough time before sunrise to escort
them to the road before he returned to the bunkhouse. Both children
trembled constantly with fear at the thought of being discovered
and in anticipation of Papa Tchané’s wrath. They were young enough
to believe that their ill treatment was in some way connected to
their own failings and not simply a feature of the commonplace
brutality of the world of adults.

After half an
hour, the young boy could walk no further, so Adebayo was forced to
carry him over the remaining distance to the road. It was shocking
to feel how easily he could support the frail little body. They
reached the main road and walked some distance south looking for a
hiding place away from the access road to the farm. He reasoned
that any pursuers would scour the immediate area of the farm, but
would probably not risk searching conspicuously in such a public
place as a main highway.

He found them a
small clearing in the brush by the side of the road. The girl
seemed to understand his brief instructions about how to catch a
bus to their hometown and about staying away from the road until
they were some distance from the farm. There was little time left
for him to return to the bunkhouse before sunrise; he needed to
leave immediately. As he said goodbye to them they stared silently
back at him, moonlight reflected in their pupils. Biting his lip,
he turned and jogged away towards Papa Tchané’s farm.

Even though he
had risked much to help Adele and Pierre, this felt like a
betrayal, more abject even than the recent desertion of his parents
in Lagos. The pain of that event had started to fade in his memory,
but now it returned with renewed force. Why not just give up now?
He could take his things from the bunkhouse and set out on the road
home before anyone could question him. Or, better still, he could
be a genuine benefactor and return the children to their parents
before he went home.

These and many
other possibilities ran through his mind as he made his way back
towards the bunkhouse. Passing under a tree, he failed to see a
pair of oversized feet swinging from its lower branches. Something
landed with a thud only inches behind him. His heart beat as if a
parasitic organism was trying to break out of his ribcage.

‘So, you have
grown tired of this life.’

‘What?! Oh,
it’s you. Are you trying to end me with such a trick?’

‘There was no
trick. We were destined to talk here, under this tree.’

‘You must want
something from me.’

‘You misspeak.
I might have some instructions for you, but to say that I want
something is to misunderstand the nature of our relationship.’

‘Very well,
what is it that you “require”?’

‘Why nothing. I
have merely come to gloat.’

‘To gloat?’

‘Yes. I had a
wager with myself over how long it would be before you did
something idiotic…and I won. The optimist in me imagined you might
last a few more days before you bungled the whole enterprise, but
the realist said it would happen right here in the world’s
sphincter.’

‘You’re talking
about the children.’

‘Your insight
is electrifying.’

‘What should I
have done?’

‘Stayed in your
bunk and minded your own business.’

‘You filthy
cynic! How could I have left them to suffer more abuse from Papa
Tchané?’

‘And how do you
think the little darlings will fare on the highway on their own?
Surely it won’t be long before someone else finds another use for
them.’

‘At least they
have a chance now. They might make it home to their parents.’

‘I think the
Moon has gained dominion over your mind. If you are so noble, why
didn’t you abandon your journey and take them home yourself?’

‘I…I was…’

‘Reduced to
incoherence by a simple question. Pick up your bleeding heart from
the cow shit and get back inside the bunkhouse before they realise
you are missing.’

‘But…’

‘I “require”
you to do this…now!’

He crept in
through the door of the bunkhouse and found his place in the dark.
He froze as Liu rolled over in the next bed. Adebayo waited, but
Liu’s breathing settled into a steady rhythm again: he seemed to be
asleep. With cat stealth, Adebayo slipped out of his clothes and
fed his body back into his sleeping bag.

Sleep evaded
him as he lay pondering his own conduct. How would the children
fare alone in unfamiliar territory? At least they had a chance now.
There was nothing but more slave labour and the certainty of an
early death if they remained on the farm. However hard he tried to
create a decent rationale, he could not escape from a growing sense
that he had shied away from the most proper course of action. This
feeling and the anticipation of the difficult desert journey ahead
gave him a sense of foreboding that was not dispelled by the
sunrise and its accompanying stirrings of animals and people.

As they
prepared to leave, the other members of the party threw
high-spirited banter around. They had benefited from the rest and
the plentiful food. Dele and Odion were particularly cheerful; the
minibus was roadworthy again and they were keen to be underway.
During breakfast Papa Tchané appeared, but his expression signalled
that he was not just intending to wish them ‘bon voyage’. Dele and
Odion both looked grave when Papa Tchané whispered his tidings to
them. Adebayo observed all this and tried to appear as casual and
unconcerned as possible.

Odion stood up
and addressed the whole group.

‘Before we
leave, our host wants to say goodbye and good luck with your
journeys. Unfortunately, he has also lost something valuable
recently and he wanted me to ask you if anyone here knew where it
might be.’

This rather
opaque statement puzzled the rest of the group. It was clear that
Papa Tchané and Odion did not expect a confession, but were looking
for signs of tension which might betray someone’s guilt. Adebayo
concentrated on his simulation of a perplexed state. One of the
others asked, innocently, what it was that had been lost, but Odion
refused to elaborate.

‘If anyone is
involved, they will understand.’

They were held
under the gaze of Dele, Odion and Papa Tchané—whose eyes blazed
with a barely-contained fury—for some time. Adebayo feared he would
unconsciously betray himself with some gesture or facial tick.
Finally, Odion relented and with obvious embarrassment tried to
make amends with Papa Tchané by offering him money. The old man’s
expression softened very slightly as he counted the notes, before
pocketing them and stalking out of the room. They did not see him
again, even in the family group that waved them off as they drove
out of the farmyard, trailing a cloud of red dust down the dirt
track towards the main road.

As they headed
north up the highway towards the border with Niger, Chikae the
Elder turned to Adebayo and muttered under his breath, ‘What the
hell was all that about from Papa Tchané?’

‘I don’t know,
but it seemed pretty strange.’

It was prudent,
Adebayo decided, not to entrust any of his companions with his
discovery at the farm until he had a better understanding of each
of their characters. Now that Odion and Dele were out of pocket as
a result of his actions, he needed at all costs to keep his
nocturnal adventure secret from them.

Within a few
hours, they entered Malanville, a busy market town on the west bank
of the great Niger River, the definitive geographical feature that
forms the border between Benin and Niger. They stopped near the
market, which swirled with the colours and sounds of the Sahel:
battered white chickens being manhandled into crates, Niger boatmen
buying provisions for their next trip, bags of dates and rice being
haggled over by shoppers and hard-eyed traders.

Odion allowed
them all a couple of hours to scour the market stalls for last
minute purchases. ‘We won’t be stopping in any more big towns with
decent markets for a long time now. Make the most of it,’ he
advised. Adebayo bought some lengths of material to line his
sleeping bag; they would also double as awnings to keep the sun at
bay. Everyone acquired as much dried food as they could squeeze
into their baggage.

As they drove
past the edge of town through a narrow belt of fertile land, the
modern bridge that spans the Niger between Malanville and Gaya
loomed before them. Despite the fact that they were already very
far from Lagos, for Adebayo the huge brown river with its soaring
bridge was their most significant point of departure so far. On the
other side of the turgid waters lay the untameable heart of his
Africa: where the elaborate constructs of his imagination would be
tested against an alien reality. He felt a shiver of
anticipation—tinged with ice—as he looked over the parapet of the
bridge onto the broad expanse of the river, with its skein of small
boats. The great cross-currents of humanity—highway and
river—touched here momentarily, before carrying their travellers
away on different trajectories.
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Despite his
growing confidence in Odion’s ability to negotiate them past
officialdom, Adebayo still felt his stomach knot with anxiety as
they approached the border crossing into Niger. Next to him, Femi
stared ahead and tapped his left foot unconsciously. The tapping
increased in frequency as they drew closer to the barrier. Among
the others, the conversation dried up.

Odion swung
into a familiar routine, talking them through the formalities with
a well-placed bribe, which resulted in only a cursory examination
of travel documents and a casual wave through. The mood among the
travellers lightened immediately they were out of sight of the
border post and on their way into Niger. Adebayo wondered if they
were destined to repeat this cycle of anxiety and elation for each
of the many checkpoints and border crossings that lay ahead.

He was
preoccupied by doubts about his actions at Papa Tchané’s farm.
Occasionally, he stole a glance over at Odion and Dele to see if
they still showed any signs of suspicion or resentment, but they
seemed relaxed and in good humour. He realised that he needed to
snap out of his reverie, otherwise they would soon notice and draw
their own conclusions. Femi’s display of nerves at the border
crossing was the first crack in his façade of self-confidence.
Emboldened by this, Adebayo pitched in with the question that had
been chafing him.

‘What made you
decide to leave Lagos?’

The older man
was taken aback by this gauche opener. He hesitated for a while,
until Adebayo feared he had committed some terminal gaff. Femi
spoke softly, so that only Adebayo and Chikae the Elder could hear
him above the general clamour of the bus. ‘Well, there are now two
border crossings between me and my native soil, so I don’t mind
telling you, but I’d prefer if you didn’t tell our charming
hosts.’

Both nodded
their assent.

‘Normally, if I
wanted to visit my eldest brother in London I would hop on a plane,
but…nothing has been normal for me for some time now.’

He hesitated
again and then spoke as if he had made a conscious decision to
unburden himself. ‘I was a lawyer, working in a practice in Lagos.
My firm specialised in big criminal cases. One of my more senior
colleagues was preparing a case against a notorious drug baron.
This colleague suffered a heart attack, so he had to withdraw from
the case. I was asked to take over from him and I went to see him
at the hospital for a briefing.

‘This was a big
opportunity for me and I was pretty excited about it. I got some of
the background on the case and then, at the end of our meeting, my
colleague said something very strange.’

Femi paused as
if he might be reconsidering whether to tell the rest of his story.
Adebayo and Chikae the Elder—both now rapt—urged him to
continue.

‘He said I
should contact the judge who would be taking the case for a further
briefing. When I did, I realised there was a big game in play. The
judge made it clear, I was expected to commit a procedural error
near the beginning of the case, so he would have a pretext to throw
it out. Even if this ploy failed, I learned that the defendant had
also taken steps to rig the jury in his favour.

‘I said nothing
to either the judge or my colleague, but I was determined not to be
mixed up in their grubby plans. I confided in another, more senior
judge. He told me that if he pursued my allegations he feared for
his family’s safety. I can see now, this was a miscalculation. I
created three sets of enemies for myself: my own firm, the judges
and, by far the worst, the drug baron.

‘Not long
after, my firm took me off the case. I was still considering what I
should do next when…when matters were taken out of my hands.’
Femi’s voice became unsteady. His eyes watered.

‘What
happened?’ Chikae the Elder coaxed.

Adebayo had a
sudden flash of recognition. Femi’s face was indeed familiar. He
had seen it a few weeks previously in a newspaper, attached to a
story that had some elements in common with this one. What was the
fellow’s name? It was not Femi; that was definitely an assumed
name. Adebayo wondered in passing how many of his other companions
were travelling under assumed names and whether he should have done
the same. He felt a shiver as Femi told the next part of his story:
he had just remembered the denouement from the article.

‘The next day
my younger brother, Kingsley, came to my place. He wanted to borrow
my car—a new Mercedes—so he could impress his girlfriend. We had
breakfast together. It was a bit of light relief after all my
recent worries about my job. I joked with him, saying “don’t bother
coming back if it has a scratch on it”. He took the keys and I
watched from the front door as he jumped in it and turned the
ignition. It didn’t start first time and he gave me his favourite
sarcastic grin, the one that always managed to annoy me.’

Femi’s voice
was barley audible now. ‘Then…then he tried to start it again.’

His audience
waited, sensing that this was the first time Femi had been able to
speak about these events.

‘It was meant
for me…the bomb…was meant for me, not him. I couldn’t help him. I
was thrown off my feet by the blast. When I came round, the car was
burning, Kingsley was still inside. I…I think he must have been
dead already.’

Femi choked on
a sob. He rubbed his face vigorously to disperse his tears.

‘Listen,’ said
Chikae the Elder, ‘you don’t have to tell us this.’

‘I want to.
It’s helping me. After it happened, I went into hiding, living in
cheap hotels. It seemed like a bad movie plot to me; I couldn’t
believe that those things had happened. Now, as I’m telling you
about it, I can see it in some kind of perspective, for the first
time.

‘My bank
accounts were frozen by the authorities. They trumped up some case
against me, said I’d been laundering money for the criminals I was
supposed to be prosecuting. The bombing was explained as an attempt
by rival drug gangs to eliminate me. Ridiculous! They were so
confident they could shut me up, they didn’t even bother to
contrive a plausible case against me.

‘I knew I had
to get out, to leave the country. Eventually, I summoned the
courage to go back home to retrieve some money from a hiding place
in the loft. There was no obvious surveillance on the place, so I
went in through the back door. I was up in the loft when I heard
voices in the house below. The police must have returned to resume
their watch and noticed that the house had been entered. I could
hear them moving from room to room, systematically searching the
whole house. I realised that soon they would start to search
upstairs and I would be trapped.

‘My legs were
shaking from fear as I climbed down the ladder and out via a
bedroom window onto the roof of my neighbour’s garage. As I
scrambled down into next-door’s garden, my neighbour’s elderly
mother was sitting in the shade on their terrace. She could have
betrayed me, just by calling out, but she kept silent. Maybe she
didn’t believe all the lies that they were printing about me in the
papers. I jumped over the fence and ran off. At least I managed to
retrieve some money and a few things I could sell later on.’

‘How did you
end up with Odion and Dele?’ asked Adebayo.

‘After that I
hid out for several more weeks. I was afraid to fly anywhere. At
the airports there is greater vigilance for wanted people
attempting to leave the country, so I decided that the least
visible way of going abroad was via the overland route. Once I’d
made that decision it wasn’t difficult to find someone who could
get me a new passport. They put me in touch with Odion.’

‘So you’re
going to London too,’ said Chikae the Elder.

‘Ideally, but
I’ll settle for anywhere that isn’t Nigeria at the moment.’

Adebayo mused
that he would probably have refused to believe Femi’s story had he
not previously seen the newspaper report. That had given the
official version of events, where Femi—or whatever his name was—had
been the villain. Perhaps the papers had it right. Perhaps Femi was
selling them a great work of fiction.

 


 


Instead of
taking the main highway directly to Niamey—the capital of
Niger—which lay squarely across their route northwestwards to Mali,
they took an unsurfaced ‘piste’, running parallel with the
riverbank. They were hoping to avoid any encounters with police
checkpoints, at least until they rejoined the highway further
north.

On the Niger
side of the river, the agrarian culture of northern Benin gave way
to one of semi-nomadic pastoralism. They encountered herds of
goats, sheep and, less often, cattle being driven along between
meagre pastures. As they waited for some animals to clear their
path, Adebayo glanced out of the window and saw a young shepherd
staring back at him. He was barefoot and clad in rags; his legs
were barely thicker than the staff he wielded to control his small
herd. Adebayo began to appreciate how strange his group of
out-of-place urbanites must seem to these people, whose principal
symbols of wealth and social status were all of the four-hoofed
variety.

A raw memory
made him wince. What had become of little Adele and Pierre?

Their progress
along the river’s edge was rapid and, by evening, they were making
camp at a site in the bush a little way back from the riverbank. It
was a natural vantage point that gave them a clear sight of any
approaching headlights and an uninterrupted view of the sunset
across the river. Judging by some of the inauspicious places they
had camped out prior to this, Adebayo assumed the site had been
chosen for strategic over aesthetic reasons. It was an especially
chilly night but Odion forbade any campfires.

Later, when
they were eating, he explained why.

‘Last time we
came along here we stopped near a Songhai village a bit further
along the river from here. Most of the people in this area are
Songhai. As we were eating our dinner a few old guys from the
village appeared and came into our camp. They said hello and then
sat down right next to Dele’s big cooking pot. You could see them
drooling when they smelled the stew.

‘We decided to
give them a meal, just to keep them happy. No point in antagonising
the locals, if you can help it. So they ate their stew and went off
looking very happy. Only problem was, a while later half the
village turned up wanting some of our hospitality. This time we
decided that we couldn’t afford to feed half of Niger, so we
refused. Big mistake! They started shouting at us, getting really
angry. I said we should pack up and leave, find another campsite.
We started putting all our things into the bus. Some of the younger
guys began pushing and shoving us around. Then one of them stood
right in front of Dele…wouldn’t let him pass.’

Odion looked
over at Dele for the next part of the story. Dele smiled grimly. ‘I
knocked him down. He was asking for it.’

The breeze
picked up and played with the branches of a nearby tree. There was
a cracking sound from somewhere over Odion’s shoulder. Adebayo
jumped up, expecting to see shadowy figures encircling the
campsite.

Odion laughed.
‘My story has you rattled? Don’t worry! Dele has radar built
in…no-one gets past him. Do you want to hear the rest of it?’

Adebayo nodded
and sat down, his cheeks burning.

‘Then all hell
broke out,’ Odion resumed. ‘We had to fight our way into the bus.
Lucky we had Dele, he cleared a path through the Songhai for us. We
got out just in time. One of our people was hit in the face with a
stick. It broke his nose…what a mess. As we were driving off up the
piste this crazy guy came out of the bush waving a pistol. Just as
well he couldn’t shoot straight. After that we drove all night to
get right away from there.’

Odion paused
for effect. ‘So that’s why we don’t want our friends from the
village to know we are here again.’

Adebayo
reflected that the whole incident, if Odion’s account was to be
believed, had spiralled out of control as a direct result of Dele’s
fondness for his fists. Yet Dele betrayed no trace of embarrassment
about his part in the debacle. And what was Odion signalling to
them by telling this story? Don’t mess with Dele? It hardly needed
to be said.

That night he
sat for a long time watching the sunset fading from the surface of
the river and being replaced by the cool liquidity of the moon. He
was here, in the middle of it all. Every action, every decision he
took from now on would have significant consequences. His life was
no longer invisible to all but his family. At last he could face up
to Joseph Conrad, look him squarely in the eye and say, ‘Well, old
man, am I on the right track? Are my experiences, my companions
authentic enough for you?’

In the morning,
they left early and soon rejoined the main highway en-route for
Niamey. Later that day, in the capital, they were caught up in a
traffic jam. Adebayo immersed himself in another long reverie,
staring at the dusty streets of the city that sprawled along both
banks of the Niger. He had read everything that he could find about
every place of any size along their route.

In Niamey, the
results of the building boom were still evident. This had
accompanied the brief period of economic growth following the
discovery of Uranium in Niger in the 1970s. Bold statements in
concrete and glass towered over the now subdued streets of the main
business district. These contrasted sharply with the squalor which
characterised most of the city. As a native of Lagos, he was
certainly no stranger to sights of urban poverty, but here, it
seemed even more abject and ubiquitous. They ground to a halt
outside a large, luxury hotel overlooking the river. Its terrace
was populated by sleek local business people, doing deals over
lunch with members of the western expatriate community. There were
also a few tourists ‘doing West Africa’ in as much style as they
could accomplish with help from their US dollars and given the
shortcomings of the local infrastructure.

Odion took
advantage of their enforced lay over to explain the next stages of
their route. He intended to follow the Niger all the way to the
Malian border and then beyond as far as Gao in southern Mali. At
Gao, the road strikes out away from the river and pursues a course
more or less due north across the deserts of Mali and into Algeria.
Once they left the river, they would quickly be immersed in the
true desert of the Sahara and a two-thousand-kilometre crossing to
the Atlas Mountains of Morocco. At Gao, they would leave the
minibus and transfer to a specially fitted truck that was more
suitable for the desert terrain and capable of carrying them and
all the supplies they would need.

Eventually,
they cleared Niamey and continued the journey north along the
Niger, their constant companion now for hundreds of kilometres. In
the dry countryside north of the city they passed villages with
square mud houses surrounded by round granaries, looking like giant
beehives. The road ran close to the river for much of the route.
Adebayo never tired of the contrast between the dull red dirt and
dusty scrubland along the road and the bright silver and green of
the main river course below them. At times, some bend of the river
would appear so wide as to give an impression of an inlet of the
sea rather than a stranded desert watercourse.

As they drew
closer to Mali, the condition of the road deteriorated, slowing
them down. That night they stayed near Ayouro, not far from the
Malian border, at a site near the river again. Settlements were
becoming more and more infrequent. Odion’s policy was to avoid
staying overnight in any town or village unless he knew someone
trustworthy who could accommodate them. Some among the local
population saw the illicit traffic in migrants through their
locality as an opportunity for graft. They might threaten betrayal
to the police or simply extract a levy for guaranteed safe conduct
along a particular stretch of road. Odion was experienced enough to
avoid most of these threats, but a random factor could never be
accounted for. It was best, wherever possible, to play it safe and
avoid any unnecessary contact.

It was during
this stage of the journey that they noticed the dry air and
incessant wind-blown dust and sand taking its toll on their health
and, in particular, on Kayin. His chronic cough had worsened soon
after they left Benin. Chikae the Elder took out a bottle of dark,
sinister-looking syrup from his bag.

‘Here, try
this. It helps with lots of different things.’

As it passed
under his nose, Adebayo detected the presence of alcohol in the
elixir. He realised he had not had a drink, or even craved one,
since leaving Lagos.

Kayin looked
sceptically at the bottle. Chikae the Elder pushed it under his
nose.

‘Try it. You
need something for that cough.’

‘OK. Thanks.’
Kayin took a deep swig, and then screwed up his face in disgust.
‘Ugh! What the hell’s in there?’

‘A mixture of
medicinal herbs and spices…an old family recipe,’ Chikae the Elder
replied.

‘And quite a
bit of hooch too,’ said Adebayo.

Chikae the
Elder grinned and winked at them. ‘Of course, all the best cures
need a little bit.’

Within a few
minutes, Kayin’s head was lolling on the back of his seat as he
slept. Chikae the Elder nudged Adebayo and chuckled. ‘See, I told
you it was good.’
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The next day
they crossed the Malian border unhindered and continued along the
Niger as far as Gao, a town of low, mostly mud-walled family
compounds sitting on the north bank. After Gao, they would part
company with the great river and head north towards the desert.

They drove
through the quiet streets of the town and stopped outside a large
pair of blue painted metal gates set into an otherwise blank wall.
Dele honked the horn of the bus. The gate opened from the inside
and they drove into a large yard. Once it was safely closed behind
them, they all stumbled out of the bus, putting several chickens to
flight. A mangy black dog sniffed at them with suspicion and then
barked in protest at this intrusion into its domain.

A middle-aged
man, wearing ankle-length blue robes and a black Touareg headdress,
stepped forward to exchange greetings with Odion. A woman shooed
three small children into the family’s quarters, then watched the
proceedings through an aperture in a breeze block wall, veiling her
face from the strangers.

They intended
to stay at Salif’s place for several days as Odion and Dele made
the arrangements for the next stage of their journey. Sitting in a
barn in the corner of the yard there was a large, ex-military
vehicle that had been converted to look like a cargo truck, used in
transporting the date harvest from North Africa to the Sahel. On
the return journey, these lorries usually carried a variety of
different cargoes after dropping off their loads of dates.

Dele showed
them around their new transport with some pride. In the covered
rear there was room for them all to sit on top of the cargo. He
moved aside some sacks to reveal a small trapdoor in the floor of
the truck. Under this was a secret compartment where the rear
passengers could hide if they were searched at a checkpoint.
Adebayo felt constricted just looking at the tiny space. He hoped
fervently they would not need to use this bolthole.

There was
little for them to do during the time they spent at Salif’s house,
as Odion would not allow them outside the gates. Whatever the
current topic of conversation, Adebayo found that the desert—the
great unspoken challenge which awaited them to the north—was never
far from his thoughts.

Femi read to
them a short passage from his travel guide, which he consulted
frequently. It concerned the Maghreb:

 


…that
region along the northern shore of Africa where different cultures
mix in a creative fusion. When the Sirocco blows its baleful breath
over the coastal fringes of the Mediterranean, it carries with it a
payload of fine sand. This has been scoured from the dunes of the
Sahara by storms and drawn high into the atmosphere, before being
dropped great distances away onto the teeming cities of the north:
Tangier, Oran, Algiers, Barcelona and Marseilles.

 


‘Perhaps we
will have the Sirocco at our backs, speeding us to the north like a
ship with a following wind?’ he mused.

Adebayo liked
the notion that their desert crossing could be compared to a long
sea passage. Liu, however, was less impressed. He sniggered at
Femi’s rather self-important delivery, looking around
conspiratorially for support from the others. They evaded his gaze.
With lofty indifference, Femi read on in silence, refusing to
acknowledge the presence of his young detractor. Liu jumped to his
feet and stalked away from the group. As he passed Femi, he knocked
the book from his hand.

‘Hey, what the
hell are you doing?’ he responded, but Liu had already disappeared
into their sleeping quarters without looking back.

Odion was
passing just as this happened.

‘What’s the
matter with that kid?’ said Femi, shaking his head in
exasperation.

‘I’m surprised
you two don’t get along,’ replied Odion. ‘The lawyer and the
pickpocket, you both have similar interests.’


‘Pickpocket?’

‘Liu is a
street kid. His speciality is picking pockets. You should keep an
eye on him…he’s very good at his trade. He came to us because he
had to get out of Lagos fast. The Incorruptibles decided to clean
up the market where Liu and his gang used to operate.’

Like everyone
in Lagos, Adebayo knew about vigilante groups such as The
Incorruptibles. They had sprung up in response to a rampant crime
wave, and the failure of the authorities to suppress it. Their
methods were direct and brutal. If a suspected criminal ignored a
warning to leave the area immediately, he would be tracked down
using intelligence supplied by local informants. Once apprehended,
the suspect could expect one of a range of gruesome and agonising
deaths, such as public stoning or necklacing, where a burning tire
is placed around the victim’s head and shoulders.

Odion
continued, ‘Liu was head of the gang and he used to make a lot of
money, even bought his own house. Then The Incorruptibles caught
one of his gang and chopped him up with machetes in the market
place, to make an example. They came after Liu the same night, but
he managed to get away, so they burned his house as a
substitute.

‘Soon after, he
found us. Wanted to leave everything behind, so he said. I think
the boy is seriously broken up in the head,’ he said, tapping his
temple.

Odion looked
around as if he was about to impart a great secret. ‘It’s come to
something when a good thief can’t even make a living without being
threatened by crazy men with machetes.’ He laughed so loudly at his
own joke that Salif emerged into the courtyard to see if something
was wrong.

On the second
night at Salif’s, Dele and Odion had some visitors. They pulled
into the compound in a jeep with blacked out windows. The
driver—Adebayo thought he looked West African—jumped out and
greeted Odion. His designer label jeans and tailored shirt did not
look as if they might be on sale at the local market. The man
beckoned at the rear seats of the jeep. The doors opened slowly and
two young women stepped down. Odion and Dele eyed them, like
farmers appraising possible purchases at a livestock market, and
then Odion slapped the man on the back and handed over some
money.

The girls
looked about twenty. They were dressed in scanty clothing and were
heavily made up, especially around the eyes. One of them bore a
disturbing resemblance to one of Adebayo’s old schoolmates,
although he knew that it could not possibly be her. Odion bowed
deeply before her and said, ‘Would madam care to be escorted around
my apartment.’

She responded
with a paper-thin grin, but her eyes were dull and indifferent.
Dele made no such show of chivalry; he threw his arm around the
other girl’s shoulders and steered her towards his room.

Adebayo looked
across at Salif, who was observing from his favourite seat outside
the family’s quarters. He doubted that their host would approve of
this transaction and wondered how he reconciled it with his
conservative traditions. Salif rose slowly and turned to go inside.
His gait was even more dignified than normal, as if he wished to
emphasise that, although he might be financially dependent on Odion
and Dele, he and his family did not share their values.

Later, in their
communal room, the rest of the group could hear Dele and Odion next
door to them, drinking with the girls and dancing to a tinny
cassette player.

‘So our guides
have catered well for their own needs,’ observed Femi.

‘I see we never
got a chance to pick something tasty,’ said Chikae the Younger.

Chikae the
Elder laughed at him, ‘So you normally have to pay for it, eh?’

‘Well, err, no,
of course not,’ said Chikae the Younger, a little too hastily, to
cover his embarrassment.

‘It’s not
funny,’ Nduka interrupted. ‘Where do you think those girls come
from? Are they local college students doing a bit of work
experience? I don’t think so.’

‘You think they
were trafficked here?’ said Chikae the Elder.

‘Yes, of course
they were. Either that or they were travelling through and ran out
of money.’

Someone’s
headboard was knocking out an enthusiastic rhythm against the wall
of the next room.

‘At least
they’re earning some money from it,’ offered Chikae the
Younger.

Nduka did not
reply, but rolled his eyes in despair.

‘Why are you
looking like that? What did I say?’

Femi
intervened. ‘So that was their own jeep they showed up in and the
driver was their chauffeur, is that it? They probably get to keep
very little of what they earn. Look at their clothes, they’ve seen
better days. I’d say they’ll be lucky if their “chauffeur” doesn’t
knock hell out of them later, just for the fun of it. Did you not
notice the extra bit of dark “eye shadow” they were both
wearing?’

Chikae the
Younger was silenced by this. Adebayo felt a little sorry for him.
Nduka and Femi had jumped on him a bit too hard.

The coupling in
the next room was growing in volume.

‘Look, I can’t
sit here listening to those two making boom boom all evening. Why
don’t we go outside and Femi can read us some more from his
guidebook? OK, Femi?’ said Chikae the Elder.

‘Happy to
oblige,’ said Femi.

All apart from
Liu trooped outside and clustered around Femi.

‘Where do you
want to hear about?’

‘How about this
place?’ suggested Adebayo.

‘OK, let me
find it. Yes, here goes,’ said Femi.

 


Gao has a distinct
‘town at the end of the world’ quality. It is a place with no
visible means of support, yet there is money here. It comes from
the town’s principal economic activity: acting as a hostelry, a
logistics centre and a jumping off point for those who wish to
cross the desert to North Africa. For every one who makes the
journey legally, there might be fifty who do so clandestinely. It
is the latter who provide the funds for Gao to live beyond its
means, to oil the wheels of its shadow economy. They are not so
apparent on the streets during daylight hours, but on any day,
there could be several hundred West Africans secreted inside the
many mud-walled compounds.

To the chagrin of its
conservative, established population, in recent years Gao has been
gradually transformed into a centre of many vices associated with
the people smugglers. Several brothels accommodate young Ghanaian
and Nigerian girls, tricked into prostitution and now stranded
here. Drugs and alcohol are increasingly available; temptations for
the young people of Gao that were unknown just a few years ago.
Migrants who have run out of money hang around the town, trying to
find casual work to sustain them and fund the next stage of their
journey. The road junctions on the edge of town are often populated
with mendicant footsloggers, trying to hitch a ride. Most are
heading north, some, defeated, are heading south towards an
inglorious homecoming. The casualty rate among those who try to
make the crossing on foot is horrific. Despite all their epic feats
of unsupported travel, many are destined to lay their bones out in
the sun and never leave the desert.

‘The
traffickers and the pimps of the town rely on a constant supply of
the naïve and desperate, whose overwhelming desire for escape has
clouded their judgement and led them to take risks with their
liberty and their future. Those who profit from this exploitation
of the vulnerable can be confident that the supply of aspirants
will not dry up in the foreseeable future.

 


Adebayo
shuddered as he listened to this last part, but stayed quiet.

‘Well, that’s
very heart warming,’ said Chikae the Elder, ‘especially the bit
about the bones.’

‘Yes, it’s
pretty bleak,’ said Femi, ‘…pretty damned bleak.’

 



Chapter
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The evening
before their departure, they received some news that unsettled
Odion. Alassane, who usually guided on the next leg of the journey,
was ill. Early the next morning, someone called Mehmet appeared at
Salif’s house, claiming to be Alassane’s cousin and his appointed
replacement. Odion delayed their departure and went off into town
to find Alassane, so he could vouch for Mehmet in person, but
returned later looking even more concerned. Alassane and his family
were absent; they had taken him to hospital in Niamey. Mehmet was
hired as their new guide by default. He grinned broadly at the news
and jumped up into the cab with Dele and Odion, apparently eager to
demonstrate his knowledge of the local terrain.

As the rest of
them clambered onto the new truck, Chikae the Elder, with a wink at
Adebayo, sang out in the manner of an old-fashioned stationmaster,
‘All aboard the Sirocco Express!’ This drew wry smiles from the
rest of the group, even Liu and Femi.

They set out on
the road north towards Tessalit, a small settlement deep in the
desert. Adebayo and his companions travelled in the covered rear of
the truck, so, apart from a small viewing hatch to the front, they
spent most of their time looking at ground they had just
crossed.

Adebayo watched
through the forward hatch, eager to see the route ahead. About
fifty kilometres out from Gao, a distinctive formation of rock
towers loomed close to the road. It cast a series of long shadows
across their route, like the fingers of a gigantic hand held up to
the early morning sun. Mehmet indicated that they should follow a
rough track which snaked off to the right and disappeared behind
the rocks.

Once they were
out of sight from the road, he leaned across from the passenger
seat and very deliberately pressed the truck’s horn three times.
Within seconds a white pickup, with a group of armed Touareg riding
in it, appeared from behind a large boulder. Several of them
pointed automatic rifles towards the truck. The pickup blocked
their route, forcing Odion to step on the brake hard, throwing all
the rear passengers off their precarious perches. Mehmet waved at
the group in the pickup, turned to Odion and said, ‘Une petite taxe de transit, s’il vous
plait.’

‘I should have
trusted my instincts about you, Cousin Mehmet!’ Odion spat at him.
He turned to Dele and muttered, ‘I think these guys intend to take
everything we have. Is your rifle handy?’

‘Yes, but we’re
completely outgunned. Besides, with all the fuel we’re carrying, if
we get into a fire fight, the truck will go up like an incendiary
bomb…I have another plan.’

Instantly, he
drew a large knife, grabbed hold of Mehmet by the scruff of the
neck and pressed the blade against his throat so hard that it broke
the skin and drew blood. Mehmet’s eyes bulged with utter terror. He
screamed through the opened window at his co-conspirators, pleading
with them to back off. One of them levelled his rifle at the cab,
but then thought better of it and lowered the weapon.

Seizing this
brief psychological advantage, Odion shouted at them, ‘We will kill
your friend! Ami, mort!’ The Touareg were conferring, squabbling
about how to react. There seemed to be a ‘shoot now and let Mehmet
take his chances’ party who were in dispute with some of their more
cautious fellows. Rather than waiting for the outcome of this
debate, Odion revved the truck hard and suddenly slipped it into
gear. With a scream of grinding metal, it lurched forward and hit
the pickup squarely in the flank. The impact pushed the other
vehicle over onto its side, spilling its rear passengers onto the
ground, where they scrambled in fear and confusion.

When some of
the dust cleared, Adebayo saw one of the Touareg pinned underneath
the pickup. His legs were trapped and he thrashed his arms about,
howling with pain. The others in the group gathered around him,
heaving on the bodywork, trying to haul him free.

When it was
clear their assailants were in no position to mount an immediate
pursuit, Odion hit reverse gear and backed up the track at suicidal
speed. Then he wheeled around and drove hard back towards the main
road.

Through a haze
of tyre dust Adebayo—and now the other rear passengers—saw the
upended pickup and the Touareg milling around it. All of them
ducked when one of the ambush party pointed his gun at them. They
heard its deadly crack-crack-crack and the rounds pinging off
nearby rocks, but none found its mark.

Behind his
scrunched up eyes Adebayo saw the first lines of the Lord’s Prayer
as though printed on a page. After he dared to raise his head
again, he realised, unwittingly, he had been reciting them
aloud.

Liu was
smirking at him. ‘First time you feel the heat, eh, college
boy?’

‘It’s not every
day someone tries to blow my head off.’

‘You’re playing
with the bad boys now…books won’t help you.’

When they
reached the main road again, Odion stepped hard on the accelerator
and they drove as fast as the poor road surface would permit for
over an hour, trying to outdistance any possible pursuit. Through
the hatch, Adebayo saw that Dele kept the knife pressed close
against Mehmet’s ribs, just to remind him of his new status as a
hostage. In the rear of the truck, Adebayo and the others clung
onto anything they could find to avoid being bounced off the cargo
crates and into their fellow passengers.

At the end of
this headlong flight, Odion pulled the truck over behind some low
mounds out of sight from the road. Adebayo and the others scrambled
out over the tailboard, eager for an explanation. Odion and Dele
were dragging Mehmet out of the cab. Dele began beating him with an
expertise that Adebayo found chilling. Soon the Touareg was on the
ground curled up in a ball and pleading for clemency.

‘What the
hell’s going on?’ said Femi. ‘Dele’s going to kill him in a
minute.’

Odion turned to
him with anger flashing in his eyes. ‘Cousin Mehmet here betrayed
us to those bandits! He’s getting what he deserves.’

Then Odion
looked over at Mehmet, as if he had been struck by another thought.
‘Wait a minute, Dele. Just wait a minute!’

Dele paused
just as he was about to deliver a mighty kick at Mehmet’s prone
body. ‘What? I have a job to finish here.’

‘Listen, Dele.
Just listen to me for a second. Nothing would please me more than
to bury Mehmet out here in the sand, but we need him alive, at
least for a while.’

‘You want to
keep him as a hostage?’

‘Yes…and we
need him to guide us over the next part of the route. There are
some checkpoints to be avoided and we can’t do it without him.’

Dele drew
himself up and nodded at Odion. ‘Yes, you’re right. We can save the
rest of his medicine until later.’

For Adebayo,
hearing Odion and Dele discussing the life or death of a man in
such a matter of fact way was confirmation of what he had always
suspected—known—about them: killing was a part of their trade, a
technique to be employed whenever circumstances required it.

He also
understood the logic of Odion’s decision. Most of the checkpoints
they had passed through required bribes. Out here in the desert,
with no witnesses, they were more or less at the mercy of any armed
faction that decided to stop them, be it the police or more bandits
of the type they had just encountered. They might even run into
their most feared of opponents, an honest policeman, who would
arrest them and have them all thrown in gaol or shipped off back to
Nigeria. It was better to avoid known checkpoints, even if that
meant continuing to rely on Mehmet as a guide.

‘Why should we
trust him a second time?’ asked Chikae the Elder. ‘He could easily
betray us again.’

‘I think Dele
has taken care of that,’ Odion replied. ‘Mehmet knows what’s in
store for him if he tries any more tricks.’ Odion walked over to
where Mehmet still lay grovelling in the sand. Blood dripped from
his face and congealed in grainy globules where it landed.

‘Get up, Cousin
Mehmet,’ said Odion.

Mehmet stayed
down, fearful of another beating.

‘Get up, come
on!’ Odion hauled him to his feet. Mehmet cowered in front of him,
avoiding eye contact. While Dele bound his hands, Odion explained
Mehmet’s new terms of employment to him. Dele waved his fearsome
knife under Mehmet’s nose for extra emphasis.

‘OK, everyone
get back in the truck, we need to keep moving,’ ordered Odion.

Odion and Dele
dragged Mehmet into the cab with them and Odion started up the
engine.

Adebayo felt
dazed as he scrambled back into the truck with the others. Until
now the dangers of this trip had existed purely as theoretical
possibilities, to be acknowledged and duly shelved as unlikely ever
to happen. Now—with the shots from the assault rifle still ringing
in his ears and the fresh image of Mehmet’s near-death
experience—he felt as if he had been jolted awake by a cattle prod.
Adrenalin coursed through his bloodstream, producing a jittery,
wide-eyed awareness of his fragile tenure on life. As they lurched
off down the highway, he looked around at his companions and gauged
that most of them were experiencing similar emotions. The
light-hearted mood that had existed just after their departure from
Salif’s had been abolished. In its place was a collective dread of
what might be waiting for them further along the road. If the same
group of Touareg caught up with them again, they all knew that this
time the most they could hope for would be a swift death.

Liu reacted
differently from the others. He seemed more excited than afraid.
‘Did you see the way Dele was hammering our friend Mehmet? Another
few minutes and he would have been vulture feed.’

He was silenced
by a look from Femi, which spoke eloquently for all of them.
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They drove for
the rest of the day with barely a stop. Mehmet’s desire for
self-preservation prevented him from further subterfuge. He guided
them impeccably, so they did not encounter a single police
checkpoint. When they left the road on a detour, they always found
it again, just where he said they would.

That evening
they drove off into the desert a short distance and found a
campsite, invisible from the road. Odion was concerned that the
Touareg ambush party might still be on their trail, so he insisted
they all take one-hour turns on watch throughout the night.

They ate dinner
in a subdued mood. Mehmet was left tied to one of the truck’s
wheels. He was not given anything to eat.

Towards the end
of dinner, Dele spooned some extra food onto his plate and wandered
over to where Mehmet lay trussed uncomfortably against the dusty
tyre of the truck.

‘You want some,
Cousin Mehmet?’ he asked.

Mehmet nodded,
perhaps thinking from Dele’s tone that he might be repenting his
earlier harsh treatment.

‘OK, you can
have some.’

Dele scooped up
a spoonful of stew and pushed it towards Mehmet. At the last
second—as the spoon was under Mehmet’s nose—he diverted it into his
own mouth, making appreciative chewing noises. After a few seconds,
he spat the food violently into Mehmet’s battered face and walked
back to the others, laughing to himself.

Adebayo, Femi
and Chikae the Elder exchanged glances, but knew better than to
make any comment in front of Dele. In his own heart Adebayo still
harboured vengeful thoughts towards the Touareg. He wondered if
anyone else would have the courage or the inclination to feed
Mehmet properly, but no one did.

Later, Adebayo
lay awake in his sleeping bag, waiting his turn for the watch.
Despite the objective danger they all faced, he felt something
close to happiness. The fear that still coursed through his body
had also heightened his senses. Every breath of the cold night air
carried an intoxicating hint of the desert. He drank it down
greedily, like beer.

The stars were
so bright and numerous that he regressed to a childhood habit and
started counting them. He began in Orion’s belt and then moved out
along the sword and the feet. In the areas where the stars were
densest, they looked more like clouds of luminous dust than
discrete points of light. The particles of his body had once been
no more than dust, drifting, out there, in the void. If fate
required him to surrender the dust of his body once more, what
better place and time for it to happen? He became disorientated; he
could not work out if he was lying flat on the ground, pinned to
the earth by gravity, or if he was stuck to the skin of a rotating
sphere, which might fling him away into space at any second.

Someone was
shaking his shoulder.

‘Wake up,’ came
a whisper. ‘Wake up.’

It was Nduka,
who had just come off watch.

‘You were
talking in your sleep.’

‘Was I?’

‘Yes, something
about stars. It’s your turn for the watch.’

‘OK, thanks.
Just give me a second.’

Adebayo shook
himself awake and wandered over to the watch position, wrapping his
sleeping bag around his shoulders for extra warmth.

He sat feeling
sleepy and worrying that he might fail to discharge his weighty
responsibility and nod off again. ‘OK,’ he said to himself, ‘let’s
do this properly.’ He quartered the entire horizon using
constellations as markers. Every couple of minutes he focussed his
attention on one quarter, craning his eyes and ears for anything
suspicious. After a few repetitions of this cycle, he was startled
by a noise directly behind him. Spinning around in alarm, he saw
the portly figure of Femi approaching.

‘Hello, Bayo. I
couldn’t sleep. It’s my turn at the watch next, so I thought I’d
join you…if you don’t mind?’

‘Of course
not.’

Adebayo
gestured for Femi to sit next to him. They sat in silence for a
while.

‘So this has
been quite an eventful day,’ said Femi.

‘Yes, quite
eventful,’ replied Adebayo, smiling at the understatement.

‘I sincerely
hope our friends in the pickup don’t find us again.’

‘Amen to
that.’

‘There was more
to that incident than you might think.’

‘What do you
mean?’

‘I know a
little about Odion and his way of doing business.’

‘You do? What’s
your explanation for what happened this morning?’

‘I know from
some of the cases I was involved in how this business operates. A
lot of the traffic is controlled by international networks, run
mostly from Spain. Their tentacles extend all the way out across
the desert and way down into West Africa. They use local contacts
to pass people along a chain to their destinations. It’s become a
big business recently, with lots of money to be made.’

‘That’s
interesting, but it doesn’t seem to quite fit with Odion and
Dele?’

‘Ah, yes. Our
two friends are a little different from the standard people
smugglers. Incidentally, are you aware of the difference between a
smuggler and a trafficker?’

Adebayo shook
his head.

‘Well, we are
being smuggled, because we paid voluntarily for a service. The two
girls—at Salif’s place—are in the unhappy position of being
trafficked. There’s nothing voluntary about their situation.’

‘I see,’ said
Adebayo, spreading his hands out, indicating the surrounding
wilderness, ‘whereas we, of course, are free to leave at any
time.’

Femi chuckled.
‘It does seem to be a bit of a fine distinction.’

‘You were
telling me about Odion and Dele.’

‘Oh yes,
they’re small operators, freelancers. They use some local contacts,
but they do most of the work themselves. It means they make more
profit, but take bigger risks for it. When I signed up with Odion
he told me this was the last trip they would be making along this
particular route.’

‘Did he say
why?’

‘Yes, but I
didn’t believe his explanation at the time and now I know it’s
bullshit. He said they were thinking of shifting to a more westerly
route because it’s quicker. All you have to do is look on the map
to see that this is the most direct route from Lagos. No, I think
the real reason is they are feeling the pressure from the big
networks. They want to monopolise the trade, so any smaller
operators they encounter, they put out of business.’

‘The
Touareg.’

‘Exactly! If
they were just bandits, wanting to extract a little dash from us,
why would Odion take such a risk trying to escape from them? They
were doing the bidding of one of the big networks and Odion knew
it. Their real intention was to put Odion and Dele out of business,
in the only way they know: by killing them off…and probably all of
us too.’

‘My God…so we
came close…’

‘Yes, we did,
and it’s not over yet, I suspect.’

Adebayo was
reduced to silence while he contemplated Femi’s interpretation of
events.

Femi left
Adebayo to his thoughts for a while before he spoke again. ‘I was
wondering.’

‘What?’

‘I think I have
a good idea about why everyone else is making this trip, but you,
I’m really asking myself what you’re doing here.’

‘Why is it so
strange that I should be here?’

‘Come on, Bayo…
OK, you don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to. You’re
obviously a bright fellow…you said you were going to university.
Why risk your future doing this? I don’t understand.’

‘It’s
complicated.’

‘Ah…I remember
when I was your age…it’s not so easy.’

‘You don’t need
to patronise me. I have serious reasons for being here too, but I
don’t care to discuss them just now!’

Adebayo was
surprised at himself for this outburst and regretted it
immediately.

‘Don’t blow up
at me…I’m not your papa.’

‘I’m sorry…I
didn’t mean…’

‘Let’s just
forget about it. I think it’s time for me to take over the watch.
Why don’t you go and get some sleep.’
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The feared
nocturnal visit from the Touareg never came and the next morning
they broke camp according to their normal routine. Mehmet, who had
remained tied to the wheel of the truck all night, was in poor
shape. During the night someone had taken pity on him and covered
him with a blanket against the keen pre-dawn air; even so, he
winced whenever he moved. Dele’s beating was having an insidious
effect.

Chikae the
Elder gave him some water and a little from his own breakfast. He
looked warily towards Odion and Dele as he did this, but neither of
them intervened.

When Chikae the
Elder returned to the others, who were still eating, Odion spoke to
him, with Adebayo and the others in earshot. ‘It’s OK if you want
to feed and water him for now. I’m not a barbarian, you know.’

This statement
was greeted by silence.

Odion
continued, as though he felt the need to explain himself further.
‘You’re all quite lucky, do you know that? We operate according to
different principles compared with some of the people who work this
route. Some of them would have robbed you of all your money by now.
They make you pay for each separate stage of the journey, but they
don’t tell you that when you sign up with them. If you don’t have
enough left for the next stage, they just loan you the money. So,
no problem, except that when you get to Europe they make you pay
back with lots of interest. You end up working for them in one of
their other businesses for months, maybe years.

‘If you try to
escape, and they catch you …’ He made a slashing gesture across his
throat with his finger. ‘Even if they can’t find you, your family
will probably receive an unwelcome visitor. Sometimes they just
pick someone out of a group and beat them to a pulp—maybe even kill
them—just to keep all the others under control…let them know who’s
boss.

‘So you see we
are not so bad. With our deluxe service we take a lot of trouble to
ensure that you get delivered safe and sound to your
destination.’

He looked over
at Mehmet slumped against the wheel. ‘We only get tough with people
when they act against our interests.’

Some of his
audience nodded, in the way that people are wont to agree with
those who hold such power over them.

Adebayo
concluded that Odion must still be rattled by the Touareg ambush
for him to feel the need for such a prolonged self-justification;
it was otherwise out of character.

They set off
along the main highway and drove for several hours. Mehmet sat
propped up in the cab between Dele and Odion, guiding for his
life.

As they
approached the site of an occasional police checkpoint, Mehmet
showed them an evasive route through a wadi that snaked across the
desert away from the road. They picked their way along a jeep track
running through the narrow defile. Sporadic sprouts of green brush
showed that there was still water somewhere below the bed of the
channel.

Femi, who did
not seem to have harboured any grudge after Adebayo’s outburst of
the previous evening, looked with a frown at the steep red banks
rising close by on either side of the track.

‘This would be
a perfect place for an ambush.’

‘Do you think
Mehmet’s friends are still on our trail?’ asked Adebayo.

‘More than
likely. They have two reasons to catch us now. I doubt they’ll just
leave Mehmet to his fate and then there’s the small matter of
avenging their earlier defeat.’

‘I still think
we are being foolish to trust Mehmet as a guide. He could be
leading us into another trap,’ said Chikae the Elder.

Femi shook his
head. ‘Don’t worry about him. He knows he’ll be lucky to walk out
of this alive, so he won’t take any more risks. It’s his friends in
the pickup we need to worry about.’

‘Femi, do you
really think Odion and Dele might kill him?’ asked Nduka.

‘Oh yes. You
saw the way Dele was taking him apart yesterday. He only prolonged
it for his own sport. Mehmet was lucky Odion changed his mind when
he did.’

Nduka was
silenced for a while. He had just been through his daily ritual
which involved a small pack of photos; snapshots of his wife and
two children. Opening the clear plastic wrapper with the reverence
normally reserved for religious objects, Nduka would leaf through
them, savouring the memories evoked by each one and smiling
occasionally. When he performed this homage, the others would leave
him be. Now he sat staring at his favourite photo, which he always
kept at the top of the pile. It showed his wife playing with their
two children on a beach somewhere.

‘She never
wanted me to go,’ he said to no-one in particular. ‘I persuaded
her, so I could find work in London, make a bit of extra money, you
know. She said she had a bad feeling about it. I told her not to be
so superstitious…told her it would be OK. Now look at me…us.’ He
looked around at the others, seeking reassurance, but they had none
to offer.

‘I think we
have been rather unfortunate,’ said Femi, continuing his train of
thought from the previous night. ‘It seems the wheels are starting
to come off Odion’s limousine service. As I was saying to Bayo last
night, this was supposed to be their last run along this route.’ He
paused, as if he was contemplating whether he should proceed to his
conclusion. ‘One way or another, I think that’s likely to be the
case.’

Liu shifted
involuntarily as Femi was talking, but he did not speak. Since his
confrontation with Femi at Salif’s place, he stayed out of most of
their conversations now.

They had been
driving along the wadi for a couple of hours when it gradually
opened out into a wide, sand-filled bowl. At some time in the
distant past, when the desert was a savannah with seasonal
rainfall, the wadi would have been a live river emptying into a
lake. Adebayo tried to imagine the now desolate landscape as it was
then: covered in acacias and grasses, with animals drinking along
the banks of the lake. There would have been people here too:
pastoralists and hunters. The only remnant of these lost people was
their inscrutable rock art and a few artefacts. How many other
civilisations had ebbed and flowed across these great tracts of the
interior, before disappearing into obscurity? He wondered, as a new
millennium approached, what traces would remain of their own
oil-powered culture come the end of it.

Kayin fell into
another coughing fit, which jolted Adebayo out of his daydream.
Chikae the Elder offered Kayin the dark elixir again and he
accepted it without protest. Adebayo thought that right now a
little oblivion might not be such a bad thing.

He manoeuvred
close to the forward hatch, so he could eavesdrop on conversation
in the cab and scan the route ahead. Mehmet indicated for Dele to
drive slowly across the dry lakebed. Adebayo knew from his own
reading that these features were notorious for soft sands which
could irretrievably bog down a large vehicle.

Adebayo noticed
an indistinct blur on the horizon, but could not be sure if he was
conjuring it out of the ever-present heat haze. He did not mention
it to Dele or Odion, who were concentrating hard on the ground
immediately ahead of them. When, after several minutes, it resolved
into a pair of vehicles straddling their route, Dele stopped the
truck. The latent violence that was always etched into his heavy
features—like the contours of a dormant volcano—was starting to
erupt to the surface. He unsheathed his knife and turned to
Mehmet.

‘Is this
another of your tricks?’

Mehmet shook
his head in desperate denial.

Odion produced
a small pair of binoculars from his pocket and scanned the area
where the vehicles stood. After a few seconds, he caught his
breath.

‘What is it?’
asked Dele.

Without
speaking, Odion handed him the binoculars. Dele whistled softly and
tutted as he took in the scene. ‘Looks like you’ve won yourself
another reprieve, Mehmet.’

They crept over
the remaining distance to the other vehicles. Dele stopped the
truck and everyone dismounted.

As Adebayo and
the others emerged stiff-limbed from the back, their chatter was
silenced when they took in the scene just ahead. Two pickups stood
close to one another. One had a large dent in the rear and was
buried up to its axles in sand. The other’s front was stove in,
bits of the engine showing through the bodywork. A set of tools lay
on the ground next to it. However, it was not the condition of the
vehicles that made them stare in horror. Scattered in and around
them lay bodies. Adebayo counted eight, with their skins
desiccating in the fierce heat and drying wind. Most of them were
young men, West Africans, although the condition of the bodies made
it difficult to guess at their exact nationality. One young woman
was propped against a wheel arch, still cradling an infant in her
arms. Her empty eye sockets gaped blindly at the horizon, searching
for a rescue that had never come. The vultures had already begun
their grisly work. A stench of biological decay hung about the
place; it made them gag and cover their mouths and noses.

‘What happened
to them?’ asked Kayin in a plaintiff voice.

He did not
require an answer. The question sounded more like an attempt to
reaffirm the presence of his living, breathing companions and to
break the spell of this place of death.

‘DIY convoy,’
said Odion. ‘Perhaps they tried to make the crossing without a
guide, or perhaps they had a guide who betrayed them.’ He cast a
vengeful look at Mehmet, who hovered on the edge of the group,
attempting invisibility. He seemed to have entered into a detached
state of mind and was whispering to himself, what Adebayo took to
be prayers.

‘These people
are like accidents waiting to happen,’ continued Odion. ‘They set
out with their jeeps all loaded up, don’t realise what they’re
getting into. You can see the cause of this right here, look.’ He
pointed at the damage to both vehicles. ‘They were travelling in
convoy but driving too close, like amateurs. When the lead jeep hit
this patch of soft sand it stopped dead and the second one just
ploughed straight into the back of it. You can see where they’ve
been trying to fix them.’

To Adebayo,
this discussion of the technicalities of how these people had died
just washed over him. He was transfixed by the presence of so much
death. Each body represented an untold catastrophe to some family
somewhere: in Lagos, Abuja or Accra. Whoever these people were,
they were now consigned to complete oblivion. Their families would
never know their fate. No one who passed this way had an interest
in contacting the authorities. In any case, the vehicles and their
passengers had already been thoroughly looted, so identification
would be near impossible.

The words from
Femi’s guidebook came back to him—‘many are destined to lay their
bones out in the sun and never leave the desert’—but this time they
were seared into his cortex by the branding iron of this brutal
reality.

‘We should do
something for them,’ said Nduka.

‘What do you
suggest?’ Dele sneered. ‘Some aspirin perhaps?’

‘We could bury
them, at least,’ said Chikae the Elder.

‘We don’t have
time,’ said Odion. ‘Mehmet’s friends are probably on our trail,
they might be just behind us. If they catch us out here, they’ll
peel all our hides off slowly and make them into a nice big
tent.’

Meanwhile, Liu
had wandered over to one of the pickups and was leaning in through
the window, apparently scanning the interior for anything worth
scavenging. Odion looked at Femi and winked, ‘It seems that our
young friend is always on the look out for business.’

‘Come on!’ he
shouted. ‘We have to leave. Everyone back in the truck now.’

Once they were
underway, Adebayo listened as a torrent of nervous chatter flowed
through his companions in the rear of the truck. It was as if they
were trying to make light of what they had just seen, putting
themselves into a different category from the perished. Thus, the
malign, carnivorous spirits that ruled this part of the desert
might be confused into thinking they were not the usual prey.

Further along
the same trail they encountered the bodies of two more young men,
several kilometres apart. They must have tried to walk out of the
sand trap and regain the main road. Adebayo wondered who had met
the worse fate, those who died alone in the desert or those who
waited by their vehicles to die en masse. Either way it was a grim
choice, knowing that as clandestines their chances of being rescued
were essentially zero. By design, nobody else knew for sure which
route they would take and, even if they did, desert rescue was not
a service typically available to those of their ilk.

 


 


Once they were
on the main highway again, they crossed a wide plain with some low,
yellow hills ahead in the distance. As they reached them and
climbed towards a pass, Adebayo was leaning on the tailgate staring
across the vast flats behind them. They disappeared into a blue
haze on the far horizon.

He noticed a
small trail of dust billowing from the highway out on the plain.
Whatever vehicle was responsible for it was travelling at some
speed. He jumped up from his seat.

‘Nduka, could I
borrow your binoculars, please?’

Nduka looked
puzzled, but handed them over. Adebayo struggled to find his target
as the truck bumped along the road towards the summit of the pass.
Then he found it. He could just make out a white pickup, driving at
reckless speed in their direction, like the head of a comet
trailing debris behind it.

‘It’s the
Touareg again, Mehmet’s friends. Quick, tell them to stop.’

Chikae the
Younger shouted through the front hatch, ‘Odion, you’d better look
at this!’ The truck screeched to a halt and Odion came around to
the rear.

‘What is
it?’

‘Look, it’s the
Touareg. They’re catching up with us,’ said Adebayo, pointing out
to the plain and handing the binoculars to Odion.

‘I think you’re
right,’ he said. ‘Wait here, I’ll fetch Dele.’

Dele emerged
dragging Mehmet with him. He conferred with Odion before scrambling
back into the cab. A couple of minutes later he returned toting a
large rifle with telescopic sights.

‘Drive up round
the bend and park behind those rocks, out of sight,’ Dele said to
Odion. ‘I’ll be back in a few minutes.’ Dele jogged off down the
road and took cover in a position that commanded the approach to
their current location.

Odion dragged
Mehmet back into the cab with him and drove the truck to the hiding
place. When it stopped Adebayo and the others jumped out and
scuttled round to see Odion.

‘What’s he
going to do?’ asked Femi.

‘Leave it to
Dele,’ replied Odion. ‘This is his department. He was a sniper in
the army.’

‘Jesus Christ,
he’s going to shoot them!’ said Nduka.

‘Wait and see,
wait and see,’ said Odion, making calming gestures.

They waited in
silence, straining for any sounds from below. After a minute or
two, they heard the pickup’s engine as it laboured up the hill
towards them. Adebayo thought it sounded perilously close.

‘What’s he
waiting for? They’ll be on us in a minute,’ said Chikae the
Younger. The panic in his voice was contagious. Adebayo had to make
a great effort not to dart for cover in the nearby rocks. Even
Odion started to fiddle with the truck keys. Just as it seemed that
the Touareg might appear around the next bend at any second, they
heard three loud reports which echoed off the surrounding rocks.
The engine noise from the pickup halted. Moments later, Dele
sprinted up the road towards them with his rifle. He was grinning
to himself, and gave Odion the thumbs up.

‘Quick, get
back in the truck and let’s get out of here!’ he shouted.

‘Did you shoot
them?’ Nduka asked as Dele passed him.

‘No, I did
better than that. Two rounds in the engine block and another in a
front tyre. They’d better find another car, if they want to follow
us now. Get in the truck! Two of them are running up the hill
behind us.’

As they drove
away and over the summit, they heard shots, but none of their
pursuers was in sight.

‘Why are they
firing?’ asked Adebayo.

‘Frustration
probably,’ said Femi. ‘That’s the second time we’ve got the better
of them. I bet they’re like rabid dogs back there.’

They all
laughed; a little too loudly and for too long.

‘Just pray
there isn’t a third time,’ said Nduka.

 



Chapter
16

They drove as
fast as they dared for the rest of the day, until Odion was sure
the Touareg no longer posed an immediate threat to them.

In the rear of
the truck, once the fear of pursuit had abated, they started taking
interest in their surroundings once more and, in particular, the
next section of their journey.

Femi read
another extract from his guidebook.

 


The Malian border post
is at Tessalit and the Algerian post is 150 kilometres distant from
this at Bordj Mokhtar, well north of the international line of
demarcation. South of Gao, the terrain is Sahel, north of Gao, the
desert commences; although the absolute desert of the Tanezrouft
does not start until one is north of the Algerian border. The Route
de Tanezrouft is one of the most difficult and dangerous desert
roads anywhere. It is a graveyard for the unprepared and the
unlucky.

 


‘Femi, I swear,
that guidebook of yours is the most depressing thing I have ever
heard,’ said Chikae the Elder with mock exasperation.

‘Oh, really?’
he replied. ‘And I left out the bit about insurgents in the
Algerian desert and the risk of abduction.’

Chikae the
Elder buried his face in his hands and feigned weeping. ‘If my wife
could see me now she would be so happy.’

‘Happy?’ asked
Adebayo.

‘Yes, happy.
Ever since we broke up last year she has been making juju spells
against me. I bet this was all her doing.’

‘What made you
break up?’

‘I was working
as a chef in a good restaurant, top cuisine. My wife said that I
couldn’t keep my hands off the waitresses. She’s a very jealous
woman.’

‘And?’ said
Femi.

‘And, what?’
said Chikae the Elder.

‘The
waitresses!’

‘Just good
friends of mine…’ he smirked ‘…very good friends.’

‘Your wife must
know some strong juju,’ said Kayin, looking morose. ‘We’ve had
nothing but bad luck ever since we left Lagos.’

After they had
passed Tessalit, Odion stopped the truck, just over the border in
Algeria. Adebayo and the others watched as Dele dragged Mehmet out
through the passenger door.

‘He’s no use to
us any more,’ said Odion. He turned towards Mehmet and translated,
‘Nous avons finis avec vous, Monsieur.’

Dele rummaged
in the cab and returned with a pistol from some hidden compartment.
He forced Mehmet down onto his knees in the dust by the roadside.
Adebayo wondered if Dele intended to finish the job he had
postponed.

Dele placed the
gun barrel against the back of Mehmet’s headdress. Odion knelt down
next to Mehmet and spoke with gravity. ‘Voulez vous dire une prière
finale à Allah?’

Mehmet
whimpered and began reciting the same phrase over and over. A dark
stain of urine spread across the front of his robes.

‘This is
terrible! You’re not going to kill him? He’s no threat to us
anymore,’ Femi appealed.

‘Leave him be
now, just turn him loose,’ Adebayo added his voice to the cry for
clemency.

‘Shut up!’
snapped Odion. ‘It’s time for him to pay the price.’

He stood up,
turned to Dele and nodded. Dele straightened his arm and squeezed
on the trigger. The sun glinted off the silver barrel of the
pistol. Mehmet’s whimpering reached a crescendo.

The trigger
clicked.

‘Bang!’ shouted
Dele in Mehmet’s ear.

Mehmet
collapsed to the ground and quivered as though he had indeed been
shot. Dele and Odion laughed until the tears came.

When they had
recovered from their mirth, they forced Mehmet to hand over all his
possessions and left him to his fate. As they drove off, the others
saw him trudging unsteadily along the road, back in the direction
of Tessalit, many kilometres distant.

 


 


At their next
stop, they met two young women, plodding along, trailing their bags
in the dirt. Their lips were parched and they wore expressions of
utter weariness. All along their desert route they had passed small
groups trying to make the crossing on foot. Most would try to flag
down lifts from passing traffic, but, unless they still had some
funds to pay for a ride, their chances of picking up a free one
were slim.

One of the
women approached and asked Chikae the Elder for a drink. He offered
her some water and waved for her companion to join them. His
forehead knitted into a frown.

‘What the hell
are you doing trying to walk across the desert? Are you crazy?’

The first woman
looked taken aback by the harshness of Chikae the Elder’s question.
Adebayo thought she looked ready to cry. Her companion replied for
her.

‘Don’t be hard
with her, mister, we’ve been through bad things. This hell is
better than the one we just came from, believe me.’

Chikae the
Elder seemed chastened by her answer.

‘I’m sorry, it
didn’t come out right. What on earth happened to make this
seem like a good idea?’

The women
looked at each other, as though deciding whether Adebayo and his
group could be trusted. The woman who had first approached them
shrugged as if she was beyond caution. Her companion spoke
again.

‘We come from
Accra.’

‘I guessed it
from your accent,’ replied Chikae the Elder.

‘We went to
school together. When we left, we got jobs in the same travel
agency. I always wanted to visit Paris, even learned a little
French at school. Then I met this guy who said he could get us both
jobs, working as waitresses in a top hotel in Paris. Of course, he
wanted money first, to pay for our plane tickets and all the other
paperwork. Can you believe we were so stupid? We handed over all
our savings to him.’

Chikae the
Elder grinned at her. ‘We’ve all done something like it to pay for
this trip.’

‘On the day we
were supposed to fly out to Paris, he picked us up in his big fancy
car. He had two other men with him. Instead of going to the
airport, we started driving up north. When he saw we were getting
frightened, he said we were going to a training centre, run by a
friend of his, so we would be ready to work as waitresses as soon
as we arrived in Paris. Training centre…huh!’ Her voice trailed off
and now it was her turn to look close to tears.

Her friend
continued with the story. ‘He really cheated us, that bastard. We
had to…to entertain his clients. We were his slaves, working
from morning till night, seven days a week. He didn’t beat us, but
we were locked in our rooms at night. After a while we started
looking so ill the clients lost interest in us. That’s when he sold
us on to a place in Niamey. Niamey was much worse, they used to
beat us, sometimes the clients would beat us too and they didn’t
even bother to stop them. After Niamey we were so worn out they
sold us again to the only place that would take us.’

‘Where was
that?’ asked Adebayo.

‘It was in a
place called Gao. Do you know it?’

He nodded.
‘What happened in Gao?’

‘In Gao they
treated us so badly, hardly fed us and beat us all the time. We
planned to commit suicide, both of us together. On the day when we
were going to do it, we got another chance. I had a client who was
very drunk. He fell asleep and I took his wallet. It had lots of
dollars in it. I went to get April and we jumped through a window
with our bags and ran for it. We were so scared, we could hardly
walk. I kept expecting to see them coming for us every time we went
around a corner. Then we just walked and walked and hitched rides
until we got here. We’ve been on the road for nearly a month.’

‘What made you
go north? Why didn’t you head south, back to Ghana?’ Adebayo
asked.

‘We thought
they would be looking for us on the road south, so we went this way
instead.’

This story was
told with such weary conviction that Adebayo, Chikae the Elder and
Femi were moved to donate some of their own food and water to the
women. They accepted it with wary gratitude, wondering if perhaps
some payment in kind was expected in return. It was at this point
that Odion and Dele reappeared, having just completed some routine
maintenance on the truck. They saw the transaction taking
place.

‘What are you
doing wasting your own supplies on those two?’ asked Dele.

‘We were
wondering if we could give them a lift for a while,’ responded
Chikae the Elder. Adebayo and Femi were both surprised by this
statement on their behalf, but they nodded in support of his
request.

‘We’ve no
room’, said Odion cursorily as he made his way to the cab.
‘Besides, can’t you see they’re no-hopers?’

The truck was
revving ready to go, so they all had to jump in. As it pulled away,
April and her friend chased after it with their bags. Adebayo and
several others held their hands out from the back of the truck.

Liu emerged
from his usual reverie to protest.

‘What are you
doing? We can’t take every stray from here to Morocco!’

The others
ignored him and helped the two girls to clamber in over the
tailgate.

Their stowaways
travelled with them for several cheerful hours. Chikae the Elder
showed great concern for their welfare, finding them seats near to
him and soliciting donations of food and drink on their behalf.
Within half an hour he was sitting between them telling animated
stories about his life as a chef. Whatever his motives—which
Adebayo suspected were not entirely altruistic—he managed to
extract a rare smile from April and her friend Tawiah. Soon they
were all laughing at Chikae the Elder’s stock of improbable
anecdotes.

Perhaps it was
the sound of female laughter emanating from the back that made Dele
stop the truck abruptly, or perhaps it was Liu’s uncharacteristic
coughing fit. Whatever the reason, they were all silent as Dele’s
glowering face appeared over the tailgate.

‘What did I
tell you about these two?’ he asked coldly, looking directly at
Chikae the Elder.

‘We didn’t
think it would do any harm to give them a lift for a while. They
were in trouble,’ he replied.

‘I asked,
what did I tell you about them? Answer me!’

‘You…you said
they couldn’t have a lift,’ said Chikae the Elder, now reduced to
the status of an errant schoolboy, hauled up before an angry
head.

‘That’s right,’
said Dele in a taut whisper. ‘You should know by now that I mean
what I say.’

‘I…I’m
sorry.’

‘Just get those
bitches off my truck, now!’

April and
Tawiah climbed down, edging as far from Dele as possible. He took a
swing at April’s bag as she passed, sending it flying from her
grasp. Both women ran after it to get out of range of Dele’s big
limbs.

‘If I see
either of you again, you’ll regret it!’ he shouted after them. Then
he turned to those in the rear of the truck. ‘And if any of you try
something like that again, you’ll find yourselves walking to
Morocco, too!’

He reached over
the tailgate and grabbed hold of Chikae the Elder’s shirt, staring
him down at close range. ‘That was your last chance,
understand?’

Chikae the
Elder nodded vigorously.

Dele released
him, but just before he jumped down from the tailgate, he slammed
one of his ham fists into Chikae the Elder’s kneecap. The latter
yelped from the pain and clutched his leg protectively, as Dele
returned to the cab and started the engine.

From the back
of the departing truck, Adebayo saw the girls crying and heard
their voices growing fainter as they returned to the deadly embrace
of the desert. He felt wretched, angry at the way Dele had left
them alone here in this nothingness. What troubled him most was his
own inability to help. Adebayo tried to console himself with the
notion that some different set of travellers following in their
wake would take pity on April and Tawiah, but his reason told him
their prospects of surviving the crossing were poor.

The others
looked sombre.

Chikae the
Elder was distraught. ‘Oh, that was a hard thing! Why did he did he
do that? We could have helped them to get across…it doesn’t cost us
anything.’

He slapped the
side of the truck in anger. ‘That Dele is a mean bastard…a vicious,
mean bastard!’

‘Sshh, quiet,’
said Femi, placing a calming hand on Chikae the Elder’s shoulder.
‘Don’t let them hear you, for God’s sake.’

‘He’s right
though,’ Adebayo muttered. ‘You might say that Mehmet asked for it,
although I pitied him towards the end, but the girls…there was no
need for what he did.’

‘Maybe they
were worried about the extra weight and running out of fuel,’ said
Liu. It was so rare for him to speak that they all turned in
surprise. ‘Anyway, why should they ride for free, when we all had
to pay a fortune?’

No one
spoke.

Adebayo dropped
his head, shaking it in exasperation. He looked up and caught the
full glare of Liu’s hostility.

 



Chapter
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They drove on
into the Tanezrouft, the longest, most taxing part of the crossing.
As the fear of their pursuers receded, it was replaced by fear of a
new adversary: the desert. Day after day the truck ground on across
the parched, barren landscape. For long stretches there was no sand
to be seen, only hard-packed gravel and rock. Here the road existed
as parallel sets of faint tyre scuffs. These tracks could disappear
in just a few minutes if the wind whipped up a dust storm.
Sometimes, they would enter an area of sand dunes and drifts that
covered the road. They would back up the truck and charge through
the smaller ones. Larger drifts had to be navigated around, taking
care not to become disorientated, and lose the route.

In some
stretches, oil drums or poles were placed at intervals along the
side of the road as route markers. These were the trucker’s
lifeline, since any error in navigation across this sector could
easily prove fatal. As if to remind them of this grim possibility,
corpses of abandoned cars and lorries scarred the desert every few
kilometres, like shipwrecks on a beach.

They
encountered few checkpoints and Odion usually managed to bribe the
police not to bother searching the truck. On one occasion, however,
his usual overtures were spurned. He rapped a previously rehearsed
alarm signal on the rear wall of the cab. In the back they flipped
open the hatch to the hidden compartment. Adebayo felt faint as he
stared down into the steel sarcophagus. He realised he had stopped
breathing. The others started crawling in, but Adebayo froze by the
entrance. Femi caught his arm.

‘Come on, Bayo.
We won’t be in there for long. Would you rather go to gaol?’

‘I’m sorry. I
just can’t believe we can all fit in there.’

‘We’ll fit
because we have to, now come on!’

Adebayo was
last in, shutting the hatch after him.

Soon they heard
the police climbing into the back of the truck and stomping about
just above their heads, rifling through the cargo for contraband.
Adebayo tried to breathe slowly, suppressing his instinct to jostle
for more space. His fear became a palpable presence; a lump that
lodged in his throat. He sensed the walls of the chamber, a grimy
metal shrink-wrap, reducing them all to a large consignment of
canned meat.

How was Kayin
stifling his cough for so long?

In a barely
audible whisper, right next to his ear, he heard, ‘Scared of the
dark, eh? This is more like a hiding place for kids, isn’t it?’
This was followed by a nudge into his side.

It was Liu’s
voice. The street brogue and that edge of malice were
unmistakeable.

Adebayo dug his
elbow hard into Liu’s ribs as a signal to shut up. He was unsettled
by Liu’s reference to a children’s hiding place. Was it coincidence
or was Liu getting at something? Poor Adele and little Pierre,
where were they now?

They must have
spent half an hour in their collective tomb. The air supply was
running out. Gulping in the deoxygenated air had little effect.
Adebayo felt a tight band constricting his ribcage. When he was
starting to think that they all might suffocate, the engine came to
life and he felt the motion of the truck. A few minutes later they
stopped again and someone jumped into the back. The hatch opened
and they blinked at the daylight like Lazarus. Odion’s face
appeared, silhouetted by the harsh light.

‘Oh, it smells
sweet in there!’ he exclaimed.

Adebayo
clambered out, moving as slowly as he could to mask his panic. When
they were underway again, Femi, sitting next to him, said sotto
voce, ‘When did you realise you suffered from claustrophobia?’

‘Just now.’

‘I must say you
handled it pretty well.’

‘You think so?
I just hope we don’t have to hide in that…that coffin any
more.’

‘It’s a little
cosy in there.’

Adebayo sat
quietly for over an hour, trying to control his breathing.

 


 


Each evening
during the Tanezrouft crossing, they would drive into the desert a
few hundred metres and make camp in places invisible from the road.
Odion was still concerned that their Touareg pursuers might somehow
have found new transport and picked up their trail. Having been
vanquished twice in open conflict, they would surely use stealth
for their next attack, if it ever came.

Although it was
bitterly cold, Adebayo relished the prospect of these nights in the
open. With a full belly and all of his camp chores completed, he
had plenty of time to gaze at the sky and to luxuriate in a
peculiar sense of freedom. This journey might so easily culminate
in an early grave for all of them. Despite this, he could not
control a growing feeling that he was shedding his old self and
assuming a bolder, more adventurous character; a transformation
which would not be complete until he reached his destination. His
final form would be realised only after crossing the many barriers
that still lay in his path: the desert, the sea and the mysterious
geography of the alien continent that brooded on its far shore. To
penetrate its dark heart and its old imperial cities: such was his
purpose.

Many days and
nights passed in the same manner, until it felt as if this nomadic
existence was the natural pattern of their lives and there would be
no end to it. But the desert has ways of changing familiar
routine.

For the past
two days, Kayin’s chest condition had worsened. He was often
wracked by savage bouts of coughing. When these abated all he could
do was to hunch expectantly, waiting for the next. There was little
any of them could do for him, since they lacked all but the most
basic medicines. Kayin, it seemed, had a severe chest infection,
which, Adebayo guessed, might already have turned to pneumonia. He
wondered, with a flash of anxiety, whether it was contagious and
then castigated himself for such an unworthy thought.

Was it
contagious?

‘What are we
going to do about him?’ Chikae the Elder whispered.

‘What can we
do?’ said Adebayo.

‘He’s in
terrible shape. He was coughing blood earlier.’

‘I know. He
needs drugs and a hospital bed.’

‘We’re not so
far from Morocco now. Maybe we can persuade Odion to let us take
him to a doctor soon.’

‘Someone should
speak to Odion before it’s too late.’

‘I think you
just volunteered yourself for the job, Bayo.’

 


 


That night, as
they made camp, Adebayo approached Odion.

‘Hello, Odion.
I suppose we’re not so far from Morocco now.’

‘Another couple
of days and we’ll be out of the Tanezrouft.’

‘That’s
excellent news. We’re all going crazy cooped up in the back of the
truck day after day.’

‘What’s on your
mind, Bayo?’

Adebayo
swallowed. He was hoping for a less abrupt introduction to his real
subject.

‘It’s Kayin. I
think he’s sick.’

Odion adopted
an expression of mock concern. ‘Well in that case we had better
call out the doctor!’

‘No, listen,
Odion, I mean deadly sick. If he doesn’t get some treatment…he
won’t last more than a few days.’

‘No, you
listen, Bayo. If you didn’t notice we’re in the bloody Sahara and
the nearest pharmacy is about 500 miles from here. So what the hell
do you want me to do about it?’

Dele overheard
this exchange and moved closer to Adebayo, using his extra height
to intimidate. This was not necessary; he carried a heavy wrench in
his left hand and his right hand was on the handle of the knife he
always wore strapped to his belt.

Adebayo backed
away with his palms raised in appeasement.

‘OK, OK. It’s
none of my business…none of my business.’

‘You’re so
right it’s none of your business,’ said Odion. ‘Just like those
kids at Papa Tchané’s. They weren’t your business either, were
they?’

Adebayo was
stunned. He gaped like a stranded fish and glanced around him to
see if any of the others had heard.

‘That had
nothing to do with me,’ he pleaded.

‘So, you admit
you knew about the children! You should at least have acted
surprised. Anyway, I have another witness who saw you leaving the
bunkhouse.’

‘So what? All I
did was go for a pee.’

‘I think I have
enough circumstantial evidence to reach a sound verdict. We’re out
of pocket because of you, so you can pay some compensation. I’ll
decide how much later.’

‘I’m telling
you it had nothing to do with me!’

‘Failing to
show remorse, that could increase the severity of your sentence. Be
careful I don’t hold you in contempt of court.’

Adebayo stalked
over to the fire and began arranging his kit for the evening, with
his back to Odion and Dele. They conversed briefly, before Dele
resumed his work on the truck.

Kayin’s
condition continued to worsen over the next twenty four hours.
Adebayo was surprised that Kayin himself did not approach Odion to
plead with him for some help. They were only a day’s drive from the
edge of the Tanezrouft. There must surely be some settlements
within striking distance, where a doctor could be found? But
Kayin’s illness had already advanced to the point where all he
craved was peace and some small comforts.

When it was
time to sleep, Chikae the Elder and Nduka had to help Kayin into
his bedding. It was another cold night, so they gave him the space
nearest to the fire. He was feverish and the coughing seemed to
come from his very core. Nduka gave his last packet of aspirin to
help quell the fever for a few hours. There was little more they
could do for him that night.

Adebayo slept
very badly. Sometimes he was jolted awake by Kayin’s retching. More
often he was visited by anxious thoughts about the events at Papa
Tchané’s farm. He had already concluded that it must have been Liu
who betrayed him to Odion. What exercised him now was the form of
the inevitable retaliation. He shivered when he recalled the way
they had treated Mehmet. True, his own crime was minor in
comparison to Mehmet’s, but who could fathom how Odion might regard
it? And then there was Dele. It was better not to think about his
possible role in any retribution.

Could it be
that Liu, in his role as camp spy, had been passing on other juicy
bits of information to Odion? It would account for his detached
behaviour among the passengers: his loyalties lay elsewhere.
Adebayo tried to recall some of the conversations where Liu was
present. There were several occasions when Liu must have heard him
and some of the others making disparaging, mutinous remarks about
their hosts. Had he really reported all this back to Odion and
Dele? He would have to warn the others as soon as possible not to
let anything slip in front of Liu. But what if he was not the spy
after all? It might be one of the others. He could be making his
own situation even worse by trying to warn them.

He must have
drifted into sleep and rolled off his bedding, because he woke
suddenly with his cheek pressed against the cold gravel of their
campsite. It was silent; even Kayin’s coughing had stopped. The
euphoria of his earlier desert nights had evaporated. In its place,
a shapeless fear had grown. The desert was no longer his place of
spiritual refuge, as it had been so recently. Now its scale
oppressed him and its disregard for human concerns seemed savage
rather than liberating. He wondered when they would be free of it
and back among settled folk.

When he woke
again in the early light, his breath was visible as faint clouds of
vapour. They drifted across the ground a short distance before
being swallowed up by the air. He looked at the other prone figures
arranged like wheel spokes around the hub of the fire. Each bedroll
had its own small plume of breath vapour, all apart from the one
nearest to the fire.

 



Chapter
18

Adebayo waited
a few seconds, trying to compose his thoughts. He knew the
significance of what he had just seen. Someone had to make the
discovery and alert the others; to roll back the covers and find
the body with the last traces of its life heat dissipating in the
cold air. It fell to him, but he did not want the role. Perhaps it
would be better to lay there and wait for one of the others to wake
up and find Kayin? Who wants to look at a fresh corpse as their
first act of a new day? Could he really do that: wait for the
innocent sleepers to emerge from their blankets and let one of them
discover what he already knew?

Another glance
at the figure by the fire and its utter stillness removed any
remaining doubts about its condition. But I want to stay in the
background now, he thought, until we reach the coast and we are
free of Odion and Dele. It won’t do to raise my profile with them
just now. I already have a black mark against me; let one of the
others do it.

‘Oh, damn it to
hell!’ he muttered as he wriggled out of his sleeping bag and crept
over to the still-warm ashes of the campfire.

He swallowed
hard and coaxed back the blanket. Kayin lay inert and cold on his
last ever bed.

‘Wake up!’ he
said to the figures nearby. ‘Wake up!’

Several of them
were standing around the body, shivering and silent, when Odion
came over to investigate. Perhaps he sensed the hostility emanating
from the others, as he soon disappeared and went to talk with
Dele.

‘I hold him
responsible for this kid’s death,’ said Chikae the Elder, when
Odion was out of earshot. ‘All he had to do was head for some place
where we could get a doctor, but he didn’t give a damn.’

‘Yes, you’re
right,’ said Nduka. ‘When he needed help they just kept driving and
driving…they killed him.’

Adebayo saw Liu
taking this in. He still had not had an opportunity to warn the
others about him. He had to divert them from any more dangerous
talk before it was too late, so he launched into a prayer. Soon,
most of them had joined in with him and, for the moment, the mutiny
was quelled. Adebayo looked across at Liu, who responded with a
sardonic grin.

They prayed for
several minutes over the body. Adebayo had time to ponder his own
role in Kayin’s death: perhaps if he had been more insistent with
Odion or used a less blunt approach? Chikae the Elder, with
startling prescience, muttered to Adebayo, ‘At least you tried to
do something, Bayo, which is more than the rest of us did.’

Meanwhile Odion
and Dele reappeared by the fire sporting shovels. Odion spoke over
the murmur of prayer. ‘OK, you’ve had some time to pay your
respects, now its time for us to be on our way again.’

‘You’re just
going to bury him out here and that’s it?’ said Nduka.

‘What about his
things?’ asked Femi. ‘We should send them to his family with a
letter, explaining what happened.’

Dele snorted
derisively in the background, but Odion took a more diplomatic
line.

‘Yes, we’ll
send something when we get to Morocco. Leave it to us.’

‘But right now
we need to dig a grave,’ said Dele, ‘and he’s going to help
me.’ Dele looked straight at Adebayo. A shovel was thrust into his
hands and, before he could protest, he was stumbling across a
nearby patch of soft ground under the impetus of a shove in the
back from Dele. He looked back to see Dele rolling Kayin’s body
unceremoniously into its bedroll and slinging it over his shoulder
like a piece of unwieldy luggage. The others watched with horrified
expressions, too afraid of Dele to intervene. Adebayo followed Dele
as he disappeared behind some rocks, out of sight from the rest of
the group. Under the impetus of the big man’s steps, Kayin’s limbs
jerked about in a grotesque imitation of life.

Dele stopped
and dropped the body straight from his shoulder.

‘Start digging
here, college boy,’ he ordered, pointing at the ground.

Adebayo did as
he was told. He avoided eye contact, lest Dele detected the hatred
that burned within him. It was hard work making a hole deep enough;
the sides kept collapsing. When he looked at Dele again, he was
stooped over the body, removing the money belt from around Kayin’s
waist. Next, he took the watch. None of this surprised Adebayo
particularly; he had no illusions left about Dele’s character. But
then Dele took out his knife and used it to prise open Kayin’s
jaws. The blue lips gaped as if in shock at this violation. He
worked away inside the mouth with the tip of the blade, until it
produced a faint cracking sound. Dele grunted with satisfaction and
extracted a small object, which he cleaned off in the sand. He
flicked the tooth up in the air in triumph and, for a moment, as it
caught the early morning sun, it was a tiny gold star burning
against the infinite blue. The star fell from the sky and into
Dele’s hand. He thrust it into his shirt pocket.

‘That should
cover the funeral expenses. Now grab the other end of this,’ he
said, pulling on one end of Kayin’s makeshift shroud. They
manoeuvred the body until it was parallel with the grave. Just as
Adebayo was getting to his feet, Dele kicked him hard in the
backside. He fell face forwards into the hole, his mouth filling
with sand as he landed. Before he could move, Dele rolled Kayin’s
body on top of him, pinning him under its dead weight. Peals of
hysterical laughter filled the air around the grave.

‘OK, you can
finish filling it in now.’

Adebayo
struggled frantically to push the corpse from his back. He emerged
just in time to see Dele ambling back towards the truck.

‘He’s going to
leave me here!’ he said in a panic. He shovelled like a madman to
fill the grave, muttering a last prayer for Kayin as he worked.
When he finished, Chikae the Elder and Nduka ran towards him.

‘Bayo, come on!
Come on, the truck’s just about to leave,’ shouted Chikae the
Elder.

He sprinted
towards them. They had already turned in pursuit of the truck,
which had started moving. The others helped to drag Chikae the
Elder and Nduka in over the tailboard. Adebayo was just behind
them, running flat out. The truck was an arm’s length away but his
legs were failing him. When he saw the tailboard moving further
away, almost beyond his reach, he launched himself at it and hung
on by his fingertips.

‘Help me! Help
me up!’ he screamed.

Several pairs
of hands seized his arms and hauled him with huge effort in over
the tailboard. He lay on the floor gasping and coughing on his
mouthful of sand.

After he
recovered a little and sat up, he heard Chikae the Elder speaking
with a cold fury, ‘I swear I will pay those bastards back for this.
I swear it!’

The truck
bucked and rolled its way back towards the road and Adebayo caught
a final glimpse, past the remains of the camp, over to where Kayin
lay in his anonymous grave.

‘I wonder how
many of us are going to make it to the coast at this rate.’ It was
Femi speaking close to Adebayo’s ear.

‘Be careful
what you say from now on,’ Adebayo whispered. ‘I think we have
Odion’s little spy in our midst.’

‘Let me guess
who that might be.’

‘Yes, the
Artful Dodger himself.’

‘I’ll warn each
of the others when I get a chance. I think Odion is losing his
control over Dele. It’s important we don’t antagonise them anymore.
We have to keep our self-control, however hard it might be. A few
more days and we’ll be free of them....’

Adebayo nodded
in agreement. ‘I’m worried about Chikae the Elder. I think he might
try something foolish.’

‘I’ll speak to
him later…try to calm him down.’

Adebayo started
shivering, but he was not cold. The image of Dele dropping Kayin’s
body—as if it were a slab of beef in an abattoir—would not leave
him. He thought about the bodies of those from the convoy, strewn
along their route. So the desert was not empty after all: its
ground was full of the flesh of his countrymen; its air resonant
with their despair. And he had been but a single stride, a hand’s
grip away from joining them: the lost souls of the Sahara.

 


 


After a few
hours, the landscape began to change. Contours of hills appeared in
the distance and there were occasional flashes of green along an
apparently dry watercourse. They crossed one range of hills and
drove down into a wide valley with a further range of much larger
mountains on the opposite side. Compared to the vast swathes of
barren terrain they had just crossed, the valley was filled with
immense natural riches. It was several kilometres across, filled
with date palm plantations and other crops. The palms created
inviting oases of shade in the harsh, unremitting sunlight. In
places, they could even see running water where an occasional,
ill-defined stream broke the surface of the sandy soil and played
across it for a few hundred metres before disappearing.

They took turns
to view the route ahead of them through the rear window of the cab.
When it came to his turn, Adebayo was eager to see this new
landscape. He needed something to distract him from the emotions
that were still churning in his guts. In the cab, Odion and Dele
chatted amiably as if this was simply another routine day on the
road. Yet only a few hours ago they had buried Kayin and Dele had
been quite prepared to drive off and leave Adebayo to his fate. He
castigated himself for being too trusting, refusing to believe what
was now so apparent: that these men were completely indifferent to
the welfare of their clients. As they drew closer to their
destination, the indifference was developing into active sadism; at
least on Dele’s part, as he settled his vendettas. Adebayo wondered
if he ought to bail out now, before Dele committed a real atrocity
against him. But they were still in the far south of Morocco. He
would be at too great a risk of arrest, if he tried to travel
independently. For now, he had to take his chances on the Sirocco
Express with all the others.

Poor Kayin, if
only he had been able to hang on for another day or so, they might
have saved him. Even Odion would not have refused to stop as they
drove through the small towns en route, with their occasional signs
for pharmacies and doctors.

Ahead of them,
on the far horizon, a line of high, snow-capped mountains floated
above the surrounding heat haze like a mirage. They passed large,
sand-coloured buildings, built like forts, with no windows visible
on the outside and sturdy blue-painted doors as the only means of
access. After the empty days of desert travel, there was still
great novelty in seeing signs of life along the road. Adebayo
watched the people they passed with fascination: bright-eyed Berber
women bundled up in riotously colourful dresses and gaunt-faced men
in striped, hooded robes, leading abject, mange-ridden donkeys
under infeasible loads of firewood.

‘What are those
mountains ahead?’ Chikae the Younger asked.

‘That must be
the High Atlas range. We have to cross it before we can get to the
coast,’ replied Femi. ‘It will be cold crossing the high passes at
this time of year.’

‘Do you think
this old crate can make it?’ said Adebayo.

‘We may have to
get out and shove a few times’, said Femi.

Chikae the
Elder edged in closer to them. ‘What I don’t understand is why
Odion and Dele are pushing on into Morocco. If this is their last
trip along this route and we are such a problem for them, why don’t
they just drop us here and clear off?’

‘I suspect they
intend to extract some more cash from us first,’ Femi replied.

‘You still
haven’t told us what happened this morning when Dele made you dig,’
Chikae the Elder whispered to Adebayo.

Adebayo felt
his stomach turning over, but he did not want to show any weakness
in front of the older men. He looked over at Liu to make sure he
was out of earshot.

‘When we buried
him…Dele took all his valuables…’

‘Why am I not
surprised to hear that?’ said Chikae the Elder.

‘…then he
prised his mouth open and dug out a gold tooth with his knife,’
added Adebayo.

There was a
murmur of shock and disapproval.

‘He played a
sick joke on me. After I’d dug the grave, he pushed me in and then
threw Kayin’s body on top of me. For a second, I thought he was
going to bury me alive with Kayin.’

Femi shook his
head in disbelief. ‘You know, I think we’re dealing with a
psychopath here. We must tread very carefully…he is capable of
anything you can imagine, and probably some things you can’t
imagine.’

‘And I don’t
trust Odion anymore,’ said Adebayo. ‘We could have tried to get
medicine for Kayin, but he just wasn’t interested. What’s another
day or so on the schedule when someone’s life is at stake?’

They were
silent for a while. Adebayo tried to find labels for his rampant
emotions. Was it grief that he felt? How could he feel grief for
someone he barely knew? Was it self-pity, knowing that Odion and
Dele had him marked out for some future punishment?

Femi broke the
silence. ‘Listen, we only need a few more days to get to the coast
and then we’ll be free of them. In the meantime we should try to
appease them as much as possible. Dele seems to be acting more like
a free agent every day now. I’m sure he really would have driven
away and left Bayo this morning.’

‘And we should
agree not to hand over anymore money to them until we get to the
destination,’ said Adebayo.

The others
nodded in agreement.

Later, Femi,
who had been keeping a diary ever since they set out from Lagos,
showed his latest extract to Adebayo and Chikae the Elder.

 


November
15th 1999.

We are now emerging
from our long sojourn in the desert and, like sailors returning to
land after many days at sea, our thoughts turn from mere survival
to the possibilities that await us after landfall. The route we
have followed from our homeland across the desert to the Maghreb
has been established for many centuries as a trade route for
caravans bringing goods from West Africa. In the past, the trade
was often in slaves: West Africans captured by Arab raiding parties
and marched in chains across the vast breadth of the Sahara to
trading centres in the north. I have read that in some cases half
of all the captives died en-route, leaving a trail of grisly way
markers for those that came after them. From the trading centres,
the slaves were dispatched to their new masters along many routes,
which fanned out like the fronds of a date palm across the rest of
the Maghreb and into Europe.

Seen in this context,
my companions and I are simply the latest phase of a West African
Diaspora—willing and compelled—that has existed since the days of
the Arab conquest of North Africa and probably even before it. And
we too have left our small way marker. I grieve for Kayin—I wish we
could have helped him before it was too late—and I pray no one else
is lost. Our drivers are cruel, hard men who place no value on our
lives other than as a commodity to be exploited.
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Despite their
misgivings about the truck, it was equal to the challenge posed by
the high passes of the Atlas. For several hours they sat shivering,
wrapped in their sleeping bags, as they worked their way slowly up
close to the snowline and across to the northern side of the range.
From here, on the long descent to Marrakech, they could see the
hazy outline of the city, sprawling across its vast plain. On the
drive down through the foothills and over the flats, the land
became gradually more cultivated, with fields of various types of
grain and groves of olive, almond, tangerine and apricot lining the
route. When they entered the fabled city, the mountains they had
just crossed appeared as an impenetrable defensive rampart, as
though it had been thrown up by human design to prevent incursions
from the vast wilderness to the south.

Adebayo craned
through the viewing hatch at the rear of the cab, jostling with his
companions for a few snatched images of the city. The streets of
the old quarter were dominated by the tallest minaret he had ever
seen. It soared above the dusty pink and sand-coloured terraces of
more recent pedigree. After the stillness and austerity of the
desert, where the landscapes and peoples were painted from a stark,
limited palette, here all was movement and colour. A time-warped
mix of donkey carts, bicycles, mopeds, ancient French bangers and
sleek executive models competed for road space. The crowds who
thronged the pavements mirrored this diversity, their faces ranging
from black African, through Arab and Berber to various shades of
European pallor.

They planned to
stay in Marrakech for a day or two to replenish their supplies and
to make contact with local agents who would assist them in
travelling to the Mediterranean coast. From here onwards, police
checkpoints would be more numerous, so their need for local
knowledge was more acute than ever.

They stayed in
a place on the northern outskirts of the city; another compound,
surrounded by high walls with a number of single-storey buildings
arranged around a large, central courtyard. Forbidden to leave the
compound at any time, they were also locked into their dormitory at
night. After the cramped travelling conditions of the truck, even
this confinement was a relative luxury. They passed the time by
loitering around the shaded perimeter of the courtyard and talking
up their plans for the future.

Kayin’s death
still cast its shadow on them.

Odion and Dele
were absent for much of the time, both men avoiding contact with
their clients, as if they sensed that a mutiny might be imminent.
When they did appear, Dele’s movements were oddly uncoordinated;
his eyes droopy, with dilated pupils.

‘It seems Dele
has been indulging in one of the hidden pleasures of fair
Marrakech,’ Femi observed.

Adebayo noted
that Chikae the Elder had abandoned his plans for vengeance against
Odion and Dele. At least, he no longer mentioned them. Or perhaps
he was just waiting to catch them in an unguarded moment.

He wondered at
his own feelings towards their drivers. It was he who had the
greatest cause for grievance—apart from Kayin, who was immune now
from all conflict—but he felt no need for revenge. Was his lack of
anger motivated by simple cowardice? He certainly feared Dele—as
any rational person might—and hated him in equal measure. But it
was a cold hatred, a contempt that made him want to protect his own
integrity and to remove Dele from his life, but no more. If that
was cowardice, he concluded, then so be it: he was a coward.

When they
resumed their journey, they were joined by Brahim, a Moroccan who
would act as their guide as far as the coast. He sat glum-faced in
the cab with Odion and Dele, displaying little interest in the rest
of the party. They made good progress now, as they were driving
along metalled roads. Occasionally, they ran over a pothole,
invisible in the dust thrown up from other vehicles. In the back,
they all tumbled about, cracking heads and swearing.

After only two
days’ driving from Marrakech, they were traversing a range of
mountains. Some quality of the haze along the horizon suggested
that they were nearing the coast.

The truck
pulled off the road into a thick evergreen forest and stopped. They
ate their usual simple meal of bread and hummus and started packing
up to leave. Adebayo wandered further into the trees to relieve
himself. A strong breeze played in the treetops, drowning out the
sounds from the rest of the party and wafting the scent of cedar
around him. The mountain air tasted so sweet that for a moment it
blew away his anxieties and he experienced the same sense of
irrational happiness he had often felt at night in the desert. He
savoured his surroundings, topping up his joie de vivre for a few
moments of rare privacy.

A fallen tree
branch cracked somewhere behind him. Before he could turn to
investigate, he felt a heavy blow across the side of his skull. It
had such force that it spun him around and dropped him to his
knees. Something warm ran down his neck from his right ear. He
looked up in confusion, to see Dele’s face wearing its twisted
smile. Dele waved one hand in mock greeting; his other grasped a
piece of rock. Adebayo looked at the rock with a detached
curiosity, noting that the blood and hair which clung to it must be
his.

‘You should
have stayed at home with your mama, college boy.’

Dele’s arm
arced above his head and brought down a second vicious blow.
Adebayo dropped forwards, his face coming to rest on a toecap of
Dele’s boots. Another waft of cedar reached him, curiously stronger
than before. The smell merged with the dusty brown colour of the
boot and the dark green pine needles on the ground. His strange
sense of detachment grew more acute; he floated free of his body,
watching the attack from a distance.

 


 


He felt water
running across his forehead, over his eyelids and down his face.
The pain in his head was more terrible than anything he had ever
experienced. A wet cloth dabbed gently around his face and neck,
but each touch was excruciating. He tried to open both eyes, but
only the right eyelid responded. He recognised the same clearing in
the forest, yet from a different perspective: lying on his back
with his head propped against something soft. He tried to raise his
head, but the pain made him cry out and abandon any further
attempts.

Something moved
nearby; a blur of white that dazzled his one functioning eye. The
blur came into focus. Was he hallucinating, imagining some
character from the Bible stories his mother used to read to him as
a child? An elderly man, dressed in long white robes, was kneeling
next to him, wielding the pain-inducing cloth. The hallucination
spoke to him incomprehensibly. It gesticulated in the direction of
a mule, tethered to a tree on the edge of the clearing. All around
was the familiar scent of cedar resin, but now—associated, as it
was, with Dele’s attack—it might as well have been Mustard Gas.
Adebayo was half carried, half dragged across the clearing to the
mule and hoisted into the saddle. He slumped forward over the neck
of the mount and would have fallen to the ground if the old man had
not grabbed him. For a hallucination, he had a very strong grip.
With great effort, Adebayo steadied himself in the saddle using
both hands; at least Dele had left him the use of his hands.

The mule
shuffled into action with the old man leading it by the reins. They
travelled along a narrow mountain path that led deeper into the
forest. This should have alarmed Adebayo, as all his instincts told
him not to venture too far from the highway, but he was too badly
hurt to protest and it required all his resources just to stay in
the saddle. His mount swayed violently from side to side and would
stop and start without warning. Each time it did, he was pitched
around on its back, fearing he might be cast down the steep slope
they traversed.

After two hours
of this torment, the trees began to thin out and they emerged into
a narrow valley that showed signs of cultivation. They followed a
track running parallel to a small stream. From either bank,
irrigation channels radiated into a patchwork of tiny fields of
wheat and maize. Almond trees planted at regular intervals along
the track provided welcome pools of shade. The old man had to
restrain the mule from wading into the water to slake its
thirst.

Further along
their route, a spur of the surrounding hills jutted out into the
valley, forcing the stream and the track to skirt the base of a
steep cliff on the other side. As they emerged from this defile,
the land opened out again. A small farmhouse stood on one side of
the valley, set back from the track a little. The walls were made
from local limestone and the roof from heavy timbers overlaid with
corrugated iron. Opposite the farmhouse, a ramshackle wooden barn
leaned at a strange angle. Goats and chickens foraged in the dirt
of the yard separating the two buildings. A wisp emanating from the
farmhouse chimney wafted the heady smell of wood smoke into
Adebayo’s nostrils.

The old man
paused and turned to look at him. A broken-toothed smile played
across his weathered face as he pointed in the direction of the
farm and spoke a few words that needed no translation. After a few
more lurching mule steps, Adebayo felt the world spinning around
him with increasing velocity. He slumped from the saddle onto the
packed dirt of the yard, scattering chickens in all directions.
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Adebayo woke
and looked around the room. It was unfamiliar, smaller and less
regular in shape than his room at home. The blankets were different
and the walls free of his brothers’ pictures of footballers and
film stars. Where was everyone?

He tried to
prop himself up on his elbow, but it made him weak and
light-headed, so he dropped back onto the pillow. This produced an
intense throbbing pain which radiated from one ear, out across the
top of his head and down to his other ear. Something was wrapped
tightly around his skull, so tightly, it seemed, that it must be
the cause of this awful pain. Reaching up, he traced his fingers
across his forehead and over the top of his head. It was bandaged
all over. He noticed a faint smell of antiseptic.

Adebayo’s next
clear perception was overwhelming thirst. His tongue had been
transformed into a piece of dry, cracked old shoe leather, welded
to the roof of his mouth. Perhaps he had been in a road accident.
How long had he been lying here unconscious? He tried shouting for
attention, but produced no more than an unhealthy gurgle from deep
in his chest. A cloud of vile halitosis emerged from his mouth,
lingering in his nostrils.

Someone was
sitting, with a superior air, in a nearby chair, resting his
outsized feet on the bottom of Adebayo’s bed.

‘I warned you
that your actions at the farm would have serious consequences.’

‘Oh, please!
Not you. Not now,’ Adebayo croaked.

‘That’s a fine
welcome. I was beginning to wonder whether you intended ever to
rejoin us. How was it in the nether world? I have been absent for
too long.’

‘What? I don’t
understand your gibberish.’

‘I see that
your brush with oblivion has not improved your manners.’

‘Why are you
here?’

‘I wanted to
make sure you are not detained for too long.’

‘Why would I
stay too long?’

‘I could show
you your reflection in a mirror. That might settle the point for
you.’

‘Is my
condition serious?’

‘…said the
Gazelle to the Lion.’

‘Where am I
now?’

‘That will
become apparent in due course. In the meantime, I want you to
remember why you are here. No matter how much they might implore
you to stay and smother you with their hospitality, remember why
you are here…and do not linger for one day longer than is necessary
for your recovery.’

‘Yes…yes…now
please…let me rest.’

It must have
been some hours later when he woke again. It depressed him to see
the blurred outline of someone still sitting next to his bed. When
his vision came into focus, he sighed with relief: his tormentor
had gone. A woman, older than his mother, poured a glass of water
from a large jug. She supported his head so he could take a few
sips. As she leaned towards him, her face appeared from its
concealment within the large shawl she wore: a weather-beaten face,
lined from hard work, and not dark-skinned like a Nigerian, but
lighter, more like an Arab or a Berber. He tried to speak again,
but she silenced him by putting a gnarled finger to her lips. She
lowered his head with great gentleness back onto the pillow, stood
up stiffly and left the room.

A few
disconnected recent memories returned to him through the general
fog surrounding his current circumstances. He was not at home; he
was in Morocco, somewhere in the mountains of the Rif. What else
did he remember? Dele standing over him with the bloodied rock in
his hand and that horrible, vengeful smile of his; coming round in
the forest; the old man and the mule ride. And he remembered the
farm, as he had seen it at a distance, from somewhere along the
trail. His memories went no further.

Some minutes
later, the woman reappeared accompanied by the old man who had
found him in the forest. Without his white robes, he looked less
like a hallucination. Adebayo recognised a few words of French
amidst their babble of unintelligible speech. He responded, in his
own halting French, feeling frustrated as his scaly tongue flapped
about in his mouth, preventing him from articulating clearly.

‘So, you speak
a little French?’ said the old man.

‘Yes, a
little.’

‘Are you from
Mali?’

‘Nigeria.’

‘Nigeria!
You’re a long way from home. Where are you going?’

‘To Spain and
then to England…London.’

‘England? Then
you still have far to travel.’

‘I am beginning
to suspect that I am not meant to reach there.’

The man nodded
and raised his eyes briefly as if to say that the outcome of such
matters was beyond the purview of mere humanity.

‘My name is
Masmud…and this is my wife, Fariza.’

The old man
waited expectantly.

‘Oh, I’m sorry.
I’m Adebayo…from Lagos.’

Masmud nodded.
Fariza listened intently, smiling at them both, but plainly
understanding little of their conversation. The old man muttered
translations for her, between his exchanges with Adebayo.

‘You were lying
in the forest, badly hurt. Luckily it was a Friday. I was returning
from the mosque on my mule when I found you. Were you attacked by
robbers?’

‘Robbers?
Yes…yes, I suppose I was.’ Adebayo tried not to sound evasive, but
Masmud was too astute.

‘Perhaps you
don’t want to tell me the story just yet?’

Adebayo
reflected for a moment; he had no option but to trust these people.
‘We were being driven—a group of us—to find work in England. One of
our drivers decided he didn’t like me, so he did this.’ Adebayo
gestured towards his bandaged head.

‘Did you do
something to deserve it?’

‘Yes…no…it
depends how you see it.’ The directness of Masmud’s questions was
disconcerting.

‘How do you see
it?’

‘There were
some children who needed help, so I tried to help them, but the
drivers…saw it differently.’

Despite this
intrusive questioning, Adebayo sensed nothing but goodwill from the
old couple.

Fariza stood
up, patted his hand and left the room. She reappeared a few moments
later bearing a tray with a steaming bowl and some rustic-looking
bread.

‘Would you like
some of my wife’s Harira soup? It’s very good.’

The mention of
food opened a deep cavern in Adebayo’s stomach.

‘Yes, thank
you.’

He ate the hot,
spicy soup while Masmud and Fariza looked on solicitously. His jaw
ached with every chew, but he was too ravenous to stop. Whenever he
took a bite from the bread, Fariza murmured her approval.

When they left
him alone again, he took an inventory of his battered body. Livid
bruises covered his face and torso. When he moved his limbs, fires
ignited in the joints, but at least they moved. The major damage
must be to his head, but this was invisible under the bandage and
he felt no compulsion just yet to see what the rock had done to
him.

Why had Dele
not finished him off? Was he not the master thug, the one who
approached his work with professionalism and dedication? Perhaps he
had been disturbed before he could finish the job.

Surely the
others must have missed him? He wondered how Dele and Odion had
explained his sudden absence. No doubt, they had contrived some
cover story and the others—despite their suspicions—would have been
forced to accept it. Even Chikae the Elder must have shied away
from confronting Dele.

Adebayo rolled
over onto his side and for the first time noticed that his rucksack
was sitting on the floor in the corner of the little room. But…it
had been stowed in the truck, and he did not have it with him
when...? His head swam when he tried to reconstruct a rational
chain of events that would place his rucksack where it was. He
rolled over again and gave up trying. Moments later, his thoughts
coalesced.

‘So that’s how
they did it!’ he said aloud.

By removing his
bag from the truck, they could imply that he had struck out on his
own. Far from feeling sympathetic, the others might just as easily
be resentful about his lack of solidarity. It grieved him to think
this might be their last ever memory of him: Adebayo the coward,
the turncoat who had cut and run when things got rough.

The emotional
warmth from his meal with Masmud and Fariza disappeared and in its
place grew a lingering bitterness. Odion and Dele had paid him back
with compound interest for the incident at Papa Tchané’s.

 


 


Over the next
few days, Adebayo became gradually less bedridden. For much of the
time he rested alone in his room, as his hosts devoted their days
to the busy routine of the farm. In the evenings they ate together,
feasting on Fariza’s delectable cooking and swapping stories.

Adebayo’s
initial suspicions about the motives of the old couple were quickly
dispelled by their generous hospitality and the concern they showed
for his health. Every couple of days Fariza would change the
dressing on his head. After a while his wounds started to itch so
much he decided they must be nearly healed. With apprehension, he
looked in the mirror for the first time without his bandages. The
image that greeted him was still recognisably his own. The bruises
were nearly gone now and his left eye opened fully. On one side of
his head a patch of hair was missing—with a shudder he recalled
seeing it stuck to the rock in Dele’s hand—but the scarring was not
as bad as he feared. If he grew his hair a bit, no-one would
notice.

However, one
legacy of the attack could not so easily be shaken off. Sometimes a
giddy feeling and a vague sense of dread overwhelmed him. He soon
recognised these as the precursors of a migraine attack. Sometimes
these were so intense he had to lie down for an hour or so and
cover his eyes until they passed.
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