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The Life Changer

CHAPTER ONE

They were waiting for Daddy.

We were.

1 paused outside their door.

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

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

So it was that the first question the teacher asked was, “Who can tell
me how to say Good Morning in French?”

Everybody was silent in the classroom.

“You mean none of you knows how to say Good Morning in
French?”

Hesitatingly, not without trepidation, Bint raised her hand.

“Yes?” he pointed at her. |

Slowly, she stood up.

“What is your name?” the teacher asked.

“My name is Bint.”
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“So, tell us, Bint, how do
“Bonjour,” Bint said,
“That's very good,”
“And how do you
asked innocently.
“What‘?” The teacher jerked his he
within a flash, he bolted oyt of th
few minutes later with the F rench
:‘Iz_}sk her,” he told Bint simply.
‘How do you sa ! i
reverenﬁaﬂy_ Y that's very good in Fren
::C:est tres bien,” the French Mistress replied
C'est tres bien,” Bint repeated confident] '
;l:}llle ciass began clapping and laughi n
e clas
back till after the lsazzckl.ler e
: Meanwhile the whole class as one
clap_pmg an.d singing going round her in cheer
kno'wn nstinctively that Bint was destined for
gemus would ask a question the teacher could

yousay Good Morning in French?”

the teacher said, speaking English,
say that's very good in French, teacher?” Bint

ad off as if stung by a bee. Then,
e ?Iassroom only to come back a
Mistress of the senior classes.

ch, Aunty?” Bint asked

ngatthe same time,
ch Mistress out and didn't come

surrounded Bint and started
al?d Joy. They seemed to have
bigger things, Who else but a
G not answer?

I got them. I reall '
iy . it ke : ;
e y got them,” Bint was Saying excitedly to her

I found myself laughing silentl

myselfunobtrusively into the room
. They were used to m
1 unannounced was to kee
hygiene were concerned.

y. Before I got carried away, I let

Yy Impromptu barging. One reason I used to
: P them on their toes where issues of perc;onicl)
i b 'ml htjr.;.c.c‘on.d Icason was that we were used to
PR i p 'y.‘ 1ese formed the rationale for my periodic
st e -‘ to (‘,I‘]Sll.I‘C that they learned the basic norms of
P csij of IE-ICII' room at an early age and to get used to
o ; g.rar? moll‘u’er used to tell us when we were young that
a child is like writing on a rock and when dried, it wougla' bE:e
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difficult to erase. | seldom miss an opportunity to make them see the lesson
in an experience. They learned to respect my opinion over most of their
matters and I tried not to be unnecessarily didactic when it came to
correction or giving instructions. This cemented our mutual trust.

“T am so proud of you, Bint,” I said as I wedged myself between

Bint and Jamila, her immediate elder sister. They were all seated by the edge
of the bed and looked up at me as if my intrusion had all along been
anticipated.

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

And all of them called me mummy. They didn't call me Mama, a
title every child in my community used for their mother. They couldn't call
me Ummi, which was my name at home, which incidentally also meant
mummy. It actually translated to My Mother in Arabic, because I was
named after my paternal grandmother. So I was Ummi to everybody else,
and Mummy to my children and their friends. Except Omar who insisted on
calling me Mum. I was never particular about how I was addressed. What I
always insisted was respect for each other, and for one another.

“Listen, young girls, all Mallam Salihu was trying to do was to
practice his small French thereby trying to perfect it. You should give him a
break. Moreover, he is humble enough to accept that he does not know.
Another teacher would frown his face and tell you au revoir means
welcome whether you like it or not. Your knowledge to the contrary would

mean nothing to him.
“But au revoir means 'goodbye until we meet again', mummy.”
Bint was quick to point out.
“Tknow my dear, but if the teacher is angry he can tell youany word
means whatever he wants it to mean.”
“Thatwould notbe fait.”
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“Itis also not fair to push your teachers beyond what they know.”

“They are the ones who actas if they know everything, mummy.,”

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

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

paused.

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

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

Jjumped on me,

“Imade it, mum, I made it!”

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

make?”

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

university student.”

They screamed and shouted and ululated.

The news came as a pleasant surprise to them. And especially to me.
Nobody knew where Omar was going when he left home earlier that
morning. To say the truth, he was looking rather anxious when he came to
greet me in the morning, He was dressed in blue Jeans and white shirt, His
skin cut hair style contrasted beautifully with his side burns which he kept
clean and trim. He had always been a precocious child. To look at him, you
would think he was well into his twenties. But Omar was just eighteen. My
singular thrill with Omar was that he was always decently dressed and
clean. This pleased me beyond measure,

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

04

The Life Changer

This was exhilarating. "
is was all his father dreamt of. : .
E;Sisband had wanted to read Law himself but providence

ictated he read accounting. : 3 .
g “Big Bros, what course did they give you?” Teemah, my firs

'S i r sister asked.
d therefore Omar's immediate younge
daughte?‘igok here, young lady, call me with respect. To you, and

1d

body in this house, except mum and dad of course, all of ym;hshoi\l/[
everyc;all me My Learned Brother. In the school we call each {1)1 er My
i(;\:med Colleague. So, since you are not my colleagues you call me My

Brother!” ; »
Leamed“lixdeed! This is called running before learning to crawl! Teemah

laughed. coae"
“Cfn you hear yourself?” Jamila said to her br.other.

“Just call yourself Omar Esquirej” Teemih said.

= ur daughters are plain jealous. .

“Blr/{zlel;’dy’? Teemfh managed to muster all the affectionate sarcasm

in that single word. _ : .
“Big Bros, congratulations,” Bint said, turning to her brother to

ive him ahug. : .
gly;ank you, my dear. For you there is an exception. . Call in}e]
hatever you want. But those belligerent sisters of yours... let me just catc
W 4 : o
them calling my name anyhow. We will take them to court.

They all burst into laughter. '
“Wgw, I am really so happy for you. Let your father come home

There would be a grand celebration today,” I said tactlessly. pra
I knew my utterance was tactless because as soon as 1 sai ¥

i had in
face was besieged by eight expectant ears, all wanting to know what I ha

mind and how ionw ing to be and when.

ind and how the celebration was going ' .

1 “First, let us wait for your father's return. He closes at five o'clock in
?

isi in this
the evening and arrives home later. You know that his is the only bank in t
community.”
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“It's okay, mum. But tell your children, especially that
blabbermouth called Teemah, that nobody should tell Dad about this
admission before me,” Omar said.

“Why is that?” I asked.

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

phone.”

“That's not true, mum,” Teemah said. “There's no way Daddy
would promise him smart phone while he leaves us with this torch light
phone!”

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

“Mum, you see plain jealousy. Envy. That's what's stopping
Teemah from growing tall.”

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

“All T asked is that nobody should rush to tell him before hand,”
Omar repeated his request,

“Okay,” I said. “Nobody would be the one to tell him first. As soon
as he arrives, you would go and tell him the good news yourself.”

“Thank you, mum.”

“Youare welcome, Omar.”

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

“Let's go outside and sit under the mango tree in the courtyard,”
Jamila said, wrenching the words out of my mouth, “itis very hot in here.”
We trooped out and went to the courtyard. White plastic chairs were

already there and Bint and Jamila began dusting them with an old piece of
clothing.
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; ook gk s ke

“Mummy?” AT

“Yes, Bint. What is it?

«] want to drink zobo. ¢ .
“] can buy that for everybody,” Omar sai

bottles of zobo.” B L
“Bring the money Lirst.
Omar turned to look balefully at me.

not even trust me.”.
Ijust sat there smiling.
“When it comes to money, Omar,

doyoutrust yourself?”

13 . do“!! . .n ?,’
“Eglvf many times did you take my zobo without 1;}:1;!{11 1%1 £l e
«That was different. I was notan unc.iergradltzt; etter.wawh o
talking to a potential lawyer. See, young gir]l? You
alki

1

i fthis day, believe me.”
Iwould remind youo Y, D 9
% defem‘i‘}[{z:mah goand getthe zobo,” 1said, “1 would pay.

“Thank you, mum.” .
By this time Bint and Jamila

d. “Teemah, bring five
es
“You see, muin. Teemah do

i ou
» Teemah said, “do you, evenyou,

were done cleaning the chairs. e za
i i i uld a
We sat as close to each other as the white plastic chai;s :,Ve(;y -
d ite?isfor Teemah to bring the zobo. There was
and wa

i ted to spoil it.
in the air and nobody wan ; s
e Sph'fl:felr?all ofasudden Bint sald;:h Mumr;‘t;z 1283 :tlli ; s‘:, zrgomes i
Teemah was
Before I could answer,

i tted to serve us. it
Bk Plasf;;trtay Etnrlrc:esggiking Bint wanted me to tell them a story. Butit
at go .

ing to a new
ind. Omar was going
: hat came to my min . is Lafayette
o, AR tS mlrjynttil now. he had been ensconced in this Lafay
environment. )

. . . . LT B
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community, differen
’ t from g
know what to do wi o ARt with so
C 0 W 3 H much fr - '
the university, But 1:111 . M ay be I'should tell them about oy o didn't
; OW mnteresting could that be? My lifmg efX L,
! ¢ before marriage

want to hear, It certaj
certainly was not the kind of story my exub
Xuberant son would -

like to hear. I deci
; . L decided not to both
T other about any sto
's angles, come naturally or not at al] Ikr;,.exr;ri;the Ztol’y, whatever
' ough that since m
Yy

was witnessed then. ; ;
» my childr
however, [ w en may have a peep i : .
‘,;Ve s(t)illlll i ncci) Il 1]2 ake a deliberate effort atpzrsr;faahat life. Like I said,
a ; . narrati
1ke two or three hours before thejr fatheritelt?fl dfi
meda from

to help him?
“You see, m »
' » Mum,” Omar told
15 always a silver linj : oldme even as his sibli ;
aysasilver] : 18 siblin .
no means a g Ining in the cloud. After I passed gs listened, “There
ansasmall feat, evenifT am saying it passed SSCE examinations by
n\\;h'”d“vn 1 .“7! s
| u .
youmean by that immodest A By i e
S ns a small

feat! Well
‘ done William <
. am Shak )
for hor aKespeare,”
orherbrother's trouble, as e ﬂgy That was Teemah, always looking
“!‘vi“”] h‘“ [] g ¥ yoody,
' 1S ll“: mouth t '
speaking,” Tl £ mouth to stop interrupti
en he i tin ; ]
many of my coll ne turned to address TCBmahhersl;lf f}; Ia?ﬂ’}erwhenhe y
v Y eolteagues had their - Dontyoukn
e | \ il dudd gl 1CI exams sat for Y ow how
parents paid b 15 sat for? Don"
atd big money (0 thes - Dontyouknow how
candidate fails thei 3 1ese 50 called Mir, RE
nils thisip exarer Miracle C
exams? Don't you think have a ri ;ntfes |
; ave a right to boast
of my

achie\'ement ;

when 1 scor

Mathemati scored seven credits | ;
atics at the v credits includ .

verv first atte . uding E

ol i o r,zl first attempt in my WA i ( ~L-’('1mjnbt- Flrl)gllsh and
e 1 : g L eXE a A TE

})’ “Yee T W()ulél SY carsister. Don't let me curse your Offmn. Itis by no

ay vours i " DY) efforts,
- Y yours is soon coming and I would see yr;lu hear?
ee what you

”
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Teemah sensed Omar was slightly hurt. She stopped taunting him.

«A fter the WAEC results were out, we purchased the JAMB form,
people were running helter-skelter

filled it online and submitted. While
from one school to another looking for whom to agsist them with their
children's admission, 1 prayed that 1 should pass the matriculation exams

well. I scored two hundred and thirty out of four hundred.”
«“}e know that too. And we never slept the day the result was

announced.” That was from Jamila.

Omarignored her.
“Two days ago my friends called and a
paused to look emp athically atme.

And he went on with his story.

dvised me to check the

admission online,” he
Ibraced up, knowing what was coming.

“Mum, you see why smart phones are important? Most of my

friends knew of their admissions from the comfort of their bedrooms by

two days. So let Daddy

simply browsing on their phones. Me? T had to wait
know that. Anyhow, it was worth the wait. I went to the internet café today to

check on my admission status and found my name among the successful
candidates. The experience was really thrilling, But it would have been-

better still if I justbrowsed and saw ny name in the comfort of my room.”
“It is okay, my son,” I said. «We would see about that phone when

Daddy comes back.”
“Meanwhile, do youknow

life?”
“gyre. It means I have arrived. It means I am at one with members

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

already become 2 member of the intelligentsia. The young, mhm.
“] isten, my son. This admission is a life changer for you.

«“Life changer?”

“Yes."
“What does that mean, Mum?”

09
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“It i
. means it changes your life” Teemah said
tmeans more than that, m .

v : y dear. It means i
YRt e ansitalso changes you.”

“Well, I ma
ay not be able to categori
| ori
you. But‘ [know how my admission chang edcau}f’ gt
‘How, mum?” B b

itcan change
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CHAPTER TWO

t was a bright sunny day and all the people of Lafayette were happy that their
daughter, Ummi, was going to the university. That was more than twenty years
ago. My father agreed on the condition that I got married before I graduated.
That was another story. My husband, your father, agreed we should marry even
before I went for my registration. So for me and members of the community, it was
double celebration of sorts.
1 didn't know how right my husband was until I set foot into the university.
The first thing that struck me was the carefree attitude of the people there.
Everybody was going about their business without apparent care in the world. What
was even more striking was that it was difficult to tell who was a student and who
was ateacher. I mean, inmy secondary school we all had uniforms as students. Only
the teachers were allowed to come in their private dresses.
“Wait, mum. Youmean I would not be required to wear uniforms again.”
“Sadly, not for you, my Jearned friend. You people at the Faculty of Law
have what they call dress code which comprises black trousers, white shirts and
black neckties for boys and ditto for girls except that in place of trousers, the girls
wear skirts. But even that s during classesonly.”
“Jt is not so bad afterall.”
“No, it isn't. And, really, it makes you kind of stand out of the crowd. It
makes you specialina sense.”
«Then what happened, mummy?”J amila asked.
“What happened where?”
«After younoticed that students and staff were not dressed differently.”
“My dear Jamila, I didn't say they were not dressed differently. I said the
students were not required to wear uniforms. As for difference in dressing, that was
one of the first things you would notice. And, Omar, you'd better pay attention here.
The way the girlsinthe university dress leaves very little to the imagination.”
«\What does that mean,” Bint asked.
“It means they dress almost naked.”
“This is very serious, mum. And the university allows that? In my school

11
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for just wearing the wrong colour of sandals youwould be sent home.”

“Bint, your school is a primary school now. You cannot compare it to the
university.” 5
“I'know Bint is wondering, discipline and decency should be permanent

aspects of human character. They should not be limited to acertain level

or category
of'schooling,” Omar said,

“This interruption would not help us, children. T thought I was telling you
about my reaction to this freedom of dressing when I first entered the university. No
more interference, please. Let me tell you guys our experience with Salma.”

Salma was a fair complexioned girl, tall, slim and rather busty. That last
was obvious to see even to some of us who were recently married. The tight-fitting
clothes she wore made you wonder how long it took her to wiggle herselfinto them,
She had on very dark sunshades which accentuated her formidable appearance. The
young men around were openly ogling her while the few of us ladies belonging to

the old school even then, pretended not to notice her.

We were at the Faculty registration office. The lecturer in charge had taken
ages to come and when he did he was taking eternity to start. No one entered the
office after him and we stood in the queue for like an hour without movement.

This Salma of a girl had come barely fifteen minutes and she was all over
the place grumbling about the ineptitude of the registration officers, the so called
university lecturers. “They are, all of them, inconsiderate,” she declared.

soheartless it is hard to imagine they have children at home.”
She was |

“They are

ast on the queue but would not stay at her place. One young man
addressed her politely and said, “Youn g lady, some of these people have been here
for far longer than you have been and are patient enough to wait for the lecturer to
getready so they could all proceed to the next level ofthe registration exercise.”
“You don't know these people as 1 do,” Salma said. “If you wait here that is
how they would keep you till dusk doing nothing. They have nothing to do but to
frustrate you. They are like the policeman at the checkpoint. If they stop you with
unnecessary queries, it is not so much because they want bribe, this is a given, but
sometimes they want to delay you as long as possible to keep them company till the
nextvehicle arrives. It can be so lonely manning the road as a policeman.”
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the
i difference between your lecturers and
“You mean there 18 no .

_ 97 the young man asked. : liceman
ey g rGadl-l the Zame. In fact you are better off with ﬂ.lehfzr wrong,
S e where you are with him. Whether you arc g i
A e e 1d allow you to pass. With lecturers you i
il : ou
i bog hey would ask you for money; asagilthey
sabo

becau

just grease his palms and

know where you stand. A
ask you foradate.”

“Just like that?”

«What do you mean just

i in this office,
ired. Like the monkey 1n : :
o standing on the queue while you are 1

T would just go in, give him two or

is i our
like that? Of course, it is in return for a fav

whoever he is... I mean, you can'not just
side doing nothing. So if I hal:c.l
s three thousand naira to pOCKe
the opportunity, 3
dtome.
and he would atten -
«“you are sure about that, my dear?

«gyre. But why are you asking 1m ei;:;:;g man interrogating her
looked intently &
her sunshades and

1 g' g H]
you d()tl tS}.](.nOVV theSG 1eCtuteYb aSI dO. IhlS 18 110t I]ly flISt univ Blbllv.. y““

know.” ?
imagine,” n said.

* agine,” the ma; At A

o saying if we allow you to go In yo

i moved
questions?” Salma re

uld influence
/ e

“Just now, you wer ‘ 5

to get the registration process started?

i *Salma said.

“Yes, please. Money moves moluflta;rls,
«] fhought it was faith, inthe 0r1gma ; -
“Never mind,” Salma said, putting her g

cleared his throat and addressed us,

backon.
i ldemen, can
] adies and gentlemen,

s N d to Salma.
= r1161:ase allow this... Whatis your name?” He turne
“’c p 9
«“§alma Mohammed. bl

can we please allow Salma Moh

«I_adies and gentlemen, Wt o

istrati
ecede us to see the lecturer so that the registr
pr . . .
i d and the man inside came out with |
er's door opened an
Just then, the lectur
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wetduster in his hand. He turned and locked the office.
Weall kept quict. Baffled.
“The office is ready now, sir,” the man said, turning to address no other
person than the young man who had been engaging Salma in conversation,
[ did not understand what was happening at first. No one did. Meanwhile,
Salma had removed her glasses for the second time and was looking at the young
manstrangely. Speechlessly.
Comprehension dawned on us almost at once.
Everybody kept quiet.
- The man with the duster stretched out his hand and gave the young man
the office key.
“Thank you, John,” the young man said.
“Is there anything more you want me to do, sir?”
“No, John. Just try to be faster with the cleaning job. It is not good to keep
our new students waiting, you know,”
“Lam sorry, sir. I am sorry, my dear students.” John turned and hurriedly
walked away from the scene,
All eyes were now on the young lecturer who had all along been staying
with us and was enduring what we were going through as his office was being
cleaned.

As for Salma, she just stood there shivering like some rain drenched
chicken.
The man calmly walked by us, opened his office and before he entered

said, “Please be orderly. We would soon be done with the screening exercise.
Maintain the first come, first served order, Thank you.”

He disappeared into the office.

All eyes now turned to Salma.

She was suddenly bereft of words. She was fidgeting and was busy
looking at the design of her shoes all the remaining period till my turn came and I
entered to be screened.

Within a very short time I was done and [ proceeded to the department for
my matriculation number and other matters. I did not see Salma again till some few

14
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i ter.
months into the semes 't
1 «Wow. That was thrilling.

«yust wait till T tell you what

» Teemah was beside herself with laughter. .
happened during my departments

registration. : : )
«What happened, Mum? Omar aske

ot s sokok
to departmental office.

was visibly a woman ot
student and asked what

SpAr | came
[ was not to know what transpired before =
; tting away at her computer. She

seC s was busy hi , y
e assessed that [ was a new

few words. She raised her head,
3 o forme.

- Louldldsaid I'was there formy m
She just nodded towards the door b‘es‘ted
Tknocked timidly at the doot and wailted.
“Comein,” came the rasp reply.

Iwent in and was shockedto Iﬁnd .that R
person. He sat resplendent behind his mighty

; tered.
some paperas len d
He stopped writing and lo
which were rare in these times.
obviously an Igala person OF Yo h
dangling across his chest from t

inclination. I was instantly filled withle:;:)pir‘or e
it oung lady, what can L
;[cs’ya ngw student, sir. I came for my matric 1
“I am )

atric number. -
ide her. Onit was written HOD.

the HOD here was alsoa very young
scribbling away on

1 saw at once that he had tribal marks

ked up. il |
fél"he:y zetrayed his ancestral origin. He was

ba. I had no doubt about that. T.he cr_ucjnfnz
Iue ‘necklace he wore told me his religious
ehensionwithoutknowingwhy.

* 1 was still

standing. 3
«git down, my dear.

y(lll are mnv t S t. ‘ ome reason l ()u“d h S e“.dcal m Salll[atl()n Sll
1
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il b man wears.

discomforting. You do not just go about calling everybody your dear. Unless he 11 s e e cotes

meant something. ['was immediately on my guard. The kind of things T heard Salma
say about university lecturers filled me with foreboding. Of course the young
lecturer who talked to her was humble and nice, That ought to have dispelled my
doubts. Butitdid not. Tstill had some reservations,

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

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

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

that. Indeed, my husband
recalcitrant male would alway s
tyle of dressing. 1 hope lyou i
You are better than Timagined.

with the man seated
ake head

i me onmy guard.
e «Our students should emulate your S

ent in appearance.

i with my hearing or
s onsible. Yet1 could notm

intelligent upstairs as youare dec
gomething was wrong € chi
beside me on the sofa. He 1ooked every Inc
esi

or tail of what he was blabbering about.

getdone with it,

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

“My name is Ummi Ahmad,” I said.

He nodded into his file then casually asked me if T needed something to

drink.

“No, thank you sir,” I said rather too quickly.

Suddenly the office was becoming oppressive, | developed an instant,
irrepressible feeling of claustrophobia. Why would your Head of Department offer
you a drink just becauge you went for registration? This was how it got started. T
decided to tell him I was married but I quickly changed my mind. One thing I learnt
inlifeis never to volunteer information unless specifically asked.

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

This was too much, I thought. Why would he be trying to make
conversation with me when all I wanted was the matric number? Suddenly the
image of Salma loomed over my face. I could hear her saying all lecturers are the
same. Ifyou are a boy they ask you for money, and if you are a girl they ask you for a
date,

Surely this man would not be trying to make a pass at me. What was his
business with my attire? I knew I was not wearing my hijab, but [ was dressed in
such a way that even those wearing the hijab would wish they were that covered, Of
course my entire face was exposed. I did not think there was anything wrong with
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was improper what said. Andno

g g .
}Ou are bEIIBJ lhﬂ” J ””ax. ”ted \;V hat the llen was the IIleaﬂlIl Of that

3 um
11 1 a m l‘nﬂtl‘lC n

j im to let me go.
as alie. 1 just wanted him i5ges
e you can use my toilet.

His response shocked me.

“No problem, my dear
ir. It1 allowed,”
“No, sir. Itisnota 7
«Who disallowed it? This 1smy office,
“Unless of course if youwere notpres‘sc,
1 am. Ok. Thank you, Sll‘:
i w I was committed.

He stood up and went and sat behind his desk, perc
€ 5tO

to manoeuvre and enter the toilet.
I mustered enough courag

remember?” ;
d in the firstplace. .
ew 1t
» [ was totally confused. 1 kn
“No, I was.
hance to give me room

o and entered the toilet. S s B
ts later after flushing the toilet. .

T ar convinced the man that I must ha

‘o :vas uncomfortable. Indeed it was very

g e man again.

d myself that 1 had enough

1 came out

satisfactory gurgling noisegvl;ic?;tzﬁn
i ill the fe
i d something. Sti b
dlszharizsing ] amnot sure if T wouldbe able to face
embarras ;

i 1
ied i le before him. I to ;
e S - :withoutthe aumber I was leaving.

. Witho p . hts. “You are
etrbarrassimentIoEore dair:fnumber » he said, as if reading H-ly thoﬁfthing ¥
“Here is your maf ? 1d be the firstineve .
§ uwou ;
u are the firsthere, yo . titious overture.
UG0001. 1pray as yzasonT was genuinely angry with this surrz}‘; it
ForsomeT ly and made my way
w »7gaid almostrudely a informme that I
o youjdlsr?ccessary {0 send his secretary after metol
He still found1
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had to proceed to the 100 Level Coordinator for further registration.
I distinctly remember seeing him smile as I left

his office. I was too angry
to make anything of the smile at the time,

“But why were you angry, mummy?” Bint asked curiously.

“To tell you the truth I really didn't know then. With knowledge of

hindsight now;, I think I was angrier at myself than I was at him because, really he
didn'tsay ordo anything rude that would warrant such reaction.”

“Sowhat happened after yousaw the Coordinator.”

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

Itook a tricycle home.

“And whatis atricycle, mummy?” Bint asked,

“Keke Napep.” Teemah replied her curtly. “Continue, mummy.”

By the time I got home your father was not yet back from the office, [
hurriedly prepared his dinner which he normally took early and had my bath,

When he returned, 1 waited for him to eat and rest and I was about to start
narrating the story of my first day in the university when he said,
too sure with people these days.”

“Yes, dear. What happened?”

“Mhm. Itis a long story. It has to do with our neighbour.”

“Which of them?”
“The quiet one.”

“You just can't be

“The quiet one? That man cannot harma fly?”
“Younever know with people, my dear.”

Suddenly, that expression reminded me of m
the HOD earlier.

“Yes,” I said, “You never know with peop
me in school today?”

He seemed to suddenly remember.

¥ experience at the office of

le. Imagine what happened to

“Iam sorry, sweetheart, what happened in the school? Pleas

e forgive me. I
forgotto ask.”

I told him nothing much happened. Then I went ahead to narrate my
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inci incident. 1did
e S?;lm:;l:ﬁ?)DI supplied additional commentary on the.in
as1told him abou

ther hiding my anger.
k- My husband was listening to m? w o
1 didn't quite understand his facial expression.

«{What is his name?” my husband aske‘g;
«] cannot really remember, dear. Why?
“Is it Dr. Samuel Johnson?”

Twas shocked.

“Yes,” 1 said, simply.

«[g his face scarified?”

him.
1looked blankly at . . " ,
“I mean, does he have tribal marks on his face ol e ity
Yes, h ,has He looks like anIgala or aYorubaman.
“Yes, he has.

t fell out of his chair.
i flaughter, he almos : 1
doubled up in feats o : . e
o hﬁflbat{]kcllimself and affected a seriousness which1knew
Then he gothold o 2
and looked almost pitifully at n_le.
“He is Yoruba,” he said. :
Istared open-mouthed at my husban ad g
He saw the surprise on my face and added,

ERRR) el
assisted me with your admission.

:th a bemused expression on his face.

{ i iend.”
«“Thatis Dr. Samjohn, alright. Heismy frien

«Actually, he was the one who
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o CHAPTER THREE

S 1

children wanted and every
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g happened. And life went on as usual vince myself that indeed

“Mum, w i
1, what about the quiet one?” Omar asked

“The quiet one? Oh
? Oh, the story my hu
y husband told me abo
ut our neighbour?”

“Yes, mummy let"
> Yy let's hear that 1 e
story. : one.” All my girls'scemed
' eager to hear that

I stood u
p to let the blood ci '
sepboulens g ST irculate to my lowerlimbs .
I looked lt0 (t)hem the story of the quiet one as my 11usi:>anc‘;he?dI i
at Omar i : . e
would be more r ele"anttoh-n th.e face and told him that the tale I was ab
Imsince he was the one leaving Qurtin G
Y community to a

f cve Id ca b()Ok b ltS
g

cover. Al (l he IIlUSt 163,111 tO tILlSt Spall“ ly. YOou dﬂ not t]us[ ever y])()(l y( u
y
i

I reminded them that in our I

else. In Lafayette et l.mle town, almost everyon
hosted or givzn aé;ot?rfn:cr)zc::-mn had since been BStabﬁShedft);atﬂnlzl‘l:t‘;;:VBryOHe
Head, the Hakimi. The Wisdm without the knowledge and approval ofthe%;:'r ot
fugitive from just.ice - haﬂt))m of this tradition was to ensure that s .lstrrct
neighbourliness was superlati e oraccommodated in the village. Our ¢ T;mal .
the town ' everybody cani1 tve. This was contrary to what obtained.i th e

¢ and went as they pleased. Indeed nthe town. In
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inconceivable that two people living on the same street, or even next door
neighbours could live for years without knowing who the other person was. In
Lafayette the story was different. Everybody knew everybody else. In the case of
the quiet one, everybody knew when he was born, or more precisely the

circumstance of his birth.

His parents were bona fide citizens of Lafayette and they were known to

be a very pious and humble couple. For several years after they were married they
did not have children. It appeared, SO the elders said, when they werc about giving
up, they consulted the services of a formidable boka, a traditional medicine man,
and their wishes were granted. People give different interpretations to what actually
transpired. While some believed that the hoka gave them some potent concoction
for instant fertility, others believed that he was indeed the one who fathered the
child. In either case, Talle was the result. He was called Talle on account that shortly
after his birth, his mother died. Thus the secret of how he was fathered remained a
secret. His father married another woman who also did not give birth to any child.
So she helpedin the upbringing of Talle.
Talle was not called the quiet one at birth, It was his reticent nature while
growing up that carned him the title. He was never known to have engaged in
fisticuffs with anyone even as a young lad, He withdrew into himself. And this

cter stood him in good stead whenever issues of responsibility arose in

silent chara
the community. He was barely twenty years old when he lost both his father and

stepmother in a car accident. This compounded his state and he withdrew further

into himself.
Talle was alone. Literally alone. He had no one t0 consult or to speak to.
hts, but from eight o'clock in the

No one knew what he did with his evenings and nig!

morning to four o'clock in the evening, he would go to work at the Local
Government Office, where he served as a driver. Atthe office, he was always on the
first row during prayers. He was S0 dedicated to his piety that people actually

believed that there was something about him that indicated holiness. Talle never

argued on any issues; he hardly disagreed with anyone even if he was right. He
never raised his voice on any one. That was how he got the appellation of the quiet

one.
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Then one day, just one day, things stopped being quiet for Talle.

He had unwittingly established a pattern in his market purchases over the
years to the extent that the grocery stores he
coming to buy.
over a week n

patronized knew at once what he was
It thus became curious when suddenly the grocers discovered for
ow, Talle's requirement doubled. The people knew he was alone and
could not possibly consume all the items he was buying all by himself, One of them
thought it was wise to call the attention of the District Head,

When Talle was summoned, he gave himself away by

his very inability to
ans

wer the simple questions put forward by the Hakimi, the District Head.
The session began ordinarily but ended with a sad dramatic twist.
“What did you buy in the market today, Talle?” the Hakimi asked.

“It was, er, a few, er, a few measures of rice and some palm oil.”

Talle was
fidgety and seemed suddenly ill at ease.

“What precisely did you need a few measures of rice for? Your customer
here said you used to buy just a measure which lasts you a few days. The
measure of gari you also used to buy suddenly doubled.”

“Yes, Your Highness. ButI Just thought I should buy plenty so I would not
suffer wantin the event I have no money.”

“Sowhere do you getall the money to make these purchases now?”

Talle bowed his head and studiously looked at the ground, the posturc of

an archaeologist who suddenly had a gut feeling that something precious
was hidden under the very ground he stood on.
He stoed there mute,

The people were getting restless, They seemed to think as one that this was

the one moment when the silence of the quiet one was not a virtue. He had

better speak.

Just then there was a loud commotion coming from outside the gate of the
District Head. There was a loud siren, as of a police vehicle or that of a military
escort which came to stop outside the entrance of the Hakimi's residence. In fact, it
was notone, but three police vans that came to stop outside the gate.

The villagers were first mesmerised by this rare forceful movement and
they became alarmed. It was an unholy sight. And given the speed with which they
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e Hakimi's residence, the whole thing

' £ th
came and parked before the entrance 0 happened in the history of Lafayette

ominous. This had never

t what was going on. .
community. People thus surged to find ou e e Wi i

ing the siren from oufsi im back. This act of
o - hem’?ﬁe courtiers pursued him and bro‘fght hlmTa?le was guilty of
Hakimi's house. firmed to the people that if nothing else,
attempting to run, €0

something. But guilty of what? Nobodqusszv.
«{What's wrong with you man? Wiy
i ked.
one of the courtiers as ;
Before Talle could respond, three policemen,

imi and his courtiers.
on the Hakimi and 5
«Is this the palace of Hakimin Lafayette

spelt something

» ")1'1
are you suddenly scared of a siren
armed to the teeth, barged in

i ¥
2 one of the mean looking

olicemen asked. ol
?‘Yes.” The Hakimi replied simply i il
“We are looking for one of your subjects in

tortion.”
armed robbery and ex LS

«That is impossible,” the Hakimi sai e
people here. Our community has never app

thief, letalone a kidnappe_r.” :

“Well, well, we learnt dlfferently.z L

: i n here.
said, “Goand bring Zaxil e 2

COI]eE.lg";‘eS andbody was shocked as Talle repeated t]?e nan;e e

“Zakj?llE’vl“;rye who observed at close range noticed tha

and fell. Thos

urinated on his person. i oo
“Do you have a person named Ta

“Iuna lillahi wa inna ilaihir rajiun.” T
«we did not ask you for any sup

dded, “Tamthe Hakimi. |
= tion with kidnapping,

d. “We are a quiet and peace loving
hended even a common

> The policeman turned to one of his

this village?”
he Courtier said. _
plication, the police officer said

h W ?

2

ed
his Arabic lessons. Do you have a guy nam

it led on the floor?” the policeman



The Life Changer
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“Who among you wants 10 follow them to town to report what is
happening there?” the Hakimi turned to his courtiers and other members of the
community who had earlier trooped in to complain that Talle was observed buying
more foodstuff than he was used to buying. They had observed the trend for almost
one week before they decided to take action.

The people cringed and turned their gaze away from the Hakimi.

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

then turned to Zaki.
«Is this the Talle you told us about?” he asked.

Zakinodded.

The policemanraised his baton, “Can't you talk?”

“Yes, yes. He is the one. Thatis Talle.”

“Ok. Let's go.”

Two other police constables dragged Talle up and whisked him out of the

Hakimi's residence and into the waiting police van. As they drove slowly towards

Talle's house, the people, hitherto reluctant to follow Talle to town, now willingly
followed the police vehicles to Talle's house.

Once there, the policemen followed Talle into the house and shortly
thereafter came out with a young boy of no more than thirteen years old.

Talle was already handcuffed. He was hoisted unto the waiting vehicle
where Zaki was and the boy sat in the front seat with the leading police officer who
obviously was the IPO, the Investigating Police Officer. The vehicles zoomed off
and left Lafayette as hurriedly as they entered. That was the last anybody in the
commuhity saw of Talle. There was a Tumour going on some years later that he was
sighted in the border town up north where smuggling thrived. This rumour was
however unconfirmed and it fizzled out as fast as it started.

Of course the Hakimi reported that the PO sent a message detailing what
happened in the Talle saga. Talle and his fellow conspirators were sentenced to
some years of imprisonment with hard labour for kidnapping and extortion.

The story the police told was intriguing in its simplicity. Talle was pressed

for money and he went to town on a weekend and he met Zaki. Zaki had a better
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idea. He told Talle that at the GRA, there was this businessman friend of his who
would always be seen driving with his son in his car. If they could abduct the son,
Zaki was sure the father would pay anything for ransom. Somehow the boy was
drugged and abducted and in the middle of the night they brought the boy to Talle's
house in Lafayette and kept him for one week before the police came and freed the
boy. The boy's father had been contacted and warned never to involve the police.
The father reasoned that the kidnappers were amateurs since their asking price was
one million and later came down to two hundred and fifty thousand naira. Zaki was
arrested at the point of collecting the ransom.

“Wow. That is some story, mum.” Omar said. “It appears to be a general
admonition to all of us. Why do yousay itis of particular interest to me?”?

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

are going to the university. Do not trust anyone.”

“Surely, mum...”

“I understand. Of course you will make friends and all that, Just be
careful.”

“Ifhe likes, let him trust eveq}body,” Teemah said,

“Mum, I'll...”

“Yes, I know what you will do. But whatever you would do, don't get
mixed with bad company.”

“Like kidnappers, mum?”

“Nope. Like cultists and those who engagein EMAL,”

“E-MAIL?”

“EMAL. Exams malpractice.”

“Oh, itwas an acronym too?”

“Ithas many names.”

“Surely, I will avoid that.”

“Youremember Salma?” :

Bintraised her hand as if attempting to answer a question in the classroom.,
"‘Yes, my dear?”

“Salma is that student who embarrassed herseif-during your registration.”
Zbint declared,
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[ was impressed. “Clap formy Bint.

clapped half-heartedly. . 1
T\Ifl\? Tith'?:ou r}():rr)nember by her confession, our school was not her
(13 e ,1 ;

said. *
“How did you know, mum/

. al f . S lp

. L]
drove her out of the university.
“How?”
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CHAPTER FOUR

alma casually walked into the office holding her registration files

firmly across her chest. She was barely twenty years old then and

doubtless in the prime of her youth. She was endowed as a woman
and was too willing to flaunt her elegance. She was always dressed in tight-fitting
jeans trousers and body hugs top that stopped just short of being indecent. Salma
was a reckless dresser and she was all too aware of the femininity she exuded and
the effect this had on members of the opposite sex. She revelled in the hunger she
saw in the eyes of men as they shamelessly ogled her body when she walked past
them. This was called freedom. She thought. The university had a lot of this and no
one could reprimand you for daring to dress the way you wanted so long as your
attire stopped just this side of decency.

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

As for consorting with the female students, God banish the thou ght. It had
never happened. So when this fateful day Salma walked into his office looking
seductive and all, Dabo could not explain the sudden palpitation of his heart. The
weather was cold outside, but he was sweating inside. What was happening to me?
He asked himself. He cleared his throat and promised himself to dispose of her
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e St[ atl ase as C y al cco 1d bef(!le lle ld OIIlel n (<] WOll]d e Iet f()f
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the rest ofhis life. ;
«“What can I do for you?” he asked briskly. Sty
«[ am a 100Level student coming for registration.

i are to sign my forms.”
Y f the girl. 100Level and she was

he thought

They said you are the

Lev
Dabo marvelled at the confidence ©

4 Sas H
g "

: ill beating fast.
i dly. Dabo's heart was sti .
k- y“Ye:s I am the Level Coordinator. Have you been screenled A
Yi e I was screened. It was from there that they directe
“Yes, SITI. :

" office.” .
“Allright then. Let's see if the form

She handed him the forms and he stu 4
Jete. He signed the appropriate columns on the fo

s are complete.”

died them carefully. They were

rms and reluctantly pushed

comp

the files to Salma.
She hesi

' her sheer beauty, her phy ;
i 1 had sent to Dabo's mind, Whatever it was,

i i sards the door.
y ding up and walking towar
i et sical appearance, or SOme

. ‘ . 2 < Pt
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d him.
She turned slowly and face ' N
“gjt down, please. Just want to ask you a few questions.

sentence was not complete, Buthe wasn't bothered.

* Surely that last

Salma satdown.
“Where are you from?” .
-1 amn from the north. Istherea problem, sir”

“No,” Dabo said and hesitated.

al for him to be short of words. But he seemed suddenly

It was not norm
tongue-tied today.
The girl waited.

I’)”
“May I know you, pleasc? :
«] am a student here, sir. I think that should be kn

. s
“] mean I want to know youmore intimately.
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Salma instinctively knew all along that this was coming. Why it had to
come from this sleazy looking lecturer who had nothing to offer was what surprised

her. Indeed, it made her angry. What kind of intimate nonsense was he talking
about? University lecturer? From what she heard about the man, they said he was
highly disciplined and serious. It was never in his character to have anything to do

with his students particularly the female students. So why her? And for God's sake,
why now? Well, you never know with men.

“What do youmean more intimately?”

“Don't get me wrong. I simply mean I wantus to be friends.”

“Itmost certainly didn't come out like that.”

“Tknow,” he said. “So can we be friends?”

“No, sir. With all due respect, that is not what my parents sent me here to
do. In fact, you should be ashamed of yourself asking me out. You are old enough to
be my father. So what kind of morality are you guys inculcating in your students
when you cannot see a beautiful girl pass by without you making advances at her?.”

Dabo was pained beyond measure. He hated himself for his display of

masculine weakness and hated her even more for reminding him of that weakness,
But the fault was his.

“Lamsorry,” he said.

“You had better be.” Salma hissed and added, “Even if the world is bereft
of men, I would never go out with a man such as you. What kind of girl do you think
lam?” she stormed out of the office, leaving him in confusion.

Dabo was in deep thought long after Salma had gone.

What kind of trial was this, oh God? Something I have never done! What
drove me into disgracing myself like this? For more than ten years I struggled and
overcame this temptation, now such a small girl was sent to try us. What kind of life

was this? Please, God, let this cup pass over me, Please God, let her not talk. She
was s0 cheeky, this girl. She could do almost anything. Luckily, Dabo thought, I did
not do anything that would warrant a serious chastisement from the school
authority. I didn't even ask her out. He told himself. He just said he wanted to be
friends. What was wrong with that? Everything was wrong with that, an inner voice
answered him. Then he remembered he used the word intimacy. Now, that one was
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What Salma particularly did not like about the room she was allocated was
the composition of her roommates. It was as if there was a deliberate design to
offend every ounce of her accommodating sensibility.

So, understandably, when her accommodation registration was done, she
was wondering what accursed devil chose her foommates for her. She hated chance
and happenstance, but she knew, that no one deliberately worked out whom she
should share her room with, The room allocation procedure was simple really. The
student was required to make the payment online and incficate their chosen hostel

you chose for the next two semesters. At least,

By the time she brought her things into the hostel and the school calendar
resumed in earnest, Salma discovered that her foommates were not so disagreeable
after all. Tomiwa was the brightest in the room and pethaps in her class. She was
also the cleanest. Tomiwa's ambition was to become a singer. So she was always
abreast with the latest information on the musical and the entertainment scene in
general. She was in the know of the latest and crazjest fashion outfit, Salma became
closetoher,

Ngozi on the other hand was quiet and reticent, She appeared to have
never left her village, spiritually speaking. She was always reserved and
withdrawn, But she was also generous to a fault, She would never cook food Jjustfor
herself alone, Whether her roommates ate or not, she would still invite them to
come and join her while she was having dinner, Sometimes they would decline,
other times they obliged her. When they saw that this attitude of sharing her food
with them would not stop, they gave in and they started cooking as one smalt family,
This cemented thejr relationship and they became their sisters' keepers. Sisters was
the correct expression here,

They were cooking in turns. The day it was Ada’s turn to cook for the first
time, Salma said she wanted to see all the ingredients she was going to use to make
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It sounded strange and looked even stranger to the eyes of her roommates,
But the day Salma prepared the dish, the knew that sometimes there was no

proportional relationship between what the cyes saw and what the mouth tasted.

Thatnorthern delicacy was delicious.
Food was

friendship between Salma and her friends. In spite of their diversity,
discover that there was more in their humani
things that pulled them apart.

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

hodeskookok o

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

Salma did not budge from where she was standing.
The driver engaged the reverse gear and came to stop just beside Salma.

He pressed the control button and the passenger window slid

down. “Are you going
our way, beautiful?”

Salma saw that there were two men in the car and she was not comfortable,

It had nothing to do with their dressing. They looked decent and affluent, Indeed, if

they had not stopped to offer her a ride, she would have said they were almost

responsible. Still she was not very comfortable. If it wa
maybe...maybe... just maybe. But this one that th
thankfully, the distance from here to the
anything. She had nothing to lose. She shru

$ just one man in the car,
ere were two of them? Well,
school was not far. They could not try
gged.
“Isaid are you going our way, princess?”
When there are two men in a car and one appears too voluble, you can rest
assured of two things; either he is the one who has the car or he is the one who is
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CHAPTER FIVE
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“Are you still there?”

1y

Canyou come out, please?”
(13

Okay. Where are you?”

We are parked where we dropped you yesterday.”
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“Er, er, yes. Okay. I will be with you.”

There was silence at the other end.

“Go, my friend. They won't eat you. If I know men, they may not even
know the difference between youand me.” Salma was very confident.

Tomiwa on the other hand was hesitant. Indeed she started developing
cold feet about the whole thing. What if they turned out to be some kidnappers or
cultists? Who would come to her rescue if she entered a car with total strangers who
formed the habit of visiting girls in the hostel only when it was night time? These
thoughts were passing through her mind even as she picked her handbag and
casually walked out of the room to meet her unknown visitors.

She saw the black Mercedes Benz parked directly in front of the hostel.
The passenger side was empty s0 she went and entered the car without prompting. It

was strange. There were supposed to be two people in the car. “Where is your
friend?”

“Oh, my beauty, I am here,” Labaran said from the back seat. “T made
space foryou in the front so you can seat near your heartthrob.”

Far from being reassuring, this unexpected utterance and seating
arrangement made Tomiwa even more uncomfortable. She had read so many
thriller stories, particularly Mario Puzo's Godfather and she knew how enemies
were easily garrotted when they are made to sit in the passenger side while
unbeknownst to them their killers were seated directly behind them in the car. She
did not let her fear show. Instead, she just opened the front seat, stepped out of the

car and asked Labaran to come to the front seat. Meekly, he obeyed.
As she entered the back seat, Habib took a long look at her and seemed to

be convinced that there was something wrong about the lady who just entered their
car. She was more resolute and a trifle more confident than the girl of the previous
night. But he told himself, he would wait and see. There was a game plan
somewhere, and he did not want to spoil it.

«Shall we move from here? Itis rather too open.”

“Where are we going?”

“To arestaurant.”
“] am not hungry.” Tomiwa was really il disposed with the whole set up.
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She felt the stab of Habib's long stare as she entered the car and she knew the man
was not dumb even before he said anything.

“Let's go to Frizzlers then.” Habib said this as he manoeuvred the car to
face where it came from so they could drive quietly to the Fast Food Restaurant
which was surrounded by many grocery shops within the school.

He parked the car near the shop of a man who proclaimed his shop the
Faculty of Suya. This meant that his shop was the best place where steaks are made
and sold. As they parked, Habib asked Labaran to go out and get them fried rice,
chicken, milk, tea, beverages, sugar, and any other thing that he considered
important to a boarding student.

“Yes, Honourable.” He went out of the car without collecting money from
Habib. This Tomiwa noted as stran ge. But she also knew instantly that authority had
been established. She knew now who was the boss. Salma was wrong. Labaran may
own the car, but he most certainly was not the one calling the shots. Habib was. And
he appeared very perceptive. Tomiwa instinctively knew that Habib was not the

kind of person you trifled with.

“You are not Tomiwa.” Habib said this categorically when Labaran was
out of earshot.

For some reason the statement made Tomiwa angry. “Look here, Mr.
Honourable. I do not care who you think youare. But you cannot just wake up this
evening and declare my name fake. That is very insulting. If you had said, “Hey,
you are not the girl I picked yesterday.” I would gladly say, “Yes, I was not. Since
youare an expertat picking girls by the roadside. My name is Tomiwa. And I am not
the girl you gave ride to yesterday.” She added this last to soften the venom she
knew her words must have caused,

“I am sorry, my dear. I didn't mean to sound like that. And believe me
picking girls is not my habit. As you can see, it was Labaran's idea. He is my driver.”

“Idonot have any issue with you or your driver. I would not insult you for
anything if you do not look down onme.”

- “IsaidIamsorry.”
“Okay. Just so long as we understand each other.”
“Ithink Ilike you already.”
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She didn't say anything to this.

“So, tell me what happened?”

“Nothing happened. My friend didn't feel like giving you her number so
she gave you mine instead. I was supposed to reject your call or;tell you wrong
number, but my curiosity got the better part of me. I decided to come and see who it
was thathad my number.”

“And...?”

“And here we are.”

“Tjust declared that I liked you.”

“Theard you.”

“And what are you saying to that.”

“Nothing.”

“Why?”

“Because 1 do not go about declaring likeness or otherwise to people
whose faces I can hardly recognise in the daytime?”

“Fine. That means you want to see me tomorrow in the afternoon.”

“Yes.”

“Is that why you told my driver to come to the front seat?”

*No. I just did not want to take chances. What of if he sprang on me and
strangled me from behind?”

“You have a very wild imagination.”

“Thank you.”

There was another long silence.

“If we have nothing left to say to cach other, I guess I should be going in,”
Tomiwa said.

“Youdidn'teven ask me who Tam.”

“Your friend or is it your driver has said who you are. Indeed, I'am not sure
if I like politicians,” Tomiwa was in her element. She never gave a thought to what
she was saying. Ifit went down well with her listeners, fine. If it did not, also fine.

“Why don't you like politicians?” Habib asked.

“They are like a spindle. Nobody knows the direction they are facing.
They licalot. Alot of misguided people think the politicians are the solutions to our
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problems.”
“Arethey not?”
“On the contrary. They are the problem.”
“And on a personal level?”
“ do not judge a person based on his affiliati ons.”
“You don't?” )
“No. I get to know who you are and judge you as such.
“Sq there is hope for me, after all?”
“Hope for what?”
“For becoming your friend.”
“I wouldn't be sitting in your car if there wasn't.”
Habib was so elated, he laughed out loud.
“How many of you are in the room?”

“Four. Why?” iy
“Youtake this.” He handed over to her abundle of five hundred nairabills.

She collected the money slowly and placed it on her laps.

“putit in your bag. | do not want Labaran to see it.”

“He won't.” )
“Ten thousand for each of your roommates and twenty thousand for you.
“Thank you. We really appreciate this gesture.”

Just then, Habib's phone rang.

“Yes, Labaran?”

“I am done with the purchases.”

“Then bring them over.”

“QOkay, Honourable.” o
Labaran came with so much provisions and beverages that Tomiwa

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

Habib said it was for her and her roommates. : ‘
© Tomiwa was gratitude personified. She thanked Habib profusely and did

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

call herregularly.
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ok ok ok ok ok

As soon as Tomiwa entered the room, they started shouting and ululating.
The shout turned into a scream of joy when they saw what she brought. It was Ngozi
who had the presence of mind to stand up and lock the door, This simple actis one of
the most valued rituals of students who cook in the hostel. Tt effectively blocks out
all those professional hangers who go about with spoon in their purses looking for
the pot that had just been brought down from the stove. Before you start eating you
lock the door and if it was night, you switched off the light. If they knocked you
ignore. When Ngozi came back from the door, they opened the bags and saw what
was almost beyond belief. Even if they had come to the school with nothing, what
the Alhaji had bought for them would have lasted them through anether semester.
They jumped some more and were embracing Tomiwa. And thanking her.
When the excitement died down, Salma said, “You guys should be
thanking me. Tt was I who brought this matter here, you know?”
“But if we had followed your counsel we would all be without these. It is
Tomiwa we should thank. Itis her boyfriend who supplied all these.”
Somehow Salma was not happy with the turn of events, “Stop disgracing
yourselves like this my friends. Is it suya that you have not seen or chicken or
beverages?”

“Or these?” Tomiwa said dramatically as she dropped the bundle of fifty
thousand naira before them.

They were all stunned. For one brief moment there was total silence in the
room. Tomiwa savoured the moment and used it to divide the money the way she

was instructed. Ten thousand naita for each occupant. And she held unto the
remaining twenty thousand.

This was all too much for Salma.
In the silence that followed, she was heard to have whispered, “It is not
fair. It is not fair. Finders, keepers. It was me they gave ride ‘0. Tomiwa, you are not

a good friend at all. I just showed you a guy and you went ahead to make him your
boyfriend.
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You behave like a chameleon and can therefore adapt to any situation to
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Ngozi hissed. ; .
: Ada was suddenly concerned. “Please, let this matter not degenerate mto

something else. We have been living in peace all this while. 1 do not see why these

i i ¢ of
sentiments should be raising their heads in our midst. T thought the essenc

i what
education was for us to live as one and seek out what unites us rather than

9% i
separates us? o
. Salma was heaving like someone who was about to have asthma

izure. She could not say anything. She just stood there glaring at one roommate
se 3

after another.
Suddenly, there came a knock on the door.

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

They did not say anything. Neither did they move.
The person outside knocked some more.
The roommates refused to budge.
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They looked alarmingly at each other, as if chiding themselves that
because of their attitude another party was coming to partake in the harvest of a
farm produce they never lifted their hands in farming.

When they heard the footsteps of the knocker receding, they sat down
quietly around the roasted meat and chicken Tomiwa came in with. Ata signal from
Salma, Ada went and switched off the light in the room. Thereafter, they used light
from the inbuilt torch on their phones to see what they were eating. It was strange to
see this total cooperation among the people who a few seconds before were at each
other's throat. The herd instinct was indeed real. A situation which no entreaty could
settle, was suddenly resolved by a single knock on the door.

They ate silently and for a long time.

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

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

She told the other girls that there was no point for them to harbour any ill
feelings over what had transpired. If truth be told, didn't they all enjoy themselves
as aresult of the recklessness of some silly old men who could not resist dropping
their purse at the sight of a bra?

“Thatis hardly the way to show gratitude to people who just fed us without
asking for anything in return.” Tomiwa said this light-heartedly.

Ngozi however read something serious underlying the statement.

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

That was precisely Tomiwa's thought. It was just the first day, and see how
much she gained. If this went on, she had nothing to say to Salma but gratitude. Let
Ngozi talk on about the pound of flesh. I would give them fifty pounds of flesh if
they asked. How much were they getting from Ngozi's stupid campus boyfriends?
They gave nothing and yet they kept asking for pounds of flesh! Make I hear word,
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jareh! As these thoughts were passing through Tomiwa's mind, she did not hear
what the other girls were saying. Fora while.

Then Salma asked a very strange question. “When did they say they are
coming again?”

“Who?”

«[ abaran and Habib,” Salma said, looking very serious.

“Are you kidding me? Salma? What the hell comes over you?”

“Youwon'tunderstand. Are they nottwo?”

The others burst out laughing. It was indeed amusing, what Salma was
attempting to do. It appeared desperate. But under the circumstances, who would
blame her? Just one evening outing and you came out with over ten thousand naira.
It would require a highly disciplined heart not to give in to such temptations. And
Salma's heart was anything but disciplined. What however she would not take was
to be forced to do anything she did not want to do. Tn consequence, she resolved to
go out with the Labaran who, to her dismay, really turned out to be Habib's driver.

The strange thing about the honourable and his driver was that they grew
up together and while Habib went to read up to university level, Labaran went to a
driving school. And sometimes with his meagre eamnings as Local Government
Driver, he doled out a little from his money to his friend. So when Habib became a
politician and was elected into the State House of Assembly, he called upon his

childhood friend to be his driver, paid of course by the House. What was interesting
however was that along this incongruous journey of life, their friendship never
suffered any setback. And that was how they met Salma that fateful evening.

Anyhow, that was how it went. The problems created by Tomiwa's visitors
were soon forgotten by our sisterly roommates and life went on as usual. Indeed
those problems turned out to be a blessing in disguise. The roommates became
more united than they were before.

School routine resumed in earnest and soon the session was over. Before
they knew it, they were in their final year. The last exams timetable was out. Our
four roommates held the record for being the only people who began as roommates
and ended as roommates through to their last semester in the school. What was even
more remarkable was that though they were reading different courses, they were all
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CHAPTER SIX

Ttook a sip of my zobo and continued with the tale.

Teemah was hardly moving. Indeed, she was hardly breathing. That was
how much she loved stories. I looked directly at her and reminded her that Moral
Philosophy was usually one of the easiest subjects in the university and it was alsoa
general studies course taken to the end of the examination timetable. In the case of
Salma and her mates, it was the very last paper. It was considered easy because the
course content involved all those things that their parents had been telling them
since they were children. This, plus what their imams tau ght them in the mosque or
their pastors preached to them in the church. Moral Philosophy was sure going o be
a walk-over. May be that was why the school authority took it to the last part ofthe
time table. To kind of pacify the students, if you will.

Surprisingly, it was also this same Moral Philosophy that Salma found
very difficult. She never attended the classes because she believed, as most students
did, that they could pass even without going to class. What further guaranteed her
passing the course was that for three years going, the lecturer had been foolishly
recycling the same questions with very minor modifications.

This year they resolved to tackle the subject head on and had series of
tutorial discussions concerning all the topics. Indeed they were s0 well prepared
that they knew the answers of virtually all the past questions off hand.

On the day of the examination, Salma came out more stunning than all
other days and looking ravishing and decidedly more beautiful. Her roommates had
asked her what the occasion was, she told them that her course mates had planned
on final class pictures to be shot with most of the lecturers after the paper. And she
wanted to come out looking herbest.

She picked her examinations card and went, as the law required, thirty
minutes before the examination time. They were all searched and allowed into the
examination hall.

As soon as the question papers were distributed, Salma knew she was in
deep trouble. It was strange. It was not true. It was unbelievable. It was impossible.
None of the topics for which they spent the whole night preparing had come out.
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: Sh(? lf)oked around and was further dismayed to see her other course mates
riously writing on the answer scripts. It was as if they had all along been prepared

’Ijhe guy next to her, Kolawole Abdul, famed to be the brightest was
{ wnloading pages upon pages of information from his head to the answer script

Salma on the other hand could not write anything. She kept looking from thé

invigilator to her paper and helplessly to Kola.

The invigilator was female and she made a studious note of avoiding eye
contact with Salma. Unknown to Salma, she was the only one not writiny
Con*:?equently she arrested the attention of the lecturer. Her outrageous dressing dlgd
n_othmg to endear her to the heart of the teacher. On the contrary, the teacher felt
silently intimidated by the ostentatious appearance of Salma Sh:a took an i
dislike in Salma. But she did not show it. : e

As time wore on, Salma was able to use the student magic on Kola. The
studt::nt magic was a trick students developed of speaking to the next person wi.thout
moving their lips. The strangest thing was that the person spoken to could hear or
more precisely infer what was being said and act accordingly.

i Kola was not just academically smart, he was also ever conscious of his
life in the university. He did not want anything or anybody to jeopardize his career
as a student. Especially not now, when it was this last paper that stood between him
and graduation. All the others had been a walk-over. This one too would be. He did
not.hke the way Salma was disturbing him. He stole a glance at the invigile'ltor and
noticed that she was not paying attention to them. He wished Salma would stop

But Salma was persistent. So Kola scribbled some coded responses t;) the
first two questions and stealthily, surreptitiously, slipped it into her hands

The lecturer did not notice this movement. - |

: As fate would have it, however, the teacher made a show of going out

briefly only to come back immediately. That moment she went out was all that
Salma wanted. She opened the paper Kola slipped into her hands and furious!
be-gan deciphering the code and writing on her answer booklet. She was so dee iz
this unholy act that she did not notice the lecturer had come back. i
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\
Now, the female teacher was amused to see that Salma who had not been

writing for more than thirty minutes had suddenly received inspiration to start
writing like there was no tomorrow.

She walked quietly and calmly to Salma's desk and stood behind her. For
about two minutes Salma was engrossed with the business at hand, she did not
notice that someone was standing behind her. She was busy copying from Notes of
Salvation, the euphemism they had for Cheat Notes.

The teacher touched Kola silently.

He almostdied.

Then she touched Salma.

Salma heard herself shouting, “What is it? What have I done? Did you see
me with anything?”’

Meanwhile, the cheat note was still in her hands.

The teacher turned to the front of the class and addressed the man in
security uniform, asking him to bring the EMAL form.

“That is the Examinations Malpractice Form,” Teemah said.

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

“] just mentioned it for some Salma brained listeners who might have
forgotten.” Teemah was making faces at her older brother.

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

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

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

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

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

After she signed, some calm was restored in the examination hall and all
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the students wrote till they finished. A female student who was sitting on the other
side of Salma was also asked to sign the second witness form. She did. The lecturer
assured them that if Salma was lucky the whole incident would not go beyond the
HOD's office.

When they were done writing the Moral Philosophy paper, Salma
followed the teacher to the HOD's office.

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

But the thought of what would happen if things went the other way was
heart-wrenching. Salma found herself shedding tears even before anyone
reprimanded her. She knew what she did was wrong. But students were doing it all
over. So why should she be this unlucky. Exams Malpractice at final year, in the last
semester and while writing the last paper... Was this a curse or something? Please
God, let this cup pass over me.

The invigilator told Salma not to worry. “Our HOD is a benevolent man.
He is kind and loves the progress of his students. This is not the first time I take
cases to him, Usually he would admonish the students and warn them never to
repeat what they did. And the matter would die there. I do not see how your case
would be different.”

“But, madam” Salma said through her tears, “You should have allowed
me be. You should have ignored me. You should have just seized the paper and the
matter would have died in the class.”

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

As they walked towards the office of the HOD, Salma was in prayers as
she had never prayed before. She knew she would never be counted among the
holiest people. But still she had faith. She knew, particularly in this regard, and
where it concerned the issue of exams malpractices, she was a first offender. And
even in courts first offenders were treated genially. She resolved never to
misbehave again if God gave her another chance. University was not a life or death
affair. But when you came to 400Level last semester exams, it looked like it—a life
or death affair,

Please God do not let me be rubbished like this. I have not been a very
good girl, [ know. But I also know you are all forgiving and merciful. Please God, in
the name of all that is holy, deliver me. Let me look at this wicked woman and laugh.
I know she is laughing at me inside. Generally, I know that women don't like me,
especially my lecturers. But is it my fault, God, that you made me this beautiful, this
youthful? I know their problem. Envy. My looks and age are killing them, Please,
God, do not give them chance to kill me too. I promise to renew my ways. I will re-
establish my relationship with you. I know where I was wantmg You made us, and
youmade us fallible. So please forgive our trespasses.

Salma kept praying silently till they reached the office of the Head of
Department. The last time she was there was two years ago when she had issues
with her add and drop forms. Even then she did not see the HOD. The secretary
attended to them. In any case, even if she had seen him, he would not have been in a
position to help her since a new HOD had taken over about six months before the
examinations started.

Whoever the new HOD would be Salma prayed she would find
compassion in his eyes.

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

. She went in, announced their arrival and came out.

“He said you could go in, ma.” The secretary addressed the mvxgﬂator

She went in after instructing Salma, Kola and the other witness to wait.

“Good morning, sir.”
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“Good moring, Dr Amina.”
“Sir, we have one case.”
“EMAL?”
“Yes.”
“Final Year?”
“Yes.”
“Boy or girl?”
“Girl.”
“That's rare. How bad?”
“Very bad.”
“That means you caught her with the cheat notes and all?”*
“Yes, sir.”
“She has signed the form?”
“Yes, sir”.
“And the witnesses?”
“Yes.”
“Okay. Let them come in.”
The lecturer opened the door, stuck her head out of the door and motioned
with her head for them to come in.
They all trooped in into the HOD's office.
Salma was the last in tow.
" The lecturer closed the door after her.

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

“Okay, sir.” She said and went out.

“I can just imagine.” Omar was beside himself with excitement. “Mum,

this reads like a story of fiction. Honestly, if you were not the one telling us, I would
have said youmade itall up.”

Ismiled at my son without saying a word.
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9% d.
“Then what happened to Salma?” he aske : o
“Sadly, when she was summoned by the committee, she implicated

Kolawole Abdul. He too was also expelled.” )
“Mum! How wicked can this girl be? Youmean. ..
I extended my hand and touched his shoulder. “Rules are rules, my son. If

't break them.”
ou donot want to get caught, then don't .
: Omar looked at me strangely and I knew what the unasked question

meant. '
“yousee?” I told him, “Salma knew what she was doing all along. Andshe

did not just go down without a fight.

The Life Changer

CHAPTER SEVEN

hen she was summoned by the Examination Malpractice and Ethics

Committee vide a letter asking her to report to the committee in a

week's time, she tried to do what every law breaker usually attempted
to do when caught; she tried to find ways around the rules. She couldn't. The
established law of EMAL was so clear that most students when caught would
simply pack their belongings and leave the school and go and sit for another
qualifying exams to another university. That is, they would seek admission again
through JAMB to another school. Most did not even bother to honour the summons
of the Examinations and Ethics Committee. They would just leave since in the end
they knew the outcome. Most universities had zero tolerance for examinations
malpractices.

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

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

“I was thinking of talking to Labaran to talk to Habib who would put a
word for me in ears of the Committee Chairman or the Vice Changcellor or someone
higher up. You know these politicians, they have their ways. They are very
influential,”

Tomiwa nodded, knowing indeed that Salma's condition was desperate at
the same time doubting whether the strategy would work. Somebody higher up?
Could she be referring to the Visitor to the University? That is the President for
crying out loud! But in her situation one would try almost anything. Desperate
measures, so said the sage, required desperate remedies.

Salma did as she told Tomiwa she would. Habib asked Labaran to bring
her to his office. ‘

It was the first time she was there. Tomiwa herself had been to the office
only a few times. As she sat on the sofa opposite him, Salma took in the magnificent
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office in one glance. It was simply luxurious. It was tastefully furnished and had so
much space, Salma wondered what they would be doing there. Then she espied a
collapsible conference table linked to the wall facing the office entrance. The name
on his desk read, HABIB LAWAL, SPEAKER.

Salma heaved a sigh of relief. Habib was indeed no ordinary honourable.
He was the Speaker of the House. After the State Governor and Deputy Governor,
he was the next most influential figure in the state. And to imagine that this was the
man she gave fake number to and settled for his driver? God, what kind of bad spirit
was pursuing me? E

He sat resplendent behind the huge mahogany desk and was turning from
left to right and then left again on his executive swivel chair. Salma could not help
admiring the power and influence behind that desk. She reckoned, if anybody was
going to get me off the hook, this guy would.

He was very professional and business like when he said, “I heard your
message from Labaran, dear Salma. What exactly do you want me to do for you?”’

“I have to graduate, sir. Sorry, honourable. I just have to graduate. It is not
just one lousy General Studies course that would see me expelled from the school.
No, sir. You have to do something.”

«[ understand. You see, the only person I know, who can assist us is
Professor Dabo.”

Salma felt her stomach sink. She fought the overriding desire to rush to the
toilet and empty her bladder.

Why must this Professor Dabo keep appearing and reappearing in her life

like a recurring decimal?

“Honourable,” she began and paused.

“Yes?”

“There has to be someone else.”

« ike who do you have in mind?” the honourable reclined on his chair and
took along look at Salma. Then a thin, mischievous smile played across the corners
of his lips.

He pressed an invisible button on his desk, and the entrance door
automatically locked. Salma did notnotice this surreptitious movement.
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oA Plke the (.Zhalrman .Of the EMEC‘ that is, the Chairman of the Exams
prac icc and Ethics Committee. He is a professor of Biological Sciences.”
What makes you think he would agree to our request?” .
“Because they said the man likes money a lot.” .
: . Chairman of the [_.‘mv'ersity Ethics Committee being susceptible to
nancial underhandedness? That is a laugh.” Honourable Habib actual
out loud. it

“When it comes to money, e is pri
: L BVEry m 'ice,” sal i
Al y 'y man has his price,” Salma said, laughing

St Od pflo 1’1[’11 Lha‘l 1 an et”q O e o 80 S
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I 1] e thtlt ])]1!10%() 1 1 VeIV a < I} c ;[e S i[(l Bi [1
p y leDLl € man naving hlb .
& 1C
Wflal ()[ cver y woman,

o meam(]:;;l;;a given. But sometimes who is doing the pricing matters,” she
*Like, do I matter?” Habib said
She said, “If you do not lose the matter at hand.”
:;will not. We were talking about the Chairman of your committee.”
. ::1 ;;:ide my ownresearch and people said he can sell his mother's soul
“So like how much do you think we could offer him?”
“Two, may be three hundred thousand.”
“AndifI give you thatamount, what do I expect in return?”
:‘Whenll gave you Tomiwa, what did you give me in retur;ﬂ”
“You didn't give me Tomiwa, remember? She was to be your escape route

because you didn't like me. It turn i
: ed out that she did not mind goi i
the benefit is all hers. Now, the deal is different.” o o

“How different?” Salma asked.

“You want two or three hundr i i
. ed thousand naira. And I said whatdo I get in

4 < Don't be mischievous, Honourable. First, youknow that the money is not -
rme. Secondly you know how we are with Labaran, your friend. And thirdly you‘
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know my relationship with Tomiwa, your girlfriend. So if what I suspect you are
asking is true, you would know thatit is notproper.”

“We are not talking about propriety here, my dear. However else you
choose to look at it, it is me who is going to lose money. I have no intention of
trading arguments with you. But why would I want to give money to the Chairman
of the committee? You. Why would your relationship with Labaran affect what we

are doing here? Did he not himself bring you in here? And Tomiwa? Who would tell

her? Me or you?”’
Salma shifted uncomfortably. She was thinking quickly. Would he really

give her that kind of money? If he did, would she be stupid enough to hand over
everything to the Committee C hairman? If she didn't, what would she have to lose?
But wait, Let's cross the bridge when we getto it.

«I understand you, Honourable. But would you give me the money?”

“Sure, if you cooperate.”

“But your door is open, Honourable.”

“No.Itis locked.”

Salma was surprised.
kol skosk sk ok

The most interesting thing was that even after she got the money from
Honourable Habib, Salma found it hard put to give it to the Chairman directly. She
met one of the members of the committee who introduced her to the chairman
outside the school. The chairman asked her if she was guilty. She said she was guilty

but that she wanted him to temper justice with mercy.
The chairman agreed and asked her to meet him at a designated

rendezvous, a hotel very far away from the school. She went there all right, but
declined sleeping with him. She however offered to ransom herself.
“Just how much do you think you are worth under the circumstance?”

“Youtell me, sir.”
«You know that T am not the only member of the committee. There are four

other members. And their palms would also need greasing.”

« know that. And that is why I do not agree to what you were sug gesting
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earlier. If the whole thing i
g1s cleared, we can come h i
e ¢ here again and celebrate. Just (lie
“;hat 1s very smart of you,” the Chairman said enigmatically.
ut you still haven't told me h g
N ow much you have in mind for you and
“i\;[;lybe two hundred thousand would do,” the Chairman said
- priva_te ha?fe twto. hundred thousand, I would use it to get admission in any of
universities,” Salma spoke with a confi i
idence she did not know sh
i;(l)]is.essfe‘rd. She knew they were in a hotel all by themselves. And the man w .
. . . ’ us
‘4 111gtt eer,hnot minding the risk of being secretly recorded by her. Maybe it did
matter to him one way or the other. He k : ;
. . He knew she was the one whose life was
“So how much are you parting with?”’ he asked.
. lIdwould give you one hundred thousand. And it had better work. Ifit does
» 1 would so scream and you would not hear tt i . o
he last of this.
more to lose than me, when the chips are down,” v
‘iN '
o 0 Yproblem. But. subtle threats would not help you under this
; ance. You are hardly in a position to make bargains. I Jjustagreed to th
ecause [ know you are a student who needs help.” o
Ii‘-}'ue dﬁped her hand into the handbag she carried and gave him the money
e collected it, divided the bundle i in hi &
b le into two and thrust them in his trouser
‘S‘ulddenly astrange thought occurred to her and she voiced it out
Sir, Ido not even know your name.” |
Helaughed. “Of what use would my name be to you?”
“If you are not divulging your name, then we mightaswell...”
Okay, okay. Dr Kabir. Mohammed Kabir.” N
‘Okay. I would be leaving now.”
Beseeing you,” he said and opened his arms fora hug

She declined and offered her ha
E nd for a handshake i
e el it eiatbl b, ake instead. Thereafter, she
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When she was called to defend herself before the committee, she was first
shocked to see that the person seated on the chair facing her, was not the person to
whom she had given the money in the hotel.

Dr Kabir was not a member of the Committee.

This was not possible. She looked again, peering closely and without
shame at each member of the committee, still she could not see him. She did not
start crying until she discovered that the man whom she hardly knew, who claimed
to also be a member of the committee and who introduced her to Dr Kabir was also
not there.

I have been duped. She told herselfand began to cry.

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

She calmed herselfand told them the whole story.

In the heat of her agitation, she did not know when she told them that she
actually received the cheatnotes from Kolawole Abdul.

«And who is Kolawole Abdul?” a member of the committee asked.

“He is my classmate.”

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

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

It was also not fair what men were doing to her. No man ever treated her
for her essence; they all related to her based on her looks. And all they ever seemed
to want from her was dating her. That included Kolawole. She mentally ran the
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whol i
e :ﬁ:ﬁ:ﬁ c;t;)tl;tj ;Ilef’l Zhe knew in her life and came to the conclusion that excep!
0 ol o s and Lo, e L Sot0 ol
they were helping her by exploiting her. ,Ha;aha e Oﬂ'lers s
Kabir was going to pay. He was the one who tooka:i;;:; ;:f}l:;d e
. Instinctively she knew now that she was not :
going to be expelled. She knew that.
“Miss Salma?”
herunpleasant reverie,
“Yes, sir?”

aimed
And Dr

going to escape. She was

the Chairman prompted when he saw that she was lost in

“Are you telling the commi
: ommittee that this Kolawole
2 - of a fe
Supphedg?; notc'es toyou justdid it because you are classmates?” llow who
es, sir.” :

“You have to tell the commi i
that stupid. Just tell us the truth. Your :teez;ct:tl?st;:;:.w\zft;i: 1’]’01: N
“Sir, with all due respect, I do not see the relevar;ce of
pe'rS(.)na.l life. This is an exams malpractice committee. It
Disciplinary Committee. Moreover I do not see how my r I ti
way or the other has any bearing on this case.” aiong
There was total silence among members of the committee

This was unbelievable. H ;
.How ¢ ;
B e i et dlaowe, an a girl be this cheeky? Perhaps she had

“We know that,”

your prying into my
is not the Student
nship with him one

“All we wanted to establi tlljewChai an said, his voice faltering in spite of himself.

ish was that there was no monetary mot ! '
ary mo

happened. Students have been known to collect or tive behind what

collusion.” give money for academic

“Ididn't give anybody any money.”

“Okay. Can we have his number?”

:Yes,” Salma said and gave out the number.

“We are ?fery sure you know the implication of what youdid?”

“What didI do again?” Salma raised her brow in affected inn.oc
Imean, youknow the implication of examination malpra ctice:fce-
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“Yes, 1do.” !
«\Well. that is about all for now. You may g0.

Salma hesitated.

e e Chairmhm:lsarl:a:naged to walk out with a gait of
; ly though she
Salma walked out solemn

desperate dignity.

i it?”
“Murm, what did she mean by saying Dr Kabir would pay for 1

1looked at Omar and smiled.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

ohammed Kabir was not a medical doctor. In fact, he did not even hold

aPhD. Butalmosteveryone who knew him addressed him as doctor. It

was a nickname he had since he was in secondary school and it stuck.
When he was employed as an LT, a Laboratory Technologist, in the university,
almost everyone was calling him doctor. When his HOD asked him his proper
name, he said it was Mohammed Kabir. “T am pleased to meet you, Dr Kabir.” The
HOD extended his hand for a handshake. And since then he became Dr Kabir to all.
And when he wore his oversized lab coat, the verisimilitude with a genuine doctor
Was uncanny.

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

It was true that Kabir was friendly, but he was also almost always moody.
His state of permanent impecuniosity attested to this, In the school, people could
not explain this oxymoron of someone being moody and cheerful at the same time,
Most of them however were never close enough to him to know of his financial
affairs. Rumour had it that no matter how much money he had, he would always
lose it at the cards. He was more of a compulsive gambler than a habitual one since
the money was not regular in coming, Consequently, he was reclusive. But
whenever he encountered anyone, he affected this visor of permanent cheerfulness,
largely, perhaps, to mask offhis real feelings for being alone and destitute.

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

“You are telling me that the person who duped your girlfriend was a
common lab attendant?”

“Itlooks like it Honourable,”
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“And a common gambler?”

“Yes, sir.”

“How did you get all this information about him then?”

“When Salma left the committee and came to me crying for justice, I said
you were the only person who could help us. So through our campus pimp, I traced
and found the person who gave Salma Kabir's name. We gave him a little working
over and threatened to expose him to the school authority for the racket, or is it
syndicate, they are superintending in the university. He opened up and sang like a
canary.”

“So, how do you intend to deal with the matter?”

“Zaki, of course.”

Honourable Habib was quiet for a long while. He was not comfortable
with Zaki at all. The last time he was instructed to deal with Alhaji Adamu by
kidnapping his son, he bungled it. He had to involve the services of one
inexperienced villager and together they got themselves arrested. It was to his
credit that he did not divulge my name. That blunder cost me over quarter of a
million naira. It was not so much to secure their release as it was to protect my name.
The police were asking for over a million naira to kill the matter. Luckily, my
position helped. I remember distinctly that the village shamus, what was his name,
Talle, I think, had to be instructed to go and settle in a remote village, not better than
the Lafayette he loved so much, but no worse. The police ensured that he was
physically taken there and they made him promise never to set foot on Lafayette

soil again. He gave his word after they threatened to open the case of kidnapping
against him anytime he was even rumoured to be seenin Lafayette.

Talle had assured them that he would never visit his village again and
vowed never to have anything to do with anyone that he did not know before. 1
heard that he went about telling people that he was a successful farmer in his new
village that lay somewhere between Nigeria and Niger. The actual story that filtered
out was that he was into smuggling. I did not know and really did not much care. I
was more concerned with Zaki. He may never be straight forward, but he had his
day. He was visibly involved with business of importing and exporting spare parts
of cars. But once in a while he would rent out his brawn for additional income. And
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he never bothered to find out the legality or otherwise of this additional income
Labaran was right. We needed Zaki. .

. Omar wa:s. looking strangely at me. I noticed also that J amila, Teemah and
even Bint had their eyes transfixed on me in total surprise, even‘ disbelief. They
wanted more details perhaps. But the immediacy of the story took care of the

moment, If fchey wanted, they could ask whatever clarification they required after |
was done withmy tale. So I resumed.

e S? Zal.(i was contacted and he trailed Kabir to one of his regular gambling
Jlomt.s. Zaki .wa1ted in the suffocating and densely smoky gambling hall till it was
ate in the night when they were almost done with their dealings. He entertained

himself by mentally running over in his mind the chorus he knew off hand from the
song of late Kenny Rogers, The Gambler:

You've got to know when to hold 'em
Know when to fold 'em

Know when to walk away

And know when to run

Younever count your money

When you're sittin' at the table
There'll be time enough countin’
When the dealin's done.

‘ . Maybe Kabir was aware of the song, maybe he was not. What
Was Instructive was that, by some indirect telepathic instigation, after the time he
cl:.aared amajor win, contrary to expectations of all gamblers, including himself, he
said he had had enough for the night. He came to the arena with less than f;ﬁy
thousand naira and now he was three hundred thousand naira richer. To the
consternation and chagrin of all those who respect the cards more than th‘eir God
they watched solemnly as Kabir stood up to go. This was simply against the norm,

No gambler worthy of the name left the table after winning. They were often known
toleave after losing. Orwhen the game was off,
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The Kartagi, that is the leader of the gambling group, reputed to be
inconsiderate, tough and definitely merciless, winked surreptitiously at a thug
seated opposite him to correct this anomaly. The anomaly of a gambler leaving the
table after winning when the game was still on. The thug nodded, stood up and
began following Kabir at safe distance. But the distance was not safe enough.

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

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

While this was going on, Kabir had a good look at the thug and shouted, -

“Gumuzu? You mean this is how you guys operate? I have never won anything as
substantial as this in my entire life, and now you can't even allow me to keep it? Is it
youor Kartagi?”

“It is your mother!” Zaki said as he landed Kabir a very deafening blow.
Gumuzu saw that he was no match for Zaki and attempted to back off. He almost
succeeded but Zaki gave him a heavy karate kick that landed in the groin. This made
Gumuzu to yelp and scream out loud. He doubled up in pain and held his groin with
his two hands. He remained in that position for a few seconds more and when the
pain receded somewhat, and at the slightest sight of escape opportunity, he ran
down the alley and disappeared into the darkness.

Zaki now had his hands round Kabir's neck trying to choke him. When he
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was certain Kabir got the message, he eased up the pressure and asked, “Where is
the money?”’

“Here, here. It is in my inner pockets. Please don't kill me. Tell Kartagi, 1
would never set my foot in the gambling hall again. I thought they were straight
people, good people. I did not know that all of them are crooks. All gamblers are
cheats!” :

“And what are you?” Zaki said sarcastically, as he slowly retrieved the
money from Kabir's pocket.

“lama decent employee of the university.”

Zaki slapped him hard, across his face and spat, “Indeed. And do you
know one Salma?”’

Kabir sat up groggily feeling the pain all over his body. He only heard the
question faintly.

“Salma?” he repeated uncertainly.

Zakikicked him by the side again and said, “You heard me the first time.”

“Yes, yes. I know her.”

“Well then, this is for her, for the money you collected from her, for lying
to her and for coming to gamble with her money. And indeed for all the girls you
have been deceiving by impersonating one officer of the university or another, She
has a tape of your conversation and we are going to make it available to the school
authority at the appropriate time. This,” he kicked him hard again, “is a message
from Kartagi. He said if this is the kind of gambler you are, then you are not fit to be
called one. He warned that you should be careful when next youmeet him or any of
his boys.” He kicked him again.

“That is my comeuppance,” strangely that was what Kabir héard in his
head before he passed out. :

e sfesfek ko

Zaki took the money to Labaran.

By the time Labaran counted the money and saw there was three hundred
thousand naira, he counted fifty thousand and gave to Zaki and held unto the rest.
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He had no intention of handing the money over to Habib. This was not betrayal, he
reckoned. He justified his act by giving himself three reasons why the money must
not go to Honourable Habib: in the first place, Habib was the Speaker of the house,
and therefore did not need such a paltry sum as three hundred thousand naira.
Secondly, he reasoned that Habib was in no position to know how much he took
from Kabir, or ifhe collected anything at all, because as a perpetual gambler, no one
would expect Kabir to even have a kobo on him. Thirdly, and more disturbingly,
Labaran was sure that Habib did not give the money t0 Salma just like that. It was a
payment for some service rendered, which service all of them were well too aware
of. No. It did not amount to betrayal what he was doing. If it must be categorised
then this act of non-remittal would simply appear like a levelling up. After all, he
was all prepared not to think about what must have transpired between Salma and
Habib as betrayal. It was simply convenience. And this was certainly convenient to

him.

At this point, I paused in my narration and asked for a refill of my zobo
drink. : '
Omar seemed to have a million and one questions to ask but he restrained
himself.

“Is there anything you want to ask, my dear?” 1 asked him directly.

“Mum, I just want to know how Honourable Habib ended up.”

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

“There simply is no justice on this earth.”

1did not quickly agree with my son. But I know he was right.

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

“But there is always justice in the hereafter, my son.”

“The journey to the hereafter is rather long and tedious, mum. And
frankly, ] am not inahurry to go there?”
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“Go where?” Bintasked him?

“The hereafter,” he replied without thinking.

“I don't want to go there either.” Bint was not sure what he was talking
abouf.‘. But she believed if her brother said he was not in a hurry to go to any placeb
then it would be wise for anyone who had sense to delay going to that place as loné
as possible.

“That reminds me of the incident that happened when Salma lost her
father while she was in the university.”

“What happened, mummy?” Teemah asked.

3k e ok ke okok ok

On the eighth day after the funeral, Salma came to the hostel all the worse
for wear. She was really looking haggard. It became obvious to anyone who cared
to observe that the girl was in mourning, Her friends and roommates, Ngozi, Ada
and Tomiwa had collectively gone to commiserate with her for her loss. So \,’vhen
she got back, they saw that she was really down physically and spiritually, they still
commiserated with her further.

Ngozi however could not resist asking her the all-important question that
had been at the back of her mind since the death took place.

“Why are you people always in a hurry to bury your dead?”

Salma did not answer,

1 . Tomiwa however picked up the gauntlet. “What precisely do you mean by
that?”

“Take it easy, my dear. [ just meant to observe that you people seem eager
to bury your people as soon as they are pronounced dead.”

Tomiwa was sitting on top of the bed at the upper bunk, she now jumped
down when she heard this. She sat near Salma while she addressed Ngozi.

“There are three things wrong with your observation. The first is that we
do not bury people. We bury corpses. As soon as a person is pronounced dead, his
personality automatically ceases with his last expiry of breath. The second thin,g is
we are not eager to bury our dead. We were anxious for them to get well when the}"
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were ill, but the moment they die, our anxiety ends and their own begins as
creatures bound for a rendezvous with their Creator. We do not want to delay the
meeting. Moreover we are religiously enjoined to hasten their funeral, since the
more the delay the more anguish that would be unleashed on the family of the
bereaved. And thirdly, when you look at it objectively, funeral delay does not have
advantages on any one. It does not help the dead. The body would begin to
decompose after a while. And it does not matter how well you think you have
preserved it. It does not help the bereaved either who are made to grieve several
times over.”

“What exactly do you mean, Tommy? You cannot be serious.” Ngozi said,
her tone uncertain. “You mean someone dies and you rush to bury him like he was a
nobody. Like he was a nobody? Nodast rites, no lying in state, no waiting for his
children and relations to come and bid him final farewell?”

“If the children are around when he dies, fine. Nothing stops them from
praying for him there and then and forever thereafter.”

“Forever thereafter?”

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

“Mhmmm. Forus, all good deeds, and bad ones for that matter, cease with

the seizure of breath.”

“So you do not pray for the dead?”

“No.” Ngozi said this with needless emphasis. “Such prayers are like
medicine after death, ineffectual.”

“So what does RIP mean?”

“What?”

“You heard me the first time. What does RIP mean?”

“It means rest in peace.” Ngozi was not sure where the question was
leading to. :

“Who or what should restin peace?”

" “The soul of the departed.”
“] thought you said you do not pray for the dead.”
“We are not praying for the dead. We are praying for the repose of his

soul.”
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“Whose soul?”
“The dead.”

Atthis juncture even Ngozi herself was not too convinced again,
So, tellme,” Tomiwa said, “why do you delay burials?”
First, to make sure that we are not burying our relations alive.”

NAnd where do you keep them to ensure that they are alive? The morgue?”
gozi ignored this remark and let i :
- drop what she considered her trump

. The mort? \.Jve delay the funeral the more we allow people, friends and
relations who are living far away to come and pay their last respect so that they
would not be tormented after the body is interred.”

' “I tlllink differently, NG. I think family and friends are tormented three
times over. First, when the death itself occurs. Second when the body leaves for the

mortuary and third on the day of the burial. It kind of
. stretches the |
and the length of sadness.” evel of torment

“Butitis our culture.”

“Yeah. A very expensive one at that,”

“And we are not complaining, Tommy.”

“Tunderstand. And neither are we, NG. You bury your dead with so much
fanfare after a long period and we bury ours with solemnity as soon as the personi
confirmed dead. It does not mean that either of us love their dead less.” S

As they were going on with this discussion, they heard a whimper and as
one they looked at Salma who had been crying all along.

“We are sorry, Sally. How insensitive of us.”

Ada went and hel : .
Moo, eld her by the shoulder like someone trying to rock a child

They all gathered around her quietly, sadly.
That was how they slept that day, quietly, sadly.

Those four people were more like sist :
i ers than room
school. mates till they left the

Mum, this is a very interesting story if you remove the dying bit, I love
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how the girls relate with one anothér. It is really interesting.” Omar was beside
himself.

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

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

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

“What do you mean by that, Teemah?”

“Nothing. When Daddy comes back, 1 would make sure I rush to him and
tell him first about the admission, the phone he promised to buy for you and what
you intend to do withit.”

“And what,” Omar said, gritting his teeth ina maniacal sort of way, “did I
say Iintend to do with it?”

“Pursue girls in the campus,” Teemah said simply.

Omar looked beseechingly at me in a comical sort of way that made me to
believe if I did not do something quickly he would either insult his sister or leave the
house. The mood was still cheerful and I did not want anything to spoil it. So I said,
“T ike all other advancements in technology, there are advantages in owning a
Smartphone and there are also disadvantages. It all depends on how you use it.
Salma had a boyfriend named Salim who had a sour experience with Smartphone.

After she lost her father, Salma decided to change her ways. She became
decent and very serious. When Salim talked to her, he told her straight up that he
wanted to marry her. And the courtship began. When 1 saw the level of her
seriousness and commitment, that was when I allowed her into my life and I was
always admonishing her on how to conduct herself.

One day I observed that she was no longer chatting as frequently as she
was used to doing on her flashy phone and L asked why. She told me that Salim, her
fiancé had a very nasty experience on account of chatting and that experience
settled her once and for all to become a changed person.
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“Mum, [ hope you are listening to your daughter. Someone is going to lose
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“And what,” Omar said, gritting his teeth in a maniacal sort of way, “did I
say Iintend to do with it?”

“Pursue girls in the campus,” Teemah said simply.
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Salma had a boyfriend named Salim who had a sour experience with Smartphone.

After she lost her father, Salma decided to change her ways. She became
decent and very serious. When Salim talked to her, he told her straight up that he
wanted to marry her. And the courtship began. When I saw the level of her
seriousness and commitment, that was when I allowed her into my life and I was
always admonishing her on how to conduct herself.

One day I observed that she was no longer chatting as frequently as she
was used to doing on her flashy phone and I asked why. She told me that Salim, her

fiancé had a very nasty experience on account of chatting and that experience
settled her once and for all to become a changed person.
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CHAPTER NINE

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

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

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

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

Salim was into all conceivable instant and distant relationship social
outlets, I think they still abound. He was on Facebook, Tweeter, Instagram,
WhatsApp, Badoo, 2Go, WeChat all these plus so many others that Salma could not
remember their names. He told her all this after his nasty experience.

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

Lawal was sitting in the living room watching his inevitable wrestling
programme. He muted the sound from the remote control in his hand to better listen
to his friend.

“Salim, I don't know what is wrong with you. You have Salma as fiancée
and now you are talking about a girlfriend. Whatkind of life is this?”

~ “Point of correction, my friend. Salma is technically my wife. We are just
waiting for the day to be fixed. But you know man must be allowed some moment
of unchecked rascality before becoming another woman's personal property or
slave.”

“I guess you found yet another girl that seems to catch your fancy. Where
did you meet her? She must be a quintessential beauty for you to go on about her
like this. Have I met her before?”

“My friend, stop joking. You have not met her before. But you will now.
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See? Come and have a look.” Salim brought out his phone and showed a particular
picture to Lawal.

“You did not tell me you now like Indian women.” Lawal said.

“You see? She is that beautiful, She is not Indian. She said she is Fulani.”

“When did you see her?” '

Salim hesitated and shrugged. “I did not really meet her physically. But we
have been chatting for over one week now.”

“And youare convinced that she is who she has claimed to be?”

“Sure. Why should T doubt that?”

“Why not?”

“She gave me her phone number. And I gave her mine. And by God she has
such a beautiful voice. Voice befitting a princess?”

“Princess?”

“Yes.”

“And how does the voice of a princess sound?”

“Look here my friend, are you accompanying me to see her or not?”

“Me? To accompany you to see a person you have never met before and
yet you want to make your girlfriend? What do I tell Salma? No. Go and see her
first. Subsequently, we can go together.”

Salim looked at Lawal like he was going to strangle him. But suddenly, he
saw the wisdom in what his friend said. What if they went and on seeing her she
turned out different from what they thought? Or, worse, what if she saw him in real
life and decided she did not like what she saw? That could really be embarrassing if
your friend was with you.

He went ahead to see his social media princess with whom he had been
chatting for over a week without seeing each other,

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

“Mr Romeo is back. Or do I call you Casanova? How did it go, man? How
is our Indian princess?”

“Hell, my friend. Are you a clairvoyant?”

“No. What happened?”
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“My princess turned out to be a hideously unpresentable creature. Her
face...oh, my God. You were right. It was someone else’s picture she used as her DP,
her displayed picture. And that was how I was deceived.”

Lawal began laughing uproariously.

“My friend, what is funny here?” Salim said when Lawal would not stop
laughing,

“I thought we are supposed to be talking about our new girlfriend, not
about how our princess looks.” He laughed some more and proceeded to tell Salim
some home truths about meeting a girl on the social media,

“You are lucky,” he said. “She even agrees to meet you. In other instances,
she would so chat you up leeringly, invitingly, making false promises until she gets
you to really fall for her, then she would start making demands. The demands begin
from something as menial as a recharge card for her phone. Then gradually you

graduate into sending money to her account because she would have claimed tobe

in another city and she wanted to come visiting. Or she would “kill”” her relations
and ask you to send funeral money. In another situation, she can even send youona
wild goose chase if you are that gullible. She may be just your next door neighbour
and since she knows that you do not know her she may claim to be from Kano or
Sokoto and ask you to come visiting. If you are stupid enough to go visiting, you
would be shocked that by the time you would have travelled that long distance and
called her, she would say she was not around or she had taken ill or some such
nonsense. Or indeed she would just refuse to pick your call. Or, if you persist, she
will just switch off her phone.

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

“What is wrong, man?” he asked.

“There is something I have not disclosed to you before. It is something
you have said justnow about kidnapping. Thave a genuine cause to thank God”
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“We all do, my friend, we all do.”

“No. You do not understand. This my ugly princess was not the first case I
went visiting. Maybe you did not wonder why I insisted you should follow me to
see her for the first time and why I insisted on seeing her in the afternoon.”

“No, I did not bother to think about that.”

“Well, there was an antecedent. As I said, she was not the first. I was so
ashamed to tell you about this experience that happened about a month ago. At the
time it was frightening, later when I was free, it became disgraceful for me to even
talk about it. But now that you seem to know all about social media relationships 1
cantell you about Natasha.”

“Natasha?”

“Yes. Natasha. She lives in the university town near Lafayette. I do not
know for sure whether she is a bona fide student or is just claiming to be one. You
know one thing with this social media, it appears more untruths are being aired
unchecked than factual stories. In any case, Natasha sent me a friend request and 1
accepted. Then we started chatting. As I was going through the pictures she
uploaded, [ was convinced that she was the one because the pictures were many and
they all looked like her. What should have been wortisome to me was ironically
what intrigued me and I wanted to get to know her more closely. More than half of
the pictures were semi-nude and extremely attractive. And she had such seductive
language that breaks down any man's wall of resistance. When you add the
deliberately sexy language with the sexier pictures, you have a recipe for disaster
which few men could resist. So when she invited me to come visiting I did not
hesitate.

“She described their house to me which she said was at the back of the
school. However, she said, she would not be allowed to come out in the afternoon.
She insisted that I should come between eight and nine in the evening. In the night
actually.

“When I set off to visit, I called her as I approached the school. She
answered at once and was giving me directions on how to reach the location with
ease. I could have sworn I heard male voices in the background, but I did not give
much thought to that. I drove my car slowly down the alley she described. Any time
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my mind told me to reconsider my decision and go back I would look at her half
naked pictures and the devil would win.

“I followed the description till I came to a place where there was very little
illumination and she asked me to stop there. I turned on my full light on and saw that
the place was actually a cul-de-sac. Characteristically, you know, I always parked
my car military style fashion. This simply means that whenever I reached my
destination and my route back entailed turning and going the way I came, I would
do this manoeuvre and park my car facing the direction I would go when leaving.
That way I did not have to waste time. I would just enter and drive off. That parking
is called military parking in Nigerian parlance. So I manoeuvred the car to face
where I was coming from. '

“Even as ] was trying to turn, she called to find outif T was leaving. 1 said I
was just parking.

“And Natasha came out.

“She was even more beautiful than she appeared in her pictures. And she
sure looked inviting. She was highly endowed and she had no qualms about
flaunting those endowments. It was all I could do sto look away from her exposed
cleavage. The moon was playing pranks with my sight for she looked infinitely
more alluring than I thought she was going to be in real life. I motioned her to come
in. She declined and said she was going to be just fine standing by my side. I was in
my father's SUV, that Sport Utility Vehicle which everyone called jeep around here.

“It was all well with me because from where she stood, I was afforded a
better view of her frontal display. I was drooling over this when I heard the
passenger door of my car open! I turned to see a very hefty stranger pointing a gun at
me. ' '

“The shock was so great that I did not hear when the second person entered
my car from behind. I was petrified with fear.

'Do not say a word,' the man with a gun said. Just hand over the car keys
and come to the back scat. Don't even bother removing the key. Leave it in the
ignition.'

“I'moved to the back seat.

'And you, ashawo,' he addressed Natasha, join your husband at the back.'
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“Natasha followed, her body shaking, and she was whispering, 'Please
don't hurt him, And youmy dear, give them whatever they want. Please do not shoot
us.'

“Of course I noticed the self-distancing in her first sentence. Don't hurt
him. My eyes instantly cleared. I knew instantly that she was part of the conspiracy.
She was the bait used to lure susceptible men into dark alleys. But my realization
helped me nothing since I was held at the point of'a gun.

“The only thing I could say was from God we came and unto Him is our
returning, This is the standard prayer in the face of any calamity. I kept reciting that
till the man with the gun shouted at me to stop or he would waste me. I was shivering
from head to foot. But they did not notice. The man's vocabulary seemed to consist
of only one word, waste. I was instinctively beginning to have a wasteful idea
myself.

“He instructed his companion whom he addressed as Roger to start the car.
Strangely enough the car would not start. He did his best but the car would not start.

“They did all they could but the car would not budge. Obviously it was the
car they wanted. But I was also sure they would not hesitate to shoot me if I gave
them the slightest opportunity. When the car refused to pick after the third attempt, I
was asked to start it.

*“T was bemused to see that when I sat behind the driving wheel, I touched
the gear lever and discovered that it was still engaged. Since the car was an
automatic transmission, the ignition would not pick so long as the gear is engaged.
But I was still rattled, thinking for a way out without getting myself killed.
Meanwhile, the robber with the gun kept threatening me to start the car or he would
splash my brains across the dashboard and the windshield. I returned the lever to
Park and turned on the ignition. The car started. Then [ was ordered to come back to
the back seat while the other fellow drove. He went and sat behind the wheel and
attempted to engage gear. Again the gear lever proved uncooperative. Tried as he
could, the car would not move. 'Let this lover boy drive the car himself'to the office.’

“Tdid not know what they were talking about. But from the moment I once
again sat behind the wheel, there was only one thought; escape or death. I started
driving slowly then when I came near another turn which they said led to their office
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and instructed me to take that turn, I ignored them. The man with the gun kept
threatening he would waste me if I did not turn, Impulsively, [ decided to waste all
of us in the car. I pressed hard on the accelerator pedal and the car gathered
momentum and flew ahead. I did not stop tili I came to an intersection about three
hundred metres later.

“My stopping was not borne out of any rational decision to obey traffic
regulation. Indeed, at that moment when I neared the intersection, I did not know
whether I was the one on the narrow road linking to the major road or vice versa.
The very self-preservation instinct that made me to drive at such a break-neck speed
with the robbers inside the car was the same impulsive decision that made me to
pause and look if there was a vehicle coming from my either side. I swerved to the
right when I saw that the only vehicle coming was from my left. As [ swerved, my
right front wheel got momentarily stuck in the mud but I accelerated and it became
unstuck. While this was going on, 1looked to my right and discovered that the man
wielding the gun earlier had disappeared from the vehicle. I turned around. There
was nobody at the back seat either. Ro ger and Natasha seemed to have disappeared
into thin air.

“Thereafter I drove steadily, but my heart was palpitating, till I reached
home.”

“What happened to them?”

“To God who made me, I do not know. My guess is they must have jumped
out and disappeared into the darkness, no doubt after sustaining bruises. The
thought of going to the police crossed my mind the next day but I said to hell with it.
Since I was alive and healthy, why would I add police wahala to my life? No. I said
let them go. One day would come when they would be caught in their shady and
wicked game.” h g

Lawal looked at Salim and said, “You are really a wonderful guy.”

“Why, because I did not tell anyone?”

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

“Youmean my ugly princess? Don't worry it won't happen again.”
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And it never happened again. Shortly after that incident which he narrated
to Lawal, Salim got engaged to Saima.

Teemah turned her chair and looked at Omar. “So, Mr Smartphone, you
have heard what you are getting yourself into. Even older people who had more
sense than you escaped the evil of social media by the skin of their teeth. What
guarantee do you have that you would be good?”

“Mum?”

“Omar, I do not have anything against your phone. You deserve it. Just be
careful about the negative effect of the social media.

“I will, Mum, I will.”

“So would you tell Teemah not to be in a hurry to tell Dad?”

“I have abetteridea,” I said.

“What is it, mummy?” all the girls asked as in a chorus.

“We will tell Daddy together. We sit here and wait for him to come back
and as soon as he enters we would all jump and let the news come out loudly that
Omar has gotten admission. That way he would be so excited whatever you ask,
you would get.”

“That is superb. You really know your man.” The girls said all excited
already.

“We will wait for Daddy,” I said.

So we all remained seated there under the tree, waiting for Daddy.
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