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Chapter 1

“I’m okay
here; I’m going back, good night,” Eva told Adama, kissing his
cheek and waving him a goodbye from the grubby pavement.

As she hurried
home, the time was around 11 p.m., a night hour she hated to be
seen outside. She had permitted Adama to overstay his usual date
hours, it being a Saturday night and sure, lovers’ night in
Abidjan. She also wanted to console him for his patience as they
both waited for the right moment to consummate their 18-month
relationship.

Eva was trying
not to be distracted as she trotted along a street in Koumassi,
flanked by countless beer parlours, roasted fish and fried chicken
vendors. The sounds of music emanating from various joints made it
sound as if they were battling it out for supremacy. No definable
rhythm stood out, yet passers-by moved heads and shoulders visibly
enjoying what sounded irritating to her.

She soon
strode to a quieter part of the street and neared home. Suddenly,
an elegant Peugeot 607 pulled up, almost blocking her progress. She
scowled at the strange car then narrowed her gaze on the driver’s
side window, which descended to reveal a handsome young man wearing
a confident grin.

Eva
continued.

“A minute
please.”

She stopped,
her frown intensified.

“My name is
Denzel. I live and work in San Pedro, but I’m in town for the
weekend. I’m sorry to accost you this way…” His voice had a creamy
baritone resonance licked by a Parisian accent. His mulatto
complexion gave him an exotic air enhanced by a fine, balanced
nose. His car, if he was the owner, which it thoroughly seemed,
proved him moneyed. A sleek 607 Peugeot wouldn’t be driven by the
poor in Abidjan, unless, of course, he was a chauffeur on errand;
but he looked too sophisticated for a typical Abidjan
chauffeur.

Eva was
becoming fascinated by his charm. His sweet talk and her quick
summary of him somehow caused her ire to vanish. No such suitor had
ever crossed her path before.

She resisted
his offer for a lift but his polite, almost comical insistence won
her over. As she slid onto the hand-tooled leather seat, she heard
her favourite song, Hero, playing gently through the speakers – a
sign that she was in safe hands.

“…And then
a hero comes along, with the strength to carry on, and you cast
your fears aside, and you know you can survive…”

Eva had a
heart for this song, not because of its English text that she
understood perfectly, but because of David. She felt her heart
clench with bittersweet memories.

David had been
her lover – her very first. He was 20 and undergraduate; she was an
innocent 16-year-old high schooler. They dreamt of being married
after he won the American visa lottery. Their plans to settle in
America accelerated but never materialised. David had been shot
dead barely six months after his arrival in Newark, New Jersey.
While on his way to school, a black American gangster, who mistook
him for a rival gang leader, shattered their dreams without
remorse.

It was through
David’s love of American pop music that Eva discovered Mariah Carey
and her song, Hero. Although six years had put this painful
experience behind her, the song still pinched at the memories of
her days with David. It softened her, especially when listening to
it in solitude, almost as she was doing now in this stranger’s
car.

“Could you
replay that song?” Eva implored him as they approached her house.
Hero began again. Mariah Carey’s silvery voice and elastic
adlibs softened her soul all the more.

Seeing the
effect on her, Denzel purposely increased the volume.

Eva, engrossed
in her sad melody, indicated with sleight of hand, her home and
Denzel deftly pulled against the kerb. He expected her to say,
“Thanks for the ride”, and step out but Eva remained seated, head
bowed and eyes closed. Denzel was intrigued but remained silent,
contemplating this extraordinary encounter. He turned off the
headlights that dimly side-lighted an old, squalid house with
washed paints and a broken veranda. When he turned off the
ignition, he heard Eva’s heavy breathing which soon spluttered into
weeping.

“What is
it?... Are you hurt?” he asked with sincere concern. She shook her
head and sniffled.

After some
minutes Denzel cuddled her to his chest, somewhat confused yet
alert to possibilities. Should he quickly rid himself of this girl
or take advantage of her vulnerability? She was fresh, neat and
good for the night. But could he talk a mysterious weeping girl
into having rapid sex? Or, was this a new ploy of city girls,
feigning pity to extort money and favours from men?

Eva slid
deeper into his embrace, her arms snaking about his neck,
immediately turning him on and intensifying the situation. After a
few more silent seconds, she straightened up and giggled.

Denzel turned
to her. “You scared me, girl!” he said with a startled frown.

“Call me Eva,
Eva is my name,” she said, forcing a grin.

“Okay, Eva.
What a pretty name! I wonder why an Eva should weep in a stranger’s
car.”

“I couldn’t
help it. Your music was killing me.”

“You mean
‘Hero’?”

“Yes.”

“You know
Mariah Carey?”

“Yes. But more
than that, her track Hero means a lot to me. It brings back
solemn memories that still destroy me.”

“What happened
to you that ‘Hero’ brings to mind?”

“I’ve cried
enough, I don’t want to go into that anymore.”

“You can trust
me. I won’t share it.”

Eva
sighed.

She opened her
mouth and the secrets of her heart leaked out. Her poetic romance
with David and his tragic death was followed by the equally sad
death of her father at CHU de Yopougon, when the family couldn’t
raise the money demanded for his abdominal surgery. Jean Yve, her
lecherous high school history teacher who preyed upon her when she
visited his home one Saturday morning for group assignment was her
third sad story. Jean Yve was accused of rape and sentenced.

With no David
to carry her through the stigma of being a rape victim, Eva
remained wary of men until she dropped out of school and met
Alphonse, a young businessman. His gentleness and kindness almost
effaced the awful experience she had endured with her rapist. But
his fiancée, whom he had hidden from Eva, emerged and tore their
liaison violently apart.

Eva briefly
considered disclosing her relationship with Adama but in the
company of such sophistication perhaps she hesitated for the chance
of opportunity.

Denzel yawned
and stretched. “What an abysmal adventure! You’re just too young to
have known all these…Look at me,” Eva turned to face him. “What
you’ve been through is not all that’s to be had in your life, okay?
There are great things awaiting you. Never despair, girl!”

“Eva, I’m
Eva,” she interjected.

“Oh sorry,
Eva-a,” her name sounded like a melted butter when he pronounced
it. “Never ever get hooked to your past. The past is gone, the
future starts now. You’ve got a choice to either forge a new and
hopeful future or remain traumatised by your past. Make that choice
today and now. It may start with me, with us.”

Eva turned
away and gazed into the growing darkness, she was not without hope.
He cupped her chin and turned her face towards him. “Look at me,
Eva, I’m serious, I know…”

“I don’t know
you Mr. Denzel. Stop flattering me.”

“I’m not
flattering you, honestly not. You’ll know me better with time.”

She stared at
the serious expression on his face.

“It may be too
soon for this, but I’m begging you to trust me. Let down your load
of the past. Let me help us share it. Let us work something out
tonight and believe it’ll last. You have the choice, the choice,
the choice…” his voice narrowing into whispers.

Eva turned
away once again. Denzel studied her air of vulnerability and saw
her waning resistance. He deliberately kept silent for some seconds
and then took her hands. He pulled her gently and she followed
easily. He cuddled her to his chest for dramatic effect before
seeking her lips. With experienced deftness, he stroked her bottom
lip with a finger before attempting a kiss.

“No, don’t,”
she declined, trying to loosen herself but he enfolded her more
firmly. “You’ve said nothing about yourself,” she breathed, feeling
the warmth of his strong torso and savouring the whiff of his
sensuous aroma.

“What do you
want to hear?”

“Are you
married?” allowing him to fondle her cupped palm.

“Would I be
here if I were?”

“Some would –
with their mistresses.”

“Mistress?
Would you like to be my mistress?

“Never,” she
hissed.

“If you don’t
want to, better be fast and be the wife,” he said and laughed.

“If ever there
would be anything, I’d prefer to be the wife and all. No mistress
from anywhere,” she said.

“Yeah, you’re
right, the wife and all. No mistress from nowhere,” he laughed.

Once again, he
leaned in to kiss her. She fended him off weakly but when he tried
again, she let him.

*****

“Tell me more
about yourself. Your name is funny; it’s neither Ivorian nor French
– Denzel. You have a foreign accent and, and, I don’t know,” Eva
asked as they drove away from her quarters. He had not asked and
she did not question his heading back into town.

“My real name
is Sylvain Irié Bi. I’m a Gouro by tribe and I work in San Pedro as
a marketing agent. Foreign accent? Perhaps. I was born in Lyon,
France, when my father was studying there and…”

“Your mother
is French?”

“No, Ivorian.
She was living in Abidjan then, but used to visit dad once in a
while, and always went back with pregnancy and …”

“Always went
back to France to deliver.”

“Exactly, you
know it.” They laughed.

“And that was
where my elder sister, I and our two younger brothers were
born.”

“All in
Europe?”

“All in
Europe.”

“Hm-m, you’re
a lucky family.”

“Why?”

“You don’t
need visas to go to France.”

“Oh no, what’s
in a visa? Visa is nothing.”

“No, no, visa
is something. Today in Africa, a visa is more valued than a college
degree.”

“Who told you
that?”

“It’s true.
You don’t know it because you travel with a French passport. Go and
see how people undergo strain and stress just to fix up an
appointment at the embassies.”

Denzel shook
his head sympathetically as he steered towards Zone 4, Marcory. “My
father later came back to settle in Abidjan and served as a Prefect
during Houphouet Boigny’s long regime.”

“Did you come
with him?”

“No. I
continued my secondary education in same Lyon, where my father had
worked after his studies.”

“What about
the name Denzel?”

“Oh I forgot.
My friends nicknamed me Denzel, because according to them, I have a
sharp resemblance to Denzel Washington, the American actor.”

Eva leaned
backward to assess him with every ray of light that drifted into
the car as they drove passed some well-lit streets. “Your friends
are right; I can see some degree of resemblance between you and the
real Denzel. I hope you’re not an actor, one who acts on
women?”

“Even if I
was, which I’m not, I wouldn’t act on you. You’ve seen enough
terrible things.”

Eva smiled.
“One last question: I’m surprised how you ran into me; coming
directly to knock at the door of my heart. You didn’t even ask if
I’m engaged or have a boyfriend. Is it mannerly?”

“I don’t know,
but Malcolm X once said, ‘Never ask a woman if she’s got a man,
cos’ you’ll never be pleased with the answer.’”

They stopped
by a roadside fast-food joint where Denzel bought snacks and canned
drinks before driving away drinking and munching.

Eva was
nodding to the techno music playing at high volume, but when Denzel
branched off into a darker and quieter street, she sat still and
frowned warily. “Where are we heading to?”

“Are you
scared? Do I look like somebody who could hurt a poor innocent
girl?”

“No, not that;
just wanted to know.”

“Never worry
dear, we’re discovering ourselves. I’m at your disposal until you
tell me to go to hell.”

*****

Chic Hotel,
the time was 2.20 a.m. They were refused entry by the gatemen
because the establishment had closed. Denzel affronted, pleaded,
offered money and gained their favour. They were guided into the
parking zone for suite 13A.

Barely thirty
minutes later, the two strangers no longer felt alien to each
other. They had founded a three-hour-old relationship. She wanted
it slow and steady with utmost caution. He wanted it fast and
thorough with masculine ruggedness.

Denzel’s
talent and experience gave him the upper hand; Eva’s fear of
losing him if she resisted kept her at his mercy.

She managed
restraint long enough to ask, “Have you taken your HIV test?”

Denzel nodded
dumbly, striping off her last garment.

“However, I
want you to put on a condom,” she gasped, groping for him.

“It’s already
on,” he muttered and they resumed kissing.

It was nice
and slow when they commenced but he soon rode them to a higher
sphere of pleasure. She wanted to cry, she wanted to scream; nobody
had made her feel this way before. Besides enjoying it, Denzel knew
he was proving his worth; no woman had tasted him and didn’t hail
his manhood. They jiggled to climax and quietened to a dreamless
sleep.

At 6:30 a.m.,
Eva opened her eyes, sat up and looked around. Denzel, still nude
was snoring noisily. She opened her legs and checked herself:
“Denzel, Denzel, you ejaculated inside of me,” she cried, examining
herself irritably.

A half-dozy
Denzel yawned, stretched and opened his eyes to squint at her
frowned face and then down to her opened legs. “Wh, what is
it?”

“I thought you
wore a condom...Why should you do this to me?”

“I had it on;
bu, but, I don’t know exactly what happened in the heat of the
moment. Maybe it got torn.”

“Oh, no! I
hate this. Your HIV test could best be proved by you and not me. I
insisted on precaution.”

“Don’t worry
Eva. I told you my result was good”

“But if you’ve
been as careless as this with other women how can you guarantee
your safety for long?”

“Don’t worry,
nothing will happen. If anything, I’ll be by your side. Trust me.
Since I took my test I’ve not been careless until now.”

Eva sighed,
and stepping down from the bed, walked warily to the bathroom.
Denzel remained pensive for some minutes and then leapt out of bed
to join her.

*****

By midday,
Denzel and Eva had enjoyed an elegant breakfast in a classy
restaurant in Zone 4. Denzel’s charm had completely convinced Eva
of his intentions and if there was any doubt why would he have
taken her shopping at Prima? A Nokia cell phone; not one but two
wristwatches: Swatch and Philippe; jewellery and a large number of
cosmetic products - all in a polythene bag, all for Eva from
Denzel.

Back in
Koumassi, in front of Eva’s place, where their talk had
fast-tracked their night together, it was time to say goodbye.
Denzel insisted that Eva accept the 50 000 francs he handed to her,
in part because he claimed she needed to take care of herself until
he could see her again. The goodbye kiss was long and tender.
Denzel could see the tears welling up in her eyes. He reassured her
he would be back. They were to meet again in three days after his
business seminar at IAO in Grand Bassam. But until then, the cell
phone would be their connection.

*****

Eva was on top
of the world. She had finally found her dream lover: so handsome,
so lovable, so dashing, so generous and so rich! They could marry,
he hadn’t objected when she introduced the idea in the shower after
their early morning condom quarrel. She would not say no when he
popped the question.

Nobody was at
home to scold her for spending the night out. Josiane and Béatrice,
Eva’s two older sisters, who often did the same, hadn’t yet
returned from their own night on the town. Their mother, Mémé,
would be at church with her three grandchildren. Eva entered with
joy into a silent home.

She ran to the
room she shared with her sisters and dived onto the bed, spreading
her legs wide apart. She spewed the contents of her polythene bag
onto the bed and began to appraise them one after the other. The
cell phone seduced her most. She felt it with her fingers, kissed
it and then inserted the SIM card. Denzel had taken down her number
so he could call her. At last she owned a phone, a cell phone! She
could reach people and be reached too. She could also show off with
a coloured-screen Nokia phone just like those young folks in
town.

Having missed
today’s church service, Eva felt she needed to pray. Kneeling by
the bedside, she closed her eyes and said aloud, “I’m sorry Lord
for not going to church today. But thanks for this man you’ve just
brought my way. I believe it’ll work out for us. I’m sorry for
fornicating. Forgive me.”

In the
bathroom, Eva had a fresh shower while humming Hero, the
song now had newer memories, better ones. She flitted to the
kitchen for food. Holding the door, she surveyed their old,
smoke-blackened kitchen with a despising grimace and slammed the
door, ignoring whatever meal it had to offer.

Back in the
bedroom, she again flopped onto the 54 by 75 inch bed she shared
with her two sisters and despite her excitement she remained calm,
smiling broadly with her eyes fixed on the grimy ceiling. Hm-mmm,
what a night! For 18 months Adama still didn’t get her but Denzel
had crept into her soul, and body, in less than a day. How did he
do it? No-o, this guy was terribly good, hm-mmm; no girl in town
could have resisted more than she did. Well, it could be destiny;
both of them were destined perhaps to meet this way. Something good
might start from here. God! Should she believe it? Could this be
her chance, her time? Hm-mmm, Adama wouldn’t have it anymore. He
was never the person she wanted – not sophisticated enough, not
responsible either. But, waiting patiently for sex all 18 months
proved him a good boy, honourable even. Well, a good boy indeed but
with many disqualifications. Her Mama would kill her if she married
a Muslim and a Burkinabé. Sorry Adama, sorry…

Her thoughts
drifted along until she fell asleep.

When she woke
up it was about 4:30 p.m. She walked straight to the bathroom,
merely greeting Mémé and the kids in the corridor. The warm shower
reminded her of the sweet and hopeful week that was ahead. She
would meet Denzel again on Wednesday night. They would hug, kiss
and talk about their future. She might propose going with him to
San Pedro to discover him better and perhaps, stay put for a
while.

*****

When Josiane
and Béatrice returned from their long weekend the next morning,
they immediately noticed the bright changes in their bedroom, not
least of which was Eva. Their previously messy and sad room had
become tidier and sweet-smelling. On a wooden table pushed to an
extreme angle of the walls, stood some of the items Eva had brought
into their room.

The two girls
lifted, felt and examined everything: bottles of lotions and
perfumes; tubes of shampoo and make-up; the empty cartons of the
Nokia cell phone and the wristwatches.

“From where on
earth did Eva pluck all these things?” Béatrice asked wonderingly,
staring at Josiane.

“Who knows?
She refused to speak when I teased her a moment ago,” Josiane said
shrugging.

“Wa-oh, who
has found her face and has started investing already? I can’t
believe this. Did anybody come here to visit her, or has Adama just
won a lottery?”

“Stop asking
me questions Béa, I found the room like this too and nobody has
been able to explain a thing. Even Mémé said Eva told her
nothing.”

Still standing
by the table both girls stared at each other and then burst into
self-mocking laughter.

“Me, who left
and spent Friday, Saturday and Sunday with my man didn’t reap one
tenth of these gifts,” Béatrice confessed.

“Yours is even
better than mine Béa. I was given only transport fare back home,”
Josiane said chuckling.

The two
continued to gossip until the room’s door opened. When they saw
Eva, they resumed their usual mannerisms of chat. Neither asked
questions about Eva’s new items. Eva took her Nokia charger from
its packet and left the room. Her sisters squinted awkwardly after
her and burst into laughter when she closed the door behind
her.

*****

‘Welcome to
Orange, the person you are trying to reach is not available. Please
- call later.’ Denzel’s cell phone number gave this automated
message when Eva called him on Wednesday after waiting his arrival
in vain.

She tried the
number repeatedly till 11p.m.; the automated message had driven her
heart to pump nervously. With a troubled heart, she went to bed and
managed to fall asleep at 4 a.m.

On waking at
10:43 a.m. the following morning, Eva darted out of the house
holding her cell phone. At the extreme end of the veranda, she
squatted down and began to peck out Denzel’s now memorized number.
She held her breath as she listened to the earpiece. ‘Welcome to
Orange, the person you are trying to reach is not available,
please call later.’ She slipped down onto the broken and dusty
floor of the veranda, her legs sprawling apart. Oh God!

She persisted
until the evening but there was no change! Denzel’s number was dead
to her. The auto-message was like a mantra, broadcasting over and
over with her heart sinking further to her stomach.

Insistently
with now ever diminishing hope, she tried for one full week, but
nothing. The second week was same as the previous. This brought her
to the tentative conclusion that something bad had happened to
either the man or his phone. But, she rationalized, Denzel was
capable of replacing a cell phone if his was stolen or misplaced.
If not the phone, then it was the man. What had happened to him -
an accident, a robbery attack, sickness?

As the weeks
progressed, Eva became unusually preoccupied with watching the news
on TV, listening to the radio and reading all major newspapers;
seeking report of a terrible tragedy on the Grand Bassam highway –
anything that would justify Denzel’s silence. There was no accident
news. She laboriously questioned the daily public transport drivers
as to whether any vehicle was found in a crash. The only accident
registered was four months ago, she hadn’t even known Denzel
then.

After a
further two weeks, she travelled to Grand Bassam and found the IAO
Hotel where the supposed seminar had been held. She was told the
seminar had truly taken place and ended the Wednesday she was
expecting Denzel. They also told her that all attendants had long
returned to their bases with no accidents or robberies on any
homeward vehicle reported.

Eva returned
to Abidjan battered and hollow. Her heart hung thinly between
doubt, fear and discouragement. Her golden opportunity of a dream
husband had slipped from her grasp. Where could this man be; sick
and hospitalised; or had he completely forgotten about her? Why so
soon? Why didn’t he call to tell her what was happening? God,
another ill luck like that with David?

Worsening it
all, the home urine test she had taken days ago showed she was
pregnant. She had missed her period but had least envisaged
pregnancy. She thought it was another fluctuation in her menstrual
cycle like when her menses reappeared after 22 days of lateness
some years back.

But this time,
it was for real. Eva was pregnant, from the act with Denzel at Chic
Hotel.

*****


Chapter 2

Josiane and
Béatrice sat in the lounge of their family’s modest two-bedroom
house chatting with Lolo and Jacqueline – two long-time friends.
The two sisters’ kids had gone to school and their makeshift
bedsheets from the sofas had been thrown to the floor to make room
for the chatter. Mémé was at the market and Eva was nowhere about
the home. They faced one another on the two tattered sofas.
Josiane’s slim legs stretched crossed on the centre table. Béatrice
folded her thick arms over her large breasts listening
intently.

“…Look, look,
this is what we call Nemesis. Do you girls know the meaning of that
word? Hm-m, it means when your evil deeds begin to backfire,”
Josiane said and swallowed. “Béa and I have really, really suffered
in the hands of that little girl. She was the one who started
calling us wayward girls before Mémé took over. She said I’m
wayward because I had two kids out of wedlock and with two
different men; that only wayward girls can do that…”

“And me too,”
Béatrice chipped in, “for having one out of wedlock too.”

“No, no, wait
Béa,” Josiane said. “Yours is even better. You’ve got just one kid
out of wedlock, and so you’re only a little wayward girl unlike
me…”

“But she’s
been calling me that name too…Eva calls me a wayward girl too
and...”

“I know Béa,
but mine is worse,” Josiane continued with an air of superiority.
“Eva said any girl who bears a child before marriage is wayward;
any girl who depends on men for feeding and clothing is wayward;
any girl who passes the night out is wayward; any girl who seeks
money from men to cater for the kid she had for another man is
wayward…”

The girls
clucked disapprovingly.

“That means
we’re all wayward, all of us, according to your Eva,” Lolo said
wondering if any woman she knew in this town didn’t fit that
description.

“Who told you
she’s my Eva, Lolo? Please stop that. She’s on her own. Everybody
is carrying her cross in this house,” Josiane said frowning at
Lolo. “Look, look girls, did you know she’d even called me a
prostitute…”

“Wha-a-t? You
don’t mean it Josiane,” Jacqueline shouted. “Eva called you a
prostitute?”

“I’m telling
you the honest truth,” Josiane said nodding. “She called my little
boy ‘son of a whore’, and that means I’m a whore, right?”

The girls
nodded their agreement.

“But now that
she herself is becoming a wayward girl…”

“Stop Lolo,”
Béatrice shouted leaning forward. “What are you talking about? Is
she becoming or has she already become a wayward girl and…

“No, no, you
girls don’t know anything,” Josiane said eyes glinting with
mockery. “She’s now a super wayward girl…”

They burst
into laughter.

“I know I’m a
rotten girl, “Josiane continued. “I broke at 13, got pregnant at
17, got pregnant again at 21 and still unmarried. But, I’ve never
had sex with a man the first night we met, and will never do
that.”

“Not even in
his place,” Lolo said, “in a hotel!”

“And without
using condom, and now she’s pregnant, poor girl,” Jacqueline
added.

“Maybe she
wanted to test it live,” Béatrice said and laughed, the other girls
joined in laughing too. “You know it’s sweeter when it’s live. And
you know she’s a Christian and hadn’t had sex for a long, long
time. So that night she wanted to do it well and live…”

“What about
Adama, I thought he was her boyfriend?” Lolo asked.

“Adama is a
complete idiot,” Josiane said. “He’d been scared of his girl, and
now someone else, a stranger, a ghost, has done his job for
him....How can you be dating a girl all 18 months without fucking
her.”

“But why?”
Lolo asked.

“Eva asked him
to wait till their wedding day. A marriage our mother will never
live to see happen,” Béatrice said.

“I think he’s
a stupid boy like Josiane said,” Jacqueline spoke. “I can’t be with
a guy all 18 months without him hitting me.”

“Me-e,”
Josiane said touching her chest with her slim fingers. “I can’t
even stand a guy who doesn’t demand for sex after two weeks of
dating.”

“For me, three
weeks,” Lolo said. “What about you Béa?”

“Em-m,”
Béatrice drawled, “10 days… What should we be waiting for? Test him
if he hits fine. If he isn’t, replace him, but if he’s got money,
never mind, keep him.”

“What if he’s
got no money but hits fine?” Lolo asked facing Béatrice.

“Look, look,
girls; in this city, lovemaking doesn’t put food on your table.
What does that is money. I mean good money,” Béatrice said and
joined the girls laughing.

“But most of
these big guys who dish out good money to girls in this town don’t
like using condoms when they’re on you, and that’s the problem,”
Jacqueline said.

“Yeah, that’s
the trouble,” Josiane said, opening her arms, “but you’ve got no
choice. I need to feed myself and my two kids. I can’t find a job
anywhere. I need to clothe myself; I need to help Mémé pay the
house bills just as Béa does,” she concluded.

“What about
HIV?” Jacqueline asked, her face wrinkling disgustedly.

“Come on, get
out of here,” the three other girls retorted simultaneously.

“Even if you
have just one boyfriend fucking you, you can still contract the
virus,” Lolo said. “The question is…”

“No wait Lolo.
Where does HIV lead to? Isn’t it death?” Josiane asked facing
Jacqueline. “Where do hunger and hardship lead to? Isn’t that same
death? At least I can sacrifice myself for the education of my two
kids before any HIV comes to kill me.”

“Look girls,
let’s forget about this topic,” Béatrice said. “He that is born
must die. Nobody lives forever. You either die by sickness or
accident. So whatever causes your death doesn’t matter. It’s only
helping you to accomplish one of your missions on earth.”

“But why do
these rich men refuse the use of condom when having sex outside?”
Lolo asked.

“Go and ask
Eva,” Josiane said. “Ask her how her one-night guy fucked her
without a condom and gave her a three-month pregnancy.”

“Hey,”
Jacqueline screamed. “It’s three months already. I thought
two.”

“No, three
months; since March, and this is June,” Béatrice confirmed.

“Oh goodness,
poor girl,” Jacqueline said.

“Hey, stop it
Jacqueline,” Josiane said. “Don’t feel sorry for such people. She
mocked us. She called us names. She said she was a Christian and we
were daughters of the devil. She said she’d have a better future
than us; that she’d go back to school, do good business, have a
happy wedding and fly to Paris for her honeymoon.”

“Not only
Paris, she’d fly to Hong Kong,” Béatrice said and all burst into
laughter again.

“But why
didn’t she abort it since the guy’s phone wasn’t going and he
wasn’t coming?” Lolo asked.

“He-e-ey!”
Josiane cried. “She says abortion is a sin against God that no
matter what happens she’d keep the pregnancy and Mémé is even
supporting her,” Josiane said and grimaced.

“Yea, Mémé is
a Christian too,” said Béatrice, “that is why she’s supporting
her…”

“What kind of
Christianity is that?” asked Lolo. “You can’t be a true Christian
and accept to follow a stranger to a hotel to be fucked without
condom. She had already sinned; she ought to have continued by
aborting that foetus of a ghost from her body,” Lolo concluded.

“She says
abortion is murder and God hates it,” Béatrice said.

“So God
doesn’t hate having sex with a man you don’t know?” Jacqueline
asked.

“Go and ask
Eva, Jacqueline,” Béatrice said. “I’m tired of talking about her
issue. She’s a stubborn and arrogant girl. Let her suffer alone…Do
you know how our late dad used to scold us because of Eva? She was
having better scores at school and dad was comparing her marks with
ours, and then insulting and cursing us…But today, what’s the
situation? He’s dead and gone, all of us, his three girls have
dropped out of school. Two had been wayward, and the last, their
precious daughter, has also joined the association of wayward
girls.”

They
laughed.

“I think we’ll
elect her as the new secretary of this association of ours,”
Josiane said, they all laughed again.

“No, no,
Josiane,” Lolo said. “Let’s make her our chairperson instead,
because her qualification is so extraordinary, and she’d do well
to…” A knock at the front door.

They all
froze. Josiane signalled Béatrice to go and peep out. She stood up
and tiptoed to the glass window. She moved the faded red curtain
sideways, stretched her neck to peep and ran back whispering.

“It’s Eva,
Eva, Eva. Remain silent please. Stay where you’re, I’ll open for
her.” Béatrice went to open the door. Eva entered. She looked sad
with a pale complexion. Her long hair was unkempt.

“I forgot my
keys,” Eva said. She greeted the girls and walked through the
lounge to the passage and into their room. Only Lolo and Jacqueline
responded. 

“You both
don’t talk with her?” Lolo whispered facing Josiane.

“What?”
Josiane asked with a scowl.

“I mean you
two don’t talk to her?” Lolo repeated a bit louder. 

“It’s her
business I don’t…”

“But she
greeted, only Jacqueline and I responded,” Lolo said.

“I’ve got no
time for her greeting,” Josiane said. “I’ve got better things to
think about.”

“Look, look,
Lolo,” Béatrice said softly leaning forward and scratching her fat
jaw, “Leave that girl alone with her problem. She’s a terrible
person. See, ever since the day Josiane and I sided with Adama when
he beat her, she’s been avoiding us.”

“Her Adama
beat her?” Jacqueline asked frowning.

“Sh-h-h,”
Josiane shushed. “Lower your voice please, you know she’s
around.”

“Okay, okay,
sorry,” Jacqueline whispered. “How could Adama beat a pregnant
woman?”

“Hm-m, it’s a
funny story,” Béatrice said lowering her voice. “She went to
confess to him that somebody she met only once, impregnated her.
She did it early enough before Adama would notice the pregnancy.
And so, he went mad and beat her thoroughly in public. All those
who came to separate their fight sided with Adama when they heard
the cause of the fight…She cried to the house bleeding all over.
Mémé later treated her with warm water and mentholated pomade. She
even wanted to go to the police to get Adama arrested but Eva
refused. You know she doesn’t like anything police…”

“Oh my
goodness,” Lolo said folding her arms over her chest.

“And so,”
Béatrice continued, “when Mémé brought the matter to us, we simply
said Adama’s reaction was spontaneous and that it was out of anger
and jealousy because he really loved Eva and had been waiting for
sex almost two years now, which she gave to one useless man within
hours. When she heard our position on the matter through Mémé - her
darling mum, she began ignoring us.”

“But who needs
her attention?” Josiane asked and hissed.

*****

Eva wasn’t
peeping and listening to the gossip going on in the lounge as the
four girls feared. She was lying on the bed gazing at the old and
rotting ceiling – the leaky roof kept doing them harm during rainy
seasons. She was thinking about her present and forthcoming woes.
She was thinking about the one-night mistake that had mixed up her
entire destiny. She had disappointed her church and her mother.
She’d truly become a wayward girl. The world would surely mock and
reject her like her sisters were doing.

This morning,
to avoid her sisters and their gossips, Eva had decided to see her
mother off to the market and later went to the backyard playground.
Sitting alone on a long brick bench, she had spent three solemn
hours gazing at the windy branches of the armoured trees planted in
the yard, thinking about her life.

*****

Mémé woke Eva
at 4 p.m. She had fallen asleep while mulling over her situation,
and didn’t even have lunch. Mémé led her to the bathroom for a cold
bath and hustled her to the kitchen presenting her with a meal of
pounded yam and groundnut sauce made with smoked fish – Eva’s
favourite.

While she ate
at the dining-table, Mémé sat in a chair by the corner, smiling at
her gloomy daughter.

“You like it?”
Mémé asked.

“Yea, bu, but
the sauce is a bit too salty and…”

“No Eva, I
added extra to yours. It’s good for a pregnant woman,” Mémé
said.

“Hmm-m,
pregnant woman,” Eva rounded off the words while she eyed her
mother.

Mémé continued
watching as Eva swallowed and chewed. When she coughed, the old
woman leapt to her feet to serve water. As Eva drank, Mémé stroked
her throat with fingers whispering, “Are you alright baby? Are you
okay now?”

Eva finished
her meal, washed her oily hands in a bowl containing soapy water
and collected the white napkin that Mémé was handing to her. She
wiped her oil-stained lips and dried her wet hands. When she stood
to clear the dishes, Mémé told her to relax, that she would do it
herself. Eva sat down, leaned back in her chair and began to stare
at her smiling mother.

“Why are you
always smiling at me, mama?” she asked.

“Because I
still love you baby. You’re still my precious daughter. Never
worry, I’ll be by your side… but tell me…” pausing to look at the
front door to make sure nobody was entering. “Did they hold their
meeting today again?”

“Hmm, they
were here all morning. Lolo and Jacqueline were the guests of the
day.”

“Which is Lolo
again, and what kind of name is that?” Mémé asked frowning.

“It’s her
nickname. That slim, light-skinned girl; daughter of Madam
Kouakou,” Eva said.

“Oka-a-y,”
Mémé exclaimed. “Who told you she’s light-skinned? She bleached it.
Don’t you see how dark-skinned her mother is? Even her late dad was
dark too…What did she come to do, gossip?”

“I don’t
know,” Eva said shrugging.

“Sh, she who
had a child at 15 and has been multiplying abortions since then
still has the mouth to talk?”

“Mama, leave
them alone please. Let them say whatever they like. If my blood
sisters started it you don’t have to blame their friends.”

“But, what did
you hear them say today?”

“I wasn’t at
home. I was in the playground. And by the time I came back, they’d
almost finished their meeting,”

“So they
didn’t insult you?...Are you sure?...Tell me if they said anything
bad about you.”

“Nothing, I
didn’t hear anything Mama.”

“Sure, are you
sure?”

“M-hm,” Eva
nodded.

“Okay, okay,
but always tell me anything you hear them say.”

“But, what can
you really do to those two wild girls – Josiane and Béatrice?” Eva
said, chuckling and shaking her head.

“I know baby,
but I can warn them not to humiliate you and…”

“No mama,
don’t. I’ve humiliated myself already and so whatever they do to me
doesn’t…”

“Don’t say
that baby, everybody makes mistake. It was the first time in your
23 years you passed the night out. But those two have been doing it
everyday. So you don’t have to…”

“Mama, mama,”
Eva cried bending forward and touching her stomach.

“Wha-at,
what’s the matter?” Mémé asked, her eyes widening as she rushed
towards Eva.

“I, I want to
vomit. My stomach is turning, it’s turning, turning me…” she began
to vomit.

In panic, Mémé
sat her on the floor and began to massage her back. Eva vomited all
that she had eaten. She was panting and shuddering. When she
drooped sideways and crashed on the floor, Mémé ran out of the
house crying for help.

*****

Eight thirty
p.m. at Maison de Santé: a small and well-equipped clinic at Marais
Road in Koumassi; Eva was lying in a bed. By her side were Mémé and
Béatrice.

Dr. Aka, a
medical doctor in his mid thirties and owner of the clinic, was
analysing fluids taken from Eva. His assistant, a female nurse, had
put Eva, their only patient of the night, on a drip and was
monitoring. Mémé was reciting her rosary, Béatrice was chewing gum
and watching a DJ video clip on the room’s coloured TV set.

They had
arrived just 30 minutes ago in a taxi and had Eva lifted onto a
stretcher raced out by the clinic’s guard. Although Dr. Aka had
assured them that Eva’s case shouldn’t be too serious, that there
was probably nothing to worry about, Mémé still wasn’t at peace.
She was imploring the Almighty never to let her experience what had
happened to her sister’s daughter, Yvette.

Yvette had
been in her third month of pregnancy when she fainted one midnight
and was rushed to the hospital. As the doctors and nurses examined
her, she screamed terribly, tossed left to right and stilled to
death. Her husband and her parents had grieved for months.

Eva might not
have the same fate as late Yvette, but the analogy in both cases
brought some premonition that Mémé judged to be witchcraft. Her
pallid face stared at the ceiling, muttering, “Father, I know
you’re not a wicked God. You wouldn’t let me lose a husband and his
daughter. Please, please, do something now… Even if she sinned
against you and deserves this, forgive her for the sake of your
love; and save her life…”

*****

After three
days, Mémé could finally say ‘Thank you Lord for prayers answered.’
Eva seemed healthy again, on the road to recovery from typhoid
fever.

Now it was
time to settle the bills and discharge the patient. Dr. Aka’s bill
was 120,000 francs; but Mémé could only afford 25,000 francs. His
humanitarian credo of save life first had been abused by
countless patients and their families, and was about to be abused
by yet another family.

“I can’t take
this. If I had been running this clinic that way all the time, I
would be out of business and wouldn’t have been able to attend to
your daughter. If you can’t do anything, I’ll keep her here until
you people bring my money.”

It sounded
like a joke to the old woman, but the doctor meant it. Her two-hour
plea of kneeling and rubbing hands couldn’t change the doctor’s
decision. Eva was led by a guard to a backyard room while Mémé and
Béatrice left the clinic to search for money.

For two days,
Mémé sought buyers for her treasure wrappers stocked long ago in
her wooden box. All offers fell below what she needed to bail out
her daughter. She resorted to surrendering the wrappers, her only
valuables, to Dr. Aka.

“I don’t need
them. What will I do with wrappers?” The doctor was still firm and
blunt. Mémé left his office to say hello to her daughter in her
prison.

“I believe
it’s time to go to the police. He has no right to detain you here
even if we owe him.” Mémé suggested to her daughter who was still
in her backyard room, sitting and spreading out her legs on a
single bed; her back leaning on a wall. Her mother saw that Eva was
surprisingly unworried.

“No, no, don’t
do that. We shouldn’t go to the police; instead, we should tell him
the truth.” Eva said to a more worried Mémé.

“Do you think
telling him the truth will change a thing?”

“I don’t know,
but we have to try. He’s been asking me the whereabouts of my
husband, he who impregnated me. He says that person should be the
one running around for money and not you.”

Mother and
daughter looked into each other’s eyes for some seconds. On the
room’s centre table were two untouched meals. Eva was given
breakfast and lunch under the instructions of Dr. Aka, but she had
eaten neither. Her only hunger was freedom - and she had figured
the doctor to be a very sympathetic person. Telling him her story
could bring a positive impact. It could cut down their
problems.

“But who would
do the narration?” Mémé asked after a long contemplation.

“I, I will do
it. I’m not shy anymore; what has happened has happened. Hiding the
truth won’t bring the attention and sympathy we need right now.
Let’s try it, if it doesn’t work, we’ll do something else.”

“Okay, let me
go and invite him in,” Mémé rose to her feet.

“No, sit down.
There’s a button on my bedhead, when I push it someone will come
around.” She pushed the white button and a nurse appeared in no
time. Eva requested the doctor.

After
listening to Eva’s narration, Dr. Aka stood and left the room
without saying a word. Minutes later, a nurse entered and invited
Eva to the doctor’s office. Mémé watched her daughter go alone
while she waited in a prayerful mood.

“Tell your mum
to forget about the bills. I’ve cancelled them.” Dr. Aka announced
as Eva took the seat opposite him.

Eva gaped at
him for some seconds; her cautious grin dissolving into a wide
smile. She said ‘thank you’ repeatedly even as the doctor kept
saying ‘it’s okay.’

They chatted
briefly on general issues. Eva introduced herself properly and
asked Dr. Aka some professional questions. Moments later, he
paused, frowned at her and asked, “But tell me, how could you, a
pretty and intelligent girl, let yourself out to that
stranger?”

Eva bowed her
head, her fluffy hair pouring onto the doctor’s desk. She raised
her face, turned away and began to speak coldly. “It’s incredible.
I can’t still believe it happened. I, I still find it very hard to
explain, but, but …doctor, are women truly foolish?”

Dr. Aka
chuckled and replied, “Yes they are. Men too are foolish.”

“We’re all
foolish then,” Eva said smiling back.

“In love,
everyone is foolish. You can’t be truly wise and love someone
heartily. Love comes from the heart and wisdom from the head,” he
said sustaining his broad grin and looking into her eyes.

“But I can’t
call what happened to me love!”

“Love at first
sight perhaps. And you were curious too; and he flattered you. Eva,
I know all that. We could all be victims as well. Your case is
exceptional because he impregnated you. If there were no pregnancy
you’d have forgotten him long ago, isn’t it?”

Eva nodded. A
long silence ensued during which they stared at each other
seemingly in search of what more to chat on. She withdrew her hands
that had been under the desk and displayed her pale and slender
fingers at the edge of the desk. Dr. Aka caught a glimpse of her
dainty fingers, looked up to her face and commended her.

“You’re too
beautiful to deserve this, Eva. I feel for you and your
mother…Well, don’t worry. I’ll help you; I’ll be by your side.”

“Bu, but,
you’re married, doctor,” she said quietly.

“It changes
nothing. Absolutely nothing…A man’s heart is vast enough to
accommodate several love chambers.”

“Your wife
will use her veto if she found out you’re taking care of a pregnant
woman.”

“Only if you
make her know a thing; as for me, she’d be blind, deaf and dumb to
us,” he said giving her a prudent leer.

She leaned
back in her seat and stretched, maintaining a stare at him; and
then, demanded in a fallen tone, “I’m thirsty, doctor.”

“Wh-at do you
want to drink?” he spluttered, springing to his feet.

“Anything I’m
fit to drink.”

Dr. Aka
meandered through his cramped office to a short refrigerator at one
end. He opened, sought for a drink and removed a can of orange
juice. He filled the glass he had placed in her front and edged it
towards her.

“Thanks
doctor.”

“Oh, don’t
mention. You can call me Roland. I’m Dr. Aka Roland, but as for
you, call me Roland.”

They chatted
for more than half an hour. Although absorbing and suggestive, the
long chat was making Dr. Aka nervous. He traditionally disliked
conversing with a female patient in his office, especially when
void of professional matters. This was a lesson he learnt from an
awful incident in his clinic some time ago.

Dr. Aka was a
happily married man, apparently; but had tackled a guilty
conscience of unfaithfulness more than once. He loved his wife, but
had loved, or fallen for other women as well.

Medium height,
light skin and exaggerated buttocks were the attributes that
beautified his previous lover Bernadette, according that is, to Dr.
Aka’s senses. These were the same allures that drew him to his
eventual wife the day they first met. The only difference between
both women’s qualities was that his wife’s were now monotonous
whereas Bernadette’s had been new and untapped.

Bernadette had
passed six nights in Dr. Aka’s clinic, and when her health was
restored, she left leaving prints on his heart. As scheduled, she
called back weeks later for a check-up. Dr. Aka expressly delayed
her till late evening, allowing his nurses and guard to close and
leave. Few words, more gestures and the healthy patient had
understood her doctor’s new prescription. The office was improvised
snappily and the two knew themselves, skin for skin.

Two months
later, Bernadette telephoned him saying she had bad news to
announce but not on the phone. Dr. Aka met her after four days of
intense suspense. He had been imagining her pregnant and decided
against abortion which could harm his marriage. But the trouble was
worse. Bernadette was HIV-positive, discovered recently from a
recent test she had taken. Dr. Aka, who had had her without
protection, feared his own contamination. He took five tests within
four months; each time trembling to tear open the result envelope.
Fortunately, he wasn’t infected.

“It was a
saving miracle,” Dr. Aka once divulged to his doctor friend,
Sebastien, who had also slept with several of his female
patients.

Thereafter, he
vowed never to do it again with a patient. This resolution
he had long kept but was now being assailed by Eva’s charms.

*****

For the first
time in a week, Eva woke in her own bed, at home. The time was
10.32 a.m. The entire home was wonderfully quiet except for the
clinking of dishes in the kitchen. Mémé was cooking lunch for the
family. Eva’s breakfast had long been served anticipating her
awakening but Mémé had let her have a sufficient sleep being a
recuperating patient.

But Eva hadn’t
used the night as her mother thought. She had fought insomnia till
3 a.m. It wasn’t the usual anxiety about Denzel, pregnancy,
aspersions or poverty this time; but a dilemma of choice. She had
to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to Dr. Aka, her latest suitor and potential
provider.

Dr. Aka wanted
her as a mistress. He would fix her up with a new apartment; obtain
health insurance for her; and would be giving her an allowance of
80,000 francs per month. But nothing if she declined!

She had said
neither ‘yes’ nor ‘no’ the previous evening while they chatted at
the clinic, but Dr. Aka was comforted by Eva’s smiles and lack of
bluntness; he believed he would seal the deal on their first date
this coming weekend.

Although
sleepless, the night was sweet. Eva liked it. Her thoughts were
warm and smile-giving. But wait a minute, how would a relationship
with a pregnant woman work out? Would their dates end with kissing
and hugging until she delivered? Would he press her to lie on
another’s foetus? Rejecting the offer wouldn’t ameliorate her
situation either. She badly needed the new apartment to get away
from her sisters’ gossip. A monthly allowance of 80,000 francs and
a health insurance were a dreamy offer. Some in the working class
didn’t even have health insurance or the kind of accommodation the
doctor was offering her. So, should it be ‘yes’ or ‘no’?

What about his
wife? If she knew such a thing, she could destroy Eva. A medical
doctor could be a precious husband and no wife would let him slip
away. In Abidjan, there had been stories of wives hiring thugs to
bash up mistresses, with some even assassinated. But he had said
‘She would be deaf, dumb and blind to us.’ Ok!

After taking a
bath and eating her long-served breakfast, Eva offered to assist
Mémé in the kitchen but the old woman objected and asked her to sit
down and have a rest. She watched her mother labour: cooking lunch
and setting the dining-table, for the kids who had gone to school
and their mothers who hadn’t returned from where they passed the
night. Wayward girls, hm-mm! Eva thought, but couldn’t voice
it - she no longer had justification to do so.

*****

Josiane had
spent the night with one of her four lovers and would spend tonight
with yet another. None of her men knew of her other relationships.
She always programmed the meetings in such a way that no two rivals
crossed paths.

The fidelity
she was shamming made them love her more and provide whatever she
requested. Although all four men were married, none insisted on
protected sex with Josiane because each believed she was
exclusively his.

Béatrice
wasn’t as well schooled as her elder sister in love matters; but
she had soon toughened up after she was preyed upon by several men.
Her most odious experience was with Simon. Simon appeared as a
personable bureaucrat to Béatrice; and it took him only two days to
bare her when he introduced himself as one who was connected to
high-ranking officials of several prominent embassies in Abidjan.
He also mentioned that he could effortlessly procure a Schengen
Visa for her if she had a passport.

Simon knew
every girl’s dream in Abidjan was a visa and flying abroad and the
fact that it was getting much harder to realise this dream, made
any man who could convince a girl that this dream could be realised
through him, desirable enough to have her legs open even before he
asked for it.

And truly,
Béatrice’s legs soon opened and Simon sank in once, twice and more.
Now well satisfied and set to vomit her, he plotted with his
friend, Frederick, and presented him to Béatrice as a press attaché
to an embassy. Frederick showed Béatrice several passports bearing
Schengen Visas whose holders were to fly abroad in no time. This he
could do for her too if they were friends.

Béatrice fell
for Frederick, again duped. She served him with all her
strength yet no visa was forthcoming as promised. This might
have continued until Marie, another victim, revealed the game to
Béatrice when she spotted her with Frederick in a bar.

This bad
experience had bruised Béatrice emotionally and also drained her
finances, because she was the one paying for most of the taxi
fares, food and drinks during dates. She had also aborted with her
own means, a pregnancy from either Simon or Frederick, she couldn’t
tell.

Ever since,
Béatrice had become a graduate of Josiane’s Institute of Love
Tactics and men could no longer cheaply mess with her. Eva
would have been coached by Josiane too if they had been on good
terms, but a greater tutor with more experience was coming to show
Eva how to say either ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to Dr. Aka.

*****


Chapter 3

Eva, wearing
black cotton tights, pink sandals and a loose-flowing white silk
blouse; had deliberately chosen these clothes to conceal her
four-month pregnancy. Her hair was simply styled. No pains were
needed to seduce Dr. Aka or anyone else for that matter. It was no
time for seduction but for survival.

When she heard
the blare of a car horn, Eva spritzed herself once more and nodded
satisfactorily - the fragrance of the Christian Doir perfume bought
for her by Denzel was still intense. She picked up her black
handbag and left the room for their first date.

Dr. Aka was
waiting in his red Benz 190. When he saw Eva emerge, he turned on
the ignition and set his CD system to play. He leaned to open the
door for her before the couple zoomed into the Saturday night for
their first, anticipated, date.

“I’m happy
you’re well again,” Dr. Aka said, minding his steering wheel.

“Thanks,” Eva
replied without a glance at him.

They didn’t
speak during the short drive to Bâche Bleue, only Kenny G jazz
tunes ruled the moment. Dr. Aka was careful not to talk, perhaps
waiting for the right moment. Eva was a woman and women don’t talk
first. She in turn, was enjoying the music and the air-conditioned
interior.

Bâche Bleue
was a vast circular three-storey domed building, painted blue.
Inside it was spacious and functioned as a 24-hour
bar-cum-restaurant, affordable only by the wealthy. Any girl
brought here felt honoured because of its exclusive milieu.

Eva was
somewhat jittery as a waiter guided them to a table on the second
floor. They meandered through rows of cushioned seats and glass
tables occupied by the beautiful people – Ivorians, European
expatriates, and a number of off-duty French soldiers from nearby
43rd Bima.

Dr. Aka
ordered a bottle of Champagne, some Coke Lite and two plates of
fried chicken while Eva studied the surroundings with her arms
folded above her abdomen. She liked the mixed smell of costly
perfumes and spicy dishes that hung in the air. The slow Zouk music
playing in the background pricked at her dance spirit but she
wondered if a pregnant woman should dance waltz with another’s
husband?

“Are you okay?
Like this place, or want us to go elsewhere?” Aka asked, running
his left palm over her forearm and peering at her pale and pretty
face in the mild dimness.

“Good, it’s
good,” Eva said with a shrug followed by a coy smile.

It was a
silent time until two waitresses delivered their order. Dr. Aka
asked for a dinky bottle of whisky. Eva wrinkled her nose hearing
the order and when the waitresses left, she said almost to
herself…

“A medical
doctor drinking whisky!”

Dr. Aka
snickered. “Are medical doctors not humans like others?”

“Of course
they are, but their saviour image doesn’t ally with hard stuff like
alcohol. You know that don’t you?”

He shook his
head in objection and said, “There’s my professional and there’s my
private life. I can’t possibly carry all my ethics at the clinic to
my home and besides…”

“No, no,
that’s not what I mean…”

“What do you
mean, Eva?”

“I mean one’s
image as a practitioner of a particular profession needs protection
even in town. Imagine if…”

“I try as much
as I can to save my face everywhere I go. And I’m not the worst
doctor in town.”

“Imagine if
one of your patients sees you sipping this stuff in a bar, what
would come to mind?”

“A drunkard
doctor!” he said and burst into laugher. “Okay, Eva, let’s enjoy
our food, we’ll chat later.”

He picked up
his cutlery and was about to fork a slice of chicken into his mouth
when Eva shrieked.

“No, don’t do
that…Let’s bless the meal first.”

“Sorry, I
forgot; I’m famished you know. You pray.”

Eva closed her
eyes and said a brief prayer with her right hand reached forward
over the meal. Dr. Aka watched on as she prayed.

In between
hearty eating and drinking, Dr. Aka cast furtive glances at Eva. He
saw a depressed young woman who would tolerate much to survive. He
realised there was an opportunity here, to sleep with a pregnant
woman, something he had long coveted. His married friends had
teased him endlessly saying that pregnant women were sweet and
succulent in bed. They encouraged him to impregnate his wife to
experience this sweetness. But he had tried as much as he could.
After four years of marriage, they were still frustrated, waiting
and praying for success. He and his wife had undergone every test
and treatment available, nothing seemed to be wrong with either of
them, yet no child was forthcoming. His wife still hoped for a
miracle amid his growing concern and possible resignation at being
childless.

After a long
gaze at Eva, Dr. Aka reached for his iceless glass of whisky.
“You’re a very pretty girl; I don’t know why nature is against
you.”

“Thanks for
the compliment… but mind you, I’ve never seen or called myself
beautiful. The beauty I’ve always coveted is an internal one,” she
said and shrugged.

“What do you
mean by internal one?” he asked, puzzled.

Eva smiled. “I
mean internal beauty – it’s untouchable, durable and can hardly be
marred; such as discipline, sincerity, intelligence, respect,
dignity, courage, holiness, dili…”

“Hold on
girl.”

“Eva, not
girl, please.”

“Oh Eva, I’m
sorry…Look, women don’t need internal beauty to attract. Internal
beauty is not seen with the naked eye. What attracts men to you is
your features, your shape, your hair, your smile, your complexion,
your height, etcetera. And not whether you can cook good food or
have never told lies in your life. The word ‘woman’ tells a lot
more about a physical beauty.”

“But
doctor…”

“No, no, not
doctor, say Roland; you started it.”

“Sorry,
Roland…”

“No, no, wait
a minute, let me land…It is always said this way ‘A rich man and a
b-e-a-utiful woman and not ‘a rich man and a rich woman’. A man’s
strength and pride is his money; that of a woman is her beauty.
That’s all!”

“I get you
Roland, but one question: has beauty any value without a backing
character?”

“Er-mm, I say
yes, I say no. Beauty attracts men to you but character keeps them
around you.”

“Oh-ho, that
means character is better.”


“Fundamentally! But character can’t be discovered if beauty doesn’t
magnetise the man,” he said grinning victoriously. He downed his
whisky and glanced at his wristwatch.

“Would you
agree that beauty without character is like a cup clean outside and
dirty inside?” Eva said.

“Well,” his
face contorted and relaxed, “if you put it that way. But I’d rather
choose a cup clean outside and wash the inside later, and most men
would too.”

“Wait a
minute; can’t a cup be clean outside and inside?”

“Just like you
perhaps. But life most times, doesn’t reward such people
adequately. I wish nature could lift up such people as trophies and
never let them fall to break. But the reverse is mostly the case
and they resort to negativity.”

Eva was
pensive after Roland’s last declaration. He glanced at his
wristwatch again and urged them to leave.

“I know why
you’re in a hurry, Roland,” she said rising from her seat.

“Why?”

“Madam!
Married men don’t stay out late, except with a legalised.”

“What do you
mean by legalised?” he asked as they manoeuvred their way out of a
now much busier Bâche Bleue.

“A legalised
is a second wife or a legitimate mistress.”

“No mistress
can be legitimate, Eva.”

“You don’t
mean it; they are uncountable in this town. Once the wife is aware
of the liaison and can’t break it, it becomes legalised.”

“Oh no!” Dr.
Aka moaned touching his jeans pockets for his car keys as they
approached Bâche Bleue’s parking facility.

“What?” Eva
asked concernedly.

“I must have
forgotten my car keys inside; I’m so weary to re-climb,” he
gasped.

“Don’t worry,
let’s get out of here. I’ve got the keys,” she said smiling. She
handed him the bunch of keys and they drove towards the
boulevard.

“Do you really
believe I forgot the bunch of keys on that table at Bâche Bleue?”
Dr. Aka asked as they sped through the night.

“What do you
mean?” Eva asked with a curious frown.

“I did it
deliberately.”

“Why?”

“To test your
alertness.”

“Alertness?!”
she squealed.

He nodded. “My
mentor taught me that. He said when you go out with a woman on your
first date; strive to test her for watchfulness by expressly
leaving an object behind. If she sees and senses nothing missing,
then she’s careless and can’t properly take care of you and your
home.”

“What’s my
score?” Eva asked, a happy smile mounting on her face.

“Hundred
percent! You can take care of a home. And I wish that home was
mine,” he winked at her. She turned away.

They chatted
casually until they reached Koumassi 05, driving along the sleepy
streets that led to Eva’s home. Finally, parked in front of Eva’s
home, it was time for that inevitable first kiss. Would it be a
hurried goodbye, a mere peck or a surprisingly passionate
embrace?

Dr. Aka was
silent, gazing out of his windscreen while chewing his lower lip.
Eva was also silent, waiting for the ‘man’ to talk first. The car
engine was running; the night was growing. The car’s interior was
as silent as the two occupants.

“Can I kiss
you?” Roland shyly mumbled.

“No! Not now,”
Eva said gruffly, and turned away.

“When?”

“Don’t know,
but can’t be now. We’re still too new.”

“Okay,” he
sighed. “Good night…Don’t forget to get your photos and the
photocopies of your ID like I told you. The insurance company
people will need them this very week to prepare your health
insurance policy.”

“Okay, I
will,” she said with a grin and opened her door.

“Hey girl,
take this,” he called, leaning over to hand her a brown
envelope.

Without
glancing at it, she took the envelope and said, “Thanks Roland, and
may God bless your week…But please, next time, say Eva instead of
‘hey girl’.”

Dr. Aka
chuckled as he watched her scuttle to the front door. At her rap,
the interior lit up and Mémé emerged. Scowling at her daughter from
head to toe, she stepped aside to let her enter. Mémé craned
forward to have a better view of the car and the person who had
delivered her daughter from the deep night. She withdrew into the
house and thought it best to not ask questions.

Hoping he
wasn’t recognised by Mémé; Dr. Aka reversed and sped away.

*****

Mémé woke Eva
after 6 the next morning and took her to the playground. She had
had a sickly night because of her daughter’s unannounced outing and
her late hour return. Josiane and Béatrice, who were, miraculously,
at home the previous night, had baited her about Eva, whom, they
jeered, was going from bad to worse.

“You’re making
me sick baby…Aren’t you feeling my pains?” Mémé wailed, sitting
close to Eva on a brick bench. “Everybody is deriding me as a
wayward mother. They say I encourage you in everything…I am bearing
your burden, Eva; and you know I’ll never mock you, I’ll never
reject you…All I’m yearning for is for you to respect yourself and
be careful. Even if everything seems spoilt about you already, I
believe there’s still a little to save,” she snorted and
continued.

“What would an
unmarried, respectable pregnant woman be doing outside at 2
a.m?...Is that man who brought you Denzel or someone related to
him?” Eva shook her head, tears spilling down her cheek. Mémé took
Eva’s left hand and cuddled her fingers.

“Eva, you know
I love you; everybody knows that, and I want to love you more.
Don’t get us more into troubles and worries. Everybody in church is
praying for you, even when you’ve stopped going because of your
frustrations…Who’s that man who drove you in, and why did you let
him keep you out so late?”

No response.
Eva’s tears flowed mercilessly. Mémé unloosed her wrapper and
mopped her daughter’s shimmering face.

“Who’s that
person then?... You love him?... He knows your story? Or is he
Adama?”

“No-o!” Eva
refuted loudly and hissed.

“Then
who?...You love him?”

“Don’t know
but he knows my story. He promised to help me, and besides, staying
with him keeps Denzel out of my mind,” she confessed.

“Oh-ho,”
nodding, “I see, I see…But wait a minute, do you think he’s going
to help you for free?”

“Don’t know,”
Eva said, daring to look at her mother in the eye for the first
time since their talk began.

“You don’t
know?”

“He appears
sympathetic.”


“Sympathetic?...Huh!” Mémé snorted. “Men are always sympathetic at
the beginning, that’s why they get us…Is he married?”

Eva
nodded.

“Ah, then he’d
be more sympathetic…He’s seeking comfort and new sweetness.”

“What?!
Comfort and sweetness?”

“Yeah”,
nodding and staring at her daughter searchingly. “You’re pregnant
aren’t you?”

Eva nodded
feebly.

“And also
vacant, by your circumstance... Men love to prey on women like
these. They love to have sex with pregnant women.”

“Do you think
he’ll demand sex?”

“That’s one of
the reasons why he’s around you, in my own opinion anyway.”

“M-m,” Eva
shrugged and snapped her fingers, “never, never; I won’t let any
man on me with another’s pregnancy. It’s horrible and forbidden,
isn’t it mama?”

“Exactly baby.
But it does happen, women do it. They accept it because of money
and survival. Women are dangerous Eva, sometimes more than
men.”

“More than
men? No-o-o, I disagree mama. Men are devils. They’re all destined
for hell. They all lie. They’re fathers and sons of liars; and
they’ll all die.”

Mémé laughed
softly staring at her stern-faced daughter. “I understand your
anger baby but, women lie too…Women lie out of fear, shame and
rejection. Men lie because of their ambitions but their lies are
often exposed when they arrive or when they’re fed up; whereas
women can hide a lie all through their lives.”

Eva was
listening, her slim arms tightly folded across her abdomen.

“Let me tell
you a story,” Mémé continued. “I once had a friend called Alla.
When she finally found her fiancé and was about to get married, she
decided to pay a goodbye visit to her long-time unserious lover.
During this brief visit, the young man feigned pains and tears
about losing Alla. He softened her into lovemaking swearing it
would be their last. She got married weeks later, not knowing the
consequences of that act with her ex-lover. She got pregnant,
covered it to be her husband’s, and gave birth to a baby girl that
resembled her completely. Thereafter, she had other children. But
neither her husband nor her ex-lover knew a thing about the true
paternity of the first child. She confided in me and forbade me
telling anyone.”

“But why
didn’t you free your conscience by revealing the truth to her
husband, mama?”

“No! Never put
asunder what you didn’t put together.”

“Hm-m,” Eva
snorted, “but men could also act as Alla did, or even worse.”

“Perhaps, but
eventually, they’d force themselves to reveal the truth and stand
the consequences.”

“So mama, you
mean men are better in love than women?”

“Not
necessarily; what I’m trying to tell you is that men have lighter
secrets than women, and men don’t hide too long behind their
secrets. Their self-esteem and hard heartedness always push them to
defend their dirtiness.”

After a long
pause, Eva spoke shaking her head in protest, “Mama, I can’t agree
with you on this. No way! Denzel is a devil and he’s a man – one of
those you’re defending.”

Mémé laughed
excitedly then calmed. “Your Denzel’s case is simple. He’s a young
rich womaniser with free money to blow. And on one of his night
patrols, he stumbled on you…Aren’t you thankful to God that he
didn’t infect you with HIV?”

“He assured me
his test was good, mama,” Eva said and bowed shyly.

“Never, ever,”
Mémé turned to fury, “trust any man telling you that. They’ll
deceive you and get away… The solution is abstinence till marriage
or tight protection. I, personally, hate the protection option.
See, the man-to-woman relationship is a very human and funny thing.
Once the two start getting familiar with each other, trust will be
born and prudence will disappear. During the first two, three
months, the insistence on the usage of condoms is always intense.
But thereafter, care, love and trust come to stay, breaking every
reason to continue using condoms.”

Eva rested her
chin on her locked knees, despite her protruding tummy, pondering
on what she had just heard from her mother.

Mémé sighed,
stood up and stretched. “I think we should be going home, the sun
is getting hot.”

Eva stood up,
still looking gloomy.

When they
reached home Josiane had already gone out leaving her kids uncared
for. Beatrice was stepping out, dressed and holding a handbag, when
Mémé halted her at the threshold.

“What is this
you’re putting on?” she quavered at her big daughter.

Béatrice was
wearing a black dropped-waist miniskirt with a transparent flounce,
topped by a blue unzipped asymmetrical denim jacket. Her cleavage
was left too bare and some erotic coils of her pubic hair showed
from her falling skirt.

“I’m going
somewhere,” she replied insouciantly.

“Only
prostitutes can dare go out in these clothes. Go and change into
something else!”

“I can’t mama.
I’m asked to dress like this.”

“Who, who said
so?”

“My host – the
man who invited me.”

“He’s turning
you to a prostitute and you don’t know it.”

“Stop calling
me a prostitute.”

“But that’s
what you’re degenerating into. Is there any difference between this
look and a prostitute’s?”

Béatrice took
two steps backward, tightening her frown.

“No-o! There’s
no difference,” she said glaring at her mother. “Are you satisfied,
huh?...Is that all you need from a prostitute daughter?... If you,
my own mother, can call me a prostitute then that’s what I am.
That’s what I do to cater for my kid. That’s what I do to clothe
myself. That’s what I do to participate in paying our household’s
bills. That’s what I do to offer you gifts on Mother’s Day. Listen
mama, I could be the most rotten girl in town, but I’ve never been
impregnated by a ghost.”

Eva cringed.
Béatrice scooted out shoving her mother aside.

There was a
long silence while Mémé and Eva stood staring at each other until
the kids emerged with their noises.

*****

In the night
hours of sleep, a faint rap on the bedroom door stole Eva from her
dreams.

“Auntie
Eva…Auntie Eva, wake up, come quick, Mémé is crying,” came a young
voice.

Eva flew out
of bed and rushed to her mother’s room.

Mémé was
sprawled on the bare floor, her back against the bed. Her eyes were
red and swollen. She was wailing. Eva squatted by her side and put
an arm around her shoulders but Mémé fended her off.

“Leave me
alone. I don’t deserve any care. I’m a worthless woman. I’m a
worthless mother.”

“Don’t say so
mama,” Eva cried.

“No-o, that’s
what I am. That’s what Béatrice said I am this morning. I don’t
blame any of you. It’s death that took away your father I always
blame…Th, this is not the kind of family he was dreaming of. H… h…
he wanted his girls to go to school and get degrees and work in big
places…And, and not to bear illegitimate children and work in
prostitution…Oh dear, wake up, wake up from your grave…oh, oh!” She
broke down weeping.

“Mama, it’s
okay. Forget about Béatrice, she’s not your only child,” Eva
pampered.

“No, no, I
can’t. She has just told the whole truth. She’s feeding me, she’s
paying rents, she bought me a gift with men’s money on Mother’s
Day; and I’m telling her not to go to them?... I’m unable to take
care of my own daughters; men, suitors, boyfriends, are playing the
role for me and you’re there calling me a mother? No, I’m, I’m also
wayward like you all have become. Three daughters, three
grandchildren, still no joy of accomplishment. At 65, I’ve seen
enough, borne enough, hoped for change enough. It’s, it’s time to,
to say goodbye to this world.”

Eva’s eyes
widened. The kids broke into a wailing chorus.

“Don’t cry
you. It’s time for me, I’m joining my sweetheart. I am leaving this
world…A world that never truly smiled at me one day. A world that
took back all the precious things it gave to me. My sweetheart had
been taken; our first two sons were quickly taken; my business was
taken; my daughters, who would have compensated these painful
losses by their success in life, are now spoilt girls. And you Eva,
my last hope, my loveliest darling, have been contaminated.”

Eva burst into
tears, increasing the wailing voices in such a lonely night
hour.

“What else am
I doing way down here on earth? Life can’t be remade at 65. The
only direction now left for me is to go home – not here. My home is
up there, to meet with my Lord. And time is now, now, now…”

Mémé began to
shiver, cold rashes covering her skin. She opened her mouth and was
about to say something but it stuck down in her throat. She gasped,
motioning her daughter for help.

Eva laid her
gently on the floor and ran to her room to get her cell phone. As
she dialled numbers, Mémé’s respiration worsened and her shivering
limbs went still.

*****


Chapter 4

For three
hours, Dr. Aka had shut himself up in his cramped office. His duty
nurse had knocked at his door a number of times and was beginning
to believe he was seriously engaged, or worse. His next patient,
admitted an hour ago, was impatiently waiting for treatment.

She was a
skinny teenage girl, and had come with a note from police Lt.
Blaise, a long-time pal of Dr. Aka. Some years ago, Blaise had
intervened for Dr. Aka when a patient had committed suicide in one
of the clinic’s rooms after discovering she had contracted HIV.

Dr. Aka had
always wished for an occasion to repay the policeman but had not
found an opportunity until now.

Lt. Blaise
found himself in an impossible situation and had called Dr. Aka on
Saturday to enlist his help. Aka had consented but had changed his
mind after church service on Sunday.

For three
years, Dr. Aka had listened to his pastor and guest pastors preach
about morality. They always said things he liked but there were
some sermons he didn’t enjoy, but none of their sermons had
frightened him as this week’s sermon had done.

The sermon was
given by a guest pastor from the Republic of Congo. He was
30-something, agile yet severe. It appeared he came purposely to
hinder Dr. Aka in carrying out aid for Lt. Blaise. The sermon was
titled: ‘Stop Abortion.’

“…Listen to me
people of God. The very instant an ovum is fertilized by sperm, a
child is born; a being, a human, is registered existent in the
spiritual realm. God registers this little being as a living soul
already; the months it takes for development and delivery no longer
matter. The growing child is already counted among the living by
God – the Creator…So, whoever, I repeat, whoever attempts to kill
that growing being by science or legislation, is in no way
different from a man who guns down a kid on his way to kindergarten
- a kid who will as well grow up to become a man or woman
tomorrow.

“You doctors
and nurses, stop deceiving yourselves. Your quests for money,
justified by some legislation are reasons that can’t defend you
before God on judgment day. Stop abortion and let life be…”

Dr. Aka had
driven from church without uttering a word to his wife who had
enjoyed the emotional sermon. At home, he feigned a headache, took
a sleeping pill and went to bed without lunch.

Hiding in his
office Monday morning, Dr. Aka had come to the decision that he
would no longer perform abortions. He just couldn’t bring himself
to tell his staff about his decision. How would he break the news
to Lt. Blaise?

He rose and
wandered to the refrigerator for a can of Coke. He sipped, and then
marched out to confront his patient.

In the
examination room, Dr. Aka introduced his gloved hand between the
patient’s legs and came to a diagnosis. He asked the patient to
dress and left for his office, where he placed a call to his
friend.

“…Lieutenant,
don’t be troubled. Just do as I say…No, no, no! Do as I’ve just
told you. Buy the drugs and instruct her to take them. Your wife
must not see the empty packets…I’ll handle everything later…okay,
alright…bye.”

He closed his
cell phone and tucked it into a pocket smiling triumphantly. It was
a victory.

The girl, was
a second cousin to Lt. Blaise’s wife and only 15 years old. She was
on vacation at the Blaises’ home when the 44-year-old policeman
lured her to bed. She was eight-weeks pregnant. If his wife were to
find out, hell would explode! Dr. Aka was trusted as the only one
who could carry out a safe D and C, with his vast experience of
more than 300 safe abortions since the inauguration of the clinic.
But last Sunday’s sermon had turned the page.

*****

Dr. Aka and
Eva shared one other date since their first. The second was more
encouraging, Eva having allowed Roland to kiss, press and squeeze
her - although they had been careful enough to check their
emotions. Dr. Aka would have moved them deeper if they hadn’t been
romancing in a car. Eva was sure he would soon propose a deeper
embrace to be concluded most probably in a hotel. There and then,
their first clash would erupt, but she was becoming uncertain of
herself, thinking that if it happened that way, she might lose the
battle against her willpower. The man would not be able to keep his
promise to her for much longer without something in return.

Although
Roland had a cheerful and benevolent disposition, Eva saw him as
one who might turn acid when angered, like when he discovered that
Mémé had fainted, and Eva had failed to call him. She had explained
that she couldn’t possibly have telephoned a married man at 3
a.m.

Bearing gifts
of medicines and foodstuffs, Dr. Aka had visited his new
mother-in-law, to present himself and his intentions. His 15-minute
counsel with the old woman had brought her to smiles – there were
still reasons for her to stay alive. For Mémé, these generosities
were flowing from Dr. Aka only because of Eva, and Eva herself
realised that by accepting it was committing herself to him the
more, and she expected him to push against her conscience again
tonight.

It was after 8
when Dr. Aka left his clinic, and was stopped at a fuel station
waiting for his tank to be filled. His cell phone had buzzed but
before he could pull it out of his jeans pocket, the call had cut
out. Checking the screen and recognising the number, he smiled. Now
in a hurry, he paid for his fuel and zoomed off the forecourt
without collecting his change.

Eva was
exiting the house as Dr. Aka pulled to the kerbside. She was
dressed in a black woolly skirt that fell just below her knees; and
as was her current style, determined by her pregnancy, the
rose-flowered blouse was long and amply loose. She would best be
described as a smart and healthy pregnant woman as she strode to
the parked Benz in her white leather sandals.

They said
hello with their lips. This outing might be the decisive one.
Neither Dr. Aka nor Eva was sure of the outcome of this evening;
each was wary of the night’s cloak.

No music, no
chat, as they journeyed. Roland’s right hand was on the gearlever
stick functioning but intermittently, he could not resist touching
Eva’s somewhat exposed thigh. He was attempting to charge her up,
and hopefully, signalling her of things to come.

But the girl
remained cool despite his persistent agitations. Although she
permitted his hand to wander on her lap, Eva was yet to generate
warmth. She seemed however, serene, watching Abidjan’s night
through her side glass; and thinking too, surely. Eva was actually
thinking about how to break the long silence but no good story ran
in her head instead she wondered about their final destination.

Far from
Koumassi quarters, having crossed the De Gaulle Bridge, the fancy
Benz was pointed towards Deux Plateaux. Dr. Aka thought that he
might have his way with Eva tonight but only if he could take her
far away from familiarity and thereby weaken her resistance. A
woman will lean on you if you take her to where she knows not.

As they headed
off the Boulevard de Latrille, Dr. Aka was further convinced that
he would tonight likely taste what all had tasted except him – a
pregnant woman.

They parked in
front of Rexurexion Pub – a karaoke bar.

Inside, they
were wooed by a smartly attired waiter in black suit and bowtie. A
glass tray heaped with assorted snacks and yet another, bearing
cans of Bavaria beer and Vita malt had been delivered onto the
narrow cane-crafted table set before Dr. Aka and his mistress of
the night.

Eva briefly
blessed the meal, trying to concentrate on her sincere wishes
despite the tough Zouk music airing in the lofty bar. The two
munched and drank alongside other couples who were haphazardly
sitting at similar cane tables spread across the carpeted
floor.

When Eva had
finished her second malt drink, Dr. Aka was already glugging at
beer number four. She scowled at him and pinched his left thigh,
reminding him in a tone equalling the room’s sound level.

“Don’t forget
you’re the driver…Alcohol is your worst enemy.”

“Dut, dut,
worry. Before we leave, alcohol is gone out my blood,” Dr. Aka said
thickly.

“What-t?” she
questioned frowning.

“Ba, ba late
night, I’ll be okay,” he tried to say.

“It’s late
already,” said Eva.

“D, do you
think we’ll spend all night eating and drinking?” he said.

Eva glared at
him before turning towards the narrow stage in front of the bar as
the MC spoke into the microphone.

“Ladies and
gentlemen, you are welcome at Rexurexion. Tonight, we have for your
delight, Rosaline Akissi. She’ll be interpreting Dalida’s Ti
Amo. Hands of applause plea-a-a-ase!” He handed the wireless
microphone to a tall, light-skinned lady, dressed in a white
kneel-length silk blouse.

Without a
single word to her public, Rosaline began singing the lines that
were cueing across the bottom of a large screen hoisted to the left
of the stage, and at an angle that provided visibility to all.

“…Ti amo je
t’aime ti amo je chante ti amo…”

Rosaline’s
eyes began to well up hearing the words of this popular refrain of
the song. Some onlookers, mostly women, also seemed to be crying
too.

All were,
seemingly, remembering the tragic death of superstar Dalida; who
had had Paris at her feet for more than a decade. Eva too, knew the
story of Dalida and this hit song, Ti Amo, seemed all the
more poignant for her absence.

Born Yolanda
Gigliotti, Dalida left Egypt for France in search of fame and
fortune in 1954. There she confronted temporary obstacles, but was
inseparable from her dream. Through hard work and perseverance, she
became a huge success in both music and film; but the same success
did not carry through to her personal life. She had suffered so
many painful failures in love and relationship that in May, 1987,
too lonely perhaps, too hurt, she committed suicide. She was
mourned across France and beyond, and similarly, she was still
being mourned, as tonight, with watery eyes remembering.
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