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Chia stared at the tall man’s shrivelled penis, fighting the gloating laughter that threatened to spill from her full lips. Clothed in nothing but her naked glory, she surveyed her latest victim with unrestrained glee. The stunned look on the man’s face fed the malice in her heart and her voice dripped with syrupy viciousness when next she spoke.

“Chei-chei! Master, what is this little thing I’m seeing between your legs, oh?” She leaned low and poked the traumatised organ with a dirty finger before her victim could shield it with his trembling hands. The man’s dark eyes brimmed with shame and shock, quickly glancing at her before returning to his wizened manhood in stunned disbelief. The sight of his debasement filled Chia’s heart with savage bliss. “I thought you wanted to sex me very well today. All this time you’ve been coming to my restaurant to eat, you have been promising me big pleasure. Chei-chei! This crazy man! Didn’t you tell me that your penis is as long as a snake, eh? Look: am I not standing naked before you? This is me, Bambino Chick, the hottest woman in Abuja Capital Territory. Am I not beautiful anymore? Are you not grateful that I bothered with you at all? So tell me, why are you now insulting me with this useless dwarf penis, eh? Shegé!”

Chia hissed and shook her head with disdain as she stooped to pull on her discarded clothes. The tall man stood before her in mute mortification, still unable to defend his puny penis or his obliterated reputation. Prior to this disastrous encounter, he had been known by the prestigious name of Ebenebé, ‘The Devastation’, thanks to the impact his good looks and fancy cars had on the smitten female population in the city. Now, his reputation lay in tatters, his trusty weapon inexplicably annihilated before none other than Chia, his goddess and queen, his ultimate fantasy lay, who had now turned out to be his ultimate destruction.

Chia watched him staring at his penis with a dazed expression, wondering how his mighty organ – which had ravished over three hundred women – could have fallen before her, in his eyes the most beautiful woman in the world. She could read the frantic thoughts racing through the foggy terrain of his brain – perhaps he had been overwhelmed by the reality of finally getting to make love with his ultimate crush? Still… his penis had never shrunk to such a pathetic size in all the years he’d been sexually active. He hadn’t lied when he boasted to Chia that his organ was the length of a snake. All the women he had graced with his attention could testify to the impressive size of his manhood. Even worse, he hadn’t even managed to poke Chia once with his penis before it wilted into the shameful lump now stuck between his thighs like roasted rat-meat. Chia smirked once again at the stunned look on the tall man’s face.

“Well, I can’t waste my time here with you anymore. I have a restaurant to run.” Her cheery voice sliced through the tension in the room with brutal finality. “Maybe I’ll see you again in my restaurant when you have regrown your penis. I heard from one of my customers that there is a medicine man that can make juju potions to regrow little penises into monster sizes. I’ll ask him the name of that witch doctor when next he visits my restaurant and give it to you. Maybe next time we meet, you’ll be wearing a python instead of a snake inside your trousers. I swear, I was really looking forward to how your penis would teach my yash a proper lesson today, but I guess it’s not to be after all. Oh well…”

Chia picked up her Valentino handbag and sauntered out of the motel room, her merry laughter stabbing agonising daggers into the chest of the tall man, still nursing his ruined manhood. As she shut the door behind her, a deep frown instantly replaced the smirk on her face—Useless bastard! He should be grateful that he is my victim tonight and not my master’s own. At least, he still has his life even if he will never sex up any woman again nor impregnate any foolish girls for the rest of his rubbish life. Pity! His corpse would have been very useful. Oh well…

Chia retied her wrapper around her thick waist as she waddled down the stairs, leaving the motel where she had met up with her rich patron for their aborted amorous liaison. Despite her squat figure and pockmarked face, she walked with the confidence of a screen goddess, safe in the knowledge that all men found her irresistible. She’d had no need to look into the tall man’s pupils to see her reflection in his eyes, the image he saw when he looked at her. In all the months he had frequented her restaurant, she had seen herself the way he saw her in the glassy orbs of his mesmerised eyes. To him, she was Rihanna, complete with big hooped earrings and skimpy clothes. In his warped vision, her obese body had shrunk into a slender and curvaceous figure that oozed dangerous sex appeal and glamour. Even she had been stunned by this particular manifestation of herself in the tall man’s eyes.

The thought brought sudden rage to her heart—Useless fools! Yeye idiots who only see outside beauty and have no respect for women’s head-sense. I will make them all pay, every one of the romancing devils. That randy dog in the motel room didn’t care about his wife and children when he was just lusting after the fake-me in his eyes. Same with that love-rat, Eddie, who didn’t care about the real me when he just ran away with that Gonorrhoea-Rita. But my time will come; one of these days, I will have my revenge on all of them.

Chia hissed loudly as she quickened her steps, eager to put as much distance between herself and the Good Time Motel, which had given her anything but a good time—If only that useless British Embassy would stop denying my visa applications so I can go to London and find that useless Eddie and his gonorrhoea girlfriend. It is just my bad luck to keep getting white women for my visa interviews instead of white men. Shegé!

Chia heaved a deep and bitter sigh as she entered her gleaming black SUV in the parking lot of the motel and turned on the ignition. Instantly, the satisfying melody of Nelly Uchendu’s high-life music, ‘Waka About’, filled the car. Chia dropped her chin to her chest, her eyes shut tightly. For a while, she remained in that position, inhaling deeply and exhaling loudly. After several tense minutes, she lifted her head once more. Then she pulled down the rear-view mirror and stared long and hard at her reflection. Her eyes narrowed determinedly as she nodded her head several times with emphatic grit.

“Bambino Chick! You have done well tonight, you hear?” She spoke loudly to her reflection, waiting for the familiar feeling of manic satisfaction to pump up her self-esteem. From the time Chia first heard the word ‘bambino’ in a foreign film, it had struck a powerful chord with her, as if it had been coined specifically for her. She had no idea what it meant or what race the language belonged to. All she knew was that the word was filled with unapologetic attitude. Each time she applied it to herself, it made her feel important, imposing, powerful, and prosperous. The word, bambino, made her feel as perfect as she could ever be in an imperfect life.

“Bambino Chick!” Chia repeated her confidence mantra once again, her voice louder, stronger. This time, the words finally pierced through her mind, tanking up her heart with their familiar charmed magic. After all, hadn’t she just destroyed another swaggering man with the deadly power of her right hand? Wasn’t she the owner of the awesome mind-bending face that weaved fantastical illusions in the eyes of randy malehood?

A wide grin creased her features, filling her with grim satisfaction. It was a smile brimming with malice and pride—Bambino Chick! You are great, you hear? Soon, Chia was singing exuberantly to the high-life song from her music deck as she drove back to her restaurant to prepare her famous specialty dish for her hungry customers.
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Claire Bellows lifted her generous bum from the faux-leather sofa and released a delicate fart. The sound was tight, a squeezed little fart more suited to an aristocratic arse that the fleshy rotundity of her peasant backside. It reeked of baked-beans overdose, her supper earlier that evening.

Claire inhaled deeply, savouring the stench from her orifice as she eyed the young woman seated across from her, scrolling on her mobile phone with feigned disinterest. She was a slender woman whose long hair extensions and false eyelashes stamped her with the cloned appearance of the female undergraduates at the various private universities in Abuja, Nigeria’s capital city. The girl’s skin was flawless with the silky smoothness of melted chocolate. Once again, Claire eyed Shadé with bitter envy. In her striking tall slenderness, Shadé was the Megan Markle brand of femme fatales, the ones men either lusted after or loathed for rejecting their lust—God! I just hate young girls, especially these little men-magnets who wield a terrifying power over men of all ages and races. Fucking tarts!

She muttered the curse and released another fart. This time, the sound was explosive and Shadé’s head jerked.

“Kaja! Aunty Claire!” she exclaimed as she stared at Claire with startled disbelief.

Claire returned her look with a smirk, daring her to comment or cover her nose from the putrid reek of her fart. For several tense seconds, it looked as if Shadé might explode with fury. Her false lashes flickered manically, her blue contact-lensed eyes flashing dangerously as she leapt from her chair, brushing aside her long, gold hair extensions with an impatient hand.

Claire continued to watch her silently, her smirk growing wider, swollen with dark malignancy—Come on, babes! Say something! Go on; let’s hear what you really think of me again, you stupid little shit. I dare you to say a word about my fart. Claire was cruising for a brawl and needed a victim to vent her frustrations on tonight. Her hands clenched into tight fists at her side and her body quivered with menopausal frustration. The intense tropical heat wasn’t making things any better and the girl’s unusual rebellious stance irked her pride.

Shadé stood still for several seconds before finally lowering her head until her jaw almost rested on her chest. Finally, she straightened her shoulders, adjusted the spaghetti straps of her skimpy top, lifted her head, and turned to face Claire. A manic smile spread across her face.

“Aunty-Aunty!” Her voice thrilled with cocaine glee, her bright blue eyes glinting with ill-repressed insanity. “Kaja! This is my special oyinbo aunty! Everything about you white people is just beautiful! Even your fart smells like perfume, I swear,” she giggled manically, slapping her thighs with exaggerated mirth. When her eyes met Claire’s, the cold hardness in them belied the brightness of her smile.

Got you, bitch! Claire returned her smile with a tight twist of her thin lips. They both knew there was no love lost between them, but necessity demanded they play out the charade imposed on them by their shared interest—Kolade, where the fuck are you, you wretched man? How long does it take to get a bleeding haircut, for God’s sake? God! I just hate this frigging city! It’s the only place I know where barbers do more business at night than in the daytime. Fucking vampires! A scowl replaced the smirk on Claire’s face.

“So, Aunty Claire, do all white women’s arse-pollutions smell like your perfumed one?” The girl’s voice cut into Claire’s dark thoughts. There was a subtle mockery in her tone that raised Claire’s hackles.

“Of course, Shadé,” Claire said, holding the girl’s gaze with her hard grey eyes, gaslighting her with shameless impunity. “White women’s farts definitely smell like perfume, especially those originating from English buttocks. In fact, in the olden days in England, the king used to gather all the women in the castle for a collective fart-fest to scent up the banquet hall before he entertained important aristocrats. That’s how beautiful our farts smell. Mind you, aristocratic women own the best farts in the world; something to do with their blue blood and all. Still, one is thankful for the superior quality of our English farts.”

Claire raised a disdainful eyebrow at the young woman still standing before her and turned her face away haughtily. She wanted to laugh at the stormy expression on the girl’s face but, once again, the familiar irritation soured her mood. Shadé’s pretty face was a bloody ulcer to her: as always, she wished that her boyfriend wasn’t so close to his young cousin. But Kolade would do anything for the wretched girl and Claire had lived long enough in Nigeria to know that the people took their family bonds very seriously. Where Shadé was concerned, Kolade was ready to defy even Jesus Himself for his cousin’s welfare.

Claire sighed deeply and reached for her phone inside her handbag. Then she paused, eyeing Shadé with vicious hostility—Why not? Let’s make the little shit dance in her own filth. Not my fault if her greed for a British visa keeps her dragging her dignity to the floor. As long as the bitch thinks I’ll help her get her visa, she’ll remain my slave forever. But pigs will fly before I lift a finger to help the cow. She thinks I’ve forgotten what she said about me when we first met. I’ll show her that Claire Bellows has a very long memory and she never, ever, forgives a slight; never!

“Let’s have your phone.” Claire stretched out an imperious hand towards Shadé. The girl hesitated before reluctantly handing over her mobile. A panicked look replaced her scowl. Suddenly, she looked ready to snatch the phone back from Claire.

Claire placed the device on her lap as she pulled a couple of naira notes from her purse and handed them to Shadé. “Why don’t you go and buy us some suya meat while I make a private call?” she said, waving Shadé away with bored indifference. She knew the money she had given the girl was just enough to purchase the spiced beef delicacy for two people. She also knew that Shadé expected to share the treat with her. Her eyes glinted with icy malevolence as she watched the girl depart—Huh! You’ll be so lucky, bitch! The suya is for Cole and me. You can go treat yourself with your own money – or, even better, get yourself your own fucking boyfriend to treat you. It never ceased to surprise Claire that Shadé remained single despite her stunning looks and the desperate attention of all the besotted men in the city. She suspected the sneaky girl had a boyfriend hidden away somewhere but was trying to maintain a pristine and modest appearance before her cousin, Kolade—little hypocrite!

She hissed again and picked up Shadé’s phone to make a call to her psychic for her usual daily predictions. It was locked.

“Fucking bitch!” Claire screamed, flinging the phone on the floor. Hot rage flared in her heart and she prayed the screen would shatter into tiny fragments. But an inner voice mocked her wishes—You stupid cunt! You know you need the bitch’s mobile to make your call to the psychic line tonight since your official phone is likely bugged by the High Commission and you’ve left your second mobile at home. That’s what you get for shagging a native. God! I hate that Kardashian-clone bitch, Shadé! Where the fuck is Kolade? Shit!

Claire jumped up from the sofa and started pacing around the small living room like a caged heifer. The leather of her heeled sandals bit into her swollen feet and she quickly kicked them away. She stooped to massage her feet but her distended stomach blocked her passage. Her arms could only stretch to her knees while the loose African bubu kaftan she wore trailed almost to the floor, sweeping the dusty linoleum. With another loud curse, she stomped into one of the two bedrooms in the small flat, Kolade’s bedroom, and slumped on the bed, cradling her head in her hands—Just take a deep breath, Claire; that’s it… slowly… deeply… that’s good. Just calm yourself… mustn’t let things get to you. Sooner or later, they’ll have to post you back to a civilised country. In the meantime, try and make the best of this damned place and its bloody women, and enjoy passionate sex with Cole while it lasts.

Claire inhaled deeply once again before lifting her face and staring into the long mirror opposite the bed. She sighed in despair. The image in the mirror did little to improve her mood. It only intensified the damaging difference between her faded looks and Shadé’s vibrant beauty, heightening her insecurities. She looked every one of her fifty years, her short hair more grey than blonde. Her skin was an angry red, more burnt than tanned and the age lines on her face made a mockery of the phrase ‘laughter lines’.

She grimaced at her image in the mirror, instinctively pushing back her stooped shoulders—Fucking beached whale! She swore at her reflection, eyeing her obese body sourly. At just over five foot three, Claire’s fourteen-stone weight sat heavy on her short frame. All the fat seemed to have congregated on her stomach, arse and thighs. No matter how hard she exercised, nothing seemed to shift the lard plumping up her hips. She guessed she should be grateful to that peculiar body defect, which had turned her into hot cake in the eyes of many Nigerian men. Their obsession with mammoth backsides ensured that her hefty arse was now in hot demand, especially with her being a white diplomat too.

While many of the local men approached Claire with genuine lust for her thunder thighs and bombastic arse, a lot of them saw her as an easy channel to British visas and English pounds. She knew that even Kolade, despite his protestations of love, viewed her as easy pickings, living off her generosity with his easy charm and sexy smile. After all, they both knew that nothing would come of their relationship; at least, not with her being twenty-four years older than him and he being as poor as a beggar. Not forgetting the racial factor and the stringent scrutiny of the Embassy. She rarely invited Kolade to her official house at the British High Commission Diplomatic Village and his phone was likely as bugged as hers—Thank God for that little bitch, Shadé. At least she has a phone I can use without getting monitored when I need it. Just wait till she comes back from buying the suya. I’ll deal with her for locking me out of her phone, the little shit!

Exhaling another weary sigh, Claire stomped out of the bedroom and returned to the sofa once again. With an impatient hand, she pulled her own mobile from her handbag and glanced at the screen—21:30hrs! Where the fuck is Cole? She debated whether to call him again as she had been doing unsuccessfully all evening; but her pride got the better of her—I’ll be damned if I show him how desperate I am for him. After all, who’s the one with the dosh here? Who’s the one with the power to get him a British visa? Who’s paying the rent for this fucking flat? Who bought the frigging car he drives? Despite Kolade’s youth and gripping good looks, Claire knew that she was the one holding the reins in their relationship and she made sure that Kolade never forgot that fact. It didn’t matter that the sex was the best she’d ever had or that the envious glares of the local young tarts whenever they saw her and Kolade together gave her the most satisfying feeling ever—Sod it all! Cole still needs to know who the boss is in this relationship. Fuck this shit!

Once again, Claire’s mood took an angry dive as she tapped her bare feet impatiently, hitting her mobile phone hard against her thigh—Where the fuck is that Shadé bitch, anyway? How long does it take to buy the frigging suya, for crying out loud? God! What’s the matter with everyone tonight?
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The child arrived at the village just before midday on a hot and sunny afternoon. He was the size of a ten-year-old boy, his body thin and undernourished. His arrival went unnoticed by most of the villagers and even their domestic animals. The suspicious Ekuke dogs did not bark at this new intruder nor did the curious cats sniff his ankles, as was their habit. The villagers carried on with their daily chores. Those who noticed the strange child attached little importance to his presence; not even when he walked into their compounds in his dirty green shorts, dusty hair, and bare feet.

The women were busy preparing lunch for their menfolk who laboured at the farms harvesting their crops. Over countless stone tripods mounted in the various homes, pots of egusi, oha, and onugbu soups bubbled gently inside stained metal pots. The aroma of cooked foods filled the air, coupled with the familiar smells of dust, domestic animals, and faint excrement from the nearby cassava farms. With it being the peak of the harvesting season, only the children remained with the womenfolk in the homesteads, together with the Ekuke dogs and domestic animals – goats, chickens, cats, and some obese pigs.

Zeuwa was the only person that saw the filthy child arrive, his large brown eyes the only pair that actually noticed the unfamiliar presence of the strange boy in their village. Zeuwa had been lurking behind the mango tree, hiding from the other kids in their neighbourhood, when the strange boy calmly walked towards their compound with the supreme confidence of an elder.

Zeuwa’s eyes lit up with excitement as he saw the boy pause at the entrance to their compound, staring around with detached curiosity, the way a prospective buyer surveyed his goods before paying. The boy squinted underneath the bright midday sun; a small smile lurked at the corners of his lips as if he were enjoying a private joke.

With a small cry of joy, Zeuwa dashed out from his hiding spot and lumbered across to the boy, a wide smile on his face.

“Nnọ, welcome, new friend,” Zeuwa called out, stretching out his hand to touch the boy’s shoulder in friendship.

Then he groaned softly, withdrawing his arm and staring at it with eyes that brimmed with sudden tears. Intense pain radiated through his body, causing his lower lip to tremble as he fought to hold in his cries—Ouch! Silly Zeuwa has forgotten his bad hand; naughty machete! Earlier that morning, Zeuwa had cut his right hand with his father’s machete while shearing the hairy shell of a coconut pod at their farm. The wound was deep, gushing blood as freely as the sliced neck of the soup chicken. The sight of the blood had sent him shrieking all two miles home, machete and coconut abandoned at the farmland.

His little sister, Mmah, had hurriedly attended to his injury with the ubiquitous salt and ash balm applied to every cut, bite or bruise, while Zeuwa’s wails filled the compound. Soon a large crowd of avid villagers gathered, drawn by the mid-morning ruckus. By the time Mmah was done with his injured hand, Zeuwa had been forced to endure not just the agony of his injury, but also the taunts of the womenfolk and children who observed his humiliation with unbridled glee.

“Kai! What kind of grown man massacres his own hand like a toddler, just for a mere coconut?” his stepmother, Oge, mocked, shaking her head wryly as she waddled back to her soup pot sizzling over the lively fire. Oge was his father’s fifth wife and the fattest of all the womenfolk in their polygamous family.

“Only a goat-head idiot like Zeuwa, of course,” sneered Ada, his father’s fourth wife. “The fool man will insist on wielding a machete with his left hand instead of his right hand like every normal person. But then, he’s not normal, is he? Just a waste of space and good food. Ha! Mmah, why don’t you put some poison on your useless brother’s wound so he can just die and spare us the sight of his imbecilic face? If you want, I can give you the poison salve; just say the word.” Ada shook her head as she laughed, her front teeth chipped and brown in her spiteful mirth.

“No-no! Zeuwa doesn’t want to die! Mmah, don’t put poison in Zeuwa’s wound please,” Zeuwa cried out in panic, staring as his stepmother in terror. Mmah patted his arm gently, glaring at Ada with unrepressed fury.

“Ignore the useless woman, Zeze; you hear?” His sister tried to calm Zeuwa, who still shook with fear. “Look, I’m just putting on the salt and ash balm, OK? Nobody will poison our special Zeze while I’m alive, trust me. Now, try and be still while I dress your wound, OK?” Once again, Mmah eyed Ada balefully as she spoke.

Ada smirked and resumed cracking kennel nuts with a smooth rock. Ada was the only wife without a child in the homestead. She was half Oge’s size, wiry and shrivelled like a withered plant. Zeuwa’s mother Obidibo, his father’s second wife, always said it was sheer wickedness eating away the fat in Ada’s body. When Ada wasn’t busy chasing and cursing the family children, she spent the rest of her time cracking and chewing palm-kennel nuts while mumbling evils under her breath.

Zeuwa listened to the invectives heaped on his head by his two stepmothers, hiccupping and snivelling as his younger sister tended lovingly to his wound. Mmah quietly continued to ignore Ada’s spite and mockery as she cooed away his pain. When she was done, she led him into their mother’s bedroom in the large family bungalow and gave him some roasted peanuts to eat.

“Zeze, don’t cry, you hear? Your wound will soon heal and you’ll be fine in no time,” Mmah’s voice was gentle, a mother’s loving voice, just like the smile on her face. Despite her youth and small build, strangers seeing Mmah with Zeuwa frequently mistook her for the older sibling, such was the air of calm maturity she exuded. At nineteen, Zeuwa towered over Mmah’s slight sixteen-year-old physique, his moon-face wreathed in the perpetual smile that marked his unusual specialness.

After Mmah left him with his peanuts to attend to her domestic chores, Zeuwa crept out of their mother’s room and skulked over to the mango tree to take some respite from the gleeful taunts of his younger half-siblings and cousins. In the background, he could hear the rowdy shrills of their playful voices. Once again, he wished he could join their games, that he weren’t so much bigger than them in size, that their mothers wouldn’t chase him away from them in case he infected their brains with his own special brain.

Despite telling the scolding mothers that his brain wasn’t bad, that his sister, Mmah, said that his brain was special – a very good brain that won’t bring harm to anyone – they still insisted on keeping him away from their children, depriving him of precious playmates and companionship. Save for Mmah and Mama, he had no one else to chat with, since everybody tended to shade him into invisibility when he spoke in his halting yet booming voice.

As he lurked behind the mango tree, an unfamiliar feeling of extreme despair hit him. It was a feeling he had only experienced once in his nineteen years; if his brain allowed him to think deep thoughts, he would have blamed his despair on the throbbing pain of his injured hand. But all he felt was the same crushing hopelessness he’d experienced on the day his big sister, Chia, had said the very bad words to him.

Tears pooled in Zeuwa’s eyes. He’d almost started crying when he saw the stranger boy enter their compound with fearlessness. The sight had instantly killed his tears and despair, filling him with surprise and joyful anticipation—A new friend! Zeuwa is happy! Maybe new boy doesn’t have a mama that will chase Zeuwa away.

Except his injured hand now threatened to kill their new friendship before it had even started. Zeuwa nursed his throbbing hand gently, eyeing the new boy with pleading eyes.

“Zeuwa’s brain is a special brain,” he hurriedly assured the new boy, who was observing him with the small smile still lurking around his lips. “Zeuwa is good. Will not give you bad brain; no-no.” He shook his head vehemently to emphasis his words. “Here, take peanuts.” Zeuwa held out the peanuts Mmah had given him earlier, smiling winningly at the boy, desperate for his friendship.

Finally, the boy smiled, a wide smile that transformed his small face, shrouding him in a mysterious beauty that stirred an unfamiliar feeling in Zeuwa’s heart. Suddenly, more than anything in the world, he wanted to become best friends with this strange boy, to stay by his side for the rest of his life. He wanted to give this boy everything he had and even share Mmah’s precious love with him—Zeuwa will ask him to live with us forever and ever. Zeuwa likes him very much.

“Zeuwa wants you to live with us forever.” He quickly followed thought with words. “What is new friend’s name?”

“Efu, my name is Efu.” The boy finally spoke, his voice the tinkle of bells, chiming with mischief and glee.

“Efu?” Zeuwa’s brows knitted in confusion. “But how can your name be Efu? Efu means ‘futility’, and a person can’t be called futility since it is an insult to their ancestors. Mmah said that anything that isn’t good is an insult to the ancestors and Efu is not good. Zeuwa does not like Efu; no-no. Zeuwa wants you to have another name, a good name.” His hands clasped the boy’s hand, his eyes pleading with the boy as he looked down at him from his great height. “New friend, give Zeuwa another name, please.”

The boy cocked his head as if in deep thought. Then he smiled and stroked Zeuwa’s arm gently the way an adult does with a distressed child.

“Give me a name, then,” he said, looking up into Zeuwa’s now-smiling face. “And if I like it, I’ll answer the name you choose for me and reward you with a wonderful gift.”

Zeuwa’s eyes lit up, his mouth open with wonder. This time, he was careful to hold his new friend’s arm with his good left hand.

“Really? You will give Zeuwa a present if he gives you a good name? You promise? Lick the sand and promise you’ll give Zeuwa a present.”

The boy smiled and stooped to pinch some soil between his fingers before transferring it to his lips to seal their deal.

“Happy?” he asked.

Zeuwa nodded, his expression bright with unbridled bliss. “Zeuwa will give new friend a name now. New name is Ọchi, because Zeuwa likes your happy voice and wants you to laugh. So, your new name is ‘laughter’. The ancestors will be happy with your new name and will laugh with you too. Do you like the name, Ọchi? Will you give me my present now?” He waited with bated breath for the boy’s response.

Again, the boy cocked his head as if in deep thought. The longer he remained silent the more impatient Zeuwa grew. He started to stamp his feet, shaking the boy’s shoulder with an impatient hand.

“Say yes; say you like the new name Zeuwa gave you,” he urged, nodding his head to encourage the boy.

Finally, his effort was rewarded. The boy threw back his head and released a loud tinkly laugh which filled the air like the chimes of a million Christmas bells. His slight body shook with hilarity as he continued to giggle until Zeuwa thought he might choke on his own laughter. Before he could stop himself, Zeuwa joined him in the laughing spree, his voice booming and joyful. He was happy he had made his new friend laugh and even happier with the new name he had coined for his friend.

Finally, after several more minutes of manic laughter, the boy forced himself to swallow his mirth and clasped Zeuwa’s arm with a surprisingly hard grip that felt like a soldier’s hold.

“I like Ọchi, it’s a very good name. In fact, I think I prefer it to my own name,” the boy said, smiling up at Zeuwa. “What a wonderful name you’ve given me, Zeuwa! Guess what? You and I will be friends forever and ever, and to reward you, I now need you to tell me what your favourite animal is.”

“Huh?” Zeuwa looked at him, confused.

“Tell me which animal you love best in the whole world. It doesn’t matter if it’s a real animal or even one from folklore. I just need you to tell me the animal you love the best.”

“Zeuwa likes tiger with big stripes,” he promptly answered, his eyes wide with wonder—Maybe Ọchi will buy a tiger colouring book for Zeuwa, and lots of yellow and black crayons too…

“Now, tell me who you hate the most in this compound.” Efu’s voice cut into Zeuwa’s blissful daydreams. His voice was no longer the tinkly happy one he’d been speaking with since his arrival. Now, it was hard, cold, even menacing. “Look around at everyone gathered inside your father’s compound and tell me the name of the person you hate the most.”

Zeuwa shook his head. “Zeuwa not hate anybody. Hate is bad and makes ancestors sad. Zeuwa wants to be friends with everybody.”

The boy sighed deeply; his face was suddenly weary like a parent who despairs of ever potty-training their toddler.

“I forgot: Zeuwa is incapable of hate.” There was a bitter tinge in Efu’s voice. “OK, just tell me who said something bad to you today, something that made you sad or angry.”

“Stepmother Ada,” Zeuwa answered without hesitation. Once again, he felt panic rising inside his heart as he remembered Ada’s threat to provide poison to kill him. “Stepmother Ada made Zeuwa very sad today. She told Mmah to poison Zeuwa. Very bad stepmother.”

Once again, Efu’s laughter tinkled in the air, except this time, it was swollen with malice.

“Stepmother Ada it is then. Let’s go and get your tiger, little friend,” Efu said, his voice suddenly deep, the baritone of a grown man.

Before Zeuwa could process the weird change in his friend’s voice, a new sight dazzled him. A sudden dust storm began to brew around Efu like the fury winds of a tornado. In a blink, the boy started to levitate, propelled higher by the violent dust storm brewing underneath him, above him, all around him. Even as Zeuwa shrieked in panic, the sun vanished, plunging the compound into sudden darkness. The only visible sight was the glittering form of the levitated boy, who now glowed with the red light of a hundred blood-moons.

Everybody inside the compound started shrieking: children, adults – even the dogs now whined softly with terror instead of their familiar aggressive barks. The women abandoned their cooking pots, rushing to gather their children to safety. In the darkness, a new horror materialised.

Zeuwa heard Efu’s high cackle above him. He looked up to see the boy pointing at his stepmother, Ada, as she scrambled towards the safety of their bungalow. Sparks of fire sizzled on the boy’s fingers and the air around him was alight in a cackling, terrifying blaze.

Ada paused her frantic flight, jerking to a sudden halt as if pulled back by a restraining rope. Her body sizzled with sudden electric static, releasing sparks of white fire. She opened her mouth to shriek but a mighty roar issued from her lips instead. Before Zeuwa’s stunned eyes, his stepmother began to metamorphose.

Ada’s skinny body started to expand, elongate, spouting fur and fury. Dazzling stripes of gold and black streaked across her powerful body and her eyes gleamed with golden menace. Zeuwa stared at her incredible transformation, shaking his head, over and over, refusing to believe the magic in front of him—A tiger! A real tiger! Ọchi has turned stepmother Ada into a real tiger for Zeuwa! Ọchi is a powerful medicine man, even though he’s a little boy like Zeuwa! Mmah, come and see! Zeuwa’s new friend has magicked a real tiger to be Zeuwa’s pet.

Then the tiger pounced.

Before Zeuwa’s horrified gaze, the tiger lunged at the nearest child, his half-sibling, a girl of ten years and some months. In seconds, it tore the child to shreds even as her mother, his father’s third wife, rushed to save her dying child, her screams filled with horror and anguish. In blinks, she followed the same doomed fate as her daughter, dying underneath the bloodied claws of the fearsome beast that was once his puny stepmother Ada.

Zeuwa saw Mmah rushing towards him, shouting his name frantically. Terror kept him rigid, frozen beneath the dust storm whirling around him. Above him, Efu continued to cackle, his laughter wild and unrestrained, filled with red malevolence. The sound heightened Zeuwa’s panic, dowsing him with inexplicable dread. It was as if Efu wasn’t his friend anymore; as if his new friend wanted to do him harm rather than play nicely with him.

Just as Mmah reached to grab Zeuwa’s arm, the tiger turned its deadly gaze on them. With delicate steps, the beast started to stalk towards them, slowly, powerfully, confident in its strength and their helplessness. Mmah was whimpering, tugging his arm frantically, her eyes wide with terror as she weaved her gaze between the approaching tiger and the terrifying glowing boy hovering above her brother, laughing wildly like a demon from the deepest underworld.

The sight of his sister’s fear-drenched face unlocked something inside Zeuwa, a rage like nothing he had ever experienced in his life. A sudden fierce fire burned in his heart, inside his head and behind his eyes. He turned his face up to the cackling boy in his levitated glory and released a terrible scream that cloaked the compound in instant ominous silence.

“Noooo! Tiger will not hurt Mmah; no-no!” he shrieked, glaring with wild fury at Efu “Zeuwa does not want tiger anymore. It is a bad tiger like stepmother Ada. Ọchi will take away bad tiger now. Ọchi, take bad tiger away now; NOW!” His voice was a raging boom that quaked his massive body.

The dust storm vanished in a wink and Efu fell to the ground with a soft thud. A look of shock replaced the mirth on his face as he stared at Zeuwa. The tiger paused, its glare going from Zeuwa to Efu. Something flashed in its golden eyes, the look of rats abandoning a fire-ravaged hut. With a loud roar, it lunged towards Zeuwa.

Zeuwa watched in stunned disbelief as a streak of fire discharged from Efu’s outstretched hand, enveloping the tiger in instant flames. In the dying roars of the beast, he thought he heard the petrified and agonised howls of a human voice, a female voice. But he couldn’t be sure, because for the very first time in his nineteen years of life, he lost all conscious thought and slumped to the ground in a dead faint.

By the time Zeuwa awoke from his faint several minutes later, the sun was once again bright in the skies and his new friend was nowhere to be found. Pandemonium ruled as the villagers rushed to witness the unfolding tragedy inside the compound. Some people questioned the words of the witnesses to the inexplicable savage attack by a tiger, a beast that had never inhabited their world. They demanded to see the tiger’s claw prints, anything to prove that a real tiger actually appeared and killed a child and its mother. The ash pile in the middle of the compound was merely proof that something had been burnt there, but not a tiger by any stretch of imagination. And as for a glowing and flying demon-child, it was too fantastical to be entertained by any sane mind. Clearly, the trauma of the events of the day had impacted on the sanity of the poor survivors.

By nighttime, when Ada could not be found anywhere, the villagers concluded that either a wild animal had attacked the homestead for real and made away with Ada or that a dangerous criminal had burnt her to ashes, as the traumatised witnesses claimed. But definitely not a flying demon-child. Either way, the news wasn’t good.

Panic soon spread like wildfires as people shut themselves inside their homes. Zeuwa lay inside his mother’s room, quivering, burning with a sudden fever. In his delirium, he called for Efu, asking him to return his dead half-sibling to life. His booming, fever-ravaged voice drew the familiar contempt of the rest of his family.

“The pathetic imbecile, Zeuwa!” they said, shaking their heads with contempt. “The sight of the tragedy has roasted his already damaged brain cells. Now, he’s imagining a powerful witch doctor who can cast some juju spells to undo our tragedy.”

And inside the small stuffy bedroom, Mmah’s panicked eyes followed her brother’s quivering body with unrepressed terror—Oh our ancestors! What was the demon that visited us? What kind of evil is this that has entered our lives? How did Zeze find this demon? Oh, please, ancestors, don’t let that demon kill my brother, please! Save Zeze from the demon’s clutch. Save us all from the wrath of that accursed demon. I wish Mama would return quickly from visiting our horrible big sister, Chia, in Abuja. I don’t want to be alone here with Zeze in case the demon returns again…
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Chia surveyed her restaurant from the seclusion of her tiny office through its small spy window that faced the main food lounge. The restaurant was heaving, loud afro-juju music playing in the background as tables laboured under the weight of assorted dishes and drinks. Credit cards and cash changed hands with frequent efficiency, while loud voices cheerfully conversed in between mouthfuls. Muted lighting created a cosy intimacy which added a bit of class to her restaurant – a place normally known to suffer from urban tackiness with its tired furnishings and cluttered environment. But now, under the chilled air of her noisy air-conditioning units, her customers allowed themselves to focus on the main reason they frequented the dismal-looking restaurant – Chia’s famous assorted meat pepper-soup dish and fresh palm wine straight from the palm trees, neither diluted with water nor artificially sweetened with sugar.

A small smile of smug satisfaction creased Chia’s podgy face – everything was going just the way she liked it. She took a long draw on her cigarette and perused the customers with leisurely interest, especially the rowdy male clientele in their flamboyant native attires, confident poses and loud voices. As she blew out the smoke through pursed lips, she checked out their clothing and demeanour, trying to figure out the special one she would invite back to her office later that night. Her eyes were hard, cold and calculating in their predatory detachment. A fleeting thought entered her mind—I wonder if that tall fool will dare return to my restaurant after what happened yesterday at the motel? I swear, I won’t put it past the yeye idiot. After all, everyone knows that tall men have no smartness like short men. The fools grow away their senses, unlike short men whose brains don’t have far to travel, and remain safe and strong inside their pompous little heads. Oh well…

Chia lifted her shoulders in a small shrug, returning her attention to her customers as she puffed away leisurely on her cigarette. Her gaze rested on a fat man with chubby cheeks who was rubbing his distended stomach contentedly, a toothpick stuck proudly in the corner of his mouth—Could he be the one? She studied his companion, a frumpy-looking woman in a cheap bubu and untidy curly wig. She didn’t look like someone that would have enough money to bribe the police or hire a detective. Once again, Chia smiled, this time, a smirk of triumph—He’s the one, alright. Time to get to work on him.

She turned away from the spy window and drew the curtain, sealing herself away from her customers and staff. She waddled over to her small desk and sat on the specially designed wide armchair behind it. The desk was covered in various files and paperwork, together with numerous packets of Rothmans cigarettes at different levels of emptiness. The small office reeked of cigarette smoke: Chia quickly pulled open a drawer and withdrew her Coco Chanel perfume and a small glass jar half-filled with a dark cream.

“Bambino Chick!” she hailed herself with her familiar self-accolade as she doused her body copiously in Coco, creating an overpowering fusion of nicotine and designer perfume. She liked expensive designer accessories: bags, shoes, sunglasses, wrist watches and perfumes. They didn’t show her up as clothes did; instead, they enhanced her with respectability. People always noticed when you pulled out a designer item, and she made enough money in her restaurant to treat herself to those little luxuries. The last thing she wanted was for people to notice the unsightly mass of bony protrusions on her back, the ghastly lumps that expanded her girth to resemble a rhino’s rump.

The first lump had arrived on the day she killed her first man. Initially, she had thought it was a cancerous growth, but after exhaustive tests, her doctors had informed her that there was nothing they could do. The X-rays showed that the lump was a renegade bone attached to her spinal cord. Operating on it was risky: she could become wheelchair-bound. By the time the second lump appeared, suspiciously after her second murder, she had known that something sinister had taken hold of her body.

Then the lumps began to move. Their movement was like the angry kicks of restless twin foetuses, only much worse, more violent. She had shrieked in panic and pain the first time, reaching behind her back to halt the roils and jolts of the two lumps with a frantic hand. They resisted her, pushing themselves viciously against her hand until she was forced to withdraw it.

A ghastly groan had filled the room, bringing a sudden shriek to Chia’s lips—A-ancestors! I’ve been discovered! She had turned around in panic, expecting to find someone standing behind her, staring in horror at the sight of the dead man at her feet. But there had been nobody, just her and her naked victim inside her office. She’d heaved a deep sigh of relief and turned back to the body.

The unearthly groans had returned, this time louder; a terrifying howl that doused her skin in terror-rashes—Ancestors! It’s coming from my back! The lumps are talking… they’re alive! Chia’s screams had pierced through the walls of her office, reverberating around her empty restaurant. Her shrieks fuelled their growls and soon, Chia feared she might lose her sanity as a result of the unearthly pitch emitting from her back.

“Stop! Oh, ancestors! Stop; just stop, please,” she had screeched, sobbing, banging her back violently against the wall to try and halt the violent rumbles of the bone-lumps.

Her actions worked the magic. The manic shuddering on her back ceased as the lumps howled in agony—Aahh… the hard wall is crushing them and giving them pain. Chei-chei! Yeye devil-things! I will make you suffer well-well, you rubbish somethings! Chia released a manic cackle and smashed her back once again against the wall, hard and fast. Yet again, the lumps wailed pathetically and Chia’s face twisted in a malevolent smile.

“Let that be a lesson to you,” she shouted. “Next time, I’ll smash you all with a hammer, you hear me? Rubbish things!” She kissed her teeth angrily.

The lumps didn’t release a squeak for the rest of that night or for days after – until her third kill birthed her third lump and the familiar ruckus returned. Since then, several more lumps had joined those three. Chia had now ceased to wonder and worry about their abominable presence. At the last count, she had nine bony lumps littering her back and bulking up her size until she almost resembled a hunched-back elephant—Rubbish yeye things!

Chia hissed and sprayed a bit more Coco between her breasts, under her armpits, and inside her open thighs for good measure. Then she quickly unscrewed the small jar on her desk and dipped her forefinger into it. A glob of black grease followed her finger out of the jar. With careful deliberation, Chia began to rub the cream into her face, slowly, gently, ensuring every inch of flesh was coated with the black grease—Must ensure every part of my face is covered for this Juju Glamour-Cream to work. Shegé! It’s not easy to create perfect beauty, I swear. The sacrifices I have to make for this special beauty miracle…

She shook her head and barked a harsh laugh as she continued to massage the black grease into her face. When she was done, she carefully recapped the jar and returned it to the drawer with the perfume bottle before locking it with her key—Bambino Chick! Go do your magic now! As she stood up from her chair, Chia’s mien changed. Her shoulders straightened, her neck flung back arrogantly like a chaebol heiress. She picked up her mobile phone and left her office. Her heart pounded with familiar anticipation as she entered the food lounge. No matter how many times she did a Flash Gordon on her customers, the thrill never ceased. She didn’t need to hear the loud admiring gasps of the men or the louder hostile hisses of the women to know that her sudden appearance had been noticed—Die with envy, sisters! Eat your jealous hearts out! I will take your yeye husbands and boyfriends from you anytime I want and there is nothing you can do about it.

Chia smiled coolly, regally, as she started to navigate the tables, greeting her customers with her contrived husky voice, giving them each her individual attention.

“Nigerian Beyoncé! Chei! This beautiful woman, you will kill me one day with your unparalleled beauty.” A male customer grabbed her hand before she could walk past his table. A Rolex watch gleamed smugly on his wrist. His companion, a heavily made-up woman, sneered loudly, eyeing Chia’s dumpy body and coarse features with contempt before turning a pair of disbelieving eyes on the man.

“This fool man! Are you blind? Who are you calling Nigerian Beyoncé?” The woman’s voice was loud with disbelief. “I beg, tell me you’re cracking a joke otherwise I’ll just walk out of this place now. I won’t take this insult from any man.” She kissed her teeth angrily, glaring again at Chia. The hex never worked on women, only the men.

“Go then,” the Rolex man shouted at his furious companion before returning his attention to Chia. In the glassy orbs of his eyes, Chia saw her reflection, the image the man saw when he looked at her. Her messy corn-rowed hair was now golden tresses, flowing all the way below her shoulders. Her dark, pockmarked skin glowed the pale colour of the mixed-race women in the city, while her face dazzled with glossy sophistication. Even her cotton bubu kaftan had been replaced with a figure-hugging black dress that showed off her stunning hour-glass figure to perfection—Chei-chei! This crazy man really has good fantasies, oh! If only I can look like this Beyoncé woman forever! Mind you, I think I prefer the Rihanna me.

Chia continued to admire her beautiful false image in the Rolex man’s eyes, while the man continued to marinate in his own ego, convinced she was blown away by his non-existent good looks due to the intensity of her gaze.

“Nigerian Beyoncé, will you follow me to a hotel tonight?” He pulled her low until their faces almost touched, as he whispered his request into her ear. His breath was hot on her skin, his breathing harsh and fast. “I promise you, you will be bow-legged by the time I finish sexing you. My stamina pass Tiger Woods. No Viagra, just natural Ram. What time do you finish here so I can come and pick you up?”

His words broke Chia’s mesmerism with her beautiful reflection. She laughed softly and extricated her arm from his hold—Should I make him the one? The man’s companion stood up abruptly and stomped off, giving Chia a poisonous look that brought instant sanity to her head—No… I can’t invite him back. This woman is the type who will give me proper wahala with the police and make my life a misery later on. Oh well…

Chia waddled over to the next table, only to fight off another amorous wannabe lover. This time, the man called her ‘Sweet Serena’ before promising to buy her a car if she spread her thighs for him while dressed in short white tennis skirts and stiletto high heels. Again, Chia admired her taut fit body and luscious hair, complete with a skimpy, white sleeveless dress, high heels and a tennis racket. In the lust-struck lens of the man’s eyes, she allowed herself to wallow in this latest manifestation of herself before reluctantly declining his offer. Maybe when her new SUV started to give her trouble, then she might consider the idiot’s proposition.

Finally, after many tricky manoeuvres, Chia found herself at the fat man’s table, her chosen victim. The man’s wigged companion looked at her with a friendly smile, seeing a fellow unattractive woman in Chia’s frumpy, obese body. Chia smiled back at her, patting her shoulder gently.

“Is the food good?” she asked the woman, oozing solicitous friendliness. “Is there anything else I can get for you?”

Before the woman could talk, the fat man stumbled to his feet and started to bow down frantically, his hands clasped in front of him like someone in devotional prayers before Buddha.

“Good evening, great madam! Good evening, my powerful madam! A wonderful evening to you, beautiful strong madam!” The man’s voice was awestruck, his fleshy face drenched in sweat as he continued to genuflect to Chia with his effusive bows.

Huh? What is this new madness now? Chia’s brows creased with confusion. Never before had she experienced such a reaction in a man and suddenly, she was desperate to see what the man saw in her face, the false image of his ultimate lay which her Juju Glamour-Cream had created in his befuddled mind. And when the man finally lifted his head, Chia gasped.

In the spaced-out glaze of his eyes, she saw Aja Kong, complete with war paint, black leather gloves and cropped blonde hair. In her tight spandex, the great female wrestler hulked menacingly over the man, a colossal goddess from Mount Olympus and Mount Fuji—Jesus Christ!

Sudden tears filled Chia’s eye, bringing a hard knot to her throat as she continued to stare at her latest manifestation—Finally! Oh my good ancestors! Finally, you show me my true self! Chei-chei! This is exactly how Bambino Chick should look: powerful, imposing, and terrifyingly beautiful. No man would ever dare mess with me if I looked like this for real.

Chia looked at the man, conflicted. It was the first time this had ever happened to her, a reluctance to invite a chosen man back to her office—I swear, any man that can dream up this fantasy is at another level, oh. Shegé! How can I now invite him back to my office when he’s the only man who has ever conjured the true Bambino Chick? Chei-chei! I need to see this amazing vision of myself in his eyes as many times as possible. So, what now? Who will replace him tonight?

“Nigerian Beyoncé, come over here and let us finish our conversation.” A petulant voice called her over, breaking her rumination—Idiot yeye man! You’ve just ruined yourself! I guess I’ll invite you back after all. Too bad you’re not fat enough though…

Chia turned and smiled brightly at the Rolex man, a malevolent gleam in her eyes.

“Meet me inside my office at midnight, so you can sex me proper-proper, you hear?” She sent the unspoken message into the man’s mind as she held his eyes, watching his face break out in a wide smile. He continued to wink lasciviously at her through the night; by the time he finally left her restaurant that evening, she knew that even Jesus’s sudden arrival wouldn’t keep him away from their midnight rendezvous.

*   *   *

Chia lit a cigarette, staring with calm detachment at the slumped body of the Rolex man on her office floor. He was as stone cold as the sparkly gems encrusting his expensive Rolex. She stooped and removed the watch from his wrist, examining its fine diamonds and exquisite design—What kind of wahala is this now? Brows dipped, she pondered what to do with the Rolex, whether to sell the watch or gift it to somebody—I swear, I just hate it when these idiots come to die in my office with things that are difficult to dispose of. Shegé!

Chia hissed in disgust, staring contemplatively at the Rolex. One of her previous victims had driven to her restaurant despite her warning not to do so, forcing her to spend the night dumping his car at a distant village location. Another of the fools had arrived with a DVD player and several porn videos he wanted them to watch before he indulged his fantasy with his ‘Whiplash Vic’ as he called her. In his eyes, she saw Victoria Beckham’s skinny frame and stony face. Even as he fell into unconsciousness from her usual laced gin and lime cocktail before she strangled him, the idiot man kept asking her to smile, his own face coated in a fool’s grin.

“Just a little smile for Daddy B, my beautiful Whiplash Vic, you hear?” the dying man had wheedled with his wheezing, final breath. “Haba! This woman’s body just beautiful, skinny like a koboko cane. She’ll flog a man well with her body and do sexual gymnastics in the bed. Haba!”

Ha! Useless yeye man!

Chia cursed under her breath and checked the time on the Rolex watch – 01:00hrs! She cross-checked on her own Rolex – Perfect-perfect! You can never beat a good Rolex! She smiled tightly as she chucked the man’s watch into the money pouch sewn inside her special bloomers and zipped it in. Then she picked up his mobile phone and swiped it. It was locked but that wasn’t a problem. She had already noticed him use his fingerprint when he took her phone number earlier in the evening. She pressed his dead finger to the phone and watched the screen glow—Now we’re talking. She quickly deleted her number from his contact list before carrying out a rapid perusal to see who else was in his contacts. None of the names were familiar. With a muttered curse, she switched off the mobile and chucked it into her bloomer pouch—Now, to get to work.

She crushed her cigarette butt under her foot and started to strip the body. The movement awakened the mass of bony lumps inhabiting her back. The familiar turbulent roiling of flesh and bones resumed as the lumps pushed and rumbled against her skin, emitting their familiar ghastly and sinister moans.

“I’ve already warned you rubbish things to shut up and behave yourselves before I destroy you all,” she screeched at them with a venom-laced voice, as she reached behind and punched the nearest lump, the newest addition to the bony collection on her back. The lump moaned and quickly fell silent, just like the rest of the troublesome hard lumps. “That’s better. I have no time for you people’s nonsense anymore, you hear? Shegé!”

Chia hissed and stooped to pull off the Rolex man’s underwear, staring briefly at his limp penis. A disdainful sneer twisted her lips—Ha! Tiger Woods! Natural Ram, indeed! She kicked away his clothes and began to drag the body towards a high shelf set at the side of her office, adjacent to the door. The shelf contained decorative ornaments and framed photos of the various celebrities she’d been called by her juju-glamoured customers. Rihanna’s photo was the latest addition to the collection—Guess I’ll have to add some nice photos of Beyoncé and Serena Williams now. Briefly, she thought about adding Aja Kong’s photo to the collection—Uh-uh. She shook her head. That particular picture, her true Bambino Chick image, was too precious to share with the world.

Chia pushed the shelf gently, carefully moving it aside to reveal a dwarf wooden door, approximately four feet high. The door was painted a glossy red colour and had a heavy brass knob that glinted like gold in the bright florescent lighting. Chia turned the knob and pulled the door wide open.

A putrid reek of blood, flesh, and smoke hit her nostrils. She shrank back from the door, coughing and choking as she covered her nose with her hand—Fool woman! Every time you just forget to cover your nose before you open this door. She waited outside the open door for several seconds, allowing her nostrils to gradually acclimatise to the reek once again. Then, with a heavy sigh, she turned and grabbed the Rolex man’s corpse by the arms, dragging him closer to the open dwarf door—Will this fool be the right corpse this time? Please ancestors, let him be the right corpse.

Chia wiped away the hot sweat pouring down her face as she continued to pull the body towards the entrance of the secret room. Her breathing was harsh, and both her back and her arms ached from the exertion. She felt his head bump against the door-sill, hindering the movement of the corpse.

“Shegé!” She swore loudly as she scrambled towards his feet and started to shove him into the dark interior of the hidden room beyond the red dwarf door.

Suddenly, she was hurled backwards by an invisible force that sucked the corpse into the hidden room with cyclone fury. She crashed against the wall, her bubu kaftan flying over her chest, exposing her splayed, mammoth thighs. Through the open dwarf door, the howling rage of the hurricane winds wreaked mayhem in the office. The floor began to vibrate, causing Chia’s desk and display shelf to tremble. Several framed photos toppled to the ground, smashing into shiny fragments, while paperwork flew wildly in the air like a flock of angry gulls.

Chia cowered against the wall, covering her ears with her hands as the windstorm shrilled its familiar terror into her head. Her wide eyes remained glued to the dark interior of the hidden room, hot air pushing through her open mouth. The howling intensified, the sound like the death-shrieks of a million Iwé, the grudge-witches of the underworld. Chia weaved a frantic sign of the cross across her shoulders—Any minute now… any second now…

A red light pierced the pitch darkness of the hidden room, lighting up the blood-drenched walls of the enclosure—Finally! Chia uncovered her ears and savoured the sudden silence as the storm died out, as if swallowed by a fathomless ocean. She stared into the Red Room, as she called it in her mind, and once again, little rashes of terror littered her skin in goosebumps—Ancestors, protect me… Chei-chei!

No matter how many times Chia saw inside the Red Room, the sight never failed to freeze her blood with terror. In her twenty-nine years of existence, she had never witnessed a room of such circular perfection. It was as if it was constructed from a football mould, a blood-filled globe of icy horror.

From the lowly curved roof of the room, an endless stream of thick blood crawled down the rounded walls in a lethargic flow that disappeared into an invisible drainage. At one side of the room, a massive cauldron shimmered over a tripod hosting a blazing fire. The huge flames sparked and sizzled as noisily as the gurgling cauldron above it, but Chia barely cast her gaze at it. Instead, her eyes were fixed on the figure squatting in the middle of the room; a wizened entity with twisted grey dreadlocks that flowed to the ground, forming a carpet of hissing white snakes slithering across the cave-like enclosure. The figure hulked over the corpse of the Rolex man like a giant bird of prey and, once again, Chia’s heart started its manic beats, drumming terror into her soul—Chei-chei! Ancestors, oh!

The squatting entity wore a female form despite the skeletal sharpness of its features. From the white orbs of its cold eyes to the blade-sharp claws tearing into the bloodied corpse, every ounce of its withered body and flowing snake-hair gleamed with the glossiness of white oil paint. When it lifted its face to observe Chia, it grinned with unbridled malevolence, exposing pointy, sharp fangs drenched in blood.

With a choked groan, Chia fell on her knees and bowed her head low, as the fat man had done for her earlier; just lower, deeper. Her forehead touched the floor of her office, banging repeatedly in terrified obeisance. Icy terror quaked her body and her breathing came out in hard, fast rasps.

“Oke-Mmuọ! Oke-Mmuọ! Formidable spirit!” Over and over, Chia repeated the invocation as she crawled closer to the open red door, still keeping her head bowed. Once again, she prayed that the white entity would not find offence with the name she called it and punish her—But it’s not my fault if it still refuses to tell me its name. I have begged to know the name of this terrifying spirit that resides in the secret room of my restaurant, but it still refuses to reveal its true identity to me or tell me why it has made this place its home.

The creature watched her with cold intensity as it slowly gored out the heart from the bloodied corpse and started to devour it, tearing through it with its sharp fangs. The squelching sound of its feed doused Chia in further cold rashes of terror, even as she stared at the macabre feed with morbid fascination. The swarm of white snakes which grew from its head sucked the pooled blood with noisy gusto, enjoying their feast as their owner did. When the entity was done eating the Rolex man’s heart, it started to slice the flesh from his bones with a butcher’s precision, until only the skeletal husk remained in its knobbly perfection. Two perfect human parts now lay before it: one made of dead flesh; the other, the bloodied skeletal husk of what was once the boastful hulk of the Rolex man.

The white entity yanked out the two scrotal balls of the Rolex man’s testicles and, with a casual flick of its hand, sent the heap of bloodied flesh flying across the room and into the sizzling cauldron. Chia heard the hissing sound of frying flesh, coupled with the stench of blood and smoke as she continued to genuflect before the terrifying entity.

“Oke-Mmuọ, is he the right one? Have I finally brought you the right corpse? Will you grant me my British visa now?” Chia’s voice was quivery, her body trembling with a mixture of terror and excitement—Will it be yes this time? Oh please ancestors, let it say yes…

“Human chicken, you will know the right corpse when you see it.” The white entity finally spoke, although its lips barely moved. Its raspy voice reeked with ancient corruption and unbridled malice. Once again, Chia felt little shivers slither all over her body. Acute disappointment almost brought tears to her eyes on hearing the entity’s words. “Now, name another wish so this sacrifice is not wasted.”

The entity continued to observe Chia with icy detachment as it waited for her to name her wish. With absent-minded boredom, it crushed the two testicles into a mushy pulp that it mixed with the Rolex man’s congealed blood pooled at its feet. When it was done, the concoction resembled the greasy black balm of Chia’s Juju Glamour-Cream. Chia eyed it greedily as frazzled thoughts ran through her mind—Chei-chei! I have failed yet again! When will I ever find the right corpse? I have fed this spirit every kind of male corpse imaginable: fat men, thin men, short men, tall men, muscled men and men from every tribe: Igbo to Hausa, Yoruba to Tiv men! What else does it want from me? Why won’t it tell me exactly the type of corpse it wants from me in order to hex the British Embassy into giving me a visa? Chei-chei! My bad luck never ends!

Chia shut her eyes briefly in weariness as she began to explore her options—What should I ask for this time? She had already asked for money, for a successful business, for beauty in the eyes of men, for the power to shrivel men’s penises and render them sterile, for control over men’s minds, for servile employees who obeyed her without questions or suspicions, for good sleep and unfailing health amongst so many other favours. Yet, the greatest of her favours, her British visa, still eluded her. She sighed deeply and opened her eyes, forcing herself to hold the icy glare of the white entity despite her terror of the fearsome spirit—I guess I could ask for another impossibility now. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

“I want love,” Chia finally said. Her voice was low and hesitant, like someone seeking absolution before a priest. “I want love to find me, for a man to love me to distraction, for marriage and a happy home filled with children. Oke-Mmuọ, formidable spirit, give me love until I can find the right corpse for my British visa. That is my wish for this latest sacrifice to your mighty self.”

The entity burst into wild laughter, a manic cackle brimming with gleeful malice. Its laughter brought more terror to Chia’s heart than all its previous actions and, suddenly, she started to wish that she hadn’t made that particular wish after all.

“Human Chicken, you will get love, alright,” the white entity finally rasped between cackles. “You will get the love you desire, the husband you deserve, and the child your destiny determines.” Again, the creature howled with mirth. Then suddenly, the laughter ceased and bored disdain shrouded its ancient features.

With another casual flick of its hand, it drew out the fried meat that was once the body of the Rolex man from the simmering cauldron. The meat floated towards the entrance of the room until it landed in front of Chia. It was shaped just like a man, a boneless man with arms, legs, and a well-fried greasy body that was as flat as a board. The testicle mush quickly joined the fried corpse.

“Here’s your special meat and your face Glamour-Cream for your contented customers,” the white entity said in a weary voice laced with icy contempt. “Take them and go away. Women! Pathetic creatures that never fail to disappoint; even the worst of the breed.”

The Red Room plunged into sudden darkness and an icy air seeped through the open door. Chia shivered and quickly shut the red dwarf door, shutting out the horror within, then shoved the display shelf against the secret door, sealing it off once again. With trembling hands, she lit another cigarette and took several rapid puffs before tidying up her office with manic frenzy. She quickly locked away her fresh jar of Juju Glamour-Cream and surveyed the wreck of her office with arms akimbo. An angry scowl fell on her face as she picked up the shattered photo frames—Shegé! I don’t even know why I bother using glass frames for these pictures when Oke-Mmuọ will just shatter them all over again when next I feed it.

With a weary sigh, she put away the photos and returned to where the fried flesh of the Rolex man lay. He resembled fresh pizza without toppings, flat and greasy. She stooped and touched him—Ouch! Still too hot. She wiped her greasy hand on her bubu and lit another cigarette. Then, she grabbed one of her paper files and started fanning the meat frantically, cursing and mumbling with irritation as she puffed away. She focused her efforts on the fried arms. Several minutes later, the two arms were cool enough to safely handle.

With grim determination, Chia started dragging the fried meat out of the room, leaving a trail of grease and cigarette ashes on the linoleum flooring. Soon, she had the fried man stretched out on her special kitchen slab. She stared at the cooked carcass for several seconds before she carefully arranged its malleable legs into a bowed shape. A malicious smirk spread across her face—Yeye man! Who has bow-legs now, eh? See, I didn’t even have to sex you to give you the bow-legs you had promised to give me, Mr Natural Ram.

She kissed her teeth with disdain and picked up her sharp kitchen knife. Soon, Chia was busy in the empty kitchen, slicing the Rolex man’s fried flesh into small chunks that would be mixed with spiced beef and goat meat for her special meat pepper-soup dish that drew clientele from all over the country to her shabby restaurant. With slow relish, she sliced off the shrivelled, fried penis and took a small bite of the meat, as was her habit. It was a ritual that helped solidify her power over the detested male breed.

Chia smiled, savouring the seasoned delicacy—Chei-chei! I don’t know the kind of magic seasoning Oke-Mmuọ uses, but this yeye man’s penis tastes very sweet, I swear! He would’ve surely given me sex pleasure with this delicious weapon. Maybe I should have sacrificed a different man after all. Chia sighed again as she chewed another satisfying chunk of fried penis. With efficient briskness, she started packing the sliced meat in plastic bags for freezing—If only the fool was fatter, she would have had more meat to feed her customers, she mused.

A new thought arose, one she’d had many times in the past—I wonder what Oke-Mmuọ does with the skeletons of the sacrificed men? Chia paused, a deep frown ridging her brows. It was something she had always wondered about, along with the real identity of the spirit and that weird name it always called her—Human Chicken! What does the crazy name even mean? Do I look like a chicken? Shegé! Please ancestors, don’t let this terrible spirit see me as a sacrificial chicken it intends to eat later on. Everybody, even Christian priests, knew just how much spirits, demons, and supernatural entities loved chickens, and even though this particular entity had an obsession with human flesh, Chia worried that it might still wake up one day craving chicken flesh just like all its abominable kind. Then, that would be it for her—Shegé! Great ancestors, please don’t let Oke-Mmuọ turn me into a chicken and feast on my flesh!

She shuddered, shaking her head furiously, shutting out the ghastly image of her chicken metamorphosis. With grim determination, she returned once more to her abysmal work. When she was done packaging and freezing the meat, she switched off the light and exited her restaurant. The time on her Rolex watch was 04:05hrs. In the bright skies, the full moon hung low and heavy, swollen with malice and mystery.

Chia lit another cigarette and sighed deeply. Another full-moon sacrifice to the unknown spirit residing in her restaurant successfully completed—Still, when will I ever find the right corpse? Great ancestors, please help me find the right corpse for this spirit to finally give me my British visa.
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The beggar boy was standing just outside the gates that led into the shopping mall as Kolade manoeuvred his red Honda towards the parking lot. It wasn’t really his car as far as Claire was concerned, not when she had paid for it. But it was easier for him to drive, since she still struggled to drive on the wrong side of the road as the Nigerians did, unlike the sensible British left-hand driving.

Claire smiled and waved at the small beggar boy in his dirty green shorts, with his dusty hair and bare feet. The boy waved back excitedly at her, a wide smile spreading across his face. The sight of the boy never ceased to fill an empty emotional hole in her heart. Despite his pathetic poverty and filth, something about him reminded her of how her son, Tom, used to be in his early years before he turned into the nasty piece of humanity he now was. Perhaps it was the boy’s relentless cheerfulness, even in the midst of his miserable existence, that bright smile that always lit up his face whenever he saw her. Or maybe it was the enthusiasm of his waves and the genuine joy in his eyes at the sight of her. Or, even more incredulously, his perfect English accent that could easily be Tom’s childhood voice if she shut her eyes. No matter how much she thought about it, she still couldn’t figure out how a little African beggar could speak with the distinct clipped accent of an English boy. Each time she saw him, the beggar boy’s smile made Claire feel special and loved, just the way Tom’s trusting and loving smile used to twist a knot around her heart when he was a child. The sight of the young beggar always filled her with joy; she couldn’t wait to drop off some more money and food gifts with him after her shopping.

She had first met the beggar child a few weeks after her arrival in Nigeria. It had been a dire time in her life due to discovering that her new department head, Brian Peabody, was none other than the same bastard who had burdened her with the infamous moniker of ‘Met Squad Bike’ while she worked in the police force. In little time, Brian Peabody had tried to elevate her to the new status of ‘Diplomatic Squad Bike’, providing the same special services as in her police days. She guessed it was a kind of promotion of sorts. After all, she would now be servicing a more prestigious clientele than the rank and file at the police headquarters: diplomats seeking sexual gratifications with a white woman to avoid the security perils of engaging with local women.

Except she was no longer in the mood to be ridden by anyone anymore. She had wasted little time in showing Brian Peabody that she was no longer the young woman he had known in their police days, a timid criminal living with the terror of discovery following Neil’s murder. Joining the police force had been a calculated decision to protect herself from discovery. Staying in the job had been another fear-driven choice to provide for her son as a single mother. In the end, her fears had made her prey to the myriad of sexual predators lurking as police officers – starting with her immediate boss, Brian Peabody, a tinpot dictator whose absolute power left her in a perpetual state of awe and fear. It had been easier to just open her thighs for whoever demanded, rather than expose herself to scrutiny and bullying. In no time, Brian Peabody had become both her boss and pimp, sending her to various high-ranked officers in countless hotel rooms to provide her special kind of service in return for promotions and other perks. When Brian Peabody eventually left the force, she had heaved a sigh of relief – even as her sexual harassment continued, thanks to her unsavoury nickname. Her subsequent resignation from the force to begin a fresh career at the Foreign Office had seemed like a lucky break.

Until she arrived in Nigeria to confront her old nemesis.

Claire’s rejection of Brian Peabody’s advances quickly resulted in a nightmare situation peppered with hostility, sustained undermining and intense bullying. Coupled with her mother’s sudden death, Tom’s constant brushes with the law, and the stress of the new African country she now found herself in, Claire had been filled with so much despair that living had seemed a worthless endeavour. Those were the days before she met Kolade at the Fela Kuti Dance Club and life had become slightly more endurable, even if not wholly welcomed. Shopping had been her only avenue of escape from the unremitting misery of her existence and the little beggar boy had soon become a part of her wretched existence – albeit a good part.

Now, as she waved at the smiling boy, Claire marvelled at the unchanging appearance of the child. No matter how many times she saw him at the exit of the shopping mall, he never donned anything else save the dirty green shorts, rain or shine. No top or shoes; just his bare chest, dusty feet and smiling little face—Poor sweet child! Bless him! I must give him more money today to buy some clothes and a pair of shoes at least.

Kolade drove into the car park and killed the engine. He checked the mirrors before stepping out of the vehicle. It was a security measure he carried out to ensure he didn’t get ambushed by would-be kidnappers who might see his white girlfriend as an easy ransom target. Claire remained in her seat, waiting for him to open the door for her as she had trained him to do. Sometimes he forgot to afford her that courtesy or had selective amnesia when he was pissed at her for some fragile male-ego issues. But most times, he performed as he was required to do. Today was one of those days.

Claire took her time stepping out of the passenger seat as Kolade stood, waiting patiently. Even while doing the menial job of opening her door, Kolade still managed to carry out the feat with superbly contrived poise. He faced away from her, ensuring he was visible to all the other shoppers milling around the complex grounds. His free right hand was pushed elegantly into his trouser pocket while he coolly perused the large parking lot behind his designer sunglasses—I bought those too, twat!

Claire gave a slight angry shake of her head, striving to rein in her irritation. She knew that Kolade was aware of just how good he looked in his tall, lean elegance and was enjoying the open admiration of several glamorous females—Fucking wanker! I know you’re just spiting me for making you hold the door open for me.

Claire pulled down the front mirror with a vicious yank and started reapplying her pink lipstick on her thin lips. When she was done, she retrieved her brush from her handbag and attacked her frizzy hair for the umpteenth time, counting each stroke until she got to fifty, her current age—A good yardstick for dishing out frustration to the sod. As she re-doused herself with Yves Saint Laurent Opium, she could hear Kolade’s loud sighs and the impatient taps of his foot. The sounds filled her with immense satisfaction and glee—Bloody Adonis! If only we could have your penis hacked off like some Greek statue. Let’s see how cool you’ll look then with a missing pecker. Ha!

Claire smirked silently before leisurely exiting the car. The midday heat hit her with blistering force, almost causing her to swoon. She quickened her steps, desperate to escape into the cool sanctuary of the air-conditioned shopping mall.

“Sweetie, we need to hurry up with your shopping because I’m meeting the Alhaji for a contract in an hour’s time, OK?” Kolade’s voice had a wheedling quality that suddenly grated on Claire’s nerves.

“I told you not to call me sweetie,” she snarled, giving him a vicious look. “I hate sweetie. I’m too fucking old to be anybody’s bloody sweetie. Just fucking call me darling, alright? Shit!” She turned and started stomping towards the shopping complex while Kolade followed her dutifully.

“Darling, just relax, OK?” Kolade said, the familiar chilled smile on his handsome face as he grabbed her arm gently. Claire glowered at him, resentment fuming up her heart—Fucking knob! Bet he’ll smile right into his grave.

“I’m fucking relaxed,” she snapped. “Actually, no. I’m not relaxed, OK? You keep giving me this yarn about contracts and meetings with freaking Alhajis each time I can’t reach you, and it’s been happening too frequently lately. This is the first time I’m seeing you in over a week and the first thing you tell me is that you have yet another meeting with another fucking Alhaji. I’d planned on spending the day with you and that’s exactly what I’ll fucking do.” Claire shrugged off Kolade’s hand and stormed into the shopping mall.

She got on the escalator and turned to continue her rant. But Kolade wasn’t behind her. He hadn’t followed her to the escalator. Her eyes widened in disbelief as she stretched her neck over the other shoppers, searching for Kolade’s familiar groomed figure—The tosser had better not abandon me here.

She turned around just in time and stumbled off the escalator, barely avoiding a mortifying sprawl on the shiny marbled floor of the mall—Fuck! Her heart was racing from the near-miss and sudden rage exploded inside her head—Shagging wanker! Just you wait till I get my hands on you. God! Claire pulled her mobile phone from her bag and punched the call button.

The phone rang. She tapped her feet angrily, impatiently. It continued to ring until she cut it off. She jabbed the button with a furious finger once again. Yet again, it rang without Kolade’s familiar voice answering her call. Claire’s heart was racing, rage turning her skin a deep plum colour—Ha! The gobshite is ignoring my calls now, right? Fucker dares ignore my calls with the mobile phone I bought for him? Okaaay! This is it! I’ll show the wretch I wasn’t a British cop of over twenty years for nothing. I ate little black dickheads like him for breakfast. I’ve been too soft on him and his bloody cousin and see how he treats me. No more Miss Nicey-Nicey; hell no!

An ugly look entered Claire’s eyes—Actually, why don’t we get his precious little cousin to do his job for him? Claire punched another key on her mobile with a vicious finger. This time, the phone was answered before the third ring.

“Shadé, I’m at the shopping mall and I need you to get over here asap.” Claire’s voice was hard.

“I’m having my lectures now, Aunty Claire,” Shadé replied.

“I don’t give a fuck about your lectures,” Claire snarled. “You can choose a roof over your head, your mobile phone, plus a possible British visa. Or you can choose your precious lectures instead. It’s up to you, babes.”

There was a brief silence as both women pondered their situation. But Claire already knew she had the upper hand and an ugly smirk coated her face as she waited for Shadé to speak.

“I’ll catch an Uber and meet you outside the mall.” Shadé’s voice was petulant and Claire’s grey eyes glinted with malice—That should teach you and your stupid cousin to fuck with me. Nobody messes with Claire Bellows and gets away with it.

Soon, Claire was perusing the various shops in the complex, selecting suitable gifts for her son, who was visiting her the next weekend. It was Tom’s first visit with her since she was posted to the Nigerian diplomatic mission over two years ago. She was looking forward to entertaining him and hopefully reconnecting with him on an emotional level once again. As the product of her teenage pregnancy, Tom treated her more like a sister than a mother, and not a respected sister either. Her relationship with her only child was tumultuous to say the least. At thirty-two years old, Tom was still unemployed and living in her house in Essex. Hardly a month went by without Claire asking some of her old colleagues in the Met to help bail Tom’s arse out of one mess or the other, mainly drug and violence-related. The last offence was a vicious rape against a teenage prostitute. It had taken a secret visit by some plainclothes cops to the girl’s house at Claire’s request to get her to withdraw her complaint. That was just a month ago: since then, Tom had been hiding out and living it up in Ibiza at her expense. His impending visit was her last desperate resort to sort him out. If nothing else, his three-week visit to Nigeria would keep him out of trouble in the UK. There was little Tom could get up to in Nigeria, and even if he did so, she figured the corrupt police force would be easier to handle – not forgetting the all-powerful diplomatic immunity.

The fact that her son was six years older than her lover wasn’t lost on Claire and she was dreading what Tom would make of her relationship with Kolade—Not that it’s the little shit’s business anyway. He can hike it back to the UK if he doesn’t like it. I don’t need to explain my life to him of all people. Still, Cole had better be on his best behaviour, otherwise the shit will really hit the fan and I mean it. Once again, her brows dipped in a frown as she glanced around anxiously, hoping to see Kolade amongst the throng of shoppers. He was still nowhere to be found and her rage was brewing again. By the time she finished her shopping and argued robustly with the girl at the checkout counter about her change, she was ready to punch someone in the face for the sheer bloody-mindedness of it—Fucking Africans! Bloody brain-dead pissants, the lot!

Shadé was waiting for her at the entrance of the mall. Claire could see the usual feverish attention that seemed to follow the girl everywhere she went. The women looked at her with admiration and envy, while the men ogled her svelte glamour with undiluted lust—

Shit-brain little tart!

Claire quickly dumped her shopping bags at Shadé’s heeled feet before stomping off towards the exit gate of the shopping complex—Kolade can bloody well find me when he’s done faffing around. Her swollen feet were hurting badly and the intense heat was plaguing her with sweat and extreme fatigue. But she was determined to make Kolade and Shadé suffer by chasing after her and awaiting her pleasure. She limped her way towards the little beggar boy at the exit gate, her face red, puffy, and sweaty. He spied her and quickly rushed over, his face creased in an unfamiliar frown.

“Oyibo-Aunty, what’s the matter with your legs?” His voice tinkled like little bells and the clipped English accent once again filled Claire’s heart with intense warmth. She almost hugged the child, such was her strong attachment to him.

“Bless you, dear.” She smiled at the boy. “Oyibo-Aunty is fine. Just that my feet are a bit sore. They tend to swell up in the heat, you see.” She shrugged with a wry smile, reaching into her bag for her purse. The only time she liked the word ‘oyibo’ or ‘oyinbo’ (white person) was when the little beggar boy called her the name. On his lips, it was a term of endearment rather than one of either derision or greed, as was the case when spoken by the other natives. Even that airhead, Shadé, had called her an ugly old oyinbo woman the first time they met, unaware that Claire understood what the phrase meant—Fucking bitch!

Just then, Claire heard the sound of a car drive up to her and stop. A door slammed and elegant footsteps tapped over to her side. She turned around and saw Shadé standing beside her while Kolade waited in the car, hiding his eyes behind his dark designer sunglasses with an arm sprawled coolly across the passenger seat—Barbieland Ken! Even inside a car, the vain man continues to pose for his adoring audience. Claire scowled sourly at him and turned her attention back to the beggar boy in his ubiquitous filthy green shorts.

“Here’s a little something for you to buy some clothes, alright?” She handed the boy a wad of naira notes.

Beside her, Shadé gasped. “Aunty Claire, how can you give all this money to a beggar?” Shadé scolded, her eyes wide with avarice as she quickly snatched the money from the boy. “That’s the thing with you oyinbo people. You just throw away good money to the wrong people. What can this dirty boy do with all this money? Instead, I can do my hair and manicure with it, and still have change to top up my mobile credit so you can make more calls with my phone whenever you like.” She rounded on the beggar boy with an angry face. “And you little thief! You think you have seen an oyinbo woman you can fool, eh? You think I haven’t seen how you wave at her every time we come to shop here? Ha! I know your type and have my eyes on you. So, if you know what’s good for you, don’t ever let me catch you taking money again from this oyinbo woman, you hear? Kaja!” She hissed and turned away.

“Shadé, give that money back to the child right now!” Claire’s voice was like thunder, rage turning her expression dark. “How dare you take the money from this little boy? Don’t you ever dare do such a thing again, ever!”

“Aunty Claire, I was just trying to stop this boy from ripping you off.” Shadé looked at her pleadingly, holding tight to the money, unwilling to part with it.

“I want to be ripped off by him, alright?” Claire snarled. “It’s my fucking money and I can fucking give it to anyone I like. So, give the money back to the child asap!”

Shadé glared at the beggar boy before reaching out a reluctant arm towards him. Still, her fingers held tight to the money until Claire snatched the notes from her and pushed them into the child’s hands.

The boy turned and promptly handed the money back to Shadé. The ubiquitous smile was still on his face and his voice tinkled like bells when he spoke.

“Money-Miss, please take the money and cry,” he said as he pushed the notes into Shadé’s unresisting hand. Claire sniggered as Shadé choked.

“What did you just say, you beggar-rat?” Shadé shrieked, stooping low to twist the boy’s ear viciously. “What did you just say to me, you useless boy?”

“I said, Money-Miss, please take the money and cry,” the boy repeated. But now, his voice was no longer the tinkle of bells, but a hard baritone that sent sudden chills through Claire’s skin. It was as if a different person spoke through the child’s lips. When she looked in his eyes, the icy darkness of his stare brought sudden thuds to her heart—Am I seeing and hearing things, or has the little beggar boy suddenly morphed into someone different; someone not very pleasant?

By her side, Shadé was screeching and shaking the boy, her voice pitched with her rage. “Kaja! I thought that’s what you said, you little bastard!” Shadé screamed at the child as she landed a hard slap on his face. “How dare you insult your elder and better? You think that you can talk anyhow to me because the oyinbo woman likes you, eh?” She slapped the boy again before Claire could intervene.

Not that Claire needed to restrain Shadé as she had intended. Something strange was happening in front of her, something that had her questioning her vision. Even as she heard the car door slam as Kolade rushed up to them, Shadé’s shoulders started to quake with the force of her sudden sobs. Great balls of tears rolled down her cheeks as she wailed inconsolably like a keening widow. She was wiping her face with the money, blowing her nose into the naira, scrunching up the notes as if they were toilet tissue instead of the precious currency that she had fought so hard to snatch from the beggar boy.

Claire stared from Shadé to the beggar boy, her grey eyes wide with shock, surprise, and something akin to fear. She wasn’t scared easily but something about the boy, an unfathomable look in his glittering eyes, filled her with a sense of unease. The child’s face was twisted in a small inscrutable smile, his eyes hard and cold, the cruel gaze of a deadly predator. Shadé’s shoulders continued to quake with the force of her sobs. When Kolade wrapped his arms around her, she shoved him away angrily and intensified her keening.

“Shadé, what’s the matter? Come on, speak to me, OK?” Kolade’s voice was urgent and when he turned to Claire, his eyes blazed with anger. “What the fuck did you do to her, Claire? What did you say to…?”

“Shut the fuck up, you!” Claire screamed, glaring at both Kolade and Shadé. “Why are you blaming me before even finding out what happened, you fuckwit? Your cousin is nothing but a greedy attention-seeker.” She rounded on Shadé. “Just shut the fuck up, you little shit. Why are you kicking up a fuss just because I told you off for snatching the money from the kid? Or is it because the boy insulted your pathetic pride by telling you to take the money and cry? Fucking hell! I’m done with you two idiots for today,”

Claire stomped off to the parked car and grabbed her shopping bags before calling an Uber. The beggar boy ran up to her side, even as Kolade tried to calm Shadé with soft words and tender solicitations.

“Oyibo-Aunty, let me carry your bags for you,” the beggar boy offered with his familiar cheerful smile. Claire tried to recall the look she had seen on his face just minutes ago, the cold and ruthless voice that had spoken misery into Shadé’s heart—Stupid ignorant girl! I hope she cries for the rest of her frigging life! And to see that idiot Kolade fussing over her as if she’s some bleeding Fabergé egg! Claire glared viciously at the couple before beaming a tight smile at the beggar boy.

“It’s alright, my lovely,” she said, patting his head gently. “The bags aren’t heavy and my Uber will soon be here. Listen, you didn’t need to give the money back to that stupid girl. I know it’s your custom in this wretched country to respect your elders, but sometimes, you need to watch out for number one, OK?” She fixed him with a fierce glare. “You must promise me that you’ll never let anyone bully you again. I don’t care if they’re older or bigger than you; you must learn to fight for yourself, alright? It’s awful enough that a little kid like you is forced to beg in the streets and care for yourself without some shithead trying to take away the little you have.” Claire shook her head, overcome with sudden fury. “God! I hate this fucking country! No welfare system for poor kids like this child and shameless hustlers like Shadé doing the dirty on him. Bloody crooks, the lot!”

The beggar boy watched her silently as she raged, his face impassive, like one whose mind roamed distant lands. When she finally fell silent, her chest heaving in barely repressed fury, he reached out a tentative hand and touched her arm.

“Oyibo-Aunty, will you play a game we usually play in my village when we are sad?” he asked, smiling at her with twinkly eyes. “It’s called the wishing game. You’re a very kind woman and I want to play our game with you because I don’t want you to be unhappy,”

Claire felt her heart go out to the child—Aaww…what a sweet child. “Sure! Let’s play the wishing game. It sounds a fun way to kill time while we wait for the Uber.” She smiled down at him.

“It’s fun, honestly,” the boy nodded enthusiastically. “So, Oyibo-Aunty, if you could have one wish right now from the mighty Oshun, the deity of wishes, what would you wish for?”

“Ha! To be young and beautiful like that bitch!” Claire said without hesitation, smiling back at the boy with wry bitterness as she nodded towards Shadé. “In fact, not just beautiful, but mesmerisingly beautiful, so that every man will be under my spell.” An image of Shadé in her glamorous beauty flashed through Claire’s mind as she spoke. Once again, her mood turned sour.

“Done!” the beggar boy said with a giggle. “I am now the powerful deity of wishes and I have now granted you your wish. You will become young and very beautiful soon, but first you must agree to sacrifice a man to me in return, yes?” His eyes glittered with playful mischief as he spoke and Claire laughed, joining in the impromptu game.

“Yes, oh great deity of wishes. I agree to sacrifice a man to you in return for youth and incredible beauty. Fucking hell! You can even take that wretched sod Kolade as my sacrifice right now, for all I care.” Claire turned to look behind where Kolade was still trying to entice Shadé into the car—Fucking wanker! Imagine blaming me for the stupid bitch’s histrionics! I don’t give a fuck if she’s his bloody cousin and all. He owes me loyalty as his frigging girlfriend.

By the time the Uber arrived, Claire was ready to kill both Kolade and Shadé. The girl continued to wail as if her life was ending any second; Kolade insisted on fussing over her with little concern for Claire. The little beggar boy stayed with her until the taxi arrived. Before she left, Claire finally did what she had been craving to do from the first time she saw his little smiling face, dirty green shorts, and deliciously perfect English accent.

She stooped and hugged him.

She held him close, tight, ignoring his filthy and dusty state, loving the faint smell of smoke, dust, and an indefinable metallic odour that clung to him. It was the most wholesome hug she had ever given anyone since Tom became a troubled teenager with attitude and emotional distance. Suddenly, she wished she could take the child back to her house with her.

“By the way, what’s your name, dear?” she asked, still holding him close. He cocked his head as if giving it great thought. Claire quickly released him from her arms. “It’s alright; I know it’s not safe to give strangers your name but, honestly, you’re safe with me, OK? My name’s Claire but you can keep calling me Oyibo-Aunty. I like it.” She smiled at him kindly.

“I have two names,” the boy finally said. “It’s Efu and Ọchi. You can choose which name you want to call me.” Once again, the small smile was on his face, a secret smile that seemed to mock and entice at the same time. But she knew it wasn’t the case; the child was as harmless as a puppy.

Claire pondered the two names – Efu sounded like ‘orphan’, and something told her the poor child was an orphan. The other name, Ọchi, sounded like a painful groan, a bit like ‘ouch’, or even worse, ‘urchin’.

“Efu,” she said firmly, nodding her head. “I like Efu and that’s what I’ll call you. As you probably know by now, I visit this shopping mall every weekend, mostly on Saturdays around this time. So, wait for me here every Saturday, OK? I want to give you a little something every weekend to tide you through the week.”

A slight look of disappointment coated the boy’s eyes. Before Claire could ponder it, it vanished. The boy flashed another one of his wide smiles and nodded, his dusty face joyful. Once again, Claire pushed some money and a packet of biscuits into his hands before the Uber whisked her away. When she looked back, he was still standing by the side of the road, staring at her taxi with a pensive face that no longer smiled.
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Chia’s mother was waiting outside her house when she returned in the early hours of the morning following her rendezvous with the doomed Rolex man. In the bright light of her headlamps, she saw the towering figure of her mother sitting on the ground by her front door, her small travelling Ghana-Must-Go bag by her side.

Chia’s heart dropped to her feet in fear. She looked at her rear-view mirror frantically, debating whether to turn her car around and escape. But it was already too late. Her mother had seen her and was slowly rising from the hard cement floor where she had been sitting.

“Chiauwa Agu! What time of the day do you call this, eh?” her mother shouted even before Chia killed the engine. Her voice boomed with fierce reproach and her towering frame once again filled Chia with the familiar panic of her youthful days. Her mother was the only person that called her by her full name, Chiauwa: ‘rule the world’—Ha!

Chia never really felt like she lived up to her name by ruling the world, not when she had a mother like hers. Of all the people in the world, with the exception of the white entity, her mother, Obidibo, terrified her the most. But then, the white entity wasn’t human. She had wondered many times if her mother was human too.

Chia quickly popped some mints into her mouth to kill her cigarette breath. Unfortunately, the Glamour-Cream only altered her appearance in the sight of men, without killing her halitosis. The mints never failed her and now, as she chewed frantically on them, Chia heaved a sigh of relief. The last thing she needed was for her mother to discover she smoked; yet another bad secret she hid from Obidibo.

“Decent young women have no business wandering the streets at night by car or feet,” her mother continued scolding. “But look at you shamelessly strutting back just before the cock crows in the dawn, useless girl! Open this door at once and get in before I break your head!”

“Mama, good evening… I mean, g-good morning… welcome,” Chia stuttered, pausing in front of her mother. As always, Obidibo’s mammoth size made her feel like a midget, and she could feel the repressed violence oozing from the hulking figure. “Chei-chei! Mama, if you had told me you were visiting from the village, I would have left my restaurant early enough to welcome you. Have you been waiting long? Come inside please, Mama. You must be very tired. Come and rest your feet while I prepare something for you to eat. Shegé! I’m sure mosquitoes must have bitten your flesh wickedly. You know these evil mosquitoes can tell when they get different blood from what they’re used to drinking in Abuja. I bet they enjoyed your village blood, which is fresher than our city-polluted blood. Chei-chei! I don’t think I even have any malaria medicine in the house in case they bite the sickness into your body. Shegé!” Chia babbled on, unable to stop herself, as was always the case whenever she found herself in her mother’s intimidating presence.

She quickly opened the front door of her bungalow and let Obidibo into the spacious house. As she switched on the bright lights, she cursed the Nigerian energy grid for providing electricity—Demon’s mischief! There’s rarely electricity in this part of the city on most days and the one time you want them to leave you in darkness, they give you power. Yeye idiots! In the harsh brightness of her fluorescent bulbs, she knew that every bit of her physical defect was visible to her mother’s hawkish gaze. She feared Obidibo might even see right into her heart and its diabolical secrets.

“Why are your clothes looking so dirty?” Her mother’s accusing voice confirmed her fears. “That’s why you’re still unmarried at thirty years, unlike all the other young women your age. How can you walk around with such soiled clothes and messy face even if you run a restaurant, eh? What customer would want to eat food cooked by such a filthy woman?” Obidibo clicked her fingers and flung her arms over her head to cast out the demons. “Ancestors, rush to me! Sometimes, I wonder if you came out of my womb or were planted into our family by some mischievous spirit.” Obidibo kissed her teeth in contempt before lowering her mighty frame into the large leather sofa facing the equally large TV screen.

She stared around the cluttered living room, taking in its crass opulence with smug contentment. Chia could tell from the savage glitter in her mother’s eyes that, despite Obidibo’s irritation with her, her mother was satisfied with everything she saw. From the massive television to the heavy chandelier that was too big for the room, all the ornate furniture confirmed her fabulous wealth. Everybody in their village knew just how successful she was in Abuja, the capital territory. Chia knew that her wealth was the only reason why her prolonged spinsterhood was tolerated by the family and once again, she gave silent thanks to the white entity for her great wealth that elevated her status.

“Mama, I’m still twenty-nine years, not thirty, and you know I run a restaurant and have to cook and clean up after the customers are gone,” Chia protested, frowning at the grease stains on her bubu from the Rolex man’s fried flesh. “I swear, this isn’t how I normally look. If you’d told me you were coming, I would have dazzled you with my classy fashion. Chei-chei! Your eyes will just be flashing and flashing from seeing all the sequins and beads on my clothes and shoes. But you took me unawares because you still refuse to let me buy you a mobile phone so we can chat and arrange your…”

“I’ve told you I don’t want to hear your rubbish about mobile phones.” Obidibo cut her off impatiently. “How many times will I tell you that you can’t buy me one without buying for all your stepmothers? I’d rather die than see any of those witches have a mobile phone bought by my daughter. Let their own children buy them mobile phones. Anyway, you know that your father won’t be happy if I cause envy and discontentment in the family by owning a mobile phone, and our ancestors know that I don’t want to deal with that man’s tears if I can help it. So, it is better nobody has a mobile phone and we keep your father happy.” Obidibo swore softly, a deep frown on her broad face.

Listening to her mother, Chia once more marvelled at the powerful hold her father wielded over her fearsome mother. In the entire village, people quaked at the sight of her – the only woman in the five villages to have killed a man and escaped the punishment of the clan and the ancestors. Chia still remembered that fateful day her mother committed murder as if it happened just minutes ago. Even now, despite having committed multiple murders herself, the horror brought sudden chills to her flesh.

*   *   *

It was a quiet Sunday afternoon. The adults rested while the children chased grasshoppers, lizards, and each other in rowdy merriment. Chia had been sixteen years old and the oldest of her four siblings, including her twin brothers who were younger by three years. Her brother, Zeuwa, was just a six-year-old kid but already displaying the strange affliction that made him different from everyone else. Her youngest sibling, Mmah, was three years old and still suckling on their mother’s breasts.

Sometime during that fateful afternoon, the twins had wandered away from the house. Nobody searched for them as it was still bright and they were known to enjoy perambulating around the village. What nobody had expected, however, was the terrible screams of the villagers as they carried the bloodied bodies of the two boys into their compound a few hours later, bringing terror and grief in their wake.

“Calamity! Calamity! Ubene’s tree has crushed the life out of your poor sons!” the villagers wailed as Chia’s parents stumbled out of their house to witness the mangled corpses of their teenage sons. Chia’s father started to howl as soon as he saw his two dead sons, his slight frame quaking with unrestrained grief. Her mother stood silently next to her husband, towering over him by over a foot, nursing Mmah on her breast with robotic efficiency.

Obidibo had stared with glazed eyes at the corpses of her twin sons, stunned into near-catatonia. She was shaking her head, over and over, even as the villagers continued to speak. In a blink, the whites in her eyes turned a terrifying red, her lids ticking with a manic speed that pulsed with unrepressed violence.

“Ubene was cutting his tree and didn’t see the twins,” one of the villagers explained. “By the time he did, it was too late. Now, he has locked himself inside his house and will not come out, and—”

“He will not come out?” Obidibo suddenly exploded, her booming voice filled with rage and grief. “Ubene murders my boys, my two sweet sons, and he will not come out of his house?” She turned to Chia. “Here! Carry your sister and wait for me. Ancestors rush to me! I will annihilate the bastard’s life and polish the floor with his blood! Mberede nyiri dike, mana mberede k’eji ama dike.” Calamity buried the man but in calamity will the true strength of the man be witnessed. “I’ll show Ubene what happens to people that kill Obidibo’s sons!”

Before anybody could stop her, Obidibo grabbed an axe and bolted off to Ubene’s house, her feet like thunder on the dusty path. People rushed after her but her powerful strides ensured nobody caught up with her until she arrived at Ubene’s compound.

“Ubene! Shit-arse bastard murderer! Show me your face now, you vile coward!” she screeched, shaking the front door furiously as Ubene’s wife and children cowered in their outside kitchen shed. Some brave villagers tried to plead with Obidibo, but she shoved them away and threatened them with her axe. “I will break down this door if you don’t open it at once! You hear me, murderer?”

Ubene remained stubbornly inside the house until Obidibo made good her promise. With a powerful swing of her axe, she broke down the door and entered the room. Before the terrified man could plead for his life, Obidibo hacked off his head from his body, leaving his blood-soaked corpse sprawled on the floor of his bedroom. Then, as the villagers watched in horror, she untied her headscarf, dropped to her knees, and started polishing the floor of Ubene’s room with his gushing blood.

“Does anybody else want to donate their blood for polish?” Obidibo screeched as she continued to coat the floor with her victim’s blood in a maniacal frenzy. Nobody wanted to take up her offer. By the time she finally exited the house, her clothes and face covered in blood, the stunned villagers had already called the elders to the ghastly scene. Their terrified screams soon joined the dirge wails in Chia’s father’s compound.

Chia heard about what happened at Ubene’s doomed compound during the quick trial that followed the three tragic deaths. The elders quickly convened the native court and everybody in the village gathered in the square to observe the hearing. People even came from the neighbouring villages, such was the notoriety of the crime. There was no police presence since, by mutual understanding, the small police station in the distant town allowed the village elders to resolve their issues with their own community laws. The police only got involved by invitation.

The village square heaved with the unprecedented crowd of spectators, eager to catch a glimpse of the notorious murderess. Under the bright noonday skies, Obidibo did not disappoint. Chia’s father had cut a figure of abject pity, with his frail and pathetic physique, while her mother bristled with unbridled menace with her imposing stature and fierce mien.

“You accuse me of doing wrong?” Obidibo’s booming voice thundered at the elders in the village square. “The idiot killed my two young and clever boys who would have gone to university with the brightness of their brains, and you tell me I did wrong? What kind of unfair justice is that, I ask you?” She glared furiously at her accusers, the manic tics of her temporary insanity once again in her blood-hued eyes. “Well, since we’re having this useless trial, I will make it worth my while. I will now finish the life of Ubene’s only son, so that we have an equal number of deaths!”

Obidibo pulled the hidden axe from under her wrap and started to run towards the corner of the square occupied by the late Ubene’s family. The villagers screamed in horror and the elders scrambled to restrain her. They started to pacify her instead of berating her as they had originally done.

“Obidibo, second wife of Agu, please hold your rage, you hear?” they pleaded, ducking to avoid the deadly blade of her axe as she swung for them. “You are a grieving mother and everybody here understands your pain. Let us talk things through and find a solution to this terrible situation, you hear?”

“Ancestors, rush to me! Why are you people wasting my time?” Obidibo’s eyes were as wild as her unkempt hair. “You all know that I now have just the one son, Zeuwa, whose brain was stolen by wicked spirits before he was born. If our husband dies, who will look after me? The useless man has stolen the lives of my two sons by his carelessness: now I am equivalent to a widow with a soured womb. I think it is only fair that I wipe out his bloodline so we’re even. After that, you can render your judgement on me and I’ll happily join my two dead sons in their cold graves.”

Once more, the elders struggled to restrain her while others dragged the young son of the dead man into the square. The boy, a young teenager, eyed Obidibo with rage and loathing. Chia could see the murderous intent in his gaze.

“Ikenna, son of Ubene, listen to the edicts of the elders of this village,” the elders finally spoke to the boy after they succeeded in calming Obidibo. Their miens were fierce and their voices hard. “We have a saying that, the coward lives to show the world where the hero is buried. From today, you must live like a coward and lower your head, do you hear? You are the one eye that owes a great debt to blindness. As your father’s only son, you’re the last of Ubene’s bloodline. Should anything happen to you, your father’s name will be wiped out of existence. Believe us, neither your father nor the ancestors will be happy with you. So, from this day, you must put away all thoughts of vengeance from your heart and lower your head before Obidibo, you hear? Your father owes her an ancestral debt that can never be repaid. Bear the burden of that debt for your family into the third generation. We are finished.”

The boy lowered his head, his shoulders quaking in hard sobs. He was soon led away by his grieving mother and wailing sisters. Gradually, the villagers dispersed from the square.

That was how the trial ended, and how Chia’s mother elevated her already fearsome status in the village. When people inadvertently incurred Obidibo’s wrath, and she threatened to annihilate their lives and polish the floor with their blood, they quaked with terror because they knew that she was capable of making good her threat. Yet, when Chia’s father decided to marry a third, fourth and fifth wife, Obidibo had been like a little dove. She had briefly raged before bowing to his ubiquitous tears. It was a well-known fact amongst the villagers that her husband’s tears were the only weapon that could defeat Obidibo’s infamous temper.

Still, not even the ancestors themselves could stop Obidibo’s threats towards Ada, her husband’s last wife, whom she loathed with the vitriol reserved for snakes.

“Ancestors rush to me! I swear, if you hadn’t been already been cursed with a dead womb, I would have annihilated your life and polished my floor with your blood, you useless skinny witch.” Chia had heard Obidibo’s curse on endless occasions as Ada furiously cracked more kennel nuts to hide her terror. As always, Chia would shudder at hearing her mother’s threats. The images of lives annihilated with an axe and blood-polished floors left an indelible mark on her, which heightened her terror of her mother with each passing year. Obidibo’s rages were as random as her booming laughter, and Chia could never tell when her mother would turn on her like a rattlesnake.

*   *   *

Now, as Chia observed Obidibo in her living room, eating the fried plantain and egg sauce she’d hurriedly prepared for her, she felt the old terror return to her chest—Shegé! Please ancestors, don’t let Mama’s eyes tic. What has brought her to Abuja? Why has she paid me this unexpected visit? Has somebody died back home? Is Papa sick? Or maybe Zeuwa has finally popped it?

“Mama, is everybody OK? How are Mmah and Papa?” Chia did not ask about Zeuwa and her mother’s cold gaze told her the omission hadn’t gone unnoticed. But she could not get herself to ask about her little brother, not after what had happened on that terrible day when Eddie had dumped her after meeting her mentally deprived brother. Fool that she was; she should have suspected the hidden message behind Eddie’s question that day: “Is it hereditary, you know, your brother’s retard-mind? Does anybody else have it in your family?” By the time he asked the final question – “Is it true that your mum killed a man and polished the floor with his blood?” – Chia had finally realised that their relationship was in choppy waters after four long years of togetherness—But I never expected Gonorrhoea-Rita; I never for one moment anticipated the existence of another woman in Eddie’s life. Ancestors! Help me kill that bastard; please help me get to England and ruin that bastard and his shameless woman-thing…

“Everybody is OK,” her mother’s voice cut into her brooding thoughts. “I’m not here to see you about anybody else except yourself. A suitor has come for your hands, and your father and I want you to marry him. So, you must follow me home and meet him without delay. You have been single long enough, mourning that bastard Eddie. Enough is enough. It’s time you put an end to your grief, marry another man and give us grandchildren. You’re now the oldest spinster in the village apart from Ngozi One-Eye, and at least that poor woman has a good reason for remaining a spinster. But what is your own reason, eh?” Her mother glared at her accusingly. “Yes, you might not be the prettiest of women anymore. You let yourself go because of a man and this is what it is. But with your wealth, many men will ignore your looks and trip over themselves to share your money with you. I am now the only one without grandchildren amongst all my sister-wives, save that sour-womb witch Ada. It has to end now. So, pack some things and follow me back to the village to meet your suitor.”

Chia’s heart pounded so hard it stole her breath—Suitor? What suitor? Ancestors! Is this my wish getting granted? Manic thoughts whirled in her head – could this be the love and marriage promised her earlier that night by Oke-Mmuọ? If so, then that was quick. But then, Oke-Mmuọ had never been one to delay its juju. Still…

“Mama, I can’t just leave my restaurant and follow you home,” she protested. “I will come home next weekend instead. Who is this suitor you want me to marry, by the way?”

“You’ll see him when you come home,” her mother said, avoiding her gaze. Something about Obidibo’s unusual reticence raised suspicion in Chia’s heart—Who is this man, whose identity Mama is hiding from me? Is it somebody I already know? Why is she being so secretive about him?

Chia narrowed her eyes in deep thought. After a while, she gave an invisible shrug—Oh well; I’ll find out when I return home next weekend. Shegé! Her mood plunged. She was not really looking forward to going home and seeing Mmah and Zeuwa. Her little sister now hated her with the same passion that she had once loved her. As for her brother, Zeuwa, she suspected that even that gentle giant with his dead mind still remembered the evil she had spewed on that awful day—Chei-chei! Why has Mama come to ruin my night, just as she has already ruined my life? Shegé!
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Tom arrives today! A feeling of excitement and dread struck Claire along with that thought as she slowly allowed the fitful night’s sleep to seep from her lids. The gentle hum of the air conditioning was the only sound she heard: beyond her window, with its metal burglar-proof bars, all was still with the early dawn silence. She glanced at her wall clock—04.50hrs, too early for the infernal mosque prayer alarms, thank heaven!

She quickly scanned her bedroom in search of misplaced items, things that had inexplicably moved from their positions while she slept; smashed mirrors and mobile phone screens, damp patches on the floor, running taps and spilled juice, a noisy television or radio that had no business being on. She cocked her ears, holding her breath subconsciously, tensely—Please… please… let the flat be silent… let them continue to be still…

No unusual sounds assailed her ears, not even a mosquito’s buzz.

“Hello? Anybody here?” she called out, half in jest and half in fear. She waited to see if a light bulb would explode or the radio blast out deafening music, as in the past when they heard her voice. Nothing! Ha!

Somewhere deep in her heart, she had known that her house would be normal, that her fierce haunting was finally over. Yet habit was a hard thing to break. After endless years of living with relentless haunting by unknown entities in countless different addresses, she still struggled to accept that she was now free of her curse, that the harrowing supernatural infestation had finally ceased, and her flat was now as still and normal as every normal human home.

With a deep sigh of relief, she got out of bed and waddled towards the bathroom. The pressure below was intense and she had barely sat on the loo before the warm fluid gushed from between her thighs in a long and satisfying deluge—Aahh! She sighed deeply and loitered on the toilet seat, calming the usual racing of her heart as she always did each morning she awoke from a sleeping nightmare to a real life nightmare, usually between four and five am. Sleep and her had been mortal enemies for as long as she could recall, and her circadian rhythm had been blown to smithereens at birth, according to the stories she recalled from her late mother – “You were such a bawling baby, Claire! Dear heavens! You could cry for the whole of England and Ireland. You were at it through the night and then slept for the entire day! A miracle I didn’t go bonkers from sleep deprivation!”

Except that, now, she no longer had the indulgence of sleeping through the day as she’d done as a baby, especially since the invisible intruders entered her life so unexpectedly, wreaking misery and chaos on her sleep and daily existence. When she was in the UK, her colleagues used to call her a walking accident, thanks to the number of bruises, cuts, and fractured limbs she sustained from her congenital clumsiness. Except she wasn’t clumsy, not by a long shot. She was just a victim of the malicious mischief of her sinister, invisible tormentors, determined to cling unto her with malignant tenacity.

Her associations with her psychics had started as a result of the hauntings and nightmares. Mama Bisi, the first psychic she contacted once she arrived in Nigeria, said that Claire was surrounded by angry ghosts with a grudge against her, while Elvira, her regular psychic in the UK, said she was an unconscious magnet for confused entities trapped in this realm. Initially, neither psychic could exorcise the ghosts, and the only times Claire found respite from their malice were the few times she slept at Kolade’s flat. But then, thanks to one Brian Peabody, her movements became heavily monitored. There were only so many nights she could spend away from her Diplomatic Village accommodation without incurring dire sanctions.

Fortunately, her haunting had ceased one day just as abruptly as it had started. She had gone to bed for another fitful sleep, resigned to the chaos that would await her on awakening. Instead, she had woken up refreshed, with everything in order in her flat. A frantic search had revealed nothing out of the ordinary. Her sense of disbelief had followed her through the day and several other ensuing uneventful nights, as things continued to remain undisturbed. Now, she rarely needed to crash out at Kolade’s flat for a much-needed sleep, a big positive in view of Brian Peabody’s intrusive snooping—Fucking wanker! Bet the puffed-up psycho midget is already awake and getting ready to pound his authority into the pavements in his tight spandex jogging suit! Bloody Lycra lout!

Sometimes Claire wasn’t sure who she hated the most: her misogynistic and abusive boss or the Instagram bitch, Zoe McIntyre, who was the merry widow of Claire’s dead ex, Neil. From all the exotic holidays and spa retreat photos the airhead woman posted on Instagram, it was clear to Claire that Zoe was blissfully living off the hefty life insurance money that should have been Claire’s by right—Fuck it! I’m the one who killed the bastard and got away with the crime.

The way Claire saw things, her son, Tom, deserved a share of that hefty insurance payout as well. After all, there would have been no insurance money for Zoe and her son to enjoy but for her actions. Several times in the past, she had considered contacting Zoe to let her know that her son had a half-brother who was the same age, born in the same year, and entitled to a share of his father’s estate. But that would have exposed her relationship with the man and opened a can of worms that she needed to keep sealed and buried for eternity. It wasn’t her fault that the philandering dog, her driving instructor, had hit on her when she first stepped into his dual-control car on her seventeenth birthday, despite their eighteen-year age difference. It wasn’t her fault either that Neil decided to dump her and return to his pregnant wife as soon as she told him she too was pregnant. It was also not her fault that Neil had conducted their entire one-year relationship in the back of his car, since the grotty perv could only climax when having sex inside a car.

In the end, it had made it easy to kill him in a car too. Neil was to become Claire’s first kill, but not her last. By the time she resigned from the Met, she had deleted five lives from Earth with the same ease with which she had erased Neil. She had simply laced his smoothie with enough sleeping pills from her insomnia cache to knock him out as he drove home after their final rendezvous inside her newly purchased used car.

The resultant car crash had ended Neil’s life, just as she had wanted—Bastard should have known that nobody messes with Claire Bellows and gets away with it. At least the affair hadn’t been a complete waste. Thanks to Neil’s friendship with the examiner, she had passed her driving test on the first try and was later to become the worst driver in the police force. Still, a licence was a licence regardless of how it was obtained, and heaven knew she had earned her own with enough fucks to dent the springs in a hundred car seats.

The coroner had ruled Neil’s demise an accidental death; there had been nothing to link Claire to him save their son, Tom, who, surprise, surprise, was later born inside an ambulance—Poor sod was conceived inside a vehicle after all, and didn’t the little fucker turn out just like his dad in the end?

Claire was still stunned by the sick stuff her police pals had discovered on Tom’s computer when they visited him following his assault on the prostitute. To learn that her son had an apparent addiction to streetwalkers was horrible enough without the added shame of his unsavoury online activities. Anyone else would have been doing time behind bars, as well as having their name on the sex offenders’ register for life. But, yet again, her kind colleagues had come through for her as always. Her years of being their office whore were still yielding dividends long after she had left the force—Men! Fucking dickheads, the lot!

Claire cursed silently and got off the toilet seat. By the time she finished brushing her teeth and dressing, it was almost six o’clock and the residents of the British High Commission Diplomatic Village were waking up with their usual morning noises – BBC World Service on numerous radios; slamming front doors as morning joggers exited their homes; lulling car engines for those making an early weekend get-away; some muted and not-so-muted voices as neighbours exchanged greetings; and finally, the familiar wailing of the ubiquitous mosque prayer sirens across the city.

Claire segued through the corridor and into the guest room of her two-bedroom apartment. She stood by the open door and surveyed the interior critically—Hmm… looks good enough. Tom should be OK here for the next three weeks. She had made it as comfortable as she could for him and prayed they would both share her flat in relative harmony.

“Guys, I’m sure you fuckers will leave Tom alone when he arrives,” she shouted into the empty room in a mocking, yet, pleading voice—What if Tom brings a British energy that reignites the entities again? “Your business is with me, for whatever fucking reason you’ve got. So, let’s just be cool with Tom, alright? Just do us a favour and keep vamoosed as you’ve been doing so far while he’s here. When he’s gone, you can start your fucking shit again if you must, since you’ve clearly got nothing else to keep you busy over on the other side.” She cocked her ears again to see if something would smash in response to her speech. All remained silent. She gave a nervous laugh and shrugged as she looked at her mobile phone screen—06.15hrs. Time to call her psychics. She never started her day without getting her daily predictions from her two psychics, even now that she no longer needed to share the latest creepy antics of her unseen and unwanted guests with them.

She walked into her kitchen and made her first cup of tea. Then she carried the mug into her living room and turned on the air conditioner. With a soft sigh, she settled in her favourite chair and took her first sip of her beverage—Aahh! Perfect! Nothing beats a good cuppa, even in the fucking tropics! She pulled her notebook and pen close, and lit her first fag of the day before scrolling to the desired number on her secret mobile phone registered in Kolade’s name.

“Hello, Mama Bisi,” Claire said, pronouncing ‘Bisi’ with the right high-high local accent rather than the European high-low tone marking. She was proud of her dexterity in the Yoruba pigeon English, thanks to Kolade and even that little tart, Shadé. “It’s your favourite client, Sisi-Claire. What message do you have from the Orishas for me today?”

“Sisi-Claire, morning oh,” the psychic greeted, her voice cheery despite the early hour. Claire had discovered from Kolade that the name, Sisi, which the local psychic attached to her name, was a courteous Nigerian greeting which meant ‘Sister’. She loved the name Sisi-Claire and always used it whenever she introduced herself to Nigerians. “How are you today? Did our enemies disturb you last night or are they still lying still?”

“Ha! As I always say, the bastards must be too tired or sleepy to harass me these days.” Claire barked a bitter laugh. “I hope they die a proper death in their sleep, right?”

“Amen, oh! My sister, just give me little time, let me see what the Orishas are saying, you hear? One minute; let me do the Ifá quickly,” Mama Bisi said.

Claire waited patiently, feeling the usual excitement build in her heart as it did every morning when she spoke to her psychics. She knew Mama Bisi’s one minute would always stretch to ten minutes, but she didn’t care. Her readings filled her with the adrenaline buzz of a gambler and she knew she was as hooked as an alcoholic or drug addict—Who fucking cares? At least I’m not doing any harm to my body or mind; just getting some clarity to help navigate this shitty life.

“Sisi-Claire, I have the message ready now.” Mama Bisi’s sombre voice cut into her thoughts. Gone was her former cheer; suddenly, Claire’s heart started to race. “The great Orisha Yewa came to you today. I don’t know why this particular Orisha decided to speak to you today, but she said I should tell you to beware of blood. That is all she said.”

Uh-uh! “What does that message mean?” Claire asked, her voice high with confusion and anxiety. “Who is this Orisha Yewa and what exactly does ‘beware of blood’ mean?”

“Orisha Yewa is the Orisha of birth and children. She is also the goddess of virginity and death. Our people fear her because she’s the guardian of cemeteries and carries deceased souls to the realm of the dead. The Yewa River is named after her. As I said, I don’t know why she chose to speak to you today and I can’t interpret her words for you. I can only repeat them as she said them to me: ‘beware of blood’. That is all I know, Sisi-Claire.”

Claire was silent for several minutes trying to digest the message—Beware of blood. What blood? Whose blood? Thoughts raced through her mind like panicked ants – was it real blood or metaphorical blood like blood relatives; perhaps Tom? After all, this Orisha was apparently the goddess of children and birth. Or was Mama Bisi telling her to watch out for Tom as he might be up to his usual shenanigans? Was she perhaps saying there might be an accident and blood-spill – a plane crash, even? In fact, hadn’t Mama Bisi also mentioned something about the Orisha carrying souls to the realm of the dead? Fuck! I’m not sure I like today’s reading from Mama Bisi. I’ll see if my British psychic has something better for me.

Claire quickly ended her reading with her Nigerian psychic and dialled her British reader. Once again, she hailed herself for being smart with her readings, utilising psychics from two cultures and two countries to get a balanced view; a bit like hedge betting, helping her cover all outcomes. Thankfully, the UK and Nigeria were still on the same summer time zone and her psychic, Elvira, quickly answered her call.

“Hi Claire,” Elvira already knew her caller. Her voice was hoarse, just like Claire’s smoker’s rasp. “What do you want today, my lovely? Tarot, runes or angel cards?”

“Runes… actually, let’s do them all.”

“It’ll cost you some.”

“Fuck the cost. Just read me everything you got.” Claire’s voice was hard—I need something to wipe away that shitty reading from Mama Bisi.

“OK, just as you wish. Let’s start with the runes. You already know the drill. Give me a number between one and twenty-four, since the twenty-fifth rune is a blank one. I’ll pull it from my pouch and see if it comes up in the frontal or reverse position.”

“One.” Claire didn’t hesitate—after all, one must always look out for number one first; ha!

“You’ve pulled the number one runestone, Fehu, and it came up in the frontal position which is great,” Elvira said. Her voice was pitched high with positivity which instantly lifted Claire’s spirit. “Fehu is the runestone of abundance, wealth, success and happiness. It tells me you can expect some unexpected riches or have a cause for great happiness. Now, let’s pull the tarot for you. I’ll shuffle the deck and see what comes up.”

Again, Claire awaited with bated breath—so far, so good.

“Here we are! I’ve pulled The Fool for you, my lovely,” Elvira said. Claire’s heart sank. She already knew the meaning of that particular tarot, just as she knew most of her tarot. It meant stupidity and the abject poverty that came from her foolishness—Ha! So much for Fehu’s wealth and happiness! “This card is telling me that you’ll soon begin a journey towards self-discovery and wisdom. There will be a great illumination. Something you have been in the dark about will soon be revealed to you, and you will enter uncharted territories that will force you to confront your true self and come to self-realisation.” Elvira paused briefly and Claire could hear her shuffling cards.

Claire ignored the sound. Her hand was busy writing furiously on her notepad. Elvira’s readings always gave her food for thought and today was no different—Wow! Who ever knew The Fool tarot had so many meanings? That’s what’s so great about psychics. They read things in a way ordinary people can’t. I wonder what this great illumination to be revealed to me soon is? Oh please God, don’t let me find out more horrid stuff about Tom…

“The angel cards are also ready. I’ll let you choose your own archangel and see what message they have for you,” Elvira said. Claire heard a tinge of resentment in her psychic’s voice, which told her that Elvira was still unhappy about Claire choosing her own runes and archangels. It was something psychics usually did by intuition, but Claire didn’t trust anyone with her destiny and had always insisted on pulling her own reading tools. It was a pity she couldn’t tell Mama Bisi which Orisha to call, since from what she gathered, those spirits made contact themselves, not the other way round. Anyway, she didn’t know much about the Orishas, which actually made the readings more authentic for her than Elvira’s.

“Archangel Michael,” Claire said without hesitation. Michael was the only archangel whose name she could ever recall, probably because the first guy she slept with when she was fifteen was called Michael. That teenage Michael had seemed like an angel to her in their biology class until she slept with him and he stained her dress with his messy deluge because he couldn’t control himself—Randy little bugger! Lucky I didn’t get pregnant with the amount of come that came from that lad.

“Archangel Michael it is, and a great choice too,” Elvira thrilled. “As you know, he’s the greatest of all the archangels and he’s speaking to me right now. He says to tell you that he is with you today; that he will help you confront every trouble and defeat your fears; that he will give you inner peace to help you overcome all obstacles. Basically, you will have a powerful warrior by your side today, Claire. So, march into the day in fearlessness, my lovely, and remember that you’re not alone.”

“Does this mean I’ll be confronted by some shitty stuff today that’ll basically screw me up?” Claire wasn’t sure she liked this particular reading. It sounded too much like Mama Bisi’s predictions—Please universe, don’t let it be a plane crash or accident; fuck!

“Not necessarily.” Elvira’s voice cut into her panicked thoughts. “It just means that even if you do confront any negative stuff, you’ll be able to overcome them with Archangel Michael and his powerful sword by your side, bearing you away from trouble on his glorious white wings.”

Elvira’s words filled Claire with calm once again. The beautiful vision of the handsome blond Archangel Michael, carrying her on his mighty white wings, filled her with instant peace. A quick read of her notes told her she had bagged herself a pretty good prediction cache for the day – wealth, success, and happiness from the runes; discovery of some hidden stuff and self-realisation from the tarot; and finally, the protection of the greatest angel of them all, the Archangel Michael, from the angel cards—What more can I ask for? She hadn’t bothered writing down Mama Bisi’s prediction since she never wrote down negative readings. And by the time she finished sending Elvira’s substantial fee through her PayPal account, Claire was ready to face the world and Nnamdi Azikiwe International Airport later in the day, when Tom’s flight would finally arrive from the UK.

*   *   *

Claire stood in the airport arrival lounge, glancing anxiously at the large information screen showing the expected flights and their arrival details. Despite the positive readings from Elvira, Mama Bisi’s words kept playing in her mind. Beware of blood. She knew she would only breathe easy once Tom’s plane touched ground.

By her side, Kolade loitered in his usual languid pose, head flung back and both hands in his pockets like a Korean chaebol scion. He was dressed like a supermodel in all black and his ubiquitous designer sunglasses. The precise cuts of his beard gave him a Drake-like sophistication that drew countless eyes, both male and female—Vain bugger!

Claire cursed softly under her breath. At times like these, she resented Kolade and his devastating good looks. She also resented the huge sums she had spent to create his new persona, which drew women to him like metal to a magnet. Yes, he had always been handsome and always had that elusive quality, the x-factor that set him apart from other men. Yet, there had been a roughness to his demeanour in those early days of their relationship that marred his looks. She had polished both the exterior and interior to create the complete suave package that he now was: this devastatingly attractive young man who oozed dangerous sex appeal and privileged charisma. Little wonder all the local sluts hated her guts, not counting the many other white women in the diplomatic corps who would do anything to be in her shoes.

Claire grabbed Kolade’s arm possessively and draped it over her shoulders—There! He belongs to me, you shameless tarts. Eat your fucking hearts out! Kolade gave her a startled look and tried to extricate his arm but she held his hand tight, giving him a vicious look.

“Sweetie, I thought you didn’t want any PDAs today?” Kolade sounded baffled. Claire thought she also heard a smidgen of smugness in his tone. “Have you forgotten you said I mustn’t touch you or even call you any terms of endearment until your son returns to the UK?”

“I haven’t forgotten shit,” Claire snarled, flinging his arm away with an angry scowl. “You’re taking the mickey again, ain’t you? I thought I told you not to call me ‘sweetie’? And, anyway, last time I checked, Tom’s flight hasn’t arrived yet and I don’t see any reason why my boyfriend can’t hold me – unless he’s ashamed of me?” She gave him a hard look, her eyes narrowed in suspicion.

Kolade gave a sheepish smile and draped his arm over her shoulders again. Claire tried to shake off his arm but her efforts were half-hearted. She was still pissed off with him but she liked the close contact and enjoyed showing off their relationship to the world, especially all the vile Shadé-clones milling around the arrival lounge, ogling Kolade shamelessly through their fake eyelashes—bloody fuckwits! She glanced up sharply to ensure Kolade wasn’t returning their coquettish smiles. His gaze was on the information screen and Claire heaved a silent sigh of relief—At least one person is behaving today. Hope Tom follows suit when he arrives. I really wish this visit will bring us closer once again. He’s the only family I have since Mummy died and it’ll be lovely if things can return to how it used to be between us.

“Tom’s plane has arrived.” Kolade’s voice cut into her wistful thoughts. His eyes were still on the screen, which was flashing the arrival of the British Airways flight. Once again, Claire’s heart raced as she hurriedly shrugged off Kolade’s arm. She was suddenly very nervous: she wished she could smoke inside the non-smoking lounge to calm her nerves. Instead, she started moving closer to the railed barrier, even though she knew it would take a while for Tom to collect his luggage. Her good pal, Ladan, who worked on the airport immigration team, was already aware of Tom’s arrival and she knew her son would be breezed through the immigration checks. But baggage collection was another matter. She sighed and prepared herself for a long wait.

But less than twenty minutes later, she saw Tom walking towards her, a wide smile on his face. His blond hair was tousled as if he hadn’t brushed it in months and a full beard covered his face. The leather hand luggage over his shoulders seemed too heavy for his slight frame; otherwise, he had no other bags. But for his enthusiastic waves, Claire wouldn’t have recognised him in a million years—Fucks! What’s the lad done to himself now? The last time she had seen her son, almost two years ago, he’d been clean-shaven and slightly chunkier, with a healthy weight and clearer skin. The bearded, zit-littered man she now saw was a skeleton of his former self. When Tom finally arrived at her side, she almost gasped at the look in his eyes—Oh shit! Now I know why I need Archangel Michael by my side today. Tom’s royally screwed! Little sod’s an addict to something. She had no idea yet what it was, but she instantly recognised that frenzied glaze. She had seen enough of the addiction glaze in her police days to recognise it in her own son. Fuck!

“Tom!” Claire thrilled, holding him in a tight embrace as she smiled brightly into his face. “It’s lovely to see you, dear. How was your flight?” She was surprised by how happy she actually felt at seeing her son.

“Hey Mum, you’re looking great,” Tom said, his voice unexpectedly high-pitched. “Flight not bad at all, thanks. I’ve got no other luggage so we can leave anytime you’re ready.” He noticed Kolade and gave an enquiring smile at Claire.

“This is my friend, Kolade. You can call him Cole.” She turned to Kolade with that same manically bright smile fixed on her face. “This is my son, Tom, who you’ve heard so much about.”

“Fucks, Mum! Hope she hasn’t told you any nasty stuff about me!” Tom laughed, stretching out his arm for a handshake with Kolade.

“Naah, she’s cool.” Kolade smiled back, returning the handshake. “Nice to finally meet you, Tom. Listen; the car’s parked in the parking lot which is a bit of a walk. So, why don’t you guys make your way to the entrance while I drive up the car and meet you there?”

As Kolade walked off with his usual cool swagger, Claire noticed Tom looking at him with a mixture of admiration and something else she couldn’t define on his face; not a nice something.

“So, are you shagging him, Mum?” Tom asked, his voice a mixture of contempt and humour. Claire glanced at him sharply and met the icy flints of his blue gaze. Something hardened in her—Fuck you too, babes!

“Yes, Tom. If you must know, I’m shagging him, alright? Anything else you wish to know?” Her eyes were as hard as his own and Tom shrugged and looked away.

“Chill, Mum; I wasn’t criticising you or anything. Just thought to ask so I know how things stand, OK?” The frenzied smile was back on his face and Claire nodded and looked away—No need getting into a fight with the little shit. After all, he’s only just arrived.

“Here, let me carry your luggage for you,” she offered. But Tom shook his head and instead draped his arm over her shoulders just as Kolade had done earlier. Claire let it stay, feeling a sudden flush of warmth at the unexpected action—Please universe, let’s get along well. Please Archangel Michael, destroy whatever demons there are lurking inside my son’s head so that this visit goes brilliantly.

By the time Kolade finally drove them back to her house, Tom was chatting easily with him like an old friend and the carefree laughter inside the car gave Claire her first inkling of hope. When Kolade offered to treat Tom to a nice dinner later that evening, she was ready to hug him in relief. Tom’s eyes lit up at the offer: the smile he gave Claire was almost the same as when he was a loving little boy visiting the toy shop with her.

“Sure, mate; I’d love to visit a restaurant and sample some local dishes.” Tom smiled at Kolade. “I’ve had enough Western cuisine to last me a frigging lifetime, so a little bit of exotic would do the trick, right?” He winked and Kolade winked back.

“Done. I think I know just the place. They specialise in meat pepper-soup dishes but you can order the assorted meats without chilli.” Kolade laughed. “I’d better warn you though; the place is a bit shabby. But the food is out of this world. Everybody from politicians to celebrities go there to eat the signature spiced meat pepper-soup dish and drink fresh palm wine, which is our own local alcoholic brew. Trust me, you’ll love it once you try it.”

“Sounds awesome! Can’t wait, man. See you later, Cole.” Tom smiled.

“Hey, I’m coming along too,” Claire cut in. “I’ve never been to this place you mention, Cole. Why haven’t you ever taken me there?” She gave him another suspicious look.

“I only discovered it recently when the Alhaji who gave me the contract took me there for dinner. Anyway, I didn’t think it was the kind of place you’d enjoy since, as I said, it’s a bit shabby despite the awesome food.” Kolade shrugged.

“Well, I’ll definitely join you and Tom tonight and see this marvel for myself.” She barked a harsh laugh before turning away to carry Tom’s hand luggage into the spare bedroom. She placed the bag on the bed and inhaled deeply—OK, here goes! At least Tom seems to be getting along with Cole so far. Let’s hope all goes well tonight at this dodgy place he’s taking us to. Trust Tom to ask for the weirdest stuff. Why couldn’t he just be happy with the Sheraton or Hilton, for fuck’s sakes?

With another manic smile on her face, Claire returned to the living room, where Tom was now slouched on the sofa, his eyes shut in weariness. Kolade was nowhere to be seen and when she looked out of the window, his red car was gone too. For several minutes, she stood observing her sleeping son. In his black t-shirt and jeans, Tom didn’t look a day over twenty, until one looked at the jaded lines of his bearded face and saw the dissipation of a wasted and corrupt life.

With a deep sigh, Claire walked back into her bedroom and stretched out on the bed. Phew! Tom had arrived safely and that was all that mattered now. She let out another loud sigh and offered a silent prayer to a nameless god—Please, please, let this visit be a good one; let me forge a stronger bond with my son once again. He’s all I have now, and I need to make the best of our relationship. Otherwise, what’s the fucking point of anything?
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Chia woke up in a familiar room in her father’s house: the bedroom she had once shared with her three brothers before Ubene’s cursed tree crushed the lives out of two of them. Now, the bedroom was used by her two younger siblings, Zeuwa and Mmah. Zeuwa had moved to their father’s room as soon as she arrived back in the village the previous night. She had been ready to share the room with her little sister, but Mmah had opted to share a room with one of their half-sisters rather than breathe the same air as her big sister.

Chia shrugged indifferently, her sleep-dulled eyes doing a quick perusal of the small bedroom, with its twin beds separated by a big chest of drawers with chipped edges. Her lips twisted in a small sneer—Huh! This room is still as shabby as ever despite all the money I send them every month. Still, it is nice to wake up to the sounds of crowing roosters rather than all the rubbish car horns, mosque and police sirens, and Abuja craziness. Shegé!

She stretched luxuriously and, with the instinct born from years of resentful practice, reached for her denture by the side of her bed. The familiar bitterness instantly soured her mood—Bastard demon-man! I pray that wherever you are, you’re suffering from a putrid penis and pissing red pus in agonising pain. Once again, as was the case every morning when she awoke and every time she brushed her teeth, Chia’s mind returned to that seedy room in the Virgin Venus Motel almost four years gone. In her mind’s eye, she saw the handsome man with the thick afro hair and light skin, her fourth customer of the day. Everything had gone as well as a prostitution deal could be expected to go, and she had done her part well enough to send him into groaning pleasure. The trouble only started when she demanded her payment. By the time he left her in a crumbled heap on the dirty floor of the motel room, her face was a bloodied pulp and her front tooth permanently gone.

Chia shook her head violently, shaking away the abysmal thought—Not now, don’t think about that demon-man. Just focus on meeting your suitor first. She dragged herself to the outdoor showering enclosure, carrying a bucket filled with cold water for her ablutions. With a deferential voice, she greeted her stepmother, Oliaku, her father’s first wife, a quiet woman of indeterminate age and a stoic face. Some of her younger half-siblings called out greetings to Chia shyly, overawed by this wealthy sister they rarely saw.

Chia returned their greetings with an abstract air, still stunned by the news of the mysterious deaths of two of her stepmothers and half-sibling on the day her mother visited her in Abuja just over two months gone. The garbled story she got from Obidibo about the event was too fantastical to believe, something about a flying boy who burnt her stepmother, Ada, to death, supposedly after Ada turned into a murderous tiger of all things. Only a rice-brained simpleton like her mother would believe such a fantastical story, but it still didn’t remove the fact that something truly horrible and inexplicable had occurred in her father’s compound. It felt so weird to see Ada’s ubiquitous heap of kennel nuts without the woman cracking them with her stone. Chia had loathed that particular stepmother with every pore in her body and had once thought of asking Oke-Mmuọ to obliterate the nasty woman. But she had abandoned the plan because of her father. Papa had loved the skinny shrew for incomprehensible reasons best known to him, and her father was the one person in the world Chia loved without reservations and would never deliberately hurt.

Now, Ada was gone, together with her father’s third wife, whom Chia had felt neither affection nor hatred for. Their normally bustling compound seemed strangely empty, and the sight of the three new graves joining the other two in their back garden filled her with dread. For once, Chia wished that things would return to how they were in the past: she wished that she had never left her father’s compound for the big city in search of work; that she’d never met the love-rat, Eddie; and that her years as a prostitute had never happened. Most of all, she wished that the terrifying entity, Oke-Mmuọ, had never found her and cursed her life into the unremitting nightmare it now was.

Chia sighed and lugged her water bucket, which now felt suddenly very heavy, into the washing shed. By the time she finished bathing, Obidibo was awake and shouting panic into everybody’s hearts, dishing out instructions and cursing those who were slow to follow her orders. Chia dashed into her bedroom to dress up to meet her suitor and his family.

As she brought out her hand mirror to apply her make-up, her hand froze – should she bother with her make-up or just apply the Glamour-Cream and hex this suitor man into seeing his fantasy lay? She thought about her mother and sighed wearily—Mama will annihilate my life if I don’t make an effort. Still, she needed to know what the man’s fantasy lay looked like to have a better idea of the type of women he liked.

In the end, Chia did both: she applied the Glamour-Cream and heavy make-up to her face before dressing herself in one of her most flamboyant outfits, a heavily sequinned and beaded affair that draped voluminously over her voluptuous frame. By the time her mother called her out to their living room to meet her suitor for the first time, Chia was ready and brimming with supreme confidence.

“Bambino Chick!” She smiled at her image in the mirror. “Let’s go do our magic and daze this suitor that Oke-Mmuọ has sent to us!”

A small knock on the door startled her. Before she could invite the knocker in, the door opened and her brother, Zeuwa, lumbered into the room in his familiar clumsy gait. Chia’s heart dropped; then it started racing—Ancestors! Why must you continue to torture me with this poor boy? She fought the flood of conflicting emotions killing her former equilibrium.

Of all the humans in the world, her brother, Zeuwa, brought the greatest shame to her heart; shame of herself, not him. His guileless innocence pierced her heart with remorse each time she recalled the words she had screamed at him on the day Eddie dumped her with a cruel text message. They were words she should have screamed at Eddie, the cause of her anguish. But, instead, she had put the blame of Eddie’s defective character on her innocent brother, whose only fault was being born the way the ancestors wished.

“I hate you! I wish you had never been born! Why don’t you just go and die so that your curse can die with you, you disgusting imbecile? Your life is a useless one anyway, just a waste of space and good food. How will I ever get married as long as you are alive, eh? Just do me a favour and die! Just die; you hear me? Just go and die so that the rest of us can live a normal and happy life! Shegé!”

Those were the unforgivable words she had screeched at her terrified brother, shaking him violently until Obidibo punched her to the ground and returned sanity to her head. But, by then, it was too late. Zeuwa was wailing loudly in confusion and fear, while her little sister, Mmah, looked at her with loathing and hatred. Until that day, eleven-year-old Mmah had worshipped the very ground she trod upon and would follow her around like a faithful acolyte. Even her father, the one person whose unyielding love she could always count on, had looked at her with great disappointment and sadness. Her father’s disappointment and Mmah’s loathing killed her heart more than her mother’s familiar rage; by the time Obidibo threw her out of the house after calming Zeuwa, Chia knew that her relationship with her family would never be the same again. She had not been back home since that day and had dreaded coming face-to-face with both Zeuwa and Mmah. The generous gifts of money she sent home every month were her way of atoning, but even she knew that no amount of money would ever wipe away the unforgiveable words she had uttered on that accursed day of abandonment by her worthless fiancé, Eddie.

Now Zeuwa stood before her, his broad face creased in a wide smile that bore her no malice. Chia’s heart constricted, her throated knotted up by tears that wouldn’t fall.

“Big-sister Chia has come home and Zeuwa happy to see big sister.” He stretched his arm and offered her a ripe mango clasped in his large hand. In his eyes, she saw herself exactly as she was, in her mammoth and sequinned dumpiness—Why am I not surprised that the Glamour-Cream doesn’t work on Zeuwa?

Chia sighed in resignation. Of course, she didn’t expect her brother to see any rubbish fantasy lay on her face, but surely she should be able to make Zeuwa see her as a beautiful sibling. After all, she had the power to twist men’s minds into obeying all her commands. Even Papa still saw her as the young and beautiful daughter he once knew when she saw her reflection in his eyes. Yet with Zeuwa, she was totally helpless. His dim-witted gaze saw the damning truth no other man saw. Shegé!

Chia took the mango from her brother and smiled back at him, the widest and truest smile she had given any human in too many years to recall.

“Zeuwa, how are you? I’ve missed you so much. Come and give your big sister a hug.” She opened her arms wide and Zeuwa stumbled into them with another wide smile, lifting her as if she weighed as little as a feather and squeezing her so tightly she almost suffocated. When she finally extricated herself from his hold, the tight knot behind her throat was so hard it hurt with agonising sharpness—Thank you, ancestors! The boy doesn’t remember anything. He doesn’t hate me as Mmah does; even Mama too. See how Mmah has been avoiding me since my return. Chei-chei!

Zeuwa reached behind her and started stroking the hard protrusions on her back with a gentle hand.

“Big-sister Chia hurt her back.” His eyes filled with sudden tears. “Bones very sad and Zeuwa sorry for sad bones and poor Big-sister Chia.” He continued to stroke her back with tender hands.

Chia’s heart constricted, unshed tears forming a choking knot behind her throat. She reached out and hugged her brother again, inhaling his unique scent of kennel oil and goodness.

“It’s OK, you hear? Big-sister Chia is not hurting, so Zeuwa mustn’t cry, OK? Now smile for me so I know you’re happy again.” She lifted her face and smiled brightly up at him.

Zeuwa’s face broke out in a broad smile as he started to scratch his head frantically, as was his habit when he was very excited.

“Zeuwa has bad friend. His name is Efu, but Zeuwa gave him new name. New name is Ọchi, because Zeuwa not like old name, no-no; bad name,” he said, his voice high with excitement. Then just as quickly, his smile vanished and when next he spoke, his voice was low with gloom. “Ọchi is not good friend. He turned stepmother Ada into a tiger and tiger killed stepmother Ada and little Amara. And tiger wanted to kill Good-sister Mmah, but Zeuwa said no-no. So Ọchi glowed fire and burnt the tiger dead and flew away and disappeared.” Zeuwa looked at Chia with wide eyes that still brimmed with fear and wonder at the events he had witnessed.

Chia forced back her smile—Poor imbecile. I guess it is this foolish boy that filled Mama’s head with all his fantastical stories. Mama has never been the brightest woman despite her great strength. That is the trouble with tall people, as I always say. They grow away their brains. See how poor Zeuwa and Mama are the stupidest people in this family because of their tallness. Chei-chei! She shook her head wryly and gave Zeuwa some money.

“Here; go and buy yourself something nice at the store, you hear?” she said, urging him out of the room. The village bric-a-brac store sold everything from toys to foodstuff: she was sure Zeuwa would find something there to keep him happy, probably the colouring books and crayons he loved. With another tired sigh, she returned to her mirror to bolster her confidence once again before finally exiting the room.

As she walked into the living room, Chia saw three strangers – two men and a woman – together with her parents and Oliaku, her father’s first wife. Her mother’s critical eyes quickly assessed her attire and smiled their approval. In her glittering sequinned gown and matching sequinned shoes and handbag, Chia knew that she exuded crass wealth, just as Obidibo would wish. She would have preferred to be wanted just for herself rather than her money, but she wasn’t foolish enough to expect that now. As her mother rightly stated, she was no longer the pretty, petite, fresh-faced girl she’d once been, and age was no longer on her side. Still, Oke-Mmuọ had promised her the blind love of a man, a good marriage, and a child, and she had to believe in that miracle. That great entity had never once failed her so far.

“This is my first daughter, Chiauwa,” Obidibo said, leading Chia over to the group of three guests sitting on their sofa. “She has just returned from Abuja, where she owns a very successful restaurant, her own house, and a big car. In fact, everybody in the capital city knows her restaurant, and all the important people in the country go there to eat her expensive food.” Obidibo looked down at Chia from her imposing height. “Go and say hello to your suitor. His name is Anthony Uba and he’s from the neighbouring village.”

A tall man was already getting up from the sofa: a handsome man with full afro hair, a lithe body, and light skin. Chia stared at him in open-mouthed horror. Her heart raced so much that she struggled to breathe—Ancestors! It is not possible! It is him… the demon-bastard who cost me my front tooth! Oh, my cursed fortune! How? Why? Please, don’t let him tell my family that I was a prostitute… Don’t let this bastard rubbish expose my secret! Chei-chei! What kind of bad luck is this?

Chia’s body was trembling with a mixture of terror and rage. It took all her self-control for her not to turn and escape. More than anything, she wished she had a knife, a very big blade, to stab violent death into the man’s chest. The afro-man, her vicious abuser whose name she now knew was Anthony Uba, was smiling at her warmly. She saw no recognition in that smile.

Intense relief flooded her heart—Of course, I’ve changed. She was no longer the slender, clear-skinned girl she’d been when he assaulted her all those years ago. Chia doubted the bastard would remember any of his prostitutes. After all, animals like him rarely bothered to see the girls as humans. They were just bodies they bought and abused as they liked.

Chia remained rooted where she stood, unable to move her arm to shake her suitor’s outstretched hand. Anthony was looking more uncomfortable the longer his hand was ignored, and Chia read the embarrassment on the faces of her parents and the anger on the faces of his parents.

“My daughter, don’t be offended, you hear?” Her father’s soft voice broke into her frazzled thoughts. “I guess you found out that your suitor has been married twice and been twice widowed, as well as having a young daughter he’s raising alone with his parents’ help. Naturally, any young woman would balk at the thought of entering into a marriage with such a burden, but I ask you to consider this offer, OK? This young man is handsome and his parents are good people. He’s just been unfortunate with his marriages but, hopefully, this one will work out for two of you, if you give it a chance.”

Chia gawped at her father—Ancestors! No wonder Mama was so shifty about this suitor! An impoverished twice-widowed man with a child? And now I find out he is the demon that messed up my face and sexed me without paying me my prostitute money? Over my dead body will I marry this bastard rubbish-thing!

“Chiauwa, you’re not a young woman anymore.” Her mother’s harsh voice cut into her thoughts. “You’re no longer the little beauty you used to be and at thirty years now, you should be grateful for any offer of marriage. After all…”

“Twenty-nine years, Mama. I am twenty-nine years old, not thirty,” Chia corrected with a pained voice.

“Twenty-nine, thirty, what difference does it make? You’re still past your youth and should be thankful for any offer of marriage. After all, it’s not as if you’re entering a polygamous marriage as I did with your father. This man’s two wives are dead, so you will be his third and only wife. As for his child, the girl is only nine years old from what I understand and young enough for you to mould her into your own daughter. So, stop this nonsense and shake the man’s hand, so we can begin the marriage discussion in earnest.” Obidibo hissed her annoyance and flung herself on the chair next to Chia’s father, causing it to creak dangerously.

Chia finally looked directly into her suitor’s eyes and gasped softly. A sinister shadow wrought of black cardboard glittered in his two orbs. The black shadow danced eerily in the twin-mirrors of Anthony’s eyes, shifting shape with mercurial speed as Chia continued to stare in shocked disbelief. It was a faceless female shadow, but not a woman of any determinate shape or size. Sometimes, it was a slender woman, other times, a colossal giant that dwarfed even Obidibo. Then before she could blink, it swivelled into a gangly figure before dwindling to near-midget size. And through the myriad of changes, it remained a faceless female, a shadow entity—Ancestors! What is this evil I’m seeing in this demon-man’s eyes? How can I appear like a black and faceless shadow to him? Does it mean he has no fantasy lay – that any woman will do for his filthy needs? How is that possible? Shegé! This wahala is too much for me, oh!

“Papa, I will not marry this man even if he’s the last man in this world,” Chia finally said, glaring at Anthony as she spoke. She saw the stunned disbelief and confusion on his face—Bet no woman has ever turned you down, you bastard rubbish-thing. I bet you’re shocked that someone who looks like me can have the audacity to reject you and your handsome face! Just thank your luck that we are before our parents, or I would have exposed you and shrivelled your useless penis into a rat’s tail, ha!

“Chiauwa, are you crazy?” Obidibo screamed at her before her father could speak, jumping from her chair in rage. Chia saw the familiar eye-tics of her mother’s insanity and ran out of the living room on winged feet before Obidibo could attack her. She pulled the bolt behind her bedroom door and slumped on the bed, breathing hard and fast—Ancestors! What kind of wahala is this, eh? Mama will kill me today unless I can escape before she catches me. Chei-chei! Idiot me! Why didn’t I ask Oke-Mmuọ for the power to hex Mama and turn her rages to laughter? Even better, shrink her into a midget that can’t bully me or wipe the floor with anybody’s blood? Shegé!

Her door shuddered from the heavy pounding of Obidibo’s angry fists and feet.

“Chiauwa Agu, open this door at once before I annihilate your life and wipe the floor with your blood, you wicked child!” Obidibo’s voice thundered beyond the shut door.

“You won’t annihilate my life, Mama. Stop threatening me, you hear?” Chia shouted back, overcome by sudden rage at her mother’s words—Shegé! What kind of mother threatens to kill her own daughter just because of a useless man who has used and abused her daughter? It made no difference that her mother didn’t know what the Anthony demon had done to her. It’s still not right to threaten to wipe the floor with my blood as if I’m Ubene’s daughter and not her own child.

“Ancestors rush to me! This child has grown sudden horns and bush tails!” Obidibo wailed, her voice pitched in disbelief. “Chiauwa Agu, are you the one speaking to your mother with this fearless rudeness or has a demon entered your body? OK! Get ready for what I will do to you when I get my axe and break down this door. Mberede nyiri dike, mana mberede k’eji ama dike.” Calamity buried the man but in calamity will the true strength of the man be witnessed. “Wait for me – I’ll soon show you my axe.”

As she heard her mother’s feet stomp away, Chia felt a violent shudder quake her body—Ancestors! This crazy woman will annihilate me for real, oh! She unbolted the door and dashed over to the living room where her father was still seated next to his first wife on the sofa, smiling nervously at Anthony and his angry parents. Chia cast a baleful look at the man and fell to her knees before her father.

“Papa, cry for me, you hear?” she begged in a panicked wail, grabbing hold of her father’s hands with desperate frenzy. “Please cry for your daughter and save me from Mama’s axe. She has gone for it and I think she will really wipe the floor with my blood this time. But I can’t marry this man, Papa. Even if I die today, I will not marry this man because my spirit rejects his own.”

“But why, daughter?” Her father sounded bewildered. “What is wrong with this fine young man? Is it because of his former marriages and his child?”

Chia shook her head impatiently, glancing nervously behind her in case her mother snuck up on her—Shegé! Why is Papa wasting time with these questions when he should be crying to disarm Mama?

“Papa, I will tell you the reason later but please start crying now, before…”

“How dare you!” Anthony’s mother leapt to her feet, adjusting her wrapper with aggressive hands as women do when they’re preparing to pull off each other’s headscarves in battle. “Considering the strange stories about the recent deaths in your family, and not forgetting the things that happened in the past in this cursed family, you should be grateful that my son has considered you as his wife.” She glared at Anthony as if blaming him for his stupidity. “Why do you think we came here in secret without the rest of our clansmen, barely two months after you buried your dead? It’s because of the shame and what people will say if they find out that we’re seeking the hand of the old spinster of the Agu family. After all, it is common knowledge that your twins died a strange death, now followed by another child and two wives all on the same day. And not forgetting the murder of poor Ubene by that crazy giant you call your mother. So, if you think…”

“Shut your useless mouth, you stupid woman-thing, before I call my mother to shut it permanently for you!” Chia snarled, jumping to her feet and glaring at Anthony’s mother, whose face was now frozen in terror at her threat. “You know all this and yet you can’t resist my money, you greedy pigs!” She turned back to her father. “Papa, you see why I can’t marry this man and become a daughter-in-law to this rubbish witch that does not respect our family? So please, stop wasting time and start crying before Mama…”

“Where’s that useless girl, eh?” Obidibo’s voice boomed terror into Chia’s heart as her mother re-entered the living room with her infamous axe, accompanied by several of her half-siblings whose wide eyes gleamed with mischief and curiosity. “Aahh! There you are! Prepare your neck nicely for my axe.”

Chia screamed and dashed behind her father’s chair while Anthony’s mother shrank back against her husband with a loud scream. As Obidibo made to chase Chia, her father stood up and finally did his magic. Great tears started to crawl down his face as he held Obidibo’s axe-wielding arm with frantic hands.

“My beautiful goddess! My smooth pear! My intoxicating palm wine! My sweetest voice of a nightingale! Please listen to your adoring husband, you hear?” Chia’s father spoke with his trademark trembling voice and flowery prose, which never failed to melt his tyrant wife’s heart. The tears continued to pour down his cheeks in quantities so bountiful that Chia marvelled at his incredible feat—Chei-chei! Where does Papa find all these tears, eh? How can he produce so much tears just like that? And look at the rice-brained woman lapping it all up like a pet cat. At least I am now spared her evil axe.

“Our husband, don’t cry, you hear?” Obidibo lowered her axe and started wiping her husband’s face frantically with her dirty hands. “I know these aren’t your tears but that wicked girl’s own. So, stop crying now, my good husband, you hear? Just return the tears to their rightful owner, so I can deal with her.” She turned and glared at Chia with bloodshot eyes. “You useless girl! See what you’ve done to your poor father. Come here now and cry for me, you hear?” she ordered, raising the axe threateningly once again. “Until I see your tears, I won’t let you go free today. So, come here and relieve your father of the burden and cry your own wretched tears for once.”

Chia looked at Obidibo in panic—Ancestors! What will I do now? Chia fell on her knees before her mother, staying as close to her father as she could.

“Cry, I tell you. What are you waiting for? Cry, so I’ll know you regret your insult to me and really don’t want to marry this man. Then I’ll let you go and we’ll look for another husband for you.” Obidibo glared down at her, her mammoth chest heaving with rage.

Chia squeezed her eyes shut—Shegé! Please ancestors, give me tears. Please, just this once, return my tears to me. Come on, think, Chia, think! Remember the first time you saw the mangled bodies of the twins, your first experience of a harrowing death? Remember that awful day you got Eddie’s text dumping you? Remember the anguish of the first time you sold your body in that sordid motel room to avoid starvation? Remember the pain you felt when you caught Eddie with that shameless woman-thing, Gonorrhoea-Rita, the last person you ever expected to stab you in the back? Remember the sadness and confusion in poor Zeuwa’s face when you spoke those terrible words to him? Come on, Chia! Remember anguish and cry, you hear? Fool woman, just cry now so that Mama will let you go.

Chia sniffled and choked but she already knew it was an exercise in futility. Oke-Mmuọ had killed her tears when she begged the fearsome entity to deaden her heart to men, so that she would never again experience heartbreak and anguish. Now, as her mother waited threateningly with her axe, bitter regret flooded Chia’s heart once again as her thoughts took her back to that dire period in her life which was the harbinger of her present predicament.

*   *   *

She had been full of pain and rage against Eddie at that point in her life, or she would have never entered that diabolical bargain with the fiendish demon haunting her restaurant.

Chia had left the village at nineteen to learn the trade of a seamstress at a famous Abuja shop. Life in the big city was overwhelming and lonely, and she missed her family with an intensity that surprised her, considering how desperate she had been to escape their village.

Her life had taken a blissful turn when she met the twenty-three-year-old Eddie, an unemployed university graduate who lived in the shared building where Chia rented a room. The attraction had been instantaneous: in no time, he had moved into Chia’s room. By the time Chia completed her apprenticeship two years later, she had become the best designer of traditional women’s clothing at the exclusive fashion house and was highly sought after by all the wealthy clients in the city for her flamboyant and glamorous styles.

Rita Akpan had been one of her top clients. She and Chia had quickly formed a good friendship outside the workplace, despite the ten-year difference in their ages. At thirty-one, Rita was tall, light-skinned from bleaching creams, wealthy and glamorous: everything Chia wished she was. Still, Chia knew that, in her petite prettiness and the fashionable attire she designed for herself, she was almost as striking as Rita. All she lacked was Rita’s wealth; she knew that with hard work and determination, she would achieve her ambitions in time.

Soon, her friendship with Rita grew so strong that they chatted almost daily on the phone and shopped together in their free time. A while later, when Chia asked her best friend if she could help Eddie get a job, Rita had immediately invited him for an interview at her company. Eddie had reluctantly attended the interview for a job as a security man and had returned jubilantly to their room with a contract for an assistant manager position.

That should have been Chia’s first red flag, but she had been so naive and trusting that she never thought twice when Rita asked her to design her traditional wedding gowns a few months after Eddie had dumped her following his visit to Chia’s village to finally introduce himself to her parents. In the four years of their relationship, Eddie had resisted Chia’s efforts to introduce him to her family as her betrothed.

“Until I get a job, I can’t go and see your parents,” he always said. “I need to prove to them that I can take care of you and earn their respect.”

Yet, when she finally brought him to meet her parents after securing him the job at her best friend’s company, he had ended their relationship with savage speed as soon as he met Zeuwa. The desertion had plunged Chia into a dark depression that brought on suicidal thoughts. She had wasted four years of her life on an unworthy man who had milked her for all she was worth. In the four years of their relationship, she had taken care of the unemployed Eddie, a fact that resulted in her lack of savings.

She had nothing; no fiancé, no love, no money. Everything she had done for Eddie had been for nothing. She doubted she would ever again trust another man. Yet, despite her shock and pain, Chia had spent endless days and sleepless nights lovingly designing three stunning traditional wedding gowns fit for a queen for her best friend, as Rita was entering an arranged marriage with a man she had never met. When they were finally ready, Rita’s joy and awed gasps were all the reward she needed. She had done her best friend proud and that was enough.

Except the best friend had turned out to be a rattlesnake and Chia the greatest fool ever born. By the time she discovered that Rita had lured Eddie away with her fabulous wealth and was marrying him in the very gowns she had so lovingly designed, Chia was ready to follow in her mother’s path and wipe the floor with the blood of the two heartless traitors.

A visit to Eddie’s office at Rita’s company building, after he’d blocked her number, had resulted in Eddie calling their security man to throw Chia out of the building for making an embarrassing scene. Her initial humiliation had gradually turned to anguish, then violent rage. Her sleep suffered with her mental health. Soon it trickled into her job. Her designs lacked their former flair and the finished work was crude. Customers complained, including Rita, who in her shameless and gloating pride continued to visit the shop. When Chia refused to sew for Rita again, her boss finally fired her.

That was the beginning of the end. With no income and her mental health in tatters, Chia started to share tokes of weed with some of her acquaintances in their dodgy neighbourhood. One thing led to another and before she knew it, she was homeless and stretched out on a tawdry bed inside a seedy room at the Virgin Venus Motel, getting squashed by an obese old man whose foul breath caused her to gag even as she silently sobbed at her debasement and ignominious fall from glory. She had been the pride of her family, one of the few people to escape their village for the big capital city, earning enough from a proud trade to send home money to her parents every month. Now, she was nothing; a cheap prostitute existing on a diet of marijuana and hatred, living in the constant terror that her next customer might be someone from her village.

The old military general had been her salvation. She never knew him by any other name except the General. Whatever she did for him the first night she serviced him must have been enough to make her his favourite prostitute. He was generous with his purse for the pleasure she gave him. When he saw her crying bitterly after discovering that Rita had relocated to England with Eddie, his sympathy had been aroused upon hearing her story.

“You’re a very young girl, my dear,” the General had said, holding her hands, his hard eyes filled with unfamiliar kindness. “In the military, we say that one battle doesn’t win a war. You live to fight another day. So, you have to succeed in life to get your revenge on that useless man, OK? You’re a good girl and I want to help you. Go and look for a business you can run. Tell me how much it will cost and I will set you up so you can leave this bad life. From now, I’ll be your only customer and you must come to me whenever I call you.”

The General had been true to his words. By the time Chia found the run-down restaurant and offered to buy it from the family of the deceased owner, the General had the money ready for her. She had quickly taken ownership of the restaurant.

The entity had made its presence known to her on the very first night she took possession of the building. It caused such a ruckus that she’d almost fled from the building in panic, fearing dangerous intruders. Her attempts to escape led her to the unexpected secret dwarf door and the circular blood room it hid.

Except there had been no blood at the time, just an icy round room with a hulking, snake-haired white entity that filled her soul with terror and dread.

And made her an offer she couldn’t refuse.

“Human Chicken, bring me the corpse of a man you hold in some affection and I will grant you one of your deepest desires. Whatever you want will be yours, as long as you feed me the corpse of a man. Make your choice before this time tomorrow night or I’ll forever vanish from your life.” The entity had fixed her with its dead white eyes. In the twin orbs, she saw a future of fabulous wealth and power, a future that included her feet walking the broad pavements of an English street amidst a crowd of white people.

And Chia’s fate was sealed. Revenge! She would have her revenge! Finally! With blissful glee, she’d entered the unholy pact with the demon and sent her life spiralling onto its present cursed course. She sold her soul to that fearsome entity with her first human sacrifice, the General himself, Chia had never again shed a single tear for man or woman, not even when she rubbed onion-infused fingers onto her eyelids.

*   *   *

“What are you waiting for? Where are your tears?” Obidibo’s impatient voice cut into Chia’s ruminations. But Chia heard the lessening of her mother’s menace. Her father continued to sob pathetically; the sound was distracting her mother and dousing her rage with anxiety. Suddenly the axe fell to the ground, and Chia heaved a deep sigh of relief—Papa’s tears have won the day again. Thank you, ancestors! Chei-chei! This crazy woman will kill my head one day.

Chia shuddered. She didn’t think she would ever come home again after today. In fact, she figured it was probably better to sneak out while her mother was still distracted by Papa’s tears and escape back to Abuja before Obidibo realised she was gone. As for the demon-man with his yellow skin and afro hair, he could go drown himself in the River Niger for all she cared—Yeye bastard rubbish something!

By the time Obidibo succeeded in calming her husband, Chia was inside her SUV, backing out of their compound. From the safety of her car, she heard Obidibo’s voice raised in sudden fury

“Get out of my house before I break your heads!” Obidibo shrieked abuse at Anthony and his parents as they fled the compound, chased by her axe-wielding bulk. “Nonsense people! Why are you wasting my time when my daughter doesn’t want to marry your son, eh? Is my rich daughter a slave to marry your useless son just because he has a handsome face and yellow skin? Do you know that my daughter is hot cake; that ministers and generals are queuing up to marry her? Don’t let me see you people in our compound again, you hear? Go and marry someone of your own level, and if I ever see your son in our house again, I’ll annihilate his life and…”

Wipe the floor with his blood! Chei-chei! This crazy woman! When will you stop your madness? But good on you, Mama! For once, I support your lunacy very well. Chia shook her head with a wry smile as she drove away. Suddenly, she couldn’t wait to be back in Abuja to savour the city’s special kind of insanity again. At least she was the Terminator there, while back home in the village, she quaked in fear of being annihilated by her mother in a bout of Obidibo’s random madness.

As she sped along the potholed road, a sudden thought entered Chia’s mind, clouding her eyes with malice—Shegé! Maybe I should have agreed to marry that yeye Anthony and feed him later to Oke-Mmuọ? That would teach the bastard man to stiff prostitutes and punch out a woman’s tooth. It was a satisfying thought and Chia smiled broadly. Now, Anthony had joined the list of men she planned to feed to the white entity. Top on the list was Eddie, of course. But first she had to go to England and find the man, mesmerise him, and bring him back to Nigeria with her—Ancestors, why won’t you people hear your daughter’s pain and grant her vengeance, eh? When will I ever find the right corpse for Oke-Mmuọ?

The next day, just as the sun set in the west, the right corpse finally entered Chia’s restaurant on its own two healthy and willing feet.
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Claire stared into the red Honda with disbelief. Rage turned her face a ripe strawberry hue; her heart pounded so hard she could hear the loud thuds of her fury.

“What’s she doing in the car?” she snarled at Kolade, her eyes fixed on Shadé’s impassive face. The girl set her gaze on the front seat, refusing to acknowledge Claire or her tirade. The inexplicable tears that had been her companion ever since their fateful meeting with the beggar boy continued to trail down Shadé’s cheeks. It made her even more beautiful and vulnerable, and Claire eyed her sourly. “This outing was supposed to be for Tom and me. Fuck! I don’t remember saying you could bring your cousin along. Get her out of here asap, or we can call the whole thing off and Tom and I will find a way to entertain ourselves.”

Kolade looked pained, as if he nursed a nettle between his arse cheeks, and Claire wanted to slap his handsome face hard and fast—Bloody twat! Trust you to ruin everything! Just couldn’t wait to drag the bitch along as usual. It’s a miracle she doesn’t share the bed with us in a sick threesome. Fucking hell!

“Come on, Mum, chill, alright? Look, you’re making the poor girl cry. The more the merrier, OK?” Tom’s voice interrupted her angry thoughts. She turned to him with a livid glare.

“You know jack shit about this, Tom. So, just let me handle this, alright? The girl’s a nuisance and I’d rather not have her along with us tonight.”

“I thought this outing was for my benefit. My mistake.” Tom shrugged indifferently and turned away, but Claire saw the sizzling rage in his pale blue eyes. Sudden mortification doused her hot skin with an even deeper flush. The last thing she wanted was to fight with her son or demean Tom publicly.

“You’re right, darling,” she laughed, her voice a brittle tinkle. “Of course, it’s your night and if you say you’re alright having Shadé along, then who am I to disagree?” She saw Tom’s expression thaw as he gave her a quick hug.

“Cheers, Mum. You’re the best.” Tom turned to Kolade, who now looked like someone that had just crossed the line at the end of a gruelling marathon. “Cole, my man; you ready, mate? Let’s go rock this town. Can’t wait.” He fist-bumped Kolade before stooping to peer through the open rear window of the car. “Hi, my name’s Tom, by the way.” He smiled at Shadé, stretching out his arm for a handshake.

Claire saw the wide grin spread across Shadé’s face as she quickly opened the door and stepped out to greet Tom. In her tight jeans, skimpy top, gaudy bling and gold hair extensions, the girl was a dazzling sight for heterosexual malehood. Once again, Claire thanked her lucky stars that she was Kolade’s cousin and not a competitor for his lust. With Shadé’s svelte glamour, she would have stood no chance against the girl in a battle for Kolade’s affection—fucking bitch!

She caught the foolish grin on Tom’s face and widened in incredulity—No way! Even Tom of all people has fallen for the little tart’s fatal charms. Shit!

“Before I forget, here’s your Nigerian mobile phone,” Claire said, pulling the device from her handbag. “Whatever you do, don’t use your usual phone here – these scammers will hack into it and the next thing you know, it’s hijacked with malware and your identity stolen. This country’s not called Naija by the natives for nothing, trust me. Think of ‘Nai’ as in non-accidental injury and ‘Ja’, as in the Rastafarian God. Basically, these fuckpots are telling you that they guarantee to inflict some dire injury on everyone and only God can save them. Believe me, son, this vile country’s name alone is a noun, an adjective, a bloody verb, all leading to one word – S.C.A.M., scam, scam, scam.”

“Come on, Claire, we’re not that bad,” Kolade protested, his voice unusually hard, causing Claire to give him a piercing look. “What will you call the Russians and Albanians and all the other Western countries involved in shady dealings? Even you Brits aren’t as clean as you try to make yourselves out to be. It’s just your Western press giving us a bad name while minimising your own scammers. Trust me, we see ourselves more as internet experts and computer wizards rather than scammers. And to be scammed, surely there must be some two-way traffic? I mean, most foreign victims were actually trying to scam the country too due to their own greed, and got scammed by the smarter scammer. That’s my view anyway.” Kolade shrugged.

“And you can keep your fucking view to yourself while I give my son my own view, alright?” Claire snarled. She thrust the mobile device into Tom’s hand before getting into the front passenger seat, slamming the door so hard the car shook. Kolade sighed loudly and entered the car too, turning the ignition with unusual force.

Soon, the car was cruising through the busy roads en route to the famed local restaurant that supposedly served the best meat dishes in the entire city. From the back seat he shared with Shadé, Tom chatted animatedly with the girl for the duration of the drive while Kolade maintained an inexplicable moody silence, responding to Claire’s conversation with icy monosyllables. She reckoned he was still sulking about her earlier fuss about his precious cousin joining them, as well as her views about the local scammers—Huh! Tough duty, mate! Her lips twisted in a sour smile as she observed his rigid features. She gave an invisible shrug, running restless fingers through her hair for the umpteenth time as she hummed a tuneless song under her breath.

Soon, the car slowed down as Kolade eased them into a large car park reserved for a dilapidated building, with peeling paintwork and rusty corrugated zinc roofing. The place was littered with expensive SUVs, sports cars and every other status car on the market—Holy fucks!

Claire stared wide-eyed at the array of super-cars, stunned by the conundrum of the apparent wealth of the clientele and the dismal shabbiness of the restaurant. From the crude exterior, she could tell that the inside of the building would be just as tacky as the myriad of twinkling Christmas lights littering the external walls of the restaurant in the middle of summer. Still, the sight of all the expensive cars calmed her misgivings—Surely, any place that can attract such wealthy customers can’t be that bad. She stared at the big signboard hanging atop the building – CHIA’S PALACE. Huh! Pretentious little twats!

“We’re here,” Kolade announced unnecessarily, killing the engine.

*   *   *

Chia saw the group of four walk into her restaurant with a feeling of excitement—Oyibo customers! Lots of money. Good! She rarely got white people patronising her restaurant, but when they came, they tended to spend a lot of money. Her staff already knew to charge foreigners double what the locals were billed. After all, they knew no better and had healthy forex to spend.

She quickly stubbed out her cigarette and doused herself in Coco Chanel before applying her Juju Glamour-Cream—Bambino Chick! Go do your magic! She stood up, adjusted her bubu kaftan, and waddled out of her office, weaving her way through the myriad of admirers calling out the usual boisterous greetings and lecherous propositions.

“Genevieve Nnaji! Honey woman! Come greet me, you hear?”

“Funke Akindele! Fine girl! I love you, baby!”

“Nicki Minaj! Sexy lady! Come let me touch you, beautiful gal!”

“Chei! Is that Naomi Campbell my eyes are seeing? Naomi! Over here! Let us take selfie, please, oh!”

Chia smiled charmingly and ignored all the verbose offers from the enticed men as she headed for the table hosting the two white people and their two Nigerian companions. Soon, she was standing in front of them, smiling with effusive cordiality.

“Welcome to Chia’s Palace,” she said, addressing the fat white woman dressed in African prints, who seemed to be the leader of the group. “I am the madam of the restaurant. I hope you people enjoyed your good journey to my restaurant. Please, just let me know anything you want, and I will provide, sharp-sharp.”

The fat white woman eyed her coolly, her gaze dismissive, as one would look at a minion. She took a long draw of her cigarette and blew the smoke right into Chia’s face, before turning away with a bored expression.

Rage exploded in Chia’s heart, sudden and violent. It almost stole her habitual dazzling customer-service smile. She forced it down, clenching her fists and grinding her teeth behind her wide grin. It wasn’t her fault that the Glamour-Cream was useless against the female sex, yet she didn’t think the white woman had any need to treat her with such contempt—Huh! It isn’t as if the fat nonsense thing is slimmer than me or even more beautiful. Who does she think she is? I have a good mind to spit into her food, the yeye woman.

She turned her attention to the white man seated opposite the white woman. He was staring at her, eyes filled with wonder and lust. Chia beamed him a megawatt smile, feeling slightly mollified by his admiration after the rudeness of the fat white woman. She wasn’t surprised that a white man would find her attractive as the African guys did; after all, the hex cream worked on all men regardless of race or religion. Briefly, she wondered what this bearded white man saw when he looked at her, what was fuelling the raging lust in his eyes—Shegé! This oyibo man is ready to rape me on the floor of my restaurant with the way he is panting after me, oh. I wonder what his ultimate fantasy lay is, that is causing him to lose control like this?

As she took a closer look, Chia recoiled, staring at the man’s glazed eyes with disgust and horror—Ancestors! What sick evil is this? In the glassy orbs of his pale blue eyes, she saw herself as the man saw her. In her tiny six-year-old body, curly blonde hair, wide blue eyes and pretty pink ribbons, she should have been the innocent sweet daughter of a loving mother, cloaked in love and happiness. The little blonde child she saw in the white man’s eyes had no business wearing the adult make-up plastered on her face or posing in the vile debauched manner the man’s sick imagination conjured. Suddenly, Chia wanted the bearded white man out of her restaurant without delay. Everything about him made her skin crawl: when he reached out and grabbed her hand, his moist palm was hot and trembly, filling her with repulsion, like skin touched by cockroaches, wet shit and slugs. She quickly yanked her hand from his feverish hold and stumbled away from him.

“Pretty sister, how are you?” Chia immediately addressed herself to the young local girl in the group who was seated next to the white man. In her glamorous slender beauty, the girl looked as if she had just stepped out of a Nollywood film. In fact, Chia could see several of the men in the restaurant starring longingly at the girl despite being under the hex of her Glamour-Cream.

“Fine, Ma, thank you,” the girl said with a respectful smile and a quivery voice. Chia’s heart warmed towards her—That’s more like it; a young person who knows how to respect her elders! Chia didn’t think she was more than ten years older than the girl, but still, she liked the deference in the girl’s voice. It acknowledged her status as a woman of respect, unlike the fat white woman who continued to blank her into insignificance. She noticed that the young girl had tears in her eyes and wondered what was causing her distress—Ancestors! Don’t let it be that this poor girl is going out with this demon white man! From the corner of her eyes, she saw the white woman lean into the handsome Nigerian man sitting next to her and kiss his cheek while whispering something into his ear—Huh? Is this old elephant sugar-mummying this handsome young boy! Chei-chei! Just see what dollars can do, oh!

Chia tried not to smirk as she looked into the handsome Nigerian man’s eyes—I bet the image I will see there won’t be anything like this fat white woman he is romancing. Shegé! These, our useless men! They will do anything for money, just like that yeye Eddie that dumped me for Gonorrhoea-Rita’s rubbish money!

Chia wasn’t wrong. What she saw was not the white woman’s image. Instead, it was a dark-skinned woman, one sitting on the same table with the group, the pretty young girl that had just greeted Chia with deferential politeness. The handsome man stared at her in confusion before turning to look at the pretty girl with stunned eyes. Then he looked at Chia again and wiped his eyes frantically with the back of his hand. Chia noticed that the pretty girl was now sobbing softly, trying to stifle her cries behind her hand. For some reason her tears seemed to please the handsome man. When next their eyes met, she noticed that he no longer saw her as the pretty girl. Now, she only saw her true self; her fat, squat and dowdy self—Ancestors! What is this craziness? How can this poor crying girl be this man’s fantasy lay, yet he is wasting time with this fat oyibo woman?

A sudden fury filled Chia’s heart as she glared at the handsome Nigerian man, who still had his arm draped languidly over the white woman’s shoulders. The man was clearly another Eddie, a selfish, cheating love-rat who used women without shame or conscience. I’ll deal with the yeye bastard soon! But first, let me take their money well-well.

Chia called over one of her waiters as she walked away from the table, a young man dressed in a uniform of white shirt, black bow tie and red trousers.

“Boniface, make sure you bill them well-well, you hear?” she muttered viciously as she pointed to the group. “Anything they order, charge them three times the usual amount. If they don’t pay, just let me know so I can call the DPO of the local police station, who is my good friend. Then, fat bedbugs will chop their fresh oyibo arses well-well in police cell. Yeye rubbish people.” She turned to walk away.

Then she thought better of it and turned back to the waiter.

“Actually, you see that fat white woman there? I want you to put ordinary water from the tank into her bottle if she asks for spring water, you hear? Also, tell your fellow waiters that you can all spit well-well into the food you serve her. As for the bearded white man with them, if we can find shit, I want you to mix it into his food. The only food that must be served clean is what you serve the pretty, young girl sitting with them. Chei-chei! What kind of evil is this that has entered my restaurant today, I ask you?”

*   *   *

Chia shook her head angrily as she walked back to her office, leaving her shocked waiter staring at her with a dazed expression. Boniface was used to their mistress occasionally telling them to spit into customers’ meals, but never in all the years he’d worked at Chia’s Palace had he heard her request shit-spiced food.

He turned to take a better look at the bearded white man who had so offended his mistress that she was ready to poison him with cholera, diarrhoea, and any other tummy bug that could arise from food spiced with human faeces. All he saw was an innocuous-looking skinny man who looked incapable of harming a fly. Yet, the man’s gaze was glued on Chia even as she headed back to her office.

A deep frown furrowed the waiter’s brow as he followed the white man’s intense gaze. There was something in his eyes that made Boniface uncomfortable, a malevolent lust that was unpleasant to witness. In that instance, he knew that he would obey Chia’s instructions to the last detail. Anyone who upset his beloved mistress deserved to be punished ruthlessly. He had no doubt that the other waiters would also comply without hesitation. Their loyalty and love for their generous mistress was as fierce as his own. In no time, Boniface was in the kitchen, spitting into the white woman’s food and stirring a glob of his own soft shit into the china bowl holding the bearded white man’s spiced meat pepper-soup. He served the food with such smiling obsequiousness that the white woman instantly tipped him handsomely even before they paid their hefty bill.

*   *   *

From the small spy window in her office, Chia watched the group of four finish their meal with relish. She felt intense satisfaction each time she saw the bearded white man lift the loaded spoon of shit-spiced meat into his mouth; same with the fat white woman. Boniface had already texted her to confirm his compliance with her instructions and, once again, Chia offered a silent thanks for her band of faithful staff. Hers was the only establishment in Abuja city that only employed men rather than pretty girls, which was the norm. She had personally interviewed them all without her Glamour-Cream, ensuring they knew her in her true unattractive form without the influence of her hex cream. Even without Oke-Mmuọ’s gift of controlling minds, she knew that her immense generosity to her staff kept them loyal to her. She had been known to pay their families’ school fees, rent arrears, hospital bills, mechanics’ charges and even mobile phone credits. During Christmas and other national holidays, she doubled their wages and gave them each a bag of rice and money envelopes for the festivities. Their fierce loyalty and affection were her reward. The seven members of staff who worked at Chia’s Palace felt more like her family than her real blood family.

Chia sighed deeply as she exited her office to see off the departing white customers and their local companions, as she usually did with her VIP visitors. Not that she considered them VIP in anyway, but she had revenge to deliver to the fat white woman who had treated her with utter contempt. And as they finished paying their bill without a quibble, she sidled up next to the handsome Nigerian man and tapped his arm gently.

“I hope you enjoyed your meal, sir,” Chia said, smiling at him with fawning humility. He gave her a lofty smile as he nodded. It was the kind of smile that handsome men gave to women they found unattractive. In his eyes, she could still see her true dumpy form. She figured that the physical presence of his real fantasy lay had clearly wiped the hex illusion from his mind. Maybe if she had cried incessantly like the girl, the Glamour-Cream would have been more effective, leaving him as hexed as he initially was—Oh well! Not that it matters anyway! She noticed that the white woman had already linked her arm to his possessively, as if she feared someone might steal him away from her. The sight made Chia feel much better about what she planned to do. If nothing else, it would make the woman’s loss worse—The fat yeye rubbish-thing!

“You know, sir, I always tell people that the truth will set them free in this life,” Chia spoke gently, looking the handsome man directly in the eyes. She noticed his gaze cloud in puzzlement and she smiled wider as she held him in an invisible lock he couldn’t break. In a blink, she started to dominate his thoughts, crush his resistance, and manipulate his will. Oke-Mmuọ had given her the power to control men’s minds, and this was one of the few times she was truly grateful for that supernatural gift. “Tonight, you must confess the truth in your heart to the women in your life, you hear? You must hold nothing back and must declare where your true allegiance lies. No more lies and cheating, you hear? It is not good for the belly. Believe me, you will shit better with no constipation when you purge the bad secrets stinking up your heart and polluting your arse.”

The white woman made a choking sound, her face apoplectic. Her skin turned so red that Chia feared she might explode into sizzling flames.

“H-how dare you?” the white woman finally shrieked, glaring daggers at Chia. “The gall! I mean, the unmitigated gall! Who the fuck do you think you are to dish out unwanted advice to my boyfriend? Do you think being the owner of this appalling hovel gives you the power to stick your fat nose where it’s not needed? Fucking hell!” She rounded on the handsome man, yanking her arm away from his own. “Kolade, I told you we should’ve gone somewhere else, a more civilised place than this vile dump. The food wasn’t even that great – and see how much they charged us for the trash they served!?! Daylight robbery, if you ask me. At least, we now know never to come here ever again. Fuck!” The woman made a rude sound as she stomped out of the restaurant.

“Claire! Hold on, alright?” Chia heard the handsome man call out as he dashed out after the fuming white woman. The pretty young girl gave her a tremulous smile through her ubiquitous tears before hurriedly exiting the restaurant. The bearded white man lingered, staring at her with a fevered look in his eyes that brought tiny shivers of repulsion to her skin. In his pupils, she still saw the disturbing image of the little blonde-haired child in the lascivious pose and she quickly glanced away, wishing the floor would open up and vanish her from the man’s sight.

“I’ve got loads of chocolates and sweets with me inside my rucksack,” he whispered urgently at her. “Would you like me to give you some later?”

Chia shook her head firmly as she backed away from his uncomfortably close presence.

“I brought a pink Barbie doll from England, as well as some nice hair-bobbles in lovely rainbow colours. Would you prefer those instead of the sweets?” His voice was getting more urgent, his eyes desperate.

Again, Chia shook her head. “Thank you, but I am fine. Bye-bye.” She quickly turned her back to him, almost running, putting as much distance between them as she could—Shegé! What an evil demon-bastard! She shuddered slightly, resisting the desire to swing her arm over her shoulders and cast out the demons. As she navigated her way through the restaurant, she forced herself to greet her other customers, her laughter brittle and forced. Back in her office, she mixed herself a large glass of gin and tonic, savouring the crisp aroma as she downed the entire glass in one go. She lit a cigarette and took a long draw, watching the thick smoke swirl around with hooded lids. Once again, her mind returned to her exchange with the handsome black man and his white sugar mummy.

A malicious laugh escaped from her lips as she recalled the white woman’s outburst—Ha! Soon, you will have more reasons to shout, rubbish-woman! Shegé! I wish I were a mosquito inside their car, so I can hear everything with my own two ears. She would give anything to watch the humiliation of the fat white woman when her lover confesses his secret infidelity with the pretty young girl—That will teach the yeye woman to have more respect for her betters.

Again, her thoughts returned to the bearded white man. She wondered if he was the brother of the obese white woman. She wouldn’t be surprised. There was a badness that oozed from both of them that convinced her they shared a close relationship—Ancestors! Please don’t let that disgusting man do his sick thing with any little child, please. In fact, please let a car run him over so that he can just die and die well-well…

*   *   *

“Tom, what’s keeping you? Hurry up. I need to get out of this dump ASAP,” Claire called out as she stood by the open door of the car in the parking lot. She impatiently wiped the hot sweat trailing down her face with the back of her hand. She was brimming with nerves and ill-suppressed rage. Inside the car, Kolade was already in the driver’s seat while Shadé sat behind with her head bowed. Her eyes were shut as if she was sleeping, but Claire knew it was all a ruse, just her way of seeking attention as usual. She could see that Kolade had fallen for his cousin’s tricks as always, and was mumbling some coaxing words to her which Claire couldn’t catch from where she was standing waiting for Tom—fucking drama queen! She wouldn’t be surprised if they were discussing the over-rehashed topic of the beggar boy’s witchcraft hex yet again.

Both Kolade and Shadé were convinced that the little beggar boy was a secret witch who had hexed Shadé with the crying curse as punishment for taking his money. Nothing Claire said could convince them otherwise, and several trips to the shopping complex to find the boy had failed to yield any results. The beggar boy had simply vanished. Claire blamed his disappearance on Shadé, as irrational as it was – if the superstitious idiots insisted on blaming the poor boy for Shadé’s incessant tears, then she too would happily blame them for the child’s disappearance. She glared sourly at Shadé before returning her attention to Tom, who was walking over reluctantly.

“I’m staying back, Mum,” Tom said, adjusting the straps of the backpack which seemed to be permanently glued to his body. “Don’t worry; I’ll call an Uber once I’m ready to come home. Listen, thanks again for the mobile phone, Mum. You’re ace.”

Claire’s heart melted at Tom’s words. He looked at her with more warmth than she could ever recall seeing in them since he turned into a troubled teenager.

“Are you sure, dear? Would you like us to go somewhere else if you’re still in the mood to explore the city?”

“Naah; I’m fine, Mum. I can find my way back home easily. Don’t wait up for me, OK? Just leave the key or fob or whatever you guys use somewhere I can find it.” He leaned close and hugged her gently, lingering longer than normal. Sudden tears filled her eyes as she held him tighter, reluctant to let him go. This was what she had prayed for, the miracle she had hoped would happen between her and Tom during his visit. They were already bonding more than they had done in almost twenty years. Something told her this metamorphosis was here to stay. If it was the last thing she ever did, she would ensure she wouldn’t do anything to ruin their fragile relationship.

“Alright dear, I’ll leave the keys under the flowerpot outside our building. One lets you through the communal door while the other one’s for my flat. If you have any issues with the Uber, just give us a call, OK?”

“Sure, Mum, will do.” Tom released her and walked over to the driver’s side of the car. He leaned low and winked at Kolade through the open car window. “Cole, my man, thanks for the evening, mate. Great place, and the grub was out of this world. I’ll see you guys later, alright?” He included Shadé in his grin. She gave him a little wave and a damp smile.

As they sped off, Claire saw Tom standing by the empty space where their red Honda had been parked. His face was wreathed in a broad smile, one hand tucked casually in his jeans pocket as he waved them goodbye until the rear lights vanished round the corner. Later, through the endless days and weeks that would follow, that image of her son would come back to haunt her sleep with unremitting anguish and rage.
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Chia finished doing her accounts for the night, and stood up from her desk for a long stretch and wide yawn. A quick glance at her Rolex confirmed the time – 00:33hrs. She picked up her black Valentino handbag and packet of Rothmans before heading for the door. She pressed the light switch with an impatient forefinger before she locked the door for the night. Her key-bunch jiggled noisily as she walked through the deserted restaurant, a single gloomy bulb lighting her way. The shuffling sounds of her feet were slow in the heavy silence of her normally boisterous restaurant. A sudden soul-weariness gripped her heart like a painful band—Ancestors! When will this unremitting futility of my life cease? The same thing over and over every single day and night. Never any rest. Shegé! The sight of the table where the disrespectful white woman and her group had sat earlier reminded her once again of the loneliness of her existence. Even the white woman, in her fat unattractiveness, had a group of friends she could socialise with and enjoy restaurant meals with; not to mention the handsome younger lover she could have sex with as much as her dollars or pounds allowed. Shegé!

Chia sighed again, shaking her head wearily—one mustn’t be too greedy. She couldn’t expect to run a successful business and still have time to cultivate new friends and socialise. Not that she had any interest in making friends after the painful experience of Gonorrhoea-Rita, especially now she was rich and surrounded by people eager to get their greedy hands on her wealth. Still, it would be lovely to be served a meal once in a while in a posh restaurant in the company of happy companions or even a boyfriend, who would lovingly drape his arm over her shoulders the way the handsome Nigerian man had done with the fat white woman.

Chia cursed silently and switched off the solitary bulb before stepping outside. The streetlights and perennial Christmas bulbs provided some light as she turned to draw the heavy, burglar-proof metal doors. A hard hand descended on her shoulder, shoving her back into her restaurant.

“Don’t say anything or you’re dead, alright?” a voice threatened in a distinctive high-pitched English accent she instantly recognised—Ancestors! It is the disgusting oyibo man! Shegé! “I have a knife with me and will slash your throat if you do anything silly.”

The man started to push her deeper into the restaurant, bumping into chairs and tables and toppling cutlery and jars of condiments already set out on the tables by her waiters for the next day.

“Fuck!” The man swore loudly and angrily as he bumped into another table, wincing from the pain.

“I can take you to the office and switch on the light for you there if you like,” Chia said, pitching her voice like a child’s. She needed to look directly into the man’s eyes to manipulate his mind – something she couldn’t do in the darkness. While the dim light outside her restaurant had allowed the Glamour-Cream to still hex the man’s mind, the jarring sound of her adult voice inside the dark restaurant could break the hex, putting her life in jeopardy. She struggled to fight an unusual feeling of panic that assailed her senses, knowing that she would be physically helpless to tackle her attacker should the hex become undone—Chei-chei! Next time, I’ll ask Oke-Mmuọ for the strength of ten men and the ability to overcome a squad of soldiers.

“Now, you’re talking like a good little girl,” the white man said with a smirk in his voice. “Just take us to your mummy’s office and don’t say another word till we’re there. I’m guessing your mummy must be the owner of this restaurant, isn’t she?” The man suddenly paused, grabbing her arms in a painful squeeze. “Where’s your mummy? Is she still in the restaurant? Are you trying to lure me into her office, you little bitch?” His voice was hushed and ugly, brimming with rage and menace.

“No… no; I don’t have a mummy. I am just an orphan that works here and washes the dishes in the kitchen,” Chia said, feigning terror with her trembling high-pitched voice—Just let me get you into my office and see what I will do to you, you disgusting animal! Today, Oke-Mmuọ will get to eat a white man for the first time.

Her answer seemed to satisfy the man. Soon, Chia was unlocking the office door she had locked just a few minutes earlier. As they entered, she pressed the light switch positioned on the wall nearest to the door. Instantly, the room was flooded in brightness as Chia turned to face her assailant. She heaved a sigh of relief: she was in control once again. She could see her image clearly in his eyes – the naked blonde-haired child in her pink ribbons and debauched pose—Ancestors! Just see this demon-man’s wickedness! Chia resisted a shudder as she fixed her gaze on the man’s eyes, forcing her will into his head and quickly overcoming his resistance with ruthless dominance.

“What is your name?” Her voice was now its normal deep pitch, hard and cold. She did not bother using telepathic speech, such was the intensity of her fury.

“Tom. Tom Bellows.” His answer was almost robotic, even as the unholy passion continued to blaze in his eyes as he stared at her.

“Tom Bellows, I want to ask you a question,” Chia said, her voice as detached as her heart. The man was already dead meat as far as she was concerned but, for her own curiosity, she needed to know that he truly deserved his fate. “Have you poked other little girls in the past?”

“Poked?” Tom’s brows dipped in bafflement.

“Yes; poked. You know, squashing them. Shegé! You think English is my language? Just answer me, you demon-man. Have you squashed other little girls before?”

“Squashed them?” Again, Tom looked perplexed.

“Ancestors rush to me! What is the matter with this rubbish man?” Chia swore angrily as she slammed her handbag on her desk. “Are you deaf or stupid? I am sure you know exactly what I am saying and just pretending you don’t understand my English in order to hide your evil. You know very well the wickedness you planned to do to me tonight, so don’t you go pretending. Just answer me honestly. Have you squashed other little girls by force in the past?”

Chia felt Tom’s will fighting her inside his brain as he struggled to seal his lips and break her hold. But he was no match for her power and soon, his eyes lowered as he nodded his head.

“How many girls have you poked with your little thing?” Chia struggled to control the rage in her voice—Vile, bastard demon-man! Today is today; just you wait and see!

“Ten? Twenty? Maybe more, I’m not too sure,” Tom mumbled, his fingers fiddling frantically with the straps of his rucksack.

“And you want to poke me too, don’t you?” Chia asked, forcing his eyes to meet hers. He nodded again, this time with unrestrained excitement. “OK; I will let you poke me, but we must do it where nobody can find us, in case somebody comes into the restaurant. It is your fault; you did not let me shut the front door before you grabbed me.” She turned and pointed towards the heavy shelf displaying all her aliases. “There is a secret room behind that shelf. So, just move the shelf away to your right and it will reveal the door to the secret room.”

Tom’s eyes lit up with joy as he rushed over to the shelf and started to move it with urgent hands.

“Careful!” Chia called. “I don’t want you to break any of the photos, you hear?” Tom nodded, pausing briefly to stare at the myriad of framed photos as his mind registered them for the first time.

“Wow! I like your employer’s collection.” His voice was filled with wonder as he studied the various framed photos displayed on the shelf. “She might not know how to decorate her restaurant, but she sure knows how to pick portraits of beautiful women. I’m a big fan of Beyoncé, Rihanna, Nicky Minaj, even Serena Williams. Hell! I even like Adele and Angelina Jolie. Not sure about Victoria Beckham though; but, hey, she’s still not bad looking, right? Definitely guaranteed to bring glamour into the mix anytime. Not that you’ll have any idea who they are, right?” He winked at her as he started moving the shelf again. This time, his actions were more careful despite his impatience and in no time, the dwarf door was revealed in its bloody redness.

“Wow! Awesome!” Tom stared at the door with wide eyes filled with wonder and excitement.

“You need to bend to your knees so you can crawl through the short door. But once you are in, you will find a normal-sized room,” Chia said, coming close to stand behind Tom—Bambino Chick, we must be ready… Can’t let this bastard thing escape…

A sudden jolt shuddered her back, a familiar violent and turbulent roiling of flesh and bones. She groaned softly as the mass of bony lumps on her back started to push and rumble against her skin, emitting the familiar ghastly moans that filled her with the old rage.

“What was that?” Tom asked, glancing back with a panicked look.

“Nothing,” Chia said quickly, reaching behind to punch some of the juddering lumps with her fist. “Just open the door quick, so we can enter for my poking.”

The lumps howled louder at her words.

“Shut up, you rubbish things, before I smash you up with a hammer!” Chia shrieked at them with venomous rage. Her threat worked its usual magic and the commotion on her back ceased abruptly, the lumps once more lying quiet and hard in their knobbly multitude. Chia flashed a manic smile at Tom, nodding towards the red dwarf door. “Don’t waste any more time. Quick; open the door now before anyone comes,” she urged.

Tom dropped to his knees and reached for the brass knob. Chia leaned close behind him, breathing hard and fast. As he pulled the door open, the familiar fetid reek hit them with its malodorous pong. Tom screamed, scrambling backwards, but Chia reached out and shoved him with all her might, her hands hard on his resisting arse.

“Fuck! Fuuuck!” Tom screeched, fighting her push.

The hurricane struck. Chia felt her body lifted from the floor as she was hurled backwards by the familiar invisible force that instantly sucked Tom into the Red Room with cyclone fury. She heard his terrified shrieks as she crashed against the wall, almost knocking herself out. The hurricane winds continued to wreak mayhem in the office, vibrating the floor and toppling several framed photos on her display shelf to the ground. Once again, Beyoncé, Naomi, and Angelina lay in a shattered mess on the floor while the paperwork on her desk flew wildly in the air.

Chia cowered against the wall, covering her ears with her hands as the windstorm shrilled its familiar terror into her head, coupled with the agonised groans of her bruised lumps. Her wide eyes remained glued to the dark interior of the hidden room, hot air pushing through her open mouth. She weaved a frantic sign of the cross across her shoulders—Any minute now… Any second now…

The door slammed shut. Chia screamed, staring at it in disbelief—Ancestors! What is this? Little rashes of terror littered her skin in goosebumps as she stared at the shut door. Never in all their rituals had Oke-Mmuọ shut her off from its feeding. Hot sweat broke out on her brows. Her body started to tremble violently—Shegé! What have I done? I think I have insulted Oke-Mmuọ with this new feed. Chei-chei! I am sure it is angry with me for feeding it a white man, even worse, a living man instead of a fresh corpse. Ancestors, save me! I am doomed, oh! Doo…

Chia’s phone rang—Huh? She scrambled to her feet, dashed over to the table, and grabbed her handbag. She withdrew the phone with trembling fingers and stared at the screen. It was an unknown number. Her brows creased—Who in Amadioha’s name is calling me by this time of the night?

She pressed the answer button and pressed the phone to her ear.

“Hello? Who is this?”

“Honeybaby, it is me, your sweet lover, Anthony. Why are you not picking up my calls, my honeypot darling? I love you, my plumpy princess-pigeon! I lov–”

“Ancestors rush to me!” Chia shrieked, wild with mania. “This useless man! Didn’t I block your number, eh? Why are you still harassing me again with your yeye love? Every time I block your number you just go and get another one. I’m warning you now: leave me alone, you hear? For the last time, I will not marry you if you are the last man still with a sharp penis when the world ends. I swear, if you call me again, I will annihilate your life and wipe the floor with your blood, you hear me? Rubbish nonsense thing!”

Chia hissed angrily and cut off the call. Her chest was heaving, her breathing harsh—Ancestors? Just see how this useless man is making me curse like Mama. Shegé! Why has Oke-Mmuọ punished me with this rubbish man? When I asked her for the love of a man and marriage, I did not mean this useless Anthony Uba. But the demon-man won’t leave me alone and I don’t know how to break the hex that Oke-Mmuọ has put on him. Chei-chei!

The dwarf red door swung open slowly, creaking ominously in the sudden icy silence of the room. Chia dropped the phone and fell to her knees once again, scrambling towards the entrance on all fours, her head bowed low, heart pounding, eyes flickering frantically.

“Oke-Mmuọ, your humble servant bows before your mighty presence, oh great spirit,” Chia called out the homage in a quivering voice—Why is the room in darkness? Why isn’t it lit up in its usual red illumination? Why isn’t Oke-Mmuọ sending me the fried meat of the oyibo man or the Glamour-Cream from his testicles?

“Human Chicken. At last, you have brought the right corpse. Our business is now done.” The entity spoke in its raspy growl, brimming with ancient evil. “Go and collect your British visa and never summon me again, or you do so at your peril.”

Huh? A light exploded in Chia’s heart as her shoulders started to quake with unshed tears—Finally! Oh my ancestors, finally! She started to genuflect in a frenzy of grovelling obeisance, banging her forehead on the floor over and over.

“Oke-Mmuọ! Fearsome spirit! Mighty entity! Your servant thanks you from the bottom of her heart!” Chia’s voice was raised in a wail of gratitude. “Thank you a millionfold for my British visa, mighty spirit. I will forever be your faithful servant in this lifetime and the next.” Chia paused briefly, banging her head on the floor with even more frenzy—Chei! If Oke-Mmuọ had told me it wanted to eat a white man all this while, I wouldn’t have wasted my energy feeding it the wrong corpses for my British visa!

A new thought entered Chia’s mind, and when next she spoke, her voice was tremulous, hushed by fear.

“Great spirit, please tell your humble servant your true name,” she begged, still banging her head on the floor in obeisance, although gentler now. “I have searched my memory but I still can’t remember ever summoning you into my life. I don’t even know who this mighty spirit is that I serve, and I only call you Oke-Mmuọ for lack of a name more suited to your greatness. But now, you warn me never again to summon you: I fear your deadly rage should I accidentally do so again.”

Chia waited with a pounding heart for the white entity’s voice. The silence was ominous and the icy chill from beyond the Red Room brought involuntary shivers to her body.

“Listen well to me, Human Chicken, and fear tomorrow,” the entity said finally. “Some beasts are born to rule the jungle. Other animals are created to rule the hearts of the humans they share a home with. Then you have the unfortunate creatures whose fates are to serve as sustenance for humanity’s unremitting greed. Finally, you have the chicken, that damned creature whose entire existence is an exercise in futility, cursed to be the food to both humanity and the spirit beings.” The white entity paused. Chia raised her head briefly, peering suspiciously into the dense darkness of the Red Room—Ancestors! It is talking about chickens again. I only asked its name and instead it is talking about rubbish chickens. Shegé!

“To be a human chicken is an exercise in futility.” The entity resumed its speech. “You want to know my true name? Then listen and hear this well. I am Efu, the name you humans know as ‘Futility’. I am the Deity of Despair. I rule the Realm of Suicide and I visit those whose anguished lives summon me; those whose souls are already dead while they walk. To the lost ones, who are empty husks living amongst humanity, I show myself in my myriad of forms. Others live an existence of futility but fail to realise their cursed fates. To them, I also reveal myself and try to drag them into my realm. You know one such being: he that goes by the name of Zeuwa.”

As the words left the white entity, Chia gasped in terror—Ancestors save my soul! What is Oke-Mmuọ saying? How can it know about Zeuwa? What evil is this? Her heart started to pound so hard, she struggled to breathe—Oh please, don’t let it hurt poor Zeuwa… Don’t let anything bad happen to that poor boy. Suddenly Chia remembered her brother’s words about his bad friend, Efu, a flying and murderous demon whom he had given a new name, Ọchi. At the time, she had laughed away Zeuwa’s story with her usual derision, a mockery that was now laughing at her with sinister glee… But I didn’t know Oke-Mmuọ’s true name then; in all my imaginings, I never suspected it would track down my poor brother for its wicked purposes. Chei-chei!

“Human Chicken, even you recognise the futility of your brother’s existence; after all, you did curse him with death, didn’t you?” The entity’s gurgling voice insinuated into her thoughts, filling her with renewed dread and guilt. “But there’s something not quite right about that boy; something that doesn’t quite add up. He isn’t behaving as he is meant to and my powers aren’t working on him as they should.” The entity paused as if in deep thought. When next it spoke, its voice was that of a weary teacher who has come to the end of a long day teaching an unruly class. “But I will yet acquire his soul. One way or the other, he will return to his true, final destination for this life cycle. So, listen well now, Human Chicken: I have given you a second chance at life by granting your greatest wish. Your sacrifices have earned you this reprieve. Use it well.”

“Please, great spirit, may I ask you another small question, please?” Chia rushed in before the entity could end their communication, even as her body shivered at its words about her brother. “The skeletons… I wonder if you would tell me where they are? Just that they are not in your room, and I worry about their disposal in case somebody finds them and reveals my secret.”

“Fool human! Even now, you remain blind,” the entity snarled, its voice full of malice. “What do I care about flesh and bones? All I require is blood and souls. The rest belong to you. The flesh and skeletons are with you. The first you’ve already consumed; the second is your burden and your weapon, yours to command as you wish. After all, you killed them, so you own them. Deal with your burden and don’t bother me with your foolish questions. Now, our business is forever done. Sometimes, it is better to let sleeping dogs lie. You will never see me again in this form. But, should you summon me again before you return to my realm at your allotted time to surrender your soul to me for eternity, that is the day you will become a chicken.”

The dwarf door slammed shut with such force that the walls vibrated. More framed photos toppled from the shelf and Chia scrambled to her feet, shaking with panic and undiluted terror —Ancestors! What does Oke-Mmuọ mean by saying the skeletons of the sacrificed men are with me? I have no skeletons; it has them. It can keep them. I don’t want them. My burden and my weapon? What in Amadioha’s Earth does it mean by these words? Shegé!

Chia cocked her ears, seeking signs of occupancy in the Red Room. The eerie silence birthed an inexplicable terror that tied her heart and stomach in painful knots. She inched closer to the shut door, struggling for air. With a shaky hand, she reached for the brass knob and yanked the door open, her body tensed for the blast of the fury winds and pungent reek.

The room was in total darkness. Neither wind nor pong assaulted her senses. Chia sniffed, over and again, shuffling closer to the open dwarf door. All she smelled was a faint whiff of ashes, the scent of burnt wood or bushfires in Harmattan season. She dashed to the table and grabbed her mobile phone, quickly switching on the torch function. She stooped and pushed the mobile into the hidden room, but she saw nothing save an impenetrable darkness that defied the puny light of her mobile device. It was a darkness that rang with emptiness, the complete absence of life, both the living dead and their unholy furniture.

Chia sighed and stood up, shutting the door with a permanent click—It is over! This, my accursed union with Oke-Mmuọ, has finally come to an end! The Red Room is empty and there is nothing to incriminate me in future. At the thought, a sudden feeling of panic overwhelmed her—My Glamour-Cream! Oh, my ancestors, what will I do about my special meat for my restaurant? And my powers; can I still shrivel men’s penises and control their minds without Oke-Mmuọ’s continued presence? What about Zeuwa; will that poor retard be safe from this fearsome entity? Shegé! What have I gone and done now? I knew this yeye oyibo man was trouble from the first time I saw him.

With shaky fingers, she lit up a cigarette and started puffing with rapid, jerky movements. The smoke billowed around her face and she shut her eyes, inhaling deeply, wearily. By the end of two sticks, her frenzy began to subside, enough for her to start tidying up her office. It didn’t take her as long as normal, as there was no greasy human flesh to cart into her kitchen and prepare for storage. By the time she was done sweeping up the shards of glass, her Rolex only showed 01:30hrs. Huh? She stared at the time, unable to believe that everything that occurred had taken less than an hour. It had seemed like one of the longest nights of her life. An intense weariness engulfed her once again—Ancestors! I could sleep forever and ever tonight, and never wake up.

A sudden pain seared her back, a familiar ache that caused her to wince and groan—Not again! Oh, please, ancestors, not another lump! But she knew her prayers were wasted. Even before her hand reached behind her and encountered the new bony protrusion at the base of her spine, her mind already told her the sinister fact – she now carried eleven lumps on her back. By tomorrow, she would look even fatter than she did today and would need a larger kaftan to hide the bountiful farm of bone-lumps, bumps which were getting more and more troublesome with each passing day, ruining her peace with their restless roils and moans. It was a good thing Oke-Mmuọ had granted her a peaceful sleep in the past, otherwise the lumps would ruin her nights as equally as they troubled her days.

Chia shrugged with weary resignation—Oh well… maybe now that Oke-Mmuọ has gone for good, these lumps will finally cease to grow and become still. God knows I am bone-weary of their incessant harassment. I can’t even remember the last time I lay on my back to get squashed by a man. Shegé! Chia swore silently as she entered her SUV and started the engine. Soon, she was cruising past the familiar modern landmarks of Abuja Capital Territory, listening to the usual high-life music from her music deck as her thoughts took a wild journey of their own, recalling everything that had just happened.

An unexpected thrill sent shivers of bliss coursing through her body—My British visa is finally sorted! I can now go to London, find those two rubbish things, and make them regret their birth! Chei-chei! My ancestors are great! Eddie and Gonorrhoea-Rita, prepare yourselves now for Armageddon.
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Claire watched the brightly lit streets of Abuja Capital Territory fly past through the Honda’s window glass, as Kolade drove her back to her flat at the Diplomatic Village. Inside the car, the air conditioner hummed quietly while a soft music played from the radio deck, some old Kenny G instrumental from the eighties. Behind them, Shadé was busy on her mobile phone, earbuds firmly in place, blocking out all sounds. At least she wasn’t crying, as was her norm. Claire exhaled slowly, glancing down at her own mobile. Should she call Tom to see how he was getting on?

A deep frown furrowed her brows—The boy doesn’t realise that Nigeria isn’t like the other European and East Asian countries he’s visited. Shit! Nigeria isn’t like any other fucking country in the world, period! The last thing Claire wanted was for her son to be mugged or, heavens forbid, kidnapped by the Boko Haram terrorists for ransom, or by the other numerous groups and individuals plying the nefarious trade. Kidnapping was rife in the country and she didn’t need to be reminded that foreigners and corpses were the biggest targets; after all, people would pay anything to recover the bodies of their dearly beloved for a proper funeral and burial. With the endemic corruption, high crime rate, and hyperinflation, foreign currencies – especially British pounds and American dollars – were in hot demand. Foreigners, especially white people, were regarded as easy suppliers of this vital commodity by the kidnappers blighting the roads and highways. Hardly a week went by without her reading another report of a kidnapping or, worse, ritual murders.

At the thought, Claire shuddered, her heart thudding in sudden panic—Oh fucks! I shouldn’t have let Tom stay back at that wretched restaurant! She was aware that some witch doctors demanded the body parts of white people for the ritual charms they prepared for their clients – who ran the entire gamut of the society from politicians to pastors, traders to teachers, and everything in between. She had even heard that sometimes local women who wanted foreign citizenship paid for white men to be kidnapped for their penises, which were severed and used by the witch doctors to prepare spells that would hex other white men into marriage. Despite her cynicism, Claire sometimes wondered if there was perhaps some truth in the gory story, going by the number of foreign men married to local women in the country. Even Chinese expatriates were now major patrons in this booming interracial marriage business, and in her mind, everyone knew just how insular the Chinese were—These bastards had better not mess with my son otherwise all hell will break loose on them, big fucking time!

“Claire, I need to tell you something that’s been on my mind for a while.” Kolade’s voice suddenly broke into her musings. She turned to stare at him. He was not one to use those kinds of ponderous words and the serious tone in his voice piqued her curiosity.

“Shoot – what’s on your mind, babes?” A small smile played at the corners of her lips—Don’t tell me he’s thinking of taking our relationship to the next level? A tiny shiver of anticipation slivered across her body.

“Please try not to get too angry with what I’m going to say, OK?” Kolade’s voice was muted, strained, as if forced out of his mouth against his will.

The smile vanished from Claire’s lips as she turned fully in her seat to look at him, her eyes narrowed with suspicion. She could see dots of sweat on his face, as if he laboured under a terrible burden—What’s the wanker done this time? Has he run into more debt? Or maybe he wants to borrow more money he’ll never repay for some silly business that won’t succeed?

“I’m all ears. I’ll be the judge of how I’ll feel when I hear what you’ve got to say.” Claire’s voice was neutral, but her body was on full alert. Kolade gave her a quick glance before returning his eyes to the road. He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand and cleared his throat noisily.

“Well, it’s like this: Shadé isn’t really my cousin.” Kolade paused, stealing another swift look at Claire.

An unnatural stillness descended on Claire’s body, the dead immobility of a statue. Even her breathing paused, caught in the same unnatural freeze. When, finally, she could breathe, it was a sharp inhalation that reanimated her body, burning up her head with sudden rage.

“Repeat what you just said,” she said slowly, quietly. Kolade cast another nervous look at her and gripped the steering wheel with desperate fingers. “I said, repeat what you just said, you gobshite fucking twat.” This time, Claire’s voice was a bellow of uncontrolled fury. “Did you just say that Shadé isn’t your cousin? Answer me, you shagging wanker! Fucking tell me who the fuck she is, if she isn’t your cousin.”

Claire turned around on her seat and slapped Shadé’s thigh with enough force to make the girl gasp. Shadé pulled the earbuds from her ears and turned a pair of shocked, blue-contact-lensed eyes on Claire.

“Kaja! Aunty Claire, what’s the matter, eh? Why are you hitting me like this?” Shadé’s voice was raised in surprised anger.

“‘Aunty Claire, what’s the matter? Why are you hitting me like this’?” Claire mimicked her Nigerian accent with smirky malice. “Don’t fucking ‘Aunty Claire’ me, you little tart. Tell me exactly who the hell you are before I do you in.”

Shadé looked confused, her brows dipped. “What do you mean? You know who I am, so why are you asking me this kind of useless question now?”

“Claire, leave her alone, alright? She hasn’t done anything to you. It’s all my fault.” Kolade tried desperately to defuse the situation.

“Shut the fuck up and tell me exactly who she is if she isn’t your cousin!” Claire screamed at him. Behind her Shadé squealed in shock. Claire turned to her again. “Yes, bitch, you heard right. Your so-called cousin’s just spilled the beans. So, tell me: who exactly are you, Shadé? What really is your relationship with Cole? I don’t want any faffing around, just fucking tell me the truth right now!”

Shadé looked nervously from Claire to Kolade, saying nothing. The familiar tears started to trail down her cheeks and the sight enraged Claire further. She reached out her arm and landed a painful slap on Shadé’s face, once, twice…

Kolade grabbed her arm as she made to land the third slap.

“Leave her alone, OK!” he shouted at her, his voice raised in unusual rage. “Just leave her alone, Claire. I told you she hasn’t done anything wrong. It’s all my fault. Shadé was my girlfriend of over three years before I met you. I was the one that convinced her to stay silent about our relationship. It’s been really hard for her to endure everything all this while, and I hate myself for causing her so much pain. I didn’t really expect you and me to last this long. I thought it was just a fling for you, you know, friends with benefits. I didn’t know that you’d…”

“Friends with benefits!” Claire shrieked. “Did you just say ‘friends with fucking benefits’, you little shithead? What benefits have I received from you? Come on, spit it out; what fucking benefits have you ever given me, you bloody twat? God!” Claire screamed, pulling her hair with manic frenzy. “I can’t believe I’ve been paying your girlfriend’s tuition fees all this while, paying the rent for the flat you were using to shag yourselves stupid in my absence, paying for this car, your stupid business ventures and everything else in between to make your wonderful romance with your beloved girlfriend even more blissful! Friends with benefits?!”

Claire sucker-punched Kolade, right on his handsome jaw. The force of her punch knocked his head against the window, causing the car to swerve dangerously. Behind them, Shadé screamed and tried to restrain Claire.

“Get your fucking hands off me, you desiccated little cunt!” Claire snarled, slapping Shadé’s cheek hard.

“What the hell do you think you’re do–” Kolade started to shout, as he struggled to bring the veering car under control. Claire landed another blow on his face, then a second and third punch that finally silenced him and everybody in the hurtling car.

“Oluwa! Jesus!” Claire heard Shadé’s petrified scream, followed by the loud screeching of burning tyres as the car smashed into an oncoming vehicle, before flipping and landing wheels-up against a tree.

The last thought Claire had before darkness stole her mind was of her son and her psychic—Poor Tom! Poor lad’s going to be drugged up his eyeballs now I’m gone. GOD!!! Elvira, why did you have to pull The Fool tarot card? I didn’t want this kind of illumination… it’s too fucking painful to bear. Kolade and your bitch-tart, Shadé, I hope you two fuckpots die in fucking agony! Fuck…fuc…fu…f…

*   *   *

The next time Claire opened her eyes, she was lying on a hospital bed in a noisy ward, filled with groaning patients and waddling Nigerian nurses with backsides as big as her own.

WTF? Claire sat up in her bed, looking around the overcrowded ward with wild panic. The mother of all headaches almost blinded her: she held her head with her eyes shut, groaning softly—fucks! Her mind scrambled to figure out how she had ended up at the dismal location she now found herself. Why the hell was she in a local hospital ward instead of a private room at the embassy clinic?

Images began to flash in her mind, some of them fuzzy, others as clear as crystal – a horrible restaurant with an ugly obese gaffer who reeked of cigarettes and Coco Chanel; Tom waving goodbye from a dimly lit parking lot; You will shit better with no constipation when you purge the bad secrets stinking up your heart and polluting your arse… WTF?

Claire shook her head frantically, her eyes wide with mania—Why the fuck am I thinking of shitting and constipation when my tummy feels as empty as a bimbo’s brain? Her headache was now a solid rock of exquisite agony: still, the inexplicable phrase continued to play in her head on an endless loop until she was ready to scream in frustration. Instead, she shouted at a nearby nurse attending a moaning patient in the bed next to hers.

“Oi! You over there!” She crooked an imperial forefinger at the nurse, motioning her over. The nurse gave her an insolent glare and carried on silently with her work. Claire’s face flushed with anger—Who the hell does she think she is? Can’t the cow see that I’m white, for fuck’s sakes? “Nurse, I need to speak with you right now. Actually, get me a doctor or whoever’s in charge of this dump asap,” she snarled, glaring at the nurse through pain-reddened eyes.

She finally got the nurse’s attention. The woman stood up, arms akimbo, and fixed a contemptuous gaze on Claire.

“Haba! There’s no kind of nonsense I won’t hear in this wahala hospital, I swear.” The nurse barked a bitter cackle, her lips turned down in disdain. “This stupid girl! Who do you think you are, eh? Shebi, are you the president’s daughter or mistress? Is your father the inspector-general of the police, eh? Just because you have a pretty face is no reason to think you are a big somebody who can tell me what to do in my ward, idiot girl,” the nurse hissed loudly and turned away from Claire.

Huh? Claire stared at the nurse with goggled eyes—Did the fat cow just call me pretty? Did she just call me a pretty girl, of all things? Ha! Now I’ve heard it all! I’m guessing any white person must be pretty in her eyes, bless her. Suddenly, Claire felt her heart warm towards the obese nurse. When next she spoke, her voice was muted, friendly.

“I’m sorry, dear,” she said, smiling at the nurse through gritted teeth. “I didn’t mean any disrespect. But please, would you mind coming over? I just need to ask a couple of questions, alright?”

The nurse looked at her with a suspicious frown before grunting audibly and waddling over to Claire’s bed with leisurely steps that would have sent a dying patient into the grave before she eventually arrived with their medication. Not that Claire was dying, but—For fuck’s sakes! It wouldn’t kill the lazy twit to hurry it up!

“What do you want?” The nurse’s voice was abrupt. Claire knew she still harboured a grudge against her despite her apology.

“Do you mind telling me where I am and why I’m here?” Claire said, keeping her voice politely sweet. She couldn’t afford to antagonise the little ward dictator any further.

“You had motor accident last night and doctor gave you sedative. You only have some bruises, no broken bones. Dr Okoro will soon come and discharge you after he finishes ward round.” The nurse turned to walk away but Claire gripped her arm, frantic with panic.

“Did you just say I had a car accident? Are you saying that I spent the night here? This isn’t the Diplomatic Hospital, is it? Who brought me here? I need to…”

Claire froze. Sudden recollection started to flood her mind with dizzying speed—Cole… Shadé… Shadé is Kolade’s girlfriend, not his cousin! Oh my God!

“Ha! This crazy girl! I swear you will kill me with laughter.” The nurse’s derisive voice pierced Claire’s panicked thoughts. “Why will you go to the Diplomatic Hospital, eh? You be a diplomat or a white person, eh?” Suddenly, the nurse’s eyes narrowed as she drew closer to Claire, peering into her face with suspicion and a look akin to fear. “Sister, are you the president’s mistress? Tell me the truth, do you come from a big-name family? Haba! Satan wants to send me to hell today, oh! Please forgive me if I insulted you, you hear? Just that important people don’t usually come to this hospital, and a young Nigerian girl like you would only go to that rich Diplomatic Hospital if they come from big-name families, or–”

“What the fuck do you mean by calling me a young Nigerian girl?” Claire cut the nurse off, her eyes wide with rage. “Are you taking the piss, you little shit? Do I look Nigerian or young to you? Are you blind or can’t you tell a white woman from a black girl? I can’t…”

Claire paused, staring slack-jawed at her hand on the nurse’s arm – her black fingers – with their long Brazilian nail extensions, that she now recognised with growing horror—WHAT THE FUCK!!! WHAT THE FUCKING HELL AM I SEEING?? She withdrew the hand rapidly like one stung by a scorpion, her mouth a wide circle of horror. She rubbed her eyes frantically and raised her hands to her face—NO! OH GOD, NO… No… no… nooo…

“Ha! Now, I know you’re really crazy.” The nurse laughed viciously and called another nurse to Claire’s bedside. “Nurse Yinka, I beg, go and tell Doctor Okoro that we get a crazy girl here who needs Psychia Hospital instead of this place, oh. This senseless girl thinks she’s a white woman. She even asked me to send her to the Diplomatic Hospital, can you believe it?” The nurse shook her head. “I swear, for one minute, I even thought she was the president’s mistress because of how pretty she is and how she was commanding me anyhow without fear. But now, I know she’s just bad-crazy. I don’t want this kind of wahala in my ward, jaré,” the nurse hissed and returned to her former patient.

The new nurse, Nurse Yinka, looked at Claire with contemptuous compassion, the kind of look reserved for a drunk wallowing in his own vomit in a ditch. Claire continued to stare at her hands, shaking her head over and over like a rabid dog fighting an ear itch—I’m not Shadé… I’m not Shadé… No… No… This is a dream… Just a nightmare… Wake up, Claire! Go on, wake up now from this horrible nightmare…

She started to pinch herself, hard, over and over, until tears drenched her cheeks. Nothing changed. She was awake alright, and the new reality was horribly vivid. She raised a shaking hand to her head and gasped—Beyoncé extensions, Lord have mercy! I’m wearing fucking Beyoncé hair extensions and I’ll bet my tits they’re gold-coloured too! Fuuuck!

She turned wild eyes at Nurse Yinka and gripped her arm with frantic hands. “Get me a mirror right now!” she screamed, causing several heads to turn to her direction. “Just get me a fucking mirror before I commit blue murder and…” Claire cut herself off, covering her mouth with her hand—Oh Jesus! Did I just speak with Shadé’s Yoruba accent? Did I just say ‘modah’ instead of murder?

“Go get your own mirror, you crazy girl.” Nurse Yinka’s angry voice broke into her thoughts. She looked up with dazed eyes to see the nurse giving her a sour look. “You think this place is your house? Abi, you think I am a maid instead of a nurse? No wonder Nurse Agnes said you’re crazy. Just lie in your bed until Doctor Okoro comes to treat you and don’t disturb anyone again, you hear? Otherwise, I will poke a big injection in your arse.”

As Nurse Yinka stomped off, Claire collapsed back on her bed, staring at the cobwebbed ceiling in terrified despair. Her heart was pounding so hard that her breathing came out in harsh rasps. The violent trembling of her body rattled the bed, dousing her in hot sweat. From a distance, her mind registered the aches and pain in various parts of her body, together with a pounding headache which almost stole her sight. But her thoughts followed a different tangent—If I’m Shadé, then where’s the real me? Oh, Lord, don’t tell me that tart is now inside my real body… But how? How in God’s name did this happen? Body swaps don’t happen in real life… no fucking way. It’s film stuff, mad science gone wrong. I need to get myself away from this dump asap… Get back to my flat and figure out how to sort out this mess without anyone discovering my shame… God! Why? Why me?

A young local doctor, who looked as if he should still be in school uniform rather than in the white doctor’s coat he adjusted with inflated pride, arrived at her bedside with Nurse Yinka. His brow was raised in a superior arch as he looked with pompous intensity at the notes he held for several silent seconds. Finally, he turned to Claire with a wide smile that displayed his teeth in their brilliant white perfection.

A soft groan escaped her lips. In the doctor’s eyes, she saw the open attraction that doomed her fate. That look, more than anything else, convinced her that she now wore Shadé’s face, that mesmerizingly beautiful face that hooked all men like bears to honeypots—Oh God… Oh Jesus… I’m bloody Shadé… I’m really that wretched tart…

“Hi, Shadé, how are you today? My name is Doctor Okoro and I’ve been attending to your injuries since they brought you in last night.” The young doctor spoke in a fake American accent that grated on Claire’s nerves. “I can see you’re not doing too badly, although I gather you’re suffering some psychological trauma from your car accident.” He turned with a raised brow to Nurse Yinka, who nodded emphatically. Dr Okoro held up two fingers. “Can you tell me how many fingers I’m holding up, Shadé?”

Jesus Christ have mercy! Is the idiot kidding me?

“Fucking two fingers, alright? Shit!” She glared at the doctor, her face batshit crazy. “Listen; my name’s not fucking Shadé and there’s nothing wrong with me, alright? I’m neither crazy nor sick. I know the student ID card with me says I’m Shadé but that’s not really the case, trust me. There’s been a horrible mistake here and I intend to sort it out asap. So, just do us a favour and discharge me without delay so I can go home and deal with this shit, alright? God!” Her voice was once again raised in a shriek.

She tried to run her hands through her hair as was her habit and instantly trapped one of her long Brazilian nails on the tangled roots of the fake hair extensions—Fuck! Once again, Claire felt an involuntary shiver course through her body as she heard Shadé’s distinctive Yoruba accent in her own voice. Doctor Okoro was no longer smiling at her and the scowl on his face told her she had royally pissed him off, just as she had done with the nurses—screw the morons!

She started to get out of the bed. But a wave of dizziness sent her tumbling back. She choked, breathing heavily. Doctor Okoro shook his head and passed his notes to the nurse. His face was aloof and he no longer met her gaze.

“Prepare her bill and bring me the discharge form,” he said, his voice cold. As he turned to leave, a sudden thought occurred to Claire.

“Excuse me, Doctor; but would you mind telling me who brought me into the hospital? Was I alone?” she asked, suddenly polite: anything to get the information she needed.

“You arrived with a young man. His condition is critical and he’s still in the intensive care unit.” The doctor spoke over her head. “After your discharge, you can visit that unit for more information if you wish. There was also a white woman who was brought here with you, but I gather she was transferred to the Diplomatic Hospital.” Doctor Okoro turned away from her and headed towards the exit door.

Once again, Claire found herself fighting her terror and grappling with the latest nightmare—Cole is fighting for his life? I’m now… I mean, my body is now at the Diplomatic Hospital? Does it mean that bloody tart is now receiving superior medical treatment that should be mine, while I’m stuck in this substandard junkyard in her body? We’ll see; I’ll soon sort the bitch out. I bet she has something to do with this horrible mess, what with the way she always harps on about witches and witchdoctors… Jesus Christ! I could strangle that girl!

Claire forced herself to get out of the bed, this time being careful and slow with her movements to avoid another attack of the woozies. She stood up and stared at her feet: corn-riddled flat black feet with bright red nail polish—Oh please God, no, no! Another bout of dizziness overcame her as she gripped the bed railing to steady herself. She shut her eyes and inhaled deeply, slowly, until the panic thuds gradually eased enough for her to gather her thoughts. Then, with shaky hands, she started to feel herself, from the pert firmness of her breasts to the taut slenderness of her body. A look of wonder replaced the gloom on her face—Fucking hell! That little bitch sure has a stunning body, even for a twenty-year-old. I’ve never had such a slim body in my entire frigging life. I guess I should be thankful that I’m not stuck inside an ugly body.

As she reached for her handbag on the floor by her bed, a sudden thought hit her with hurricane force, drenching her in icy horror—Jesus! Nooo! I’m black… I’m a black woman now! Fuuuck! Mirror… I need a fucking mirror.

Claire reached into Shadé’s handbag—Bingo! Trust the vain little tart to have a mirror in her handbag. With a shaky hand, she raised the hand mirror to her face, keeping her eyes shut. Her heart started the familiar race that had been her companion since she woke up in the hospital—Please… please… let it all be a bad dream, a horrible mistake. Let me see my own face in the mirror… please…

She opened her eyes; then, she opened them wider. Her mouth quickly joined the open-sesame, her lips stretching so wide her jaw almost dropped to her chest. She started to hyperventilate, her breathing short and harsh. Her fingers touched her high cheekbones, her straight nose, her full lips and her bruised brows—Shadé’s face… Oh my God, I’m really inside Shadé’s body! It’s not a dream… Oh God… oh…

Claire started to cry. She slumped on the bed and let loose her tears. It wasn’t a gentle sobbing but an all-out bawl. She howled so much that all the nurses rushed over to her.

“Sister, why are you crying, eh? Chei! Just see how you’re messing up your beautiful face with all this crying.” One of the nurses tried to calm her down, patting her gently on her heaving shoulders. Claire responded by howling even louder. Her feelings of despair and helplessness were complete, and her mind seemed incapable of coming up with solutions.

“You are disturbing the other patients,” Nurse Yinka finally said, losing patience with Claire. “Here, carry your handbag and go outside and cry. Maybe if you pray, Jehovah will help you.” She picked up the handbag on the bed and handed it to Claire.

Claire stared at the bag through her tears—That’s not my bag… it’s not mine. She wanted to say the words to the nurse but she could only wail hopelessly. By the time she dragged herself out of the ward, she was so drained that all she wanted was to sleep and never wake up again—So, this is how Shadé feels with her incessant tears… Tom! I need to call Tom to come pick me up asap! Poor lad must be worried witless by my absence.

She reached for her mobile phone and paused. A maniacal glint filled her eyes as she stared at the lurid pink crystals of the mobile phone casing, blinking rapidly—It’s Shadé’s phone… it’s that little tart’s mobile! The bitch’s stolen not just my body, but my handbag and my mobile phone too! God! Just wait till I get my hands on her. I’ll kill that lying little cheat, that’s what I’ll do, alright… Kill her fucking dead!









12

Chia was about to light a cigarette when Boniface rushed into her office without knocking. The look on the waiter’s face was one of panic, coupled with ill-repressed curiosity.

“Aunty Chia, there’s a crazy girl outside who says she will burn down this place if you don’t come out and speak to her now.” Boniface wrung his hands frantically.

“Is she a customer?” Chia asked, frowning. “Go and give her a refund if that’s what she wants. I don’t want anybody disturbing my other customers.” She waved him away with a bored hand.

“Aunty, she’s not a customer, oh,” Boniface said, his eyes glinting with curiosity. “She said she’s looking for her son and that the last time she saw him was here.”

“Her son?” Chia’s eyes boggled. “Shegé! Is she crazy? Does this place look like a primary school to her? I beg, go and tell the woman not to disturb me and to go to the police if her son is missing.” Chia kissed her teeth in irritation and reached for her cigarette.

Her door crashed open before she could light it. She looked up, startled. Then her frown cleared as she smiled, getting up quickly from her chair.

“Pretty sister! You have come back again, eh? How are you and your friends? Let me…” Chia paused, staring in shock at the dishevelled state of the girl she recalled from the previous night. There were several bruises on the girl’s face and her left arm was bandaged. Even the clothes she wore were the same she had worn the previous night, albeit now rumpled and bloodstained. “Ancestors! What happened to you? Did armed robbers attack you? Chei-chei! This useless country, oh! Just because somebody is oyibo doesn’t mean they carry dollars with them. I bet that fat white woman that came with you last night must have attracted the robbers and…”

“Cut the crap and tell me where my son is,” the girl interrupted, glaring at her with enough loathing to annihilate a colony of cockroaches.

“Aunty, it’s the person I was just telling you about now,” Boniface said, eyeing the guest with unrestrained curiosity. Chia waved him away with an impatient hand and turned back to face her visitor.

“You have really surprised me today,” Chia said, her voice cold—Why did I ever think she was nice and polite? She is almost as rude as the fat white woman she came with last night. “Even if you are looking for your son – although I don’t know why you should be looking for him here – there is no reason to be rude. I think…”

“I left Tom here last night,” the girl cut her off again, glaring at her with rage. “This was the last place he came to. No one’s heard from him since then and I need to know when he left your restaurant last night. After all, I’m sure it would be pretty easy for you to notice, since we were the only white people here.”

Aahh! Sudden illumination hit Chia—the vile bearded oyibo man! They’re looking for that lump of shit. She forced down the slight thuds of anxiety in her heart and held the girl’s angry gaze with her cold eyes.

“I am a busy woman and have no time to waste with nonsense people like you,” she snapped, returning to her desk and sitting down once again. “You think I have nothing better to do than to look at every customer that visits my restaurant? You think just because I greeted you people last night, it makes you important somebodies? I beg, carry your rude body away from my restaurant and go and look for your friend somewhere else,” Chia hissed disdainfully as she pulled another cigarette from her pack. A new thought hit her. “Actually, why are you calling that useless, bearded white man your son? Ha! That disgusting man is almost old enough to be your father. In fact, I don’t even know why you should soil yourself by hanging out with someone like him and…”

“Bingo! Silver bullet, bitch! Got you, you bloated toad!” the girl crowed, leaning close across the desk until her face almost touched Chia’s. Her blue eyes glinted icy malevolence and her stale breath was hot on Chia’s face. “I thought you didn’t notice Tom, yet you sure have some very strong opinions about somebody you barely saw. What makes you think I’ll soil myself by hanging out with him?” The girl curved her fingers in an inverted comma as she stressed the word soil. “Well, guess what, bitch? I don’t believe a word you just said about not knowing where Tom is and I’m not leaving here until you fess up, you ugly cunt.” She glared at Chia with so much rage that the whites of her weird blue eyes turned a red hue.

Chia sighed deeply, lit her cigarette and took a long puff—Shegé! Why are beautiful women always causing wahala in my life? If it is not Gonorrhoea-Rita stealing my man, it is this useless girl spoiling my day. Is it my fault that she is suffering insanity madness, eh? Chei-chei! I should have known last night that something was wrong with her head when she just continued crying for no reason. I mean, what normal black woman wears blue eyes unless they are cursed by their ancestors or evil spirits? She picked up her phone and called her waiter.

“Boniface, I beg, come into my office with Olu and Tony at once. Sharp-sharp, you hear?”

Chia cut the call and leaned back into her excessively wide chair, blowing out smoke with leisurely contempt as she observed the fuming girl glaring at her. There was a wild desperation in the girl’s actions that baffled Chia—Just see how she is behaving like a crazy animal because of that horrible oyibo man. Anyone would think she’s his blood relative instead of just his girlfriend. Does she really think that filthy man likes her? Ha!

“Let me give you good advice, young woman,” Chia said as her waiters arrived. “That white man is a very bad man, you hear? Stay away from him for your own good. If you think he likes you, you are wasting your time. That disgusting man only likes to poke little girls who are barely out of nursery school. You will…”

“Oh my god! W-what did you just say?” the young girl gasped in horror. “How did you know that Tom… I mean, how dare you! How dare you say such filth about my son, you disgusting bitch! I’ll call the police and…”

“Boys, I beg, drag this crazy girl away from my office and throw her out of the restaurant,” Chia nodded her waiters towards the screaming girl. “Don’t let her step into this place again, you hear? The poor girl is crazy and keeps calling a white man her son. She is barely old enough to be out of secondary school, yet, she is convinced she is the mother of a grown oyibo man, despite being a Naija girl. Shegé! Madness comes in all styles, I swear. The devil is really wicked to ruin such a beautiful girl like this with madness.” She shook her head sadly as her three waiters dragged the shrieking girl out of her office.

Chia slumped back on her chair and exhaled loudly—Shegé! I almost got myself in trouble… I should have just kept my mouth shut instead of wasting good advice on a crazy girl. She glanced at her now-empty display shelf, her brows dipped in a frown. Once again, vivid memories of the events of the previous night crowded into her head in a gushing deluge—I should have known that useless man would be more trouble than he is worth. God knows I would have never sacrificed him if he hadn’t brought it upon himself. Oyibo people are just too much wahala. I bet the fat white witch will soon come here to stress my life too; and just as I finished bribing away the police people the Rolex man’s wife sent to harass me. Shegé!

Chia blew out another plume of cigarette smoke. At least the white man’s corpse had served a worthy purpose. She had already filled out her new online application for her British visa even before the sun rose. And, this time, she knew with every single pore in her body that she would finally get it.

*   *   *

Claire squatted by the side of the road just outside Chia’s Palace, staring with stunned dismay at the heaving sea of humanity going about their business, while minding her business with reckless impunity. Under the late afternoon sun, her body felt like a furnace. Hot sweat mixed with the steady stream of tears dowsing her face. The aches and pains from her bruises coupled with her blinding headache were almost unbearable, filling her with trembling despair.

“Hey, fine girl! What is the matter, eh? Why are you crying shamelessly like this in the middle of the street?” an annoyingly cheerful voice asked.

Claire glanced up and saw a young man who looked like a street vendor in a dirty white kaftan standing before her, his eyes gleaming with interest and the new attraction she was starting to get used to since taking possession of Shadé’s beautiful body. Next to him, several other nosy passersby stopped to observe her ceaseless wails and offer their commiserations.

“I think maybe somebody just died for her.” A middle-aged woman in the crowd offered her thoughts, her voice brimming with deep sympathy that caused Claire to erupt in a fresh bout of wailing—Fuck! Fuck! Why am I stuck in this useless girl’s body that knows nothing better than to bawl 24/7 like a stinking baby? Shit! I’m starting to believe that the beggar kid, Efu, might have just cursed Shadé for real as she’s been claiming. I mean, who the fuck cries nonstop like this?

“Sister, don’t cry, you hear? Whatever it is, just trust that our Lord Jesus will comfort you and…”

“Fuck Jesus and his fucking comfort!” Claire shrieked venomously at the speaker, turning a pair of raging blue contact-lensed eyes at the gathered spectators—God! What is it with these Nigerians that they have to bring pissing Jesus or juju into everything?

The crowd gasped, quickly giving her space. She could read the thoughts in their minds even before they spoke them aloud—The poor girl is insane! They were the same words she had heard all day since waking up in her new body; the same words the obese toad squatting inside the disgusting restaurant had said to her before chucking her into the street—The poor girl is insane! Even the security men at the High Commission Village had called her insane while refusing her entrance through the gates to get into her flat and see Tom—Tom… my poor son! Where the hell are you? Surely by now, you should’ve been informed by the High Commission that I’m at the Diplomatic Hospital. So why aren’t you there?

Once again, Claire’s mind took her through the unpleasant trials she had endured after escaping her hospital ward. That had been several hours ago: in that short space of time, her life as she knew it had come to an abrupt, terrifying end. Initially, she had stumbled through the crowded corridors of the hospital, seeking to get away from the stifling place and find her real body and reclaim it. Somehow, she had found herself outside the ICU. Her legs came to a sudden halt as she stared at the big red sign above the door—This is where Cole is supposed to be.

Except he was no longer there. He had been transferred to a different department – the hospital morgue. Claire’s piercing screams had brought an army of various hospital personnel to her side. When they realised she was with the dead man, they quickly held her hostage for Kolade’s hospital and morgue bills, as well as her own treatment costs—fucking heartless bastards!

Claire’s brows dipped in renewed rage as she recalled the chaotic debacle that had taken place in the hospital as she tried to secure her freedom. A quick rummage in Shadé’s handbag had revealed what she already knew – the girl’s purse was as empty as her brain. There was no money to sort out the hefty hospital bill she faced.

“Fucking little scrounger! Bloody desiccated cunt!” Claire had cursed with rage as she punched her thumb into the fingerprint lock system to unlock Shadé’s mobile before logging into her banking app. Still fuming, she had transferred several thousand pounds into Shadé’s account, the same account she usually transferred for the girl’s university tuition fees. Only after making the hospital payments with Shadé’s debit card was she finally allowed to see Kolade’s corpse and see the damage the accident had wreaked on his once handsome and perfect body.

At first, she had stared at the body, unable to believe that the skeletal corpse with the unnaturally shrivelled skin was that of her supremely handsome boyfriend—Surely they’ve made a mistake and mixed Cole up with someone else. A big light exploded in her heart as hope soared—It’s definitely a mistake! Cole’s alive! This isn’t his body; no way can he become this dried-up skeletal husk overnight.

She had followed her doubts with the staff, insisting they provide the right corpse or tell her where Kolade was—No one’s scamming me and making me pay for a corpse that isn’t mine. Hell no! They had showed her his personal effects, insisting that they too had been stunned by the inexplicable and strange appearance of his corpse.

“Even though your boyfriend’s body had been crushed by the impact of the accident, he still died as a normal-sized man,” the ICU doctor had informed her, his eyes wide with the same terror Claire could see on the faces of the gathered staff. “That was how he had looked when we wheeled his corpse into the morgue. Yet, by morning, the morgue attendants were confronted by a sight that almost stole their sanity. They all fled the morgue in terror and won’t enter until we dispose of that ghastly corpse. In fact, the hospital is considering burning the body but, luckily, you’ve now turned up as his family. So, now that you’ve paid the bill, we’re willing to send his corpse for an autopsy at the big hospital, if you wish, so they can figure out the cause of his emaciated state. Would you like that?” The doctor had looked eagerly at Claire, willing her to agree. She could tell he was desperate to find out what was behind the strange state of Kolade’s corpse, but she didn’t have the time for more stress, not when she was dealing with worse troubles of her own.

Claire had shaken her head and returned once again to the morgue to take a closer look. This time, she saw what she had missed the first time in her shock: his distinct crew-cut and the gold chain hanging around his skeletal neck, her Christmas gift to him the previous year. Finally, her heart accepted the terrible truth—Cole… Cole… Oh babes… Oh Jesus! No… no! Oh God! Why? Why?

Claire’s keening had been the anguished wailing of a new widow as she held onto Kolade’s mangled skeleton, sobbing until her voice went hoarse. She had seen death on countless occasions in her job as a policewoman. She had inflicted more than a few deaths of her own, both legally and illegally. She had thought she was inured to death and its victims until she saw the wrecked corpse of the handsome young man she never realised she loved until she lost him—Cole… Cole… Oh Cole! What am I to do now? Fucking tosser… Why didn’t you stay behind to face the music? Why did you have to escape my wrath by dying? I don’t even mind being your friend with benefits if you’ll just wake up, alright babes? I’m sorry I hit you and caused the accident. I’m truly sorry, alright? Just wake up please? Please, babes? Oh my God! Why?

She was still asking herself the same question an hour later as she stumbled into the Uber that drove her home to find Tom. Except the security staff at the British High Commission Diplomatic Village failed to recognise her and had denied her access to her flat, while labelling her insane for claiming to be the white female diplomat they all knew as Claire Bellows.

“I guess I’ll have to come back then as Claire Bellows for you fuckers to believe me!” Claire had screamed at the security guys as she stalked away, fighting the ubiquitous tears. Once again, she punched in her Uber request on the mobile phone as she loitered just beyond the security gates, gazing daggers at the uniformed sentinels guarding them—Arseholes!

A sudden thought had halted her steps—I’ll call my own mobile phone and see who answers it! Once I have my own mobile, I can call Tom’s number and figure out where he is. She quickly keyed in her mobile phone number and raised the pink handset to her ear—The number you dialled is currently unavailable. Please try later.

“Fuuuck!” Claire shouted, glaring at the phone, oblivious to the amused chortles of the security men watching her from their gate post. She wanted to punch both the sniggering men and herself. She had no one to blame but herself and her stupid congenital failure to charge her phone as she should. At least, she hoped to get into the Diplomatic Hospital once the Uber arrived, hopefully retrieve both her body and her mobile phone from Shadé, and be done with the nightmare for good. The thought filled her with some modicum of peace. She heaved a deep sigh, shutting her eyes briefly before opening them again to the bright August afternoon.

Idly, she started to scroll through Shadé’s contacts to while away time while waiting for the Uber’s arrival—Let’s see which other male victims the little tart’s got in her gold-digging claws. God! I just hate that girl and wish she’d fucking died. Why should she be alive when poor Cole is dead? Claire’s heart started to race with fury once again as she recalled Kolade’s confession just before the accident and the fake innocent expression on Shadé’s face—As if she wasn’t guilty of shagging Cole in the flat I pay the rent for, while collecting tuition fees from me under the guise of being his cousin, the bloody conniving bitch!

“Bitch! Stinky-cunt slag! Desiccated cunt whore!” Claire swore loudly in a lalocheziac orgy as she continued to scroll through Shadé’s contacts. She wasn’t disappointed. Shadé’s predominantly male contacts lived up to her expectations of the girl’s promiscuity – Andrew, Bayo, Charles, Dave, Emeka, Femi, Hassan… Tom, Tony… Tom?

Claire’s eyes widened—Tom? When did the little tart get Tom’s number? Fast bitch! She pressed Tom’s name and the phone number came up—Thank you, thank you, universe! The little prostitute’s come in useful after all! Tears filled her eyes as she recognised Tom’s burner phone number. In seconds, she was calling him, pressing the device so tight against her ear it hurt—Please ring… please pick up, Tom…

“This number no longer exists.”

WTF? Claire stared goggle-eyed at the mobile phone before redialling the number. Once again, the inexplicable message came through. A sudden tightening gripped her stomach as her head started to contract and expand—I’m not in The Twilight Zone… not in The Twilight Zone… not in The Twilight Zone. She was shaking her head frantically as she repeated the phrase over and over, rocking herself as if she were an irritable infant fighting sleep. How could Tom’s number suddenly cease to exist? Why wasn’t Tom calling Shadé or Kolade to ask about her absence from her Diplomatic Village flat, even if they were both unavailable? After all, she had both Kolade and Shadé’s mobile phones in her possession: Tom clearly had Shadé’s number. Yet, he seemed to have vanished since the last time she saw him at the parking lot of Chia’s Palace, waving goodbye to them.

The Uber arrived before Claire could process the questions running around inside her head like scrambled ants. In no time, she found herself at the reception of the Diplomatic Hospital, inquiring about the patient called Claire Bellows.

“Are you family or a work colleague from the British High Commission?” the pretty Nigerian receptionist had asked, eyeing Claire’s soiled and dishevelled appearance with ill-repressed disdain.

“Yes, I am,” Claire had said, her voice loud with impatience. “Just tell me which room she is so I can go see her asap.”

“Which one are you? Family or colleague?” The pretty receptionist’s nose now appeared suddenly very bulbous to Claire. Claire eyed her sourly—Why did I ever think the girl was pretty with those squinty eyes and that broad forehead?

“Family, obviously,” she said with biting sarcasm. “Just tell me her room so I can go about my business, alright?”

The receptionist’s face hardened and the look she gave Claire was now devoid of all politeness. Her brows were raised in disdain as she slowly eyed Claire from the top of her tangled gold hair extensions to her stained spaghetti-strap top and tight jeans. Even the flashy stiletto-heeled sandals she tottered on received the same contemptuous stare from the receptionist.

“I’m sorry, but only staff from the British High Commission can visit Ms Bellows. Do you have your staff ID card on you?” The smirk on the girl’s face told Claire she knew quite well that her request was a tall order—Fucking bitch!

“No, I don’t,” she bit out, glaring at the receptionist. “Listen, I just need to see how she is. I was in the accident with her yesterday – with my boyfriend who’s just died – and I just want to see how she is, alright?”

“She’s in a coma. You can’t see her anyway,” the receptionist informed her with glee.

“What?” Claire shouted in horror. “Did you say she’s in a coma? How long will it last? I must see her immediately, do you hear me? I need to see her asap.”

“I told you she’s in a coma. I’m not a doctor so I don’t know when she will wake up. Just go home and telephone us for updates.” The receptionist turned away from her; Claire stood before the desk, staring with numbed disbelief at the pristine white walls of the hospital. The clean décor of the place contrasted with the murkiness of her situation. Suddenly, the tears started to trail down her cheeks once again. This time, she didn’t fight them as before. She allowed them the freedom to ruin her face as they pleased. Shadé’s hand mirror had already showed her that the only things still in place on her face were her fake eyelashes and blue contact lenses. Everything else – concealer, eyeshadow, eyeliner, blusher, lipstick and gloss – were all gone, washed away by her infernal tears.

“Don’t cry, you hear?” the receptionist relented, seeing her tears and the dejected slump of her shoulders. “Your friend will be OK. She won’t die like your boyfriend, you hear? We have the best doctors in the country here and they’re doing everything to make her better. Today is a very busy day but if you come back tomorrow, then you could see her.”

Claire nodded at her gratefully, her mien filled with a new humility bred by her travails.

“Please, do you know if my son… I mean, if Claire’s son Tom has visited? Just that I’ve been trying to reach him on the phone but he’s not answering,”

“Nobody apart from a couple of people from the embassy have visited,” the receptionist said with a small frown. “Did you say she has a son?”

Claire nodded. “Yes. His name is Tom. He arrived in the country yesterday and was with us for our outing last night. He decided to stay back at the restaurant we visited – otherwise he would’ve been in the car accident too.” Claire shuddered at the thought.

“Wow! What a lucky man,” the receptionist said, looking suddenly very pretty once again in Claire’s eyes. “Imagine if both mother and son had been in the accident, Jesus forbid! But I haven’t seen him here since I arrived this morning and I know she had no visitors last night as she was still in intensive care. But if her son visits, I’ll tell him to call you. You said his name is Tom?” Claire nodded gratefully again. “And what is your name so I can tell him?”

“It’s Cla… Shadé. My name is Shadé.” Claire almost bit off her tongue as she spoke the detested name. After the debacle at both the hospital and the High Commission Village, she daren’t risk the insanity label here, not when her life literally hung on seeing her own body, comatose or otherwise. The tears on her face had now formed a flood and she continued to weep as she walked out of the Diplomatic Hospital, hugging herself tightly, fighting the flight of her heart from her body—Tom, where are you, son? Oh dear God, don’t let anything happen to my son… He has to be well; he must be safe. He’s all I have now. I must regain my body… I must.

As she walked away from the hospital, her steps were slow and heavy, as if weighted with rocks. Making her way to Chia’s Palace had seemed the next logical step, until the vile woman had chucked her out like a worthless sack of garbage—Me! Claire Bellows, once known as the terror of London gangs and the all-powerful visa officer of Her Majesty’s Foreign Office!

The ubiquitous tears once again dampened her face. Her shoulders heaved as she observed the dingy surroundings outside the shabby restaurant, and the curious crowd that continued to regard her with the contemptuous sympathy reserved for the hopelessly insane. Her headache was now agonising and the wild thoughts inside her head would give her no rest—Mama Bisi… Elvira… they’ll know where Tom is. They should have answers for this horrible nightmare I’m having.

She started to make the call. The phone instantly dimmed, showing five percent battery life remaining—God! She started to howl once again in frustration until the growing crowd became too much to endure. Finally, with trembling fingers, she keyed in her Uber request and stood up wearily from where she had been squatting on the dusty ground—I must get back to Cole’s flat before the battery dies. I need a bath and some food desperately. She might be occupying a new body with a new identity, but she still knew when she felt dirty. And right now, she felt so filthy in body and soul that she doubted all the tap water in London would be enough to wash away her physical, mental, and spiritual filth.

It was only later that evening, as she lay on Kolade’s bed in the flat he’d shared with Shadé, that a sudden thought insinuated itself into her head.

“That white man is a very bad man, you hear? Stay away from him for your own good… That disgusting man only likes to poke little girls who are barely out of nursery school.”

She sat up in bed like someone stung by a scorpion—Oh my God! I almost forgot! How did that bloated toad know about Tom’s paedophilia? Did Tom do something to her child? Oh my God! Please, don’t tell me she’s carried out the horrible jungle justice this country is notorious for? Don’t tell me they’ve hung a burning tyre over Tom and castrated him?

Claire shuddered, horror crawling a creepy path across her skin. She didn’t need to be told that the vile woman who owned the restaurant was clearly a thug with powerful connections, going by the fawning way people had greeted her at the restaurant last night. She didn’t doubt for one second that the woman was capable of anything and everything, including murdering a paedophile that dared molest her child.

Claire shuddered again as ghastly images of Tom writhing under the scorching flames of a burning tyre tormented her mind—That fucking toad had better not hurt my son! Thug or not, she’d better not dare harm Tom, otherwise I’ll show her that nobody messes with Claire Bellows and gets away with it. Claire’s instinct was now on the highest alert and her instinct was the one thing she could hold on to with total confidence. It had never let her down in all her years as an inner-city cop dealing with drug gangs and the dregs of society. Now, it was screaming danger and dark evil, all leading to the obese toad and her disgusting restaurant. The woman had some critical questions to answer, and Claire was determined to get those answers by hook or by crook.

With a weary sigh, she stretched out again on Kolade’s bed and shut her eyes, forcing herself to calm the fast thuds in her heart. Her brows remained in a frown as she massaged her forehead with gentle strokes of her fingers. Her migraine was the worst it had ever been, and all the adrenaline-ignored pains and aches from her trauma now returned with a vengeance, bringing a low groan to her lips—Fucks!

She turned over to her side and pulled the cover tightly around her. Tonight, she would find a way to sleep alone in this new body she now wore—Then, tomorrow, the hunt begins. I’ll return to that vile restaurant first thing in the morning. I’ll find out what’s happened to Tom, if it’s the last thing I do. Then she would find a way to reclaim her body, her identity, and her life once again.

Claire didn’t make it to the morning. Sometime in the middle of the night, the horror entered the room and staked its malevolent claim to her soul.
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Chia applied her face Glamour-Cream with careful fingers, spreading the grease across every crevice and contour of her face. Despite the thudding of her heart, an exquisite bliss bubbled in every vein of her body—Today has finally arrived! This is the day I’ll finally receive that British visa the yeye embassy people have denied me all these years!

A soft chortle escaped her lips as she paused the movements of her fingers, staring into the mirror with eyes that saw beyond her flamboyantly dressed image to a different wondrous vision. Her shining gold jewellery and heavily sequinned long gown glinted magic into her soul. She smiled joyfully. Already, she could see herself arriving in London, walking along those exclusive pavements heaving with white people while shopping in every famous department store in the country—Harrods; definitely Princess Diana’s Harrods. She could remember hearing somewhere that the famous shop belonged to Princess Diana and her African fiancé before they were murdered—Chei-chei! Poor woman! See how jealous people just killed her because she was beautiful and kind. Good princess; don’t worry, you hear? I will shop and shop in your Harrods until I finish all my pounds, I promise you.

Chia shook her head, shaking away the sad thoughts firmly from her mind. She could never think about Princess Diana without feeling as if she had lost a blood sister. Her loathing of Princess Diana’s husband and his ugly mistress was almost as fierce as her hatred of Eddie, and Gonorrhoea-Rita, and all cheating men. But this wasn’t the time to think such gloomy thoughts; today was a day for celebrations. Chia already planned to offer the first ten customers that arrived at her restaurant in the evening free meals and drinks, as well as treating her loyal staff to chunky money envelopes. There was no doubt in her mind whatsoever that she would walk out of the British High Commission with her passport stamped with the elusive British visa.

With a loud sigh of bliss, she picked up her Valentino handbag, doused herself in her favourite Coco, chucked her Rothmans packet and Samsung mobile phone into her bag and headed out of her house. Soon, she was cruising towards the British High Commission office in her black SUV, navigating the busy roads with unusual equilibrium. She even smiled broadly at a motorcyclist who cut into her lane, causing her to brake sharply to avoid hitting him. Ordinarily, she would have had her window wound down, middle finger stuck up, head poked out, and mouth screeching every profanity at the offending rider. But today was a day of bliss; she was at peace with the whole world and nothing would ruin her joy.

In what seemed like mere seconds, she found herself sitting in the embassy lounge awaiting her turn. There were a few other applicants sitting with nervous impatience, their wringing hands and sweating faces betraying their anxiety. Chia sat in supreme serenity, observing them with smug pity. She used to be like them, these poor desperadoes seeking permission to set foot in Queen Elizabeth’s magical realm. But not today. Today, the second of July, 2022 was her day, and her visa was a foregone conclusion.

As she walked through the open office of the visa department towards her interview room, she heard the hushed gasps of the white people sitting around their desks as they beheld her sparkling, sequinned glory. Several white men stood up quickly and nodded at her with wide smiles. The women looked stunned as they observed the strange behaviour of their male colleagues and the sequinned crassness of the fat woman entering the small interview cubicle.

Chia beamed them all a superior smile—Ha! Now you all finally notice me well-well! In all the countless times she had arrived and been routinely denied a visa, nobody had paid her the slightest attention. She had entered with humility and left in humiliation. But this morning was different. She strode in with the regal carriage of a queen in her sparkling finery. The white man sitting behind the interview desk gaped at her before the familiar glaze entered his eyes—Ha! Finally, I get a man to interview me!

Chia smiled at him with chilled confidence as he quickly jumped to his feet and stretched out his arm for a handshake. In the shining orbs of his grey eyes, she saw herself as he saw her. The otherworldly blonde image of Tilda Swinton reflected back at her, and when he spoke to her, his voice was deferential and warm.

“Thank you so much for visiting our embassy, Ms Swinton,” he said, beaming at Chia with a fool’s grin.

“It’s Chiauwa Agu,” Chia corrected. “My name is Chiauwa Agu. I’m here for my visa.”

“Of course, of course,” the man said in a daze as he started to shuffle papers with trembling hands and a distracted air. Chia could see her green Nigerian passport before him; a broad smile spread across her face as she leaned forward and pointed at it. The man glanced quickly at her, perplexed. Chia held his gaze as her mind weaved through the white-grey matter and neurons of his brain, quickly latching on and subduing his will with ruthless domination.

“I need you to stamp my British visa on my passport and bring it to me now,” she said, maintaining eye contact and a wide smile. There was zero resistance in the man’s mind and he nodded with zombied acquiescence as he stood up and walked out of the room with her passport—Ha! I see I still have the powers Oke-Mmuọ gave me despite the end of our relationship! Pity I will never get to sacrifice all my enemies to that fearsome spirit, especially that useless dog, Eddie, and the rubbish Anthony Uba man. Oh well…

Chia smiled again, tapping a happy beat on the carpeted floor with her sequinned pink shoes. In a few minutes, the visa officer returned to the room and handed the passport to Chia with the same deferential mien, smiling at her with that special warmth reserved for beloved celebrities. Her hands trembled as she opened the passport to see the visa stamp on it—Two years! Two years? Shegé! Oke-Mmuọ is truly powerful. I just wanted a two-month visa, but this man has given me two years!

Chia stood up and curtseyed deeply to the man, smiling widely. She stretched out her hand and he gripped it hard, his moist palm trembling softly in her calloused hand.

“Thank you very, very much, sir. I am grateful,” Chia said.

“Say nothing of it. All my pleasure! It was truly an honour to be of service to you,” the befuddled visa officer answered, still holding her hand with desperate ardour. Chia slowly disengaged their contact. In his glazed grey eyes, she could still see Tilda Swinton smiling back at him with her mesmerising and ethereal presence. As she walked out of the office, the men once again scrambled to their feet and called hearty goodbyes to her while the women remained seated, staring at her in confusion. She waved a regal hand at them and floated out of the office in her sparkling, sequinned glory and Coco Chanel redolence.

Inside her car, she slumped back on her seat and exhaled loudly with her eyes shut—Ancestors! Now, her body was shaking and her heart thudding. Once again, she quickly flipped the pages of her passport to look at her visa in disbelief. With reverent fingers, she traced the visa stamp, savouring the silky feel of the passport page, stamping the reality of her British visa into her body and mind—I have a British visa! Bambino Chick, you have done it! You finally have a British visa! Shegé! Oke-Mmuọ… I mean, mighty spirit Efu, I thank you from the bottom of my heart. Now, to bribe-out Eddie’s stupid cousin, Mary, and collect his London address from her.

A malevolent smile spread across her face as she raised her Gucci sunglasses to her eyes—Ha! Gonorrhoea-Rita, prepare yourself and your useless husband for Armageddon. Hell is coming to you rubbish-people on a British Airways plane very soon. By the time I am done with you two, you will wish you never squeezed out of your mothers’ wombs to meet a woman called Chiauwa Agu…

*   *   *

Claire woke up inside a freezer. At least, that’s how her body felt when she first dragged herself awake from a sleep filled with nightmares. Her teeth rattled as violently as shivers wracked her body, bringing iced fog to her breath, just as if she were stranded in a winter blizzard in the middle of a field in Siberia.

Claire groaned and pulled the cover tighter against her body, moaning and shaking. Soon, her fingers and toes started to go numb from the intense cold, stealing what was left of the sleep in her eyes—Bloody air conditioner’s fucked and is freezing up the room. She started to get out of bed, reaching for the night lamp on her side table.

Her hand encountered empty air—Huh? A deep frown creased her brows as she swung her legs over the bed – a bed that suddenly seemed too high and hard. Then sudden recall hit her—Oh God… It’s not a dream: I’m in Cole’s flat and Cole is dead. Oh dear Lord… Cole is dead and Tom’s missing and I’m now in Shadé’s body of all things! My life is truly screwed. Shit! Shit…

She wrapped her arms around herself as a fresh bout of tears doused her face in a new flood of despair. In the pitch darkness of the room, she could hear the steady ticking of the wall clock coupled with her harsh sobs. There was an unfamiliar grittiness in her eyes that caused them to burn—Fuck! Forgot the stupid bitch wears contacts and fell asleep without removing the dumb things. From beyond the window, the sound of cars and distant music sneaked into the room, bringing her some solace. At least she wasn’t alone in the world. Right now, she felt as if she was stranded in a dystopian nightmare that had no ending.

As she got out of bed to remove the contacts, another sound insinuated itself into her head. It sounded like the rattled breathing of a dying patient, the gurgling sound of a blood-choked lung. It seemed to be coming from the far end of the room where the built-in wardrobe was located. When she turned towards the sound, she saw the eerie glow of a strange light spreading a red and fuzzy hue across the room in a slow sinister wave.

WTF? Claire’s heart froze, terror bringing its own rashes to her skin—I’m not alone… Oh God, there’s somebody in the room with me… They’re haunting me again….

A wizened entity, with twisted dreadlocks which flowed to the ground, hulked like a giant bird of prey where the red light glowed. Except the dreadlocks weren’t made of human hair, but a swarm of hissing, writhing white snakes that slithered from its white skull to form a terrifying, roiling veil at its long, clawed feet.

Claire screamed. Then she screamed again and again, as she started to stumble towards the shut door of the bedroom—S-snakes… Oh my God, snakes… and a… a thing… true voodoo evil… Oh Jesus!

The door started to open, slowly, gently, as if a smiling friend held it open for her—Fuck… fuck… Jesus… Oh my God… please… please…Tears streamed down her cheeks as she struggled to halt the agonising pounding of her heart—It’s not real… this can’t be happening…

She stared in horror at the open bedroom door, beckoning her towards its deadly embrace—Uh-uh. She backed away from the door, staring at it with a terror-stretched mouth—That door opened itself… I locked it with a key last night, yet it opened itself… and the thing inside the room… Oh Jesus! Once again, her petrified gaze returned to the white entity still squatting silently in front of Kolade’s wardrobe with its swirling veil of white snakes, watching her with its icy eyes that seemed to see right through her very bones.

The entity wore a female form despite the skeletal sharpness of its features. From the white orbs of its cold eyes to the blade-sharp claws of its hands, every ounce of its withered body gleamed with the glossiness of white oil paint. Even its flowing snake-hair glistened with the same unearthly white sheen. When its gaze met Claire’s horrified eyes, it grinned with icy malevolence, exposing pointy, sharp fangs that magnified her terror a millionfold.

Claire dashed over to the open door after all, screaming and sobbing—Oh Jesus! God, please save me from this evil! Shit! Shit! She had read books and watched several films in the past where the actors froze in the face of some terrifying supernatural occurrence. She had always screamed at the film directors when the characters insisted on staying in their haunted houses despite the obvious evidence.

“It just doesn’t make sense, come on!” was her favourite refrain at those times. “Only a fucking moron would stay in the house after witnessing such shit, or a fuckwit director that doesn’t know his elbow from his arse.”

Which was why she’d always loved the short story ‘Dark Water’ by Koji Suzuki, a story she had re-read countless times until she knew every sentence in the book. The Japanese mother in the story didn’t waste a second getting her daughter out of their haunted house in the middle of the night and straight to a hotel. That was what normal people did, and exactly what she intended to do now.

Claire ran through the open bedroom door into the living room and towards the front door—Please God, don’t let the door refuse to open… Don’t let me be trapped in here with whatever that evil thing is in Cole’s room! What on Earth has that man and his cousin… shit, his fucking girlfriend, been dabbling in?

The front door started to open gently for her, just like the bedroom door. And now, she didn’t want to go through it anymore; she didn’t want to go near it. Then the entity materialised in front of the open front door, squatting on the floor and observing her with the same silent malevolence—God! How? Shit!

Claire moaned softly, backing away on jellied legs, praying fervently for a helpful film director to write her out of the nightmare she now found herself in—I’m trapped… No escape… Oh Jesus! What to do… Kolade, what in God’s name have you gone and invoked, you bloody wanker?

“Oyibo-Aunty, what is your wish?” The familiar voice pierced through Claire’s terror, its tinkly sound bringing desperate relief to her racing heart—Efu? My little beggar boy? Her heart lurched. She spun around, searching every corner of the living room for her little friend.

“Efu? Are you here, my dear?” her voice was shaky, tears of relief pouring down her face. “Where are you? Come right in, alright? Just come in now, please. Oyibo-Aunty needs you desperately.”

Her mind was telling her that it was strange getting a visit from the little beggar boy in the middle of the night—How does he even know this address? She pushed away the thought with a violent shake of her head. She didn’t care about the hows or the whys. She would welcome even Satan himself right now.

“But I am already here with you, Oyibo-Aunty,” the tinkly voice said. This time Claire saw him speak—Oh my G-God… it’s the snake entity… It’s impersonating the little beggar boy. What diabolical mischief is this? “It is really me, Oyibo-Aunty. Don’t be afraid. You sent for me and I’ve come to answer your call. And this time, we will play a better wishing game.” Its voice pearled in a tinkly laughter which echoed around the room like the chimes of Santa’s reindeers’ bells—The wishing game! It must be the child…

“Efu… is it really you? Promise me that it’s really you.” She forced herself to hold the icy gaze of the white entity, even as her body continued to shudder from terror.

“It is really me,” the entity repeated in the little beggar’s cheerful voice.

“But why do you look like this? I mean, how?”

“Because you chose this form. I gave you a choice of names and you chose Efu. This is how Efu looks. If you had chosen Ọchi, I would have appeared as the laughing beggar child. You should have chosen my name wisely.” The entity’s voice sounded reproachful, Suddenly, Claire remembered the disappointment in Efu’s eyes when she chose his name on that sunny afternoon that now seemed so long ago. “You wished for youth and beauty the last time we met. I’ve granted you your wish. I accepted the male sacrifice you offered and you now wear the beautiful body you desired. Now you have summoned me again, I’ve come to grant you another wish. Think well and be careful of what you ask.”

Claire’s jaw dropped as she stared at the white entity with horror-widened eyes—Oh sweet Jesus… Oh dear Lord… I didn’t summon this evil today; I didn’t. But everything is my fault; I know it well. It’s all my fault. I wished this nightmare into my life… I fell into a genie’s trap and got scammed! Fuuuck!

Sudden anger replaced her horror as she glared at the entity with rage-darkened blue contacts—Trust this fraudulent country to come up with scammers at every corner. Even their fucking genies are scam artists. I wouldn’t be surprised if their babies scam their own parents in the womb too. Fuck this!

“You fucking tricked me!” she shrieked at the entity. “I thought we were just playing a game! I didn’t mean for you to kill Cole or turn me into that little tat Shadé!” Oh dear Lord! Did I just say ‘tat’ instead of ‘tart’? Damn this wretched girl and her bloody Yoruba accent…

“I never play games and people must never be careless with their words,” the entity said in a detached voice so icy that it doused Claire’s skin in goosebumps. It was the same cold voice she had heard on the day he hexed Shadé with the incessant tears. She no longer doubted the girl’s claim that the beggar boy was a secret witch, or wizard, or whatever powerful entity he was. “I don’t have time to waste. Tell me your wish now and name the sacrifice you will offer in exchange.” The entity voice brimmed with impatient irritation and Claire’s heart jolted violently.

Sacrifice? It wants me to name another man for it to kill as it did with poor Cole? She shuddered violently, even as a hard gleam entered her eyes.

“I want to go back to myself. That’s my wish. Please send me back into my body again,” she said without hesitation.

“Negative. A wish granted cannot be ungranted. You can unwish it, but you can’t unreceive it once given.”

“What? Are you telling me I’ll stay in this body forever? That I’ll be a black woman for the rest of my life?” Claire’s voice was a high shrill of disbelief. “You can’t do this to me… you can’t. Just change me back to myself, alright? I’ll offer you all the men you want. Shit! Let’s begin with that fucking Brian Peabody for starters. You can have him right now as long as you change me back to myself. Please, I’m pleading with you. Have pity. For the sake of our friendship, do me this favour, please.” She was sobbing hard now, her shoulders quaking with the force of her wails.

“I accept the food you’ve offered. Brian Peabody will be your sacrifice for your next wish. I already told you that a wish granted cannot be ungiven. As for our friendship, you can thank it for the familiar voice you now hear.” The entity held her gaze with its icy orbs as the snakes started to slither and hiss in sudden frenzy, sending Claire jumping onto the sofa, her eyes wide with repulsion and terror. “Trust me, you do not wish to hear my true voice. Our friendship is also the reason why I accept your sacrifice with the mere calling of their names, without burdening you with the task of providing their flesh and bones. Now tell me your next wish, since your first wish cannot be granted.”

“My son… I want my son back and…”

“Negative,” the entity cut her off. “I have already eaten Tom Bellows. Someone else sacrificed him for her great wish.”

Claire felt the blood drain from her face and her limbs suddenly weaken, causing her to swoon. She stared at the entity with horror and disbelief—No… no… no… Oh Jesus, no! Not Tom, not my baby… Tom’s not dead… He can’t be… Oh please God, don’t let it be true…

“H-how do you know Tom’s name?” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “Please tell me it’s not true. You haven’t killed my son… You haven’t turned Tom into another withered nightmare like Cole’s corpse… He’s alive… He has to be alive… He’s my only child… Just a poor misguided boy… Please don’t harm him… Don’t punish him… please…” Claire was babbling, snivelling loudly as tears streamed down her face, birthing snot and violent hiccups.

“I have eaten Tom Bellows. It cannot be undone. The wish granted with his soul cannot be ungranted. Now, name your third wish.” Once again, the entity spoke with icy detachment as if Tom’s life and Claire’s anguish were the petty troubles of an insignificant ant.

A raging fury brought a red haze to Claire’s eyes. Her body continued to tremble, but this time, with unrepressed fury—Somebody will die! I’ll destroy the fucker and their fucking wish! I’ll show them that no one messes with Claire Bellows and gets away with it.

“Who sacrificed my son?” Claire’s voice was now as cold as the entity’s own. “Tell me who killed Tom! I want you to annihilate the person for me this minute. That’s my fucking wish. Take me to them so I watch as you torture them to a slow agonising death. Oh Jesus! I want the fucker dead this minute!” Now, her voice was a deafening shriek as she started to pull at her gold hair extensions with wild fingers—Tom… My poor son… I’m so, so sorry… It’s all my fault. I never should’ve invited you to this godforsaken country… I should’ve never left you alone in that disgusting restaurant and…

A bulb exploded in her head with horrifying clarity—The bloated toad! “It’s her, isn’t it? It’s that ugly toad that owns Chia’s Palace! She killed Tom, didn’t she? I know I’m right; tell me I’m right. Oh, the fucking shit-arse bitch! I’ll skin her alive! I’ll fucking fry that disgusting woman in her own blood. Oh Jesus, why? Why?” Her voice was raised in a piercing wail as once again she was overcome with grief.

“I cannot kill her. She is my person. Her soul belongs to me. I cannot kill my own, just as I will never kill you for another. Name your fourth wish.” Again, the entity spoke in the dispassionate voice that again raised burning fury in Claire’s heart.

“Did you just say you can’t kill her? Or rather, you won’t kill her?” She stared manically at the spirit, disbelief shrilling her voice. “OK, I’ll kill her myself. Believe me, I don’t need your help with that. I just thought you’d do it more quickly, but I guess I’ll have to kill her myself. Shit! Actually, I’d rather kill her with my own hands, the disgusting obese toad. Fuuuck!” Once again, Claire screamed in rage, yanking her extensions with furious fingers.

“You can try. She has powers and sentinels; she will not be easy to kill. Now, tell me your fourth wish. Time is running out. I must leave if you fail to name your wish in seven attempts. You have named your sacrifice and a wish must go with it. Hurry.”

Claire stared at the entity with glazed eyes that no longer saw it. Her mind was on a journey of its own and wild thoughts swirled inside her head—Oh God! What to do? What does it mean when it says the toad has powers and sentinels? I guess it means the corrupt police force. I already knew the vile woman is somehow connected to the very roots of power in this country and she’s clearly protected by them and their agents. Well, that’s fine by me. By the time I’m done with the murdering toad, she won’t be needing jack, much less her corrupt cops and politicians.

“Can I have two wishes? Please, Efu, grant Oyibo-Aunty two wishes instead of one,” she pleaded, giving the entity a winsome smile.

“Negative. One wish for one soul. That is the way it works.”

Shit! Who else can I offer apart from Brian Peabody for my second wish? I must have my two wishes. Her brows furrowed as she began to think of all the men she knew, to figure out which one deserved to be a barbecue treat for the ghastly entity’s gruesome appetite.

“Must the man be here in Nigeria or can he live anywhere in the world? Actually, must it be a man? Can you accept a woman? Goodbye fucking Instagram bitch, Zoe! No more holidays and shopping sprees for you and your son on Neil’s insurance payout… Or actually, I could go for that tart, Shadé. If she’s dead, then my body becomes vacant again for me to repossess… Yes, why not?

“It must be a man. It doesn’t matter where he lives as long as he is a man.” The entity’s voice broke her gleeful musings and squashed her dreams. But its words brought her fresh hope.

“Done, done, done,” she thrilled, giggling with maniacal glee, her eyes glinting with malice. “You can eat fucking Brian Peabody for my first wish and have Neil’s son… what’s the little sod’s name again… Liam? Luke? Shit! It starts with a fucking L.” She banged a frustrated fist to the side of her head. “Listen, does it matter if I can’t remember his name? I know where he lives. I can tell you where to find him in the UK, OK?” she asked desperately.

“A name must be offered. You must name your sacrifice.”

“Shit! OK, just give me a second, alright? I’ll go check Zoe’s Insta and get you a fucking name alright. After all, if my son is dead, why should hers be alive? Let the two boys go join their bloody father wherever he is. I want that Instagram bitch to feel the same pain I’m feeling right now.”

Claire dashed to the bedroom where she’d left Shadé’s mobile and pulled the device from the charger before rushing back to the living room. In seconds, she had logged into her Instagram account and was scrolling through Zoe’s posts—Lennon! Got you, bitch!

“His name is Lennon, Lennon McIntyre. Eat Lennon McIntyre for my second wish, please. You can find him at…”

“I know where Lennon McIntyre lives, in Shropshire, in England. Now, name your two wishes. Fast.”

Claire stared at the entity slack-jawed with awe and terror—It knows where Zoe lives without me telling it. This is the real shit. Oh my God! No wonder that obese toad swaggers around as if she owns the frigging world. Whoever has this awesome spirit owns the fucking universe. There’s nothing I can’t do with it by my side. It wants men? I’ll fucking give it enough of the wankers to last it ten lifetimes. Shit! This is fucking incredible!

“My first wish is to never, ever, be seen as a black woman. I want everyone that sees me to still think I’m white; a pretty, young white woman, OK? Actually, maybe it’s better to be a white man instead. You know, top of the fucking food chain and all?”

Claire’s eyes narrowed—Naah.

“Forget that. Let’s just stay as a pretty white woman. I haven’t been pretty for donkey’s years. As long as I never experience discrimination of any kind, be it racism, ageism, sexism, or any other fucking isms that might otherwise hit me as a black woman, I’m cool wearing this new body. Can you do that?” Claire’s voice was as anxious as the desperate look in her eyes.

“Granted. From the minute I eat Brian Peabody, you will become a pretty and young white woman in the sight of everyone – man, woman and child, even dogs. Now, name your second wish.”

No freaking way! Claire’s heart thrilled with so much joy that she could barely contain the wild laughter that burst from her—Goodbye fucking arsehole, Brian fucking Peabody. This is payback for all these years of your shit. She wished she could be there to see the man die. She hoped the entity would give him an exquisitely painful death.

“My second wish is to be able to kill my enemies without ever getting caught or punished for it. I want to be able to do anything I want without being made accountable for it by anyone, be it something as minor as shoplifting or as major as murder. Can you grant me this wish, dear wonderful Efu?”

“Granted. From the time I eat Lennon McIntyre, your crimes will become invisible in the eyes of humankind. Now, we are done. I have repaid your kindness to me. Sometimes, it is better to let sleeping dogs lie. Live your life and do not summon me again until you return to my realm at your allotted time and surrender your soul to me for eternity. Otherwise, the next time you call on me, you will become a chicken.”

The entity vanished.

One second it was squatted next to the front door, solid as earth in its shrivelled white ghastliness. The next, it was gone, blinked out like a dead star. Claire stared in open-mouthed wonder at where it had been, trying to grapple with everything that had occurred. She pinched her thigh, punched her jaw, pulled her hair, and shook her head. Then she ran to the long mirror in Kolade’s room to stare at herself and convince her mind that she wasn’t hallucinating, that she was still sane, that everything that had just happened was as real as the wide-eyed, frazzled African image she now beheld in the mirror.

She erupted in sudden, wild giggles that quickly morphed into full-blown laughter until the ubiquitous tears started streaming down her cheeks—Yeeees! I’ve done it! I’m now invincible! Hello world, prepare yourself for the rebirth of Claire Bellows! Fucking fat toad, I’m coming for you, bitch! Sweet Jesus, thank you God for this incredible gift! Now, for fucking chaos! Oh Tom… my poor unfortunate son. Mummy will get revenge for you. I promise you, that vile toad will pay for what she did to you…

Once again, her shoulders started to heave with her keening as she mourned the death of her only child. It was only as she was in the shower later that morning that the panicked thoughts hit her—Fucks! I didn’t ask Efu when Brian Peabody and Lennon will die, or how I can summon him in future in case of any emergency. I don’t even have any frigging idea how I summoned him this time either. And what in heaven’s name did he mean by saying I’ll become a chicken if I summon him again? I mean, will he literally turn me into a chicken?

Claire shuddered at the thought. It was bad enough being an African woman without being turned into a chicken. She hoped it wouldn’t come to that, that she would have no further need to summon that awesome child, Efu. With the new powers soon coming into her possession, the world would literally become her clichéd oyster—But first things first, my dear Ms Bellows.

Her lips twisted in a smile that brimmed with unrestrained malice. The first person she would be conquering was that repulsive, murderous, obese toad that killed Tom. Then she would raze that vile establishment, Chia’s Palace, to the ground.
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Chia looked at the tall man kneeling in front of her chair inside her office. He was wiping her shoes with solicitous dedication. The man’s full afro hair, chiselled features, and lithe light-skinned body would have brought shivers of desire in the bodies of most heterosexual women, young and old and anything in between. But, to Chia, he was less than a cockroach. Her eyes gleamed with malevolent glee as she stretched out her other leg, almost shoving her shoed foot into his face.

“Polish this other shoe again, well-well,” she instructed viciously, blowing thick cigarette smoke into his face. “And don’t forget to sing for me while you do so. When you finish, I want you to tell me again why I should marry you and become a stepmother to your daughter at my young age. Tell me exactly what I will gain by roping myself to a wretched-something like you, and maybe I will consider your proposal.” She leaned back in her chair and watched her zealous suitor go to work on her right shoe, wiping it with both his shirt sleeves with great exuberance as his deep baritone serenaded her with a popular high-life song.

Chia smirked—Useless yeye fool! Even without Oke-Mmuọ’s hex, she knew her wealth was the main attraction for this man. His blank eyes with their dancing shadow women confirmed his complete moral bankruptcy—Ha! This dog will sex anything that carries breasts and pisses from a hole in their yash; black, white, fat, skinny, young, old. Any woman will do for this demon-man, especially a rich one like me.

For the past week, Anthony Uba had haunted Chia’s restaurant, hounding her with his over-the-top declarations of love and refusing to vacate her sight until she agreed to marry him. All her curses and threats had so far fallen on deaf ears,; now even her customers were begging her to pity the man and reconsider. Yet, these were enamoured men who were already hexed by her Glamour-Cream and would do anything to marry her themselves.

“Enough,” Chia said, snatching her foot away from Anthony’s fervent ministrations. “Sit on the floor and listen to me carefully. I have a story to tell you. It concerns you and the wickedness you committed a long time ago. I plan to refresh your mind well-well tonight about something you have conveniently forgotten. When I finish my story, then I will listen to what you have to say and give you my answer.”

Anthony nodded enthusiastically, plonking his bottom on the floor before Chia and tucking his legs under him like an obedient primary school child. His eyes gleamed with excitement and the familiar hopeless infatuation that drove Chia completely round the bend—Idiot man had better not call me honeypot, honeybun, honeybaby or any other rubbish honey-name, or I will coat him in honey and feed him to Oke-Mmuọ in a… Shegé! Oke-Mmuọ has gone. Chei-chei! What will I do with rubbish men like this fool now?

Chia scowled viciously at Anthony, wishing she could slice his fried penis into delicious pieces and enjoy it as her midnight treat. It was at times like this, when she was confronted by men she really loathed, that she sorely missed her prior evil resident. She had looked forward so much to sacrificing Eddie to Oke-Mmuọ that now she struggled to come up with a better form of punishment for that heartless love-rat when she eventually tracked him down in London.

“Do you remember a motel called Virgin Venus?” Chia asked, fixing Anthony with a hard glare. She saw the startled look in his eyes and gave him a grim smile of satisfaction. “I see you do. You like going there for the girls, don’t you? You like showing what a big strong man you are by beating the girls to bloody pulps, yes?” Her voice began to rise as her fury grew. “You enjoy receiving services and refusing to pay for them, right? Rubbish man, do you remember me now? Do you remember knocking out my front tooth eight years ago at Virgin Venus, you worthless dogshit? Here, take it: look at what you did to me and tell me how you can dare ask me to marry you?” Chia yanked her denture from her mouth and flung it into Anthony’s stunned face. She bared her teeth angrily for him, exposing the wide gap from her missing front tooth.

As Anthony scrambled to catch the denture, Chia’s heeled foot connected with his head in a vicious kick she had been itching to give him all evening. Anthony howled and held his bruised head with his hand. It came out bloodied and his face looked stunned at the sight.

“What? You have never seen blood before, you devil-man?” Chia’s voice was venomous. “I guess you are only used to seeing women’s blood – and I don’t mean our menses. A coward like you will never engage a fellow man who will punch blood proper-proper into your rubbish, handsome face.” The wide gap in her teeth ruined her diction and she pronounced ‘menses’ as ‘mentheeth’, making her hiss in anger. She stretched out her hand with imperial disdain. “Just give me back my denture and get out of my sight, sharp-sharp.”

Anthony started to cry. He scrambled to his knees before her, sobbing as if his life had come to an end—Huh? Ancestors! What is this crazy man doing now? Chia stared at him in stunned disbelief as he continued to wail, holding tight to her ankles and raining kisses on her chunky legs in between howls.

“My queen, forgive your worthless slave,” Anthony pleaded, fixing tear-drenched eyes at her. “I’m not even fit to wipe your arse or clean your shit. But please, I beg you, forgive and forget my crimes, my beautiful empress. Let this your unworthy servant serve you for the rest of his pathetic life to show you his loyalty and eternal love. Whip me every day with koboko. I’ll even use my own money to buy the koboko whip. I will dance for you naked and clean the floor and cook for you with nothing on except my useless, naked body. So, please, accept my hand in marriage, my gracious goddess, and I will dedicate my life forever in your service.”

Chia stared at Anthony in open-mouthed shock. Something strange was happening to her as she watched his crying face. His words touched a secret place in her heart which she never knew existed, not even in her four years with Eddie. For one thing, Eddie had never cried for her; no man had ever cried for her, not even the ones hexed by her Glamour-Cream. Anthony’s fulsome words and copious tears were a heady combination that could easily become an intoxicating addiction to her heart—queen, empress, gracious goddess! Shegé! She loved those lavish endearments that went so well with her Bambino Chick alter ego. Already, Anthony’s face was looking more handsome than she remembered and the hot kisses he planted on her legs brought a long-forgotten moistness between her thighs—Ancestors! What is this mishy-mishy thing in my yash now? Chei-chei! Still…

“I want you to answer me truthfully before I will consider your proposal,” Chia said, her voice hoarse with arousal. She shook her head violently to clear her lust-fog, inhaling long and deep from her cigarette before stubbing out the butt viciously in her ashtray. Then, with ruthless grit, she started to invade Anthony’s mind, easily annihilating his weak resistance before stamping her dominion over his will. “I hear your two wives died sudden deaths. I want you to tell me what killed them. I don’t plan on becoming your third dead wife; never-never. So, confess everything now and I will decide whether or not to accept your proposal.”

Anthony’s eyes started to pool with more tears. She could sense him fighting to break eye contact with her, to resist the hard pull of her will. Chia gave him a grim smile—Foolish man! You think you can resist me? “Just hurry up and answer before I chase you out of my office,” she snarled, giving him another vicious kick. He gasped, rubbing his thigh with a trembling hand.

“My first wife ate my mother’s soup,” he said, his eyes pleading for her understanding. “It wasn’t me, it was my mother, I swear,” he rushed to add.

“Ancestors!” Chia stared at him, stunned. “Your mother poisoned your first wife? Why? Tell me the truth, you devil-man. Why did your witch-mother kill your first wife?”

“She had a big contract with the local hospital to supply them with foodstuff for the hospital kitchen. But when they paid her, she refused to hand over the money to her husband as she should’ve done. She was planning to send the money to her parents instead. So, my mother gave her okra soup and we got the money afterwards.” Anthony bowed his head meekly, like a sinner confessing before his priest.

“Chei-chei!” Chia snapped her fingers, swinging her arms over her head to chase away demons and ill-luck. “I knew your mother was a witch the very first time I laid eyes on her, the day you people visited our house. Now I know my hunch was right. And you, rubbish man:; you let your mother kill your wife for you, eh? You didn’t have the courage to kill her yourself? Yet, you go around beating prostitutes anyhow as if you’re a big something.” Chia hissed contemptuously, eyeing him sourly. “So, what happened to your second wife? Don’t tell me your evil mother killed that one too?”

Anthony shook his head, still fighting to break from Chia’s ruthless hold. “That wife enjoyed meat too much. So, my sister gave her isi-ewu, goat meat casserole for Christmas,” he muttered in a quivery voice. “Her rich father had given her one hundred thousand naira when she had our daughter on Christmas Eve, and my parents needed the money to…”

“Ancestors, rush to me!” Chia screamed, jumping up from her chair in shock. “This crazy man! Which one will kill me if I marry you, eh? Your mother or your sister? Or maybe your aunty or your godmother? Shegé! You can carry your yeye self and get out of my office right now before I break your head, you hear? Chei-chei! See how this wicked man would have tricked me and killed me like his other wives.” Chia clapped her hands loudly and shook her head over and over. She sat down again on her chair and glared at Anthony with loathing. “I knew something was wrong with you the first time I saw you and I was right. It was bad enough you breaking my tooth and stealing my prostitute money, without having your womenfolk steal my life. So, listen to me: just carry your handsome face out of my office, sharp-sharp, you hear? Don’t ever let me see you again, otherwise—”

Her door crashed open before she could complete her speech. Chia looked up, startled, as two burly mixed-race men in dark sunglasses and covered in heavy tattoos burst into her office brandishing a pistol and a large machete. Anthony saw them and screamed, jumping to his feet and dashing behind Chia, his eyes wide with terror.

Chia stared at the two intruders in shock—Armed robbers! Identical half-caste twins, no less! I can’t believe this! I’ve never been robbed in all the years I’ve run this restaurant. I have the police and the local gangs in my pay, so how is this possible?

“Who is your master?” Chia demanded before the men could speak. “Tell me at once who leads your gang so I’ll know if it’s one of the ones I pay. If not, then tell me if you’re a new gang in town and I’ll make sure to add you to my money list.”

“Shut up before I blast your filthy mouth, bitch!” the first twin with the gun screamed at her, waving his gun threateningly. He spoke in an affected American accent. Chia was stunned at how pitched his voice was: a high tone that didn’t go with his brawny physique. “We ain’t here to rob you, but to kill you. But now you mention it, give us all the money in your safe first, unless you want us to really torture you before we kill you and your crying boyfriend.” He eyed Anthony with amused contempt before returning his hard glare to Chia—Ancestors! Someone has hired hitmen to kill me! Who? Surely, it can’t be the Rolex man’s wife? I already settled her with the police. Could it be the tall man getting his revenge for his shrivelled penis or one of the other men I ruined with my hand?

“Who sent you to kill me?” Chia asked, forcing back the terror quivering her voice.

“The white lady sent us. You killed her son and now she wants you dead,” the twin with the evil-looking machete said. Like his brother, his voice was also high-pitched. “Once we let her know we’ve found you, she’s gonna be joining us to witness your torture and death. But first, you must tell us where to find her son’s corpse. The white woman wants her son’s body back, alright bitch? So, speak now: where did you bury the white guy’s body?” He raised his machete as he spoke, approaching Chia with threatening steps.

Chia’s eyes widened—Aahh! I should have known. I was already expecting trouble from that fat cow after the crazy pretty girl came with her own wahala. So, the man is her son and not her brother. Shegé! I always knew that yeye oyibo man was bad-bad trouble. Chia glanced over her shoulder as Anthony gasped loudly behind her, his breath hot against her neck, terror-tears streaming down his cheeks—Useless coward! What did I expect from a man who depends on his womenfolk to kill for him?

She turned around and faced the two assassins. She planned to take control of their minds and disable their threat—The fools are mere men after all, and no man has yet resisted my will.

The men’s sunglasses blocked her gaze—Shegé! She wanted to shriek with frustration. She was tempted to grab the dark glasses from the nearest twin but feared one of them would shoot her first. She kicked Anthony’s shin viciously. His soft groan brought her brief cheer—Useless, yeye bastard! You’d think the Glamour-Cream would make him grow some balls and protect the woman he claims to love. Chei! What kind of bad luck is this?

Just then, the twin with the gun shoved his sunglasses over his forehead, revealing a ferocious pair of light brown eyes. Chia’s heart soared—Ancestors be praised! Now we’re talking! With ruthless grit, she started to probe the gun-wielder’s mind. Idly, she wondered about his fantasy lay even as she sought to gain control of his will.

She saw nothing, just her squat and dumpy image—Shegé! I guess the efficacy of the Glamour-Cream has waned due to the late hour! Still, she could still dominate his mind and give him a different command—Go kill the fat white witch that sent you to me.

The man resisted her. Except it wasn’t that he resisted her; he just wasn’t even aware of her attempt to control his mind. Chia stared at him in shock, fighting the sudden thuds in her heart—It’s not possible… I can control the mind of every man. What’s wrong now? Has Oke-Mmuọ’s gift vanished? Oh please ancestors, save me… I don’t want to die; not now that I’ve got my British visa. I can’t die before I kill Eddie and Gonorrhoea-Rita…

The gunman raised his gun and strode over to Chia. She started to back away from him, her breathing harsh and loud, sweat pouring down her face as her eyes darted here and there seeking a way to escape the gun now pointed at her forehead.

“Kneel and shut your eyes,” the machete twin commanded, waving his weapon at Anthony. “If you move a finger, I’ll cut off your fine afro head, OK?”

For the second time that night, Anthony dropped to his knees, raising his hands in prayer while babbling desperate entreaties and sobbing harshly. Chia smelt the sudden pong of ammonia and knew that he had pissed himself. The humorous cackle of the assassins told her that she was right, and the sight of the damp patch on Anthony’s crotch filled her with some malicious comfort, even as it brought an unexpected, tender compassion for him—Poor yeye man! See how he is pissing on himself like a puppy. No wonder he depends on his women to protect him. Chei-chei! If I marry this man, I will have to be the one protecting us after protecting myself from his mother and sister. But first, I have to survive this night and I don’t know what to do…

“Now, bitch, speak up: where’s the white guy’s corpse?” the gunman demanded, pressing the pistol hard against her forehead. The feel of the cold metal sent Chia’s heart tumbling into her stomach. Her legs started shaking and she feared she would piss on herself like Anthony—I c-can’t die… can’t die like this. No… I refuse to die… I knew I should have asked Oke-Mmuọ for the strength of ten men. Now it is too late… no… I will not die… I will not die…

A sudden rage replaced Chia’s terror, a fury born from futility—What was the use of all those sacrifices if I will end up dying like a chicken at the hands of these two half-race bats? Instead, let us all die together…

With a loud shriek, Chia smacked the gun away from her forehead and lunged at her assailant. She grabbed hold of his wrist, holding tight to keep the gun away from her. Her attack took the man by surprise and the weight of her massive bulk knocked him back as his twin rushed over with his raised machete. Chia saw the weapon and screamed, lifting her arms to protect her head.

That was when the commotion started in her body.

She felt the bony lumps come alive even before they started their ghastly howls. This time, the sound they emitted was unlike any Chia had heard from them in the past, an inhuman, piercing shriek that doused her in icy terror.

The twin with the machete paused, his eyes wide with fear as he glanced around, searching for the source of the unearthly noise. The gunman also halted his struggles, looking at his twin in panic.

Chia felt a pain like nothing she had ever experienced as her body started to ice up, frozen by a sudden chill that stole her senses and her speech. The lumps were jolting and scattering, travelling from her back to her stomach, her thighs and below her knees. They prodded and pushed, forcing themselves against her skin, seeking escape from their flesh prison.

She tried to stop them, hold them back, hit them with her fist as she used to, but now she found herself powerless, unable to exert any control on them. She felt them crawling up her chest, her neck, and into her skull. Now, the pressure on her head was so great that she started to black out, stumbling unsteadily to her feet as her pain-glazed eyes took in the horrified stares of her assailants. The two men looked as if they had witnessed the devil and death together at their doorstep, their faces ashen, frozen.

Just as she thought she would die, that the sharp clattering inside her body was too painful to endure, a new strength returned to her limbs, instantly encasing her body in solid steel. She heard the two assailants scream, their faces painted with undiluted horror. The clattering sounds of their dropped weapons barely permeated Chia’s head as she reached out a hand and grabbed the nearest twin, the one whose gun had last rested on her forehead.

She heard the man’s pig-like squeal as she started to crush his bones: slowly, exquisitely. The fragile, knobbly bones of his fingers and the stronger twin bones of his wrists, stretching up to his arms and beyond his elbows, all crunching deliciously, ruined bones seeping through his bloodied and swollen flesh in hard, sharp shards—Oh sweet bliss! She would have continued crushing bones for eternity, feeding on the anguished shrieks of the man, together with Anthony’s pathetic whimpers—Why is this murderer suddenly so short when he towered over me just now? The man’s twin had already rushed out of the door, still screeching, while Anthony babbled nonsensically on the ground, kneeling and sobbing. Chia ignored him, focusing on the hyperventilating man whose arms she continued to serenely crush with her massive, white skeletal claws—Huh?

Chia quickly dropped the assassin as if he were a rattle snake and stared at her hands with stunned disbelief. Her eyes rapidly travelled up her arms, down to her legs, and finally, the bony claws of her feet—Ancestors! Amadioha, have mercy! W-what is this?

Chia clattered over to her long office mirror, her movements clumsy and heavy. She heard the gunman stumble out of her office fast on the heels of his twin, dripping blood across the floor. Behind her, Anthony was now genuflecting manically, calling out prayers and praises to her, begging her mercy and forgiveness for sins he could remember and those he couldn’t. Chia stared at her reflection in the mirror, her heart as frozen as her limbs.

What she saw was a hulking skeleton, a grinning horror whose empty sockets and gleaming bones made a mockery of her claim to humanity. In her menacing bulk, she stood the height of two men joined together and her skull almost reached to the high roof of her office. Her features, everything that made her a woman and a human, had vanished, their place taken by a hard cloak of white bones that brimmed with grinning malevolence—Oh m-my ancestors! The lumps… The s-skeletons! My burden and my weapon… Oke-Mmuọ, what have you cursed me with? What is this new horror that has become my curse?

“Great goddess, please marry me, so I can serve you with my life.” Anthony scrambled over to her on all fours, touching her bony knees with trembling fingers, his eyes glowing with fervent, maniacal devotion.

And in that minute, Chia knew that she would say yes after all—This man has seen my greatest secret and will serve me with fear and devotion. After tonight, he will never dare harm me or permit the women in his life to attempt their mischief. In the end, the spirits know it all. It is just as Oke-Mmuọ said. I truly have got myself the husband I deserve. Now to destroy the husband I almost had.

“Stand up and look into this mirror,” Chia instructed, awed by her dry raspy voice. “Now, take a good look at my reflection and swear your complete allegiance to me. Should you, your mother, your sister, your aunty, or any other relatives you have ever dare plot my death, this thing you see in the mirror will wipe out your bloodline for eternity. Now, do you still want to marry me?”

Anthony looked with both terror and reverence as he stared at the hulking and terrifying skeleton. Next to Chia’s towering white mass, he was as puny as a rat cowering before a snarling cat. He nodded his head over and over in desperate, silent affirmation.

“Speak the words aloud,” Chia commanded. “Pledge your heart and loyalty to me before the spirits and the ancestors, and damn your soul should you ever break your oath.”

The empty sockets of her skull glared icy terror into Anthony’s heart and he trembled violently as he spoke.

“I pledge m-my body and m-my soul in your service as your husband and servant, my gracious g-goddess,” he stammered, wringing his hands frantically.

At his words, a heavy load vanished from Chia’s heart, the long-endured weight of aloneness and terrible secrets—It is done! This man, for good or bad, is now my life companion. Fate will decide the rest.

The reflection in the mirror began to alter. Even as both Chia and Anthony watched, the colossal skeleton started to shrink, its white hardness submerging as the soft brownness of human skin emerged with Chia’s features. Soon, in what seemed like mere blinks, she was staring at the familiar squat dumpiness of her reflection in the mirror.

Another sudden chill sent violent shudders through Chia’s body, chattering her teeth and fogging her breath. She swooned and staggered, her eyes glazed in abrupt blindness. She would have fallen but for Anthony’s strong arms catching her, though he almost toppled from the weight of her heavy bulk. He guided her to her chair, quickly removed the black jacket of his three-piece, and draped it over her trembling shoulders with gentle solicitation. It was too small for her, but it still helped somewhat.

Chia felt a tight knot bunch in her throat as her body slowly started to warm up again. She would have cried if Oke-Mmuọ hadn’t already killed her tears—Ancestors! What other wonders await me? Chei-chei! I think this marriage might just work out. No man has ever covered me with his jacket. This crazy man is shocking my heart, I swear. Shegé!

“Tomorrow, pack your things and move into my house,” she said, keeping her voice hard as she lit a cigarette with trembling hands. “I travel to England on the night flight in four days’ time, so you can look after my house and supervise my staff here until I come back. Boniface will help you. He knows what to do. But first, we will go and marry in a court before I travel.” She paused, her eyes narrowing behind the cloud of cigarette smoke. “You are not a churchous man, no? You don’t do too much churching and Alleluia-Amen?” Anthony quickly shook his head. “Good, because I don’t do that rubbish nonsense either. Write me a list of what you want me to buy for you and your daughter from London and don’t forget to lock up this place well-well every night while I am gone, you hear?”

Once again, Anthony fell to his knees before her, looking up into her face as one would a deity. Now, the dancing female shadow in his eyes no longer had different shapes and sizes. They had merged into a single colossal black shadow that strangely had the silhouette of Aja Kong—Ha! So, this is how this crazy man now sees me: powerful and huge. I like it. At least, I am now the only woman in his mind, so that is very good. Chei! The Glamour-Cream has worked its magic well-well on this man. Still, I must use it very stingily now until I travel to London where I will need it proper-proper.

Chia’s face twisted in a grim smile – yes, she would have to deal with the Glamour-Cream issue when she returned from London. She would also be generous with her gifts from the UK to keep the fool man grateful and faithful, the two commodities always guaranteed by money.

She caught sight of the discarded gun and machete, and a violent shudder quaked her body as she recalled just how close she had come to dying. But for the skeletons, she would be a cold corpse by now. A deep frown dipped her brow—Ha! Just wait! When I come back from London, I will find that rubbish oyibo woman and deal with her proper-proper. By the time my friends in the military finish flogging and using her, she will think twice about sending assassins to me because of her wicked son. These oyibo people and their wahala! Shegé!
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Claire stared at her comatose body with a mixture of revulsion and fascination, even fear. It was like seeing a ghost – an unpleasant ghost whose slack, worn features brought shudders of distaste to her body—Fucks! Is this really how ugly I am? Is this what Cole really saw all these months when he looked at me? Sudden loathing filled her heart, an intense hatred for Kolade and Shadé, coupled with contempt for herself and her stupidity—You fuckpot woman! That’s what you get for thinking your white skin makes you Marilyn Monroe in the eyes of every black person. Fucking twit!

She mumbled several vicious curses at herself as she quickly rummaged through her personal items, all stored inside the cupboard in the plush private room where her unresponsive body lay—Mobile phone, where the fuck are you? She looked through carefully arranged piles of underwear, wondering who had brought them to the hospital, who had entered her flat and rummaged through her private stuff without her permission—Was it Marsha? Yes… very likely Marsha. Everyone at the High Commission knows how close we are.

Claire’s tensed shoulders relaxed. She felt better knowing that Marsha had probably been the one with access to her flat and not any of her other colleagues, who she mostly despised. She and Marsha shared the common bond of being outcasts in their office; Marsha for being a black Caribbean lady married to a local Chinese man she met while on posting in Nigeria, and herself, for being Brian Peabody’s bullying victim whom nobody wanted to fraternise with in case of incurring his wrath—Bastard wanker! You’ll soon be gone from this universe. You just wait, arsehole…

Claire hissed and intensified her search for her mobile phone. When she finally found it it was dead, just as she expected. She didn’t bother searching for her official diplomatic mobile phone. The embassy liaison officer would have taken it away the instant they learnt of her accident. She started to search for her charger before her mind came to its senses—Shit! The charger was at her flat at the High Commission Diplomatic Village, a place she would never again access in her current physical state. Still, she took the swipe card-key from her purse, together with the mobile phone before exiting the room after one last look at her body—Ta-ra, Shadé. I hope you enjoy your new body if you ever wake up, bitch. You’re now very welcome to it, my dear. I’m starting to like your beautiful body pretty well now, ha! She quickly walked away from the Diplomatic Hospital after thanking the pretty receptionist with a thick envelope for letting her visit.

By the time she purchased a new charger and reconnected to all her contacts and passwords, she was ready to initiate the next phase of her mission—Sweet revenge, here we come!

*   *   *

From the back seat of her Uber, Claire observed the deserted restaurant, waiting for her two hired thugs to exit with the news she craved: “The fat toad is now disabled, and Tom’s body is at…”

Claire swore under her breath—The bitch had better tell me where to find my son’s body otherwise… She smiled grimly—Everything ends tonight. It had taken her mere days to arrange the hit on the obese toad once she obtained her mobile phone with the vital contacts. Even then, she’d had to wait until she was certain that Efu had granted her the promised powers before she solicited the trans twins, Teddy and Remi, (biologically born Mary and Martha) for the hit job on the obese creature. The two men were part of the underground LGBT community in the city and long-time informants used by the High Commission to monitor the ground situation in the notoriously anti-LGBT conservative country. The twins were of biracial ethnicity, the abandoned offspring of an unknown white father and a Warri City prostitute. Claire knew that their lifelong hope was a British settlement visa, which was the bait that kept them working their clandestine jobs for the High Commission.

Tall, muscled, heavily tattooed, body-pierced, and dirt poor, the two men had a menacing aura that was enhanced by their identical imposing presence. They had grown up on the streets and had been amateur female boxers even before their transitions. Claire knew they would do anything to get hold of the money to complete their transitions through surgery in the UK, especially when the request came from a white British person willing to pay them in sterling. But first, she had to wait for Brian Peabody to die for her to become white again, at least in the sight of the hexed human population.

Her opportunity had come sooner than she expected. For some reason she had assumed the deal would take some time to be sealed. It never once occurred to her that it would not happen, not after all she had witnessed and experienced. Sometimes, in her calmer minutes, she tried to rationalise everything that had happened, thinking back to her policing days in the UK – a nostalgic time when she still believed in hard science and the rule of law. Nigeria and its terrifying occult mysteries had killed everything she ever held as gospel truth. None of her colleagues would ever believe the superstition-junkie she had now become—Ha! First thing is to convince the fools that this beautiful black girl is really me. Fat chance!

Claire’s first hint that Brian Peabody was dead came when she visited the nearby market to purchase the juicy sweet pawpaw and mango so unlike the measly imitations she had been used to in English supermarkets. She had been busy in the crowded market, picking out the fruits and completely ignored by the indifferent seller, when suddenly she heard several voices shouting at her as other fruit-sellers rushed over to her, inviting her to their tables with frenzied entreaties.

“Oyibo, come try my paw-paw. It’s fresher than that one you’re holding, you hear?”

“Oyinbo, don’t listen to them. My mango is straight from the tree this very morning.”

“Oyibo, I’ll not cheat you like them, I swear. Just tell me what you want and I’ll give you very good price.”

Oyibo! White person! What the fuck? Claire froze, staring at the clamouring fruit-sellers in shock. She quickly glanced around to see if there was another white person in the vicinity, but all she saw was a sea of black and brown faces (with the odd Indian and Chinese shopper, whom the locals regarded as one of their own anyway; certainly not white and naive enough to be gleefully fleeced by the unrepentant robbers masking as honest traders). Now, the raucous sellers were pulling her by the arm, their smiles wide, greed glinting in their eyes as they urged her to patronise their wares. Even the indifferent fruit-seller who had been ignoring Claire since she stood at her table selecting fruits suddenly became overly attentive.

“Get lost, you jealous thieves!” the fruit-seller screamed abuses at the other poachers in fury. “Why are you trying to steal my customer, eh? Is it my fault the white woman prefers my fruits to your mangy rubbish?” She turned back to Claire with her now obsequious smile. “Beautiful oyibo lady, ignore them, you hear? Just buy my fruits and I’ll give you two free oranges too.”

Claire had raised her arms to her face as she heard the woman’s words—just to be sure. Shadé’s smooth brown skin confirmed she was still a black woman. Yet to the market women, she was now completely white—Oh my God! Efu did it! Holy shit! That awesome child has really granted my wish! Yeeesss! She ignored the clamouring fruit-sellers as she quickly pulled out her mobile phone to log into the High Commission intranet to check the news. The first report confirmed what she already knew – Brian Peabody, the Head of Chancery, had died in a ghastly motor accident while riding with a peloton of diplomatic cyclists that very Saturday morning.

Claire’s jaw dropped to her chest as she struggled to contain her elation—No way! Lycra lout was knocked off his flipping bicycle by a speeding car, no less! Bloody hell! Tears of joy started to stream down her face as she clutched the mobile phone close to her chest with two trembling hands—It’s started… Oh sweet Jesus, my rebirth has started! Finally… finally… I can now begin to live as a white woman again and commence my revenge against that vile fat toad and all the other bastards that have made my life a misery through the years… Yes, yes, yes!

Once again, the tears had brought the uncomfortable burning to her eyes—God! I fucking hate these contacts! She had already tried getting rid of the wretched things, only to discover that Shadé was shortsighted and needed prescription lenses—Dumb cunt! Why couldn’t she get ordinary contacts like everyone else instead of these blue nightmares?

She had quickly concluded her shopping and exited the market – she had too many things to do and little time to waste. By the time she contacted the twins and made the deal with them under their fawning white-obsessed gazes, she had known that everything would finally be just fine. With Brian Peabody gone, it was now the turn of her second sacrifice to follow suit—You poor bugger, Lennon McIntyre: you’ll soon be joining your father in hell and gifting me the absolute power to rule the world. Rest in peace, dear lad. Ha!

*   *   *

Across the darkened car park of Chia’s Palace, Claire saw the distinctive figure of one of the trans twins, Teddy, fleeing from the restaurant as if he was running from an erupting volcano—WTF? Claire started to get out of the car. Then she paused—I need to wait till they confirm the toad has been subdued. She forced her hand away from the door handle and wound down the window, letting in the humid midnight air and the peculiar reek of the dirty street. Her eyes followed Teddy’s frantic flight towards a parked motorbike. He quickly hopped on it, all the while glancing behind him with panicked eyes now devoid of the shield of their dark sunglasses.

Claire’s heart thrilled—Job clearly done. Little wuss is just panicking after taking a life. Then, sudden rage replaced her glee—Idiots had better not have killed the toad. Fucking wankers were only supposed to let me know they’ve subdued the fat shit, so I can torture her before killing her with my own hands. She glanced towards the restaurant, seeking the second twin, Remi. She didn’t have long to wait. A few minutes later, Remi came staggering out of the restaurant like a drunkard, his steps clumsy, his mien just as wild as his brother’s own. His arms hung limply at his side and, under the dull streetlight, Claire noticed the heavy drip of blood from his sleeves—WTF?

She forgot her agreement with the twins, as she dashed out of the car and ran towards the fleeing man.

“Remi! Hey, Remi!” she called out, her voice unnaturally loud in the silent street.

The man halted his flight, quickly swerving his head in her direction. His eyes were wide with unbridled terror; heavy sweat fought with his tears for ownership of the rugged plane of his tattooed face.

Claire rushed up to him, staring at the bleeding and swollen flesh of his crushed arms. “Remi, what the fuck happened? Did you kill the fat bitch? I thought I told you to call me once you found her? You weren’t supposed to kill her yourselves, you dumb fuckers. Now, everything’s…”

“S-she’s not d-dead,” Remi stammered, his face ashen. “She’s not human! You sent us to a demon spirit… oh Jesus!” He started to stumble towards his brother’s revving motorbike.

“Hey! You! What the fuck are you talking about? What about my money? You’d better cough up my money otherwise I’ll…”

“Take your fucking money and leave us alone,” Teddy screeched, flinging a wad of pound notes on the ground as he drove up on his motorbike. “You’d better pray that demon doesn’t know where to find you or us, otherwise we’ll be coming for you next, bitch!”

Claire gasped, staring at the quickly receding motorbike before scrambling to collect her discarded notes from the ground—What the fuck are the two wimps talking about? Demon? What demon, for fuck’s sakes? I should’ve known better than to hire two fake men. Their wimpy female genes came through in the end. Fuckers couldn’t even subdue that obese toad, for chrissakes. Should’ve just done everything myself. Shit! She noticed the door of her waiting cab open. The driver rushed over to help her pick up the notes even as she tried to stop him. She didn’t trust him not to nick some of her money or even rob her later, especially with the cash being in pounds sterling.

Claire quickly turned away and surreptitiously booked another Uber before turning back to her driver with a bright smile, chatting affably to him until the notification showed that her new Uber was just a minute away.

“Thanks for your help,” she said, handing the driver a twenty-pound note with a wide smile. “Feel free to leave. I think I’ll wait here for another friend I’m meeting. He should be here any second now.”

She saw the disappointment in the driver’s eyes before he thanked her and drove away just as her new Uber arrived. In no time, she was headed back to Kolade’s flat, her mind a whirlpool of jumbled thoughts—What in God’s name happened inside that infernal restaurant? What would make those two money-grabbing trans twins return my cash without a quibble? Nothing seemed to make sense to her, and the fact that the obese toad was still alive was gnawing her innards with teeth of steel. She would have confronted the woman herself, but after seeing the state of the twins, there was no way in hell she was entering that restaurant herself unarmed. Fucks! How did that bitch put such terror into the usually fearless twins?

*   *   *

Five days later, when Claire finally obtained an (illegal) gun and returned to Chia’s Palace to finish off her mortal enemy, she learnt that her target had left the country for, of all places, London, UK. Her initial shock had quickly turned to bliss—Ha! Fat bitch has landed her fucking arse in my own country, in London no less, my fucking playpen. Now we’re talking!

In under a week, she obtained her own visa on Shadé’s passport (which she had held for years while dangling the possibility of a British visa to the girl). Marsha had assisted without questions once Claire telephoned her and introduced herself as Claire Bellow’s good friend, Shadé.

“I’m just so sad that poor Claire is in a coma and doesn’t know that the Lycra lout midget-Napoleon, as she calls Brian Peabody, is dead,” Claire had said as they chatted over the telephone. Marsha had gasped on hearing the word ‘Lycra lout’. Her derogatory nicknames for Brian Peabody were amongst the numerous secrets known only to herself and Marsha.

“Lordy! I can see you guys were really close,” Marsha laughed, her deep voice suddenly warm and friendly. “‘Lycra lout’ and ‘midget-Napoleon’ were Claire’s favourite names for that wicked man. Lord forgive me for speaking evil of the dead, but that man made our lives a sheer hell while he lived, and I for one won’t be missing him.” Marsha kissed her teeth loudly. “Anyway, just leave your passport with me and I’ll have your visa ready for you in a couple of days. It’s the least I can do for poor Claire. That woman didn’t deserve what happened to her, and I’ll keep praying that she pulls through soon. Just make sure nobody intercepts those confidential documents you’re delivering for her in London. Trust me, there are eyes everywhere and you need to be really careful, alright?”

Claire had nodded to herself, fighting the painful lump behind her throat as she listened to her friend’s kind words—If I ever get back to my body, I’ll repay this wonderful woman for her loyalty and true friendship.

Exactly a week after Chia left Nigeria for the United Kingdom, Claire boarded a British Airways flight from Abuja to London. She was armed with the address of the hotel Chia had named in her visa application form – which Marsha had provided – and a deadly vengeance seething in her heart for the woman she blamed for the deaths of both her son and her lover. But for the toad’s cursed restaurant, she would’ve never got into that terrible fight that cost Kolade his life. And Tom, her only child, would have never died like a Christmas turkey at the vile woman’s hands—I’ll show that obese toad that nobody messes with Claire Bellows and gets away with it, especially an illiterate and uppity black bitch like her.
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Zeuwa lined up six sticks against the wall of their house and stood back to survey his handiwork. In his right hand, he held a long stick, his cane of discipline. Today, he was going to be the fearsome village teacher, Master Ike, and his six sticks, who were his cousins and half-siblings in his imagination, were now his unwilling pupils.

“Peter Agu!” Zeuwa turned a fierce face at the first stick and paused briefly. When next he spoke, his voice was soft, filled with deference.

“Present, Master Ike,” Zeuwa murmured under his breath.

“Uche Agu!” Again, he turned his fierce gaze at the second stick before murmuring “Present, Master Ike” in the usual low voice of deference.

Soon, he had completed the register and started walking slowly in front of the six sticks, tapping his whipping cane with gentle menace on his left palm, just as he had seen the stern teacher do in the days when he still attended school. Suddenly, he paused and glared at the third stick.

“You! Jeremiah Agu: recite one-two-three to ten,” he commanded. He cocked his ears, his brows furrowed in concentration as he waited for the pupil to comply. Once again, he started to murmur under his breath as he responded to his own question.

“One, two, three, seven, ten.” He stopped and glared at the third stick.

“Jeremiah Agu, you are a bad dunce! Repeat after me: I am a bad dunce.” Again, Zeuwa paused. For several seconds he was rock-still as he glared at the third stick. Then, once again, faux-anger glinted in his eyes. “You disobedient child! Not only can’t you recite your one-two-three, but you also disobey your teacher and refuse to say ‘I am a dunce’. So, teacher will punish you now and chase you out of the classroom.”

With great relish, Zeuwa lashed his whipping cane against the third stick, which promptly toppled to the ground with two other sticks. He quickly rearranged the two good sticks and snapped the bad stick into two pieces, which he chucked away with contempt.

“There! Teacher has gotten rid of the bad student, Jeremiah. Now, all of you must listen to clever teacher recite one-two-three to ten. Make sure you all learn it well.” Zeuwa fixed his class another fierce gaze, adjusted his fake bow tie, wrought from knotted palm-fronds, coughed importantly and started speaking again with confident swagger. “One, two, three, six, seven, nine, ten! Clap for your teacher!”

Zeuwa started clapping effusively for himself. When he was done, he turned once again to the sticks. “Now children, we will recite A, B, C to Zed.” He turned to the first stick. “You! Peter Agu! Recite A, B, C for me.” Zeuwa started walking threateningly before the sticks, once again rapping his cane of discipline on his palm. He waited again with cocked ears for Peter to speak.

“A, B, C, D, I, J, M, K, O, P, W…W… Zed!” Zeuwa crowed. His eyes lit up with pride as he picked up the first stick and shook it with maniacal enthusiasm. “Well done, Peter Agu! You read it very well.” He laid the stick back against the wall gently and reached into his bulging pocket to withdraw two pieces of fruit. “Peter, for your reward, chose either an udala fruit or an utu fruit.” Again, he listened with intense concentration before nodding. “Udala? OK, you made a good choice, Peter.”

Zeuwa placed the orange-coloured udala fruit briefly against the first stick, made some chomping sounds, before returning it to his mouth. His face was wreathed in a blissful smile as he devoured the fruit and, when he was done, he smacked his lips in satisfaction and smiled benignly at the five sticks.

“OK children, we will now…”

“Zeze! There you are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you!” Mmah’s pitched voice cut into his speech.

He turned to smile at his sister, whose face glowed with the familiar calm serenity that filled his heart with warmth. Of everyone in the world, he loved Mmah the best. Her small slenderness, smooth skin and large brown eyes always reminded him of how Big-sister Chia used to look in the days she was pretty and good. Now, Big-sister Chia wasn’t very good anymore and was fat like Mama’s domestic pig. She also had bad skin that no longer glowed like Mmah’s own, together with the sad bones living inside her body which had screamed horror into his head when he hugged her during her last visit.

Zeuwa shuddered at the remembrance, a silent prayer burning inside his heart—Please don’t let Good-sister Mmah, turn into naughty Big-sister Chia; never, ever, ever! The hug he suddenly gave his sister was strong and fierce.

“Zeuwa has utu fruit for good little sister,” he said as he released her from his bear hug, offering her the leftover fruit from his cache. Mmah smiled and accepted the soft fruit.

“Thank you very much, Zeze.” She bit into the sweet fruit and smiled contentedly. “Hmm… nice. So, what game are you playing today?”

“Classroom game,” Zeuwa answered enthusiastically. “Peter was a good boy and did his A-B-C to Zed very well. But Jeremiah was disobedient and couldn’t recite his one-two-three, so I chased him out of the class.” He nodded disapprovingly towards the broken pieces of the Jeremiah-stick.

“Naughty Jeremiah,” Mmah murmured in between gentle bites of her fruit. “But, Zeze, you must come and eat your food now, OK? It’s getting cold and I’ve been searching for you for a long time. I keep telling you not to hide too far when playing your games. It’s important that I know where to find you, OK? We don’t want your bad friend, Ọchi, finding you again when I’m not around, do we?”

Zeuwa shook his head frantically, his eyes quickly clouding. Then they lit up as he suddenly clutched Mmah’s arm. “Zeuwa dreamt of bad friend Ọchi again last night,” he said, his voice hushed.

Mmah stared at him in horror. The hand raising the fruit to her lips paused mid-air. “You dreamt of Ọchi yet again?” she asked in a hushed voice. “What did you dream this time? Quick, tell me everything you remember of your dream.”

Zeuwa squinted, trying to recollect his dreams. When next he spoke, his voice was halting, almost a whisper.

“Ọchi was flying and chasing Big-sister Chia again. Big-sister Chia was crying and running away. She was calling ‘Zeuwa, Zeuwa’ very, very loudly and ‘Zeuwa, save me! Please, save Big-sister Chia!’ But Zeuwa didn’t know how to save her, and Ọchi was very angry and was laughing as he flew after her with many, many white snakes. Zeuwa not like snakes, no-no.”

“It’s OK, no snake will bite you, you hear?” Mmah said, squeezing his hand tightly. “Just tell me the rest of your dream, you hear?”

Zeuwa nodded slowly, reluctantly. “Zeuwa wanted to tell bad friend Ọchi to stop being bad to Big-sister Chia; no-no! But voice disappeared and no sound came out of Zeuwa’s mouth. Zeuwa very sad and crying in the bad dream.” Tears pooled in his eyes as he spoke. Soon, his shoulders were quaking from his sobs.

“Zeze, stop crying, you hear?” Mmah’s voice was urgent yet gentle. “It’s only a dream, OK? Just a bad dream from the mischievous spirits. Nothing will happen to Big-sister Chia. Trust me, she can take care of herself very well. That horrible Ọchi is the one who should worry about his own safety if he dares venture near our big sister.” Mmah’s voice was laced with an ugly sarcasm that was lost on Zeuwa. All he heard were comforting words; a wide smile quickly replaced his earlier tears. “But promise me something, Zeze,” Mmah continued, holding his gaze fiercely. “If Big-sister Chia ever calls you, either in your dreams or in real life, do not answer her, you hear? Whatever you do, do not answer her call. Promise me you won’t.” Mmah’s voice was hushed, intense.

Zeuwa shook his head. “Zeuwa go answer Big-sister Chia,” he said, giving Mmah a reproachful look. “Mmah not kind, not nice, bad-bad little sister, Mmah. Big-sister Chia give money to Mama and Papa and Mmah and Zeuwa and everybody. Poor Big-sister Chia not happy because of the sad bones living in her body. Maybe…”

“What do you mean by sad bones?” Mmah cut in, gripping his arm tightly. “What sad bones live in Big-sister Chia’s body?”

Zeuwa’s eyes clouded. “Just sad bones.” He shrugged. “All the bones sad, and Big-sister Chia very sad too. Zeuwa hungry now.”

*   *   *

Mmah saw the mule-look and knew it was useless asking him any further questions. With a deep sigh, she led him back to their kitchen. By the time they sat down together for their meal several minutes later, Zeuwa had forgotten all about his nightmare. He wolfed down his jollof rice and plantain with great relish while Mmah’s brows remained creased in a deep frown—Our ancestors! What is the meaning of these nightmares poor Zeze keeps having? What does that selfish cow, Chia, have to do with the child-demon, Ọchi, or whatever its real name is?

Zeuwa rarely dreamt, but the few times he did, they had all been prophetic. Mmah recalled their mother’s constant retelling of Zeuwa’s strange dream on that doomed day the twins had died underneath Ubene’s tree. He had been only seven years old, yet the prophetic dreams had already started invading his sleep. Obidibo said that Zeuwa had dreamt of two mighty iroko trees toppling to the ground for no apparent reason. But the most scary part of his dream was the sight of the thick blood pouring out of the branches and leaves of the fallen trees as they groaned in the voices of men. Hours later, the twins were dead, their mangled bodies crushed underneath Ubene’s tree.

Since then, Zeuwa had had other prophetic dreams that either brought joy or sorrow to the family and wider clan. These days, everybody tended to wait with bated breaths for when next Obidibo might announce Zeuwa’s latest prophetic dream. A family in the village might know when to expect a long-awaited son when Zeuwa dreams of playing with a little boy inside their hamlet, or a spinster might finally acquire a husband after Zeuwa’s dream of attending a marriage wine-carrying event in her compound in the company of a young lion. On rare occasions, his dreams might portend loss or sorrow, a disastrous harvest or a sudden death in a hamlet or clan. At those times, Obidibo would display unusual compassion, opting to hide the calamity foreseen for a particular family in Zeuwa’s dream until it had come to pass. Zeuwa had no idea of the importance of his dreams and would simply narrate whatever he recalled when questioned by Obidibo.

Yet, for the past seven nights, he had been having repetitive dreams involving Chia and the accursed demon-child Efu, and relating them unprompted to his little sister.

Mmah shuddered, her heart pounding with terror as she recalled Zeuwa’s latest dream—What in heaven’s name does Zeze mean by the sad bones in Chia’s body? What bones? The only bones that woman has are the ruthless bones carrying the crushing weight of her fat, wicked body. Ha! As if I need Zeze to tell me her bones are as bad as she is! Please, good ancestors, whatever evil lurks in this latest dream, send it back to the owner and keep Zeze and our family safe from that demon-child, Efu, for eternity. May it never return to our compound again!

Mmah quickly swung her arms over her shoulders three times and clicked the evil spirits away with her fingers. Zeuwa laughed and immediately imitated her, swinging his arms and clicking his fingers for so long that Mmah soon started laughing too. Obidibo smiled indulgently as she saw her two children doubled over in merriment. Once again, all was light and good in their world.

Later that night, as Zeuwa slept, Mmah sat on her single bed across from his own watching the slack features of his broad face. Terror and panic warred in her heart: sleep would grant her no respite from her troubled thoughts. Once again, as had been the case on too many occasions to recall, her mind returned to the ghastly child-like entity that had brought sudden and savage deaths into their compound on that bright noon day. As always, she wondered about the big why and the bigger what—Why us? Why did it seek out Zeze? What exactly is that entity? What does it want with us? Why is it still tormenting Zeze, even in his dreams? And why has that wicked cow, Chia, come into Zeze’s dreams together with the child-demon? What has she got to do with that evil entity? Ancestors! Don’t let any harm come to Zeze or I swear I’ll stab Chia to death with my own hands and wipe the floor with her blood as Mama would say. Heaven forbid!

It took a long time for Mmah to sleep that night. When she did, her dreams were all about Zeuwa: nightmares filled with gloomy landscapes, rivers of blood, shrivelled corpses, ghastly ghosts, and a great feeling of desolation and despair that followed her into wakefulness, dampening her face with the warm tears brewed in her restless sleep.
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[image: image]I am in London,” Chia spoke the words aloud, slowly, with great emphasis. “Chiauwa Agu, Bambino Chick, you are in London City, England! Your feet have stepped into Obodo-Oyibo, the land of the white people. Chei-chei!” She hugged herself tightly and raised her ecstatic face to the high ceiling of her plush hotel room, staring at the ornate chandelier overhead with wide eyes glittering with wonder and bliss.

Chia shook her head over and over as she wandered over to the high windows overlooking the brightly lit landscape of nighttime London. She took in the sparkling wonders of the famous city with the same sense of awe and disbelief that had accompanied her since her arrival to the UK almost a week ago. Until she walked out of the Heathrow Airport arrival lounge with her small suitcase, she had refused to believe that she had actually entered into what had been the forbidden planet, this mysterious and wondrous realm she had only seen in films, heard about, dreamt about, and completely despaired of ever experiencing until Oke-Mmuọ’s miracle had made the impossible possible. Against all odds, she had finally made it into the queen’s realm: Chia was now safely and comfortably ensconced inside her five-star hotel with its opulent decor, dazzling chandeliers, complimentary fruit bowls and the overstated elegance of her fellow guests.

Until Chia walked through the brightly lit foyer with its high ceilings, grand marble staircase, abundant wall paintings, potted plants, lavish flower displays and intimidating liveried concierge, she never knew that a place could look so unbelievably luxurious. Despite her considerable wealth, her prior experiences with hotels had revolved around her amorous entanglements in jaded motels, with their tired rooms and indifferent staff. She had been so awed by the opulence of her hotel, especially by the sea of white faces that overwhelmed the little confidence she had, that she had huddled down inside her room for days, too terrified to brave the outside world, until she mustered the Glamour-Cream courage to visit Harrods in a hackney cab that cost her £60. She had the fawning and dignified hotel manager to thank for her expensive ride after seeing Joanna Lumley in his glazed and hexed eyes.

She had debated whether or not to wear her Glamour-Cream before embarking on her British Airways flight. She had been as nervous as a new bride embarking on an arranged marriage about to meet her husband for the first time on their wedding night – would she be able to navigate all the hurdles of the travel and the mysteries of the white man’s land? Would she even know how to find her plane and her passenger seat inside the plane? Would she know how to find her way to her hotel when she arrived in London, or worse, how to speak English in a way that the white people would understand?

As her departure date drew closer, she had been plagued with so many fearful questions that she started to dread the trip rather than look forward to it—Maybe the Glamour-Cream will bring me the goodwill of the white men in London and get them all helping me? Her mind did a quick visualisation exercise before she’d quickly shaken the thought away—Uh-uh… I don’t want the lusty dogs to grab my arms and hold my hands and call me all the famous names of their fantasy lays, just like the rubbish men at my restaurant. The next thing I know, all the angry white women will just give me big wahala in their country where I am a stranger with no powerful connections to save my yash if I get into big trouble. Shegé!

Chia had shuddered, putting away her Glamour-Cream safely inside her suitcase. She would use it for that Eddie-dog instead. After all, it had been originally meant for him when she’d first asked Oke-Mmuọ for it. At the time, all she had wanted was to hex Eddie into seeing her as beautiful again, his ultimate lay, mesmerising enough for him to leave Gonorrhoea-Rita for good. But in time, as her hatred brewed and intensified, she found that she no longer wanted the cheat back. Now, all she wanted was her perfect revenge on the two treacherous people she blamed for her downfall.

Despite her initial misgivings, Chia had discovered that applying the Glamour-Cream made her London visit easy and enjoyable after all. Men of all nationalities continued to solicit and offer her their various services and propositions, to the consternation and bafflement of their womenfolk. Thankfully, she had not received the hostility she had dreaded from the British women. On the contrary, they treated her with a patronising kindness that she welcomed. At least, it made them display kindness to her in their perceived superiority: for that, she was thankful. For the few weeks she was in the country, she would rather have nothing interfere with her plans, most especially the angst of the British women, resentful of their men’s abnormal interest in her.

Chia’s lips twisted in a bitter smile as she reminisced over her various experiences since her arrival – the good, the bad, and the fantastical. Like when she met Tom Hiddleston, who thought she was his fiancée. The film star had actually dashed out of a small exclusive wine bar tucked away in one of Chia’s shopping zones and grabbed her by the arm, calling her ‘Zawe’ and ‘darling’ while being hassled by an excited crowd. Even when the real Zawe eventually arrived and took him away, he’d continued staring at Chia in bafflement.

“I see you’re being your usual adorable self to your fans, darling,” his fiancée had laughed as she hooked her arm in his, beaming Chia a warm smile—Fan indeed, ha! I don’t even know who the man is. At least, now that I have finished my shopping in Princess Diana’s Harrods, I will just finish my real business in this city and return home sharp-sharp to begin my new marriage with a peaceful head.

Chia walked over to the luxurious leather sofa in her hotel room and picked up her Valentino handbag. Once again, she pulled out the address of Gonorrhoea-Rita’s hairdressing salon, which had been scribbled on a dirty piece of paper by Eddie’s cousin who she had heavily bribed for the information. A malevolent smile spread across her face as she stared at the piece of paper—Shameless thief; tomorrow we finally meet again! Both of you cheating, disloyal dogs, prepare yourselves for chaos! Chiauwa Agu, your doom, has arrived in London!

*   *   *

The hairdressing salon was just as crowded as Chia expected it to be from Gonorrhoea-Rita’s bragging Facebook and Instagram posts. From the outside, the bold signage in gold and black fonts gave an indication of the exclusivity of the place, coupled with the upscale boutiques displaying luxury goods and designer brands in the busy street. When Chia finally entered the reception lobby with its tasteful décor in muted colours, she had to fight an intense feeling of inferiority that almost had her running out of the building. It was the same feeling she had felt the first time she entered the plush London hotel lobby. Her simmering rage came to her rescue, and soon she was standing before the receptionist, a young black girl in elaborate hair extensions. She reminded Chia of the crazy pretty girl that she had recently evicted from her restaurant – albeit without the blue eyes.

“I want to speak to the owner of this place, Gonor… I mean, Rita,” Chia said to the receptionist, forcing a smile to her face. “I also want to see her husband, Eddie. I hear he is a manager here, too. They are family friends, and I am returning to Nigeria after my holiday and want to see them before I leave.”

The girl quickly took in the numerous pieces of Dubai-gold jewellery littering Chia’s body, her designer handbag and the bold Gucci sunglasses that accessorised her elaborately beaded bubu. A powerful whiff of Coco Chanel validated Chia’s exclusive credentials. The receptionist’s smile was instantly wide and respectful.

“Certainly, madam. What’s your name, please?”

“Chia, Chia Agu.”

“Lovely. Please follow me into the salon.” The girl came out from behind the desk and led Chia into the large salon teeming with a diverse clientele, including two black men who were having their hair weaved in the latest braided mohawk style. At one end was a nail salon manned by two Chinese ladies while two Indian beauticians carried out facial hair removal, threading and eyebrow-contouring services in another section of the sprawling salon.

Chia stared around with awe and envy—So this is what those two rubbish bastards have been doing here while I suffered from their evil until the General saved my yash from prostitution! Once again, rage almost obliterated her sight. When the red haze cleared, she found herself staring into Rita’s stunned eyes.

Chia forced back her involuntary gasp—Ancestors! Just see how this London has made this wicked woman fine-fine, even more than before! Shegé! She quickly perused her enemy, from the tip of Rita’s flowing hair extensions to the well-pedicured toes peeking out of her heeled slippers. Time had been kind to Rita – too kind. The woman had been beautiful in Nigeria with her tall and striking glamour. Now, London had polished that beauty, gifting her a glowing skin free of blemishes and a face whose sophisticated gloss lacked the corrupt jadedness of Chia’s pockmarked and bloated visage. Bitterness and fury warred in Chia’s heart—Rubbish dirty yash! We will see how long you will remain beautiful!

“C-Chia? Chia! Is this really you?” Rita’s voice was almost a whisper as she stared at Chia with goggled eyes. Chia didn’t need to be told what lay behind Rita’s shock. The last time they met, almost seven years ago, she had been younger, slimmer, prettier, and fresher. Now, in her bone-cursed rotundity, she was a caricature of her younger self. But for the receptionist saying her name, she doubted that Rita would have recognised her in a million years.

“Why are you asking if this is me, when you can see me standing in front of you in the very flesh?” Chia snarled. “Do I look like a ghost or did you think I’d killed myself because of what you two bastards did to me? As you can see, I am very much alive and well. That is why I came to show you people that you did not succeed in destroying this woman.” Chia beat her chest hard with her fist as she spoke, glaring at Rita with enough hate to annihilate an enemy battalion. Her loud voice was attracting the attention of several customers and she could see the panic mounting on Rita’s face.

“Come, let’s go outside.” Rita started to grab her arm but Chia shook her off with a contemptuous laugh.

“Why should I go outside when I’m already in here? If you like, I’ll pay to have hair extensions fitted. Yes, why not?” Chia started to waddle towards an empty reclining chair as Rita rushed after her. “I know you don’t want all these people to know how you stole your best friend’s fiancé, and tricked her into sewing your wedding dresses for your marriage to her own fiancé. Chei-chei! I was really stupid in my pathetic ignorance.” Chia plonked her arse on the chair, shaking her head over and over. The chair was too small for her bulk and quite uncomfortable, but she would be damned before she vacated it. She looked at Rita’s reflection in the mirror before her with contemptuous stoicism. “But it’s OK, you hear? After all, it takes two to squash and you two are equally guilty of the wickedness you did to me. By the way, where is that dog, Eddie?” Chia stretched her neck to look around the salon as she heard the shocked gasps of the customers. The mortified look on Rita’s face filled her with grim satisfaction as she pulled out a thick wad of notes and flung them at Rita. “There! Take the money and start doing my hair for me.”

Rita quickly stooped and picked up the notes, then aggressively forced them back into Chia’s hand. “I don’t need your money. Just take it and go to another salon, alright? I don’t need you messing up my business.”

Chia gave a contemptuous bark. “More like you don’t want these fine people here to know what a shameless piece of rubbish you are, Gonorrhoea-Rita,” she said, getting up from the recliner chair and turning to face her foe. “Did you think that I’ll ever let you and that useless dog, Eddie, get away with what you did to me?”

“I can’t believe you’re still holding on to the past!” Rita sneered, her beautiful face twisted in mockery. “Just get a life and move on, OK?”

“Get a life and move on?” Chia’s voice was raised in sudden fury. “You ruin my life and have the gall to tell me to get a life and move on?” She grabbed Rita by the arm, her fingers hard, nails digging into Rita’s skin so that she winced. “Come, look at me, Gonorrhoea-Rita. Take a good look at me and tell me that I should move on with my life after—”

“Stop calling me Gonorrhoea-Rita, you fat cow!” Rita cut her off with fury, snatching away her arm from Chia’s grip. “I’ve never given any man a sexual disease. I’m taking a good look at you and telling you to go get a life. Yes, I repeat, go and get a life, alright? I heard you now own a restaurant. It’s not my fault that you’ve decided to stuff your face with your own food and pump up your body like a balloon just because Eddie dumped you for me. Looking at you now, I’m sure he’ll be thankful that he made the wise decision to choose me. I mean, look at you, Chia. I’m almost five years older than you but you look older than my mother.” Rita kissed her teeth in disdain, returning Chia’s glare with her own enraged stare.

“Ten years. You’re ten years older than me,” Chia said, watching Rita wince painfully with a distracted air. Her voice was now quiet, even conversational, as if speaking to a professional colleague. “You know, you never once told me that you are sorry for what you did to me; not once. I was a good friend to you. I confided everything to you. Even when I was as sick as a crushed cockroach after Eddie broke off with me, I stayed up many nights to sew your traditional wedding dresses so that you would look stunning on the day. That is what best friends do, is it not? Yet, you smiled into my face as you fed me poison. Have you ever wondered how I felt to discover that the man you were marrying with the gowns I so lovingly sewed for you was none other than my own fiancé, and—”

“Ex-fiancé,” Rita cut in savagely. “Eddie was your ex-fiancé. He had already dumped you and—”

“Who did he dump me for, eh? Who came into our relationship with her money and bought his love?”

“I didn’t buy his love, you fat cow,” Rita sneered. “Just look at yourself and tell me if any sane man would choose you over me.”

“I didn’t look like this in those days and you know it well,” Chia said, feeling herself wilt under Rita’s brutal words and the pitying looks of the gawping customers. “You know very well that I only became like this after what you two did to me. The least you owe me is an apology. You should apologise for the wrong you did me if you have any conscience remaining in your wicked heart.”

“An apology? Is that why you flew all the way from Nigeria to London – to come and get an apology from me?” Rita’s eyes were wide with disbelief even as a small mocking smile twisted the corners of her full lips. “Alright, if it will make you leave my salon so I can attend to my customers, I am sorry, Chia, OK? Now, I’ve apologised. Take it and go away and let’s not see each other again in this life,” she hissed contemptuously and tossed back her flowing hair extensions with an angry hand.

Chia stared at Rita in silence. Her body was so still that she could have passed for a statue. She continued to look at Rita for several tense seconds until Rita became uncomfortable under her hard stare.

“What? What? Aren’t you satisfied with my apology? What else do you want now?”

“Your apology is an assault on my pride and your face is a festering sore in my heart,” Chia finally said. Once again, her voice was calm, but this time, there was an icy menace to it that caused a slight stir amongst the curious customers. “In your stupid pride and arrogance, you continue to insult my body and my name as if I am merely a dirty pile of ratshit. So, today, we will end everything. Go and bring out that your husband so he can make his choice between us now!”

Chia heard the stunned rumble of the customers even before Rita’s cackle.

“What? Are you serious, you demented woman?” Rita’s voice was raised in disbelief as she looked at her customers, seeking their support and derision. “You want me to bring my husband so he can choose between you and me? I mean, am I hearing things or have you finally lost your mind?”

“I am not mad,” Chia said in the new icy voice. “When you stole Eddie away from me, I was not there in the flesh. He did not see me and you standing side-by-side before he made his choice. So now, I want him to make that choice fair and square. I want you and me to stand together before him and to see who he will choose.”

A customer, a mixed-race woman in her mid-forties, rushed up to Chia and took her hand in hers. Her clasp was hard and warm and Chia read the compassion in the woman’s eyes despite the hardness of her features.

“Listen, love, no man is worth it, OK?” the mixed-race woman’s voice was almost a whisper. “Don’t do this to yourself. You look like a wealthy and successful woman in your own right. Trust me, you don’t need a man who did what Rita’s husband did to you. What they did was horrible, but don’t let them humiliate you publicly any further, OK? Just leave quietly and forget about them. At least, now everyone here knows about them and it’ll take a while for them to live down the shame. That’s enough revenge for you, don’t you think?”

Chia felt sudden hot tears brew, trapped behind her eyes by Oke-Mmuọ’s hex. The woman’s kind words wrought a painful knot in her chest even as it hardened her resolve. She pressed the woman’s hand tightly, briefly, and gently extricated her own.

“Thank you, sister, I hear you. But I must hear the words from Eddie’s lips before I leave this country for Nigeria.”

“Be my guest, alright?” Rita snarled, an ugly look in her faux-lashed eyes. “I’ll go get Eddie for you if that’s what will get you to leave us alone for good. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Sister, just go, you hear?” Several of the customers, all black women, called out to Chia. “Don’t let them mess up your mental health anymore, OK?”

“Girl, you’re hot! I’ll choose you any day; damn!” one of the two black guys called out to Chia, giving her a wink before wincing as his hairdresser yanked his braids viciously.

“Shut up, you silly man,” a black woman scolded, turning a scowling face towards him. “This is no time to crack wise jokes. This is women’s trouble, so just mind your braids.” She kissed her teeth disdainfully before turning to Chia with a kind smile. “Sister, if you like, I can introduce you to my personal trainer and he will get you looking like Princess Meghan in no time. Then, you can get yourself any man you like and just forget all about Rita’s husband, OK?”

“Didn’t you hear Rita say she’s going back to Nigeria? Is she going to carry your personal trainer in her hand luggage?” another customer sneered with irritation, her accent a familiar Igbo tone that filled Chia’s heart with warmth. “Just offer the poor woman proper help she can use.” She turned to Chia with a sympathetic smile. “Sister, I can give you my counsellor’s number. The woman is wonderful: she’s a black sister like us so she understands our issues better than white shrinks. She even gives telephone counselling for depression and anxiety. She really helped me after my first divorce and by the time you have just two sessions with her, you won’t even want to speak Eddie’s name again, trust me. I know…”

But Chia was no longer listening to the kind customer. Instead, her stunned eyes were focused on the tall man walking towards her with a confident swagger she vividly recalled from almost seven years ago, when she last saw him. Her heart gave a sudden lurch—Eddie! Eddie! Chia stared at him, unable to tear her gaze away from the familiar figure. This was a moment she had envisioned for so long that it felt surreal seeing her former lover in the flesh. Eddie had grown a well-groomed beard which added to his good looks. As he drew closer, Rita hurrying by his side, Chia felt the sudden quickening of her heart.

“Chia? Chia-Babies, is this really you?” Eddie’s voice was filled with wonder and an instant thrill overwhelmed her—He called me Chia-Babies… Eddie just called me Chia-Babies as he used to do in the days he loved me. In her joy, for a moment, she forgot that her Glamour-Cream was behind Eddie’s ebullient reactions, until she looked into the glazed orbs of his pupils and saw his fantasy lay.

Chia gasped. A loud roaring filled her head. In the background, she thought she heard Rita’s angry huff, but she no longer cared. A sharp blade was stabbing her heart in a million places, filling her with unbearable anguish—Yeye rubbish man! Oh my ancestors! Just see what this yeye man has gone and done to me!

In Eddie’s eyes, Chia saw herself, her younger self as she had looked in the days they dated: slim, petite, pretty and fashionable, with a wide smile filled with joy and hope. It was the happy face of a woman in love, a woman that was equally loved. Seeing her old self in Eddie’s eyes was like looking at her own corpse, a beloved dead friend, a lost paradise. The sight filled Chia with an intense sense of loss, an excruciating agony that made her want to howl and bang her head against a concrete wall—Why? Why did you leave me when you still loved me, you selfish yeye man? Why did you reject me so nastily, eh? Because of you I felt worthless, useless, less than human. Because of you, I did things I can never undo, shameful and dreadful things I can never remove from my memory. If I’d seen this image of me in your eyes then…! I swear by my ancestors that I would have never washed my body in shit like I did. I would have waited for you to come back to me… No, I would have fought for you with every drop of blood in my body! Now, it is too late. Seeing my beautiful younger self in your eyes has shown me the hugeness of my loss and your wickedness. You chose money over me. Now you pay!

Chia held Eddie’s gaze and began to dominate his will with ruthless precision. Her rage was all-consuming and she wanted to annihilate everything in sight. Her body trembled with the force of her fury and sudden sweat doused her in a hot flood of hate. She pushed her mind into Eddie’s head, gathering the various brain membranes with invisible pincer-like claws, imprisoning his will and his thoughts with merciless efficacy. It was the easiest conquest she had ever had. Eddie didn’t put up the slightest fight and in mere seconds, she had total dominion over his mind.

“Listen to me carefully, Eddie, and obey me without questions,” Chia commanded in silent speech, her eyes as cold as her voice inside his head. “I want you to tell Gonorrhoea-Rita that she is a dirty-yash slut, you hear? Call her by the name Gonorrhoea-Rita as you speak to her and tell her that her yash smells horrible and her panties are dirty. Tell her she’s an old whore who stole you away from me with her money and that you never loved her, not even for one minute. Tell her that when you slept with her, it was me you saw in your mind. Tell her that everything about her repulses you and that she is now too old for you. Tell her that her womb is closed because of her old age and gonorrhoea disease, and that you are now going to leave with me so we can have children together. Then grab your wallet and follow me out of this salon immediately. You will go and buy acid and bleach. Mix them well and return to this salon and douse Gonorrhoea-Rita’s face with it in front of everybody, you hear me? You must make sure her face is completely destroyed by acid so that she will never again destroy another woman’s relationship with her beauty. When you finish, you will forget everything I just told you. Just come and see me in that park opposite your salon. I will wait for you there. Don’t disappoint me and don’t waste my time, you hear?”

Chia waited for Eddie to acknowledge her instructions before she turned to Rita with a gloating smile and started to speak loudly to Eddie.

“Yes, Eddie, this is me, your Chia-Babies. I have travelled all the way from Nigeria to see you and Gonorrhoea-Rita. When you chose her over me, I was not there. You two did everything in secret. Now, I am standing here before you and I want you to look at both of us and make your choice right now. Choose her or me. I don’t care that she is your wife. After all, you were my fiancé of four years when she stole you away from me. Divorce is easy these days. So, look at the two of us and make your choice right now.”

As Chia stopped speaking, she saw an ugly look enter Eddie’s eyes. He turned to Rita and grasped her arms tightly, cruelly. As he began to speak, a loud gasp of horror reverberated inside the salon. Even the receptionist, the Chinese nail technicians and Indian beauticians all abandoned their posts and rushed into the room, drawn by Rita’s piercing shriek.

“Oh my gosh! This woman has just Camilla-ed Diana! No way!” a stunned customer said, staring at Chia in awed disbelief, just as the rest of the customers – save the two men – were doing.

“Eddie! Are you crazy? What did you just say? Did you just call me Gonorrhoea-Rita? Oh my god, I can’t believe what I’m hearing!” Rita was screaming, hitting Eddie with angry fists as he stalked past her into his office, returning in seconds with his leather wallet. “Where are you going? Eddie, answer me this minute! Where are you going, you bastard? Don’t tell me you’re leaving with this disgusting cow?” Rita tried to grab Eddie’s arm but he shook her away violently and shoved past her to Chia’s side.

Rita rushed over to him and grabbed his hand frantically. Now, tears were streaming down her face, ruining her make-up. “Eddie, sweetheart… don’t do this to me, OK?” she pleaded, her voice tremulous with pain, her former rage vanished. “Please, darling, don’t do this… Eddie, look at me. Eddie, please look at me. It’s me, Rita, your wife. I love you and you know you love me. I don’t know why you said those hurtful things but I’m ready to forgive you, OK? Just don’t leave me for Chia, please. Please, I’m begging you, Eddie, stay with me. You can’t choose Chia over me; you just can’t!”

Rita turned a pair of raging eyes on Chia as she spoke. Chia smiled coldly, holding her gaze until Rita broke the contact and returned her frenzied attention to Eddie once again.

“Darling, how can you leave me for that ugly thing? Just look at her! Take a good look at both of us and tell me that she’s better than me, even though she’s younger. You can’t, can you? You know it in your heart that it’s me you really love. So, let’s forget everything you just said, alright? Let’s start afresh, darling, please? Please, Eddie?” Rita’s voice was almost a whisper, shock and horror stealing her earlier swag and rage as she clung frantically to Eddie’s arm. On her face, Chia saw the same anguish that had painted her own face in the days Rita used to come to her dressmaking shop to gloat about her marriage to Eddie. The sight filled her with intense bliss—This is only the start, you shameless witch. More is coming, just wait and see who is an ugly thing.

As Eddie followed her out of the salon, Chia felt the proud stiffness return to her shoulders once again. Being in Rita’s beautiful presence and listening to the soul-diminishing words of the woman and her well-meaning customers had almost annihilated the last crumbs of her self-esteem. Now, hearing Rita’s crushed wails and the gleeful commiserations of those customers, she felt an immense peace and a long-sought closure envelope her heart—Finally! Oh my ancestors, finally!

Chia wanted to cry, she wanted to laugh, to sing, to shout, jump, dance, and down a million bottles of gin and tonic in one blissful sitting. At long last, she felt vindicated, once again like her true self—Bambino Chick! You have done well today, you hear? You have done well! Let them now come and tell me to save my dignity before it is publicly crushed by Eddie. Ha! I have shown that arrogant witch the meaning of crushing. Now to crush her worthless husband to dust.

Briefly, she wondered whether it was now enough, this all-consuming revenge that had crippled her life for almost seven years. She had completely humiliated Rita and pulled her down from her haughty pedestal in a very public space. Maybe she should now call it quits and return to Nigeria—Uh-uh! The woman had to live with a ruined body, just as she was living with hers—Fair is only fair. And she still had that money-grubber weasel, Eddie, to deal with.

From behind her dark sunglasses, Chia watched Eddie as he drove away in his car. She pulled out a cigarette and lit it up, inhaling deeply before blowing out the smoke in a long and gentle release that cloaked her in nicotine bliss. It had taken a few embarrassing faux-pas for her to discover that the English laws stopped people from enjoying a smoke practically everywhere except while walking in a street, and, even so, one couldn’t be too careful. Her head was whirling with a zillion thoughts as she recalled everything that had just occurred inside Rita’s salon. She would have flown right into the moon if she had wings, such was her joy—Whoever said that ‘revenge is a meal best served cold’ was a real wizard, shegé!

Crushing her cigarette butt underneath her heel, Chia quickly flagged down a taxi. In little time, she was back inside her hotel room, drinking glass after glass of celebratory Sauvignon blanc, her new alcoholic discovery which looked dangerously poised to overthrow her favourite gin and tonic. And later that evening, the TV news reporting an acid attack on a Nigerian woman by her cheating husband, widened the already broad smile on her face. According to the newscaster, the assailant was caught by the police in a nearby park, looking dazed and confused; unable to speak coherently or give a reason for his actions.

Chia sneered—Fool man should be thankful I did not meet him at the park, otherwise his penis would be shrivelled rubbish by now. She had originally planned that special brand of torture for Eddie, to hold his manhood in her charmed hand and send that organ to penis-hell for eternity, just as she had done to dozens of men whom she owed a debt of hatred and resentment. But she had relented at the last minute after recalling the poignant beauty of her youthful image stamped on his hexed eyes. At the end of the day, the fickle man had loved her right to his doom, despite his greed and treachery.

The newscaster lady was now rounding up that news story by saying that the British government had toughened the law around acid attacks and the offence now carried a maximum life sentence in jail. A serene smile spread across her face—A life term in prison, plus the end of his marriage to Gonorrhoea-Rita and her acid-ruined beauty! Ancestors! There is justice after all in this world, shegé!

And for the first time in too many years to recall, Chia finally felt at peace.
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Claire stood in front of Chia’s hotel room door, staring at the room number in its ornate golden perfection. Room 106. It was definitely the number the hotel receptionist had confirmed after she asked about her dear friend from Nigeria. It had taken less than twenty-four hours of meticulous stalking to confirm Chia’s hotel and find out her room number. Once again, she thanked Efu for her new powers that transformed her into a young and beautiful white woman in the sight of the hexed population. She had easily dazzled the young lad on reception into revealing Chia’s room number. Her only regret was that she couldn’t see what the guy and everybody else saw. All that the mirror continued to show her was Shadé’s beautiful, yet loathed, black body, plus the vile blue contact lenses.

Claire sighed and inhaled deeply. She cleared her throat gently and pushed back the gold hair extensions from her face. Her hand reached for the small pistol tucked inside the large pocket of her summer jacket, seeking the reassuring hard solidity of its silencer. Thanks to her underground contacts during her police days, obtaining the ghost gun had been pretty easy. She had claimed a referral from Claire, reeling out secret codes and information only known to her and her contacts, to gain their trust. Otherwise, her new body, even as the white female they saw, would have scuppered her plans.

Now, she felt a sudden racing of her heart as she finally rapped three times on Chia’s door—Here goes nothing! How should I introduce myself when the toad answers my knock and sees a white woman standing outside her door? Briefly, she wondered whether to introduce herself as a hotel staff member inspecting the room for Chia’s comfort or, perhaps, an immigration agent checking on the status of all foreign guests in the hotel—The toad’s a total illiterate anyway and won’t know any better about her fucking rights, or our good old fucked-up British laws on fairness, equality and the rest of the PC shit. All that matters is that I gain quiet entrance into her room and then begin my slow torture of the fat bitch before blasting out her fucking brain. I must find out where she’s hidden my poor Tom’s body if it’s the last thing I do.

The door opened and Claire stared at the mammoth bulk of her nemesis, recoiling instinctively from the sizzling menace that always seemed to ooze from the woman’s squat body. She suddenly realised Chia was staring at her in disbelief. Before Claire could speak, she grabbed her arm and pulled her into the room, slamming the door behind them.

“Great ancestors! Pretty girl! I can’t believe my eyes are seeing you in this London, chei-chei!” She smiled joyfully at Claire like someone seeing a long-lost friend and Claire smelled the strong whiff of alcohol on the woman’s breath—Fucking hell! I can’t believe the toad is immune to my transformation. She doesn’t see me as a white woman as everyone else does. I should’ve guessed the hex would be useless against her. After all, we both serve the same master. Still, this makes everything better now. Good thing the bitch is drunk. Should make it easier for me to delete her life, sweet and nice.

“Hello Ch…” Claire paused—Uh-uh, that’s not how the little tart, Shadé, addressed the toad when we met her at her restaurant. One mustn’t forget the Nigerian Aunty-uncle deference shit when addressing one’s elders. “Good evening, Aunty,” Claire fake-smiled shyly at Chia, as she was led towards a plush leather sofa facing a huge flat-screen television. “I came to visit my friend who lives in London and saw you enter the hotel as I walked past. So, I said I must come and see my Aunty and apologise to her for my bad behaviour the last time we met at your restaurant. It’s just that I was so upset when we couldn’t find Tom and…”

“This pretty girl! Your behaviour is as pretty as you are! It is OK; no need to apologise, you hear? Like I said, the man was a very bad man even though he was your friend.” Chia waved away her apologies with a wide smile. “Chei-chei! I still can’t believe you are with me in this same London, my sister! Come, sit-sit. I will bring you wine to drink.” Chia urged Claire into a leather chair next to the sofa as she dashed off to her fridge to pull out a bottle of chilled wine. “Pretty sister, let us celebrate your visit proper-proper, you hear? This wine is proper white people’s superior wine. You will not find anything like it in our Naija shops unless you go to the Hilton or Sheraton hotels. Here, just taste it and see for yourself.”

Soon, Claire was drinking from a full glass of ordinary Sauvignon blanc while studying the spacious layout of the plush room. Chia downed her own glass in one long gulp before refilling it again. The woman was sweating profusely and a manic glee glittered in her glazed eyes as she giggled wildly at Claire from her comfortable leather sofa. Claire noticed that she hunched forward where she sat, as if unwilling or unable to lean back comfortably.

“So, have you shopped in Princess Diana’s Harrods yet?” Chia asked, getting up and waddling towards her adjoining bedroom. As she left, Claire dashed across to the windows and drew the curtains—No witnesses needed, thank you. Even though she now possessed the power of absolute impunity since poor Lennon McIntyre’s tragic drowning accident, she still wasn’t taking any chances. She had learnt about his death when his mum announced it on her Instagram page yesterday—Wretched Instagram-junkie still couldn’t keep away from posting, even with her son’s corpse barely cold.

“See my Gucci handbag and Chanel sunglasses I bought yesterday.” Chia’s slightly slurred voice interrupted Claire’s thoughts. “This shoe is Valentino Garavani, just like my Valentino handbag. Very expensive. I paid £880 for it and since I came to this London, I have shopped almost £10,000 in Princess Diana’s Harrods. I tell you, this London is expensive, oh! But money is no problem for me.” Chia giggled smugly as she quickly downed another glass of wine before stooping to put on her new jewel-encrusted white Valentino Garavani sandals.

Crass bitch! Claire eyed her sourly, resenting the sight of the beautiful shoes on the woman’s surprisingly lovely feet with their bright pink toes—Who’d have thought the toad would have such pretty feet? Just goes to show. That was one thing she hated about Shadé’s body: her large and ugly feet. The girl was beautiful in every way except her broad, flat feet that made Claire wince each time she saw the corn-riddled and knobbled toes. Chia straightened and started waddling across the room, proudly showing off her new shoes. Claire’s eyes flashed in sudden fury—Fuck this!

“Alright bitch, let’s quit the bullshit and get down to business.” She pulled out her pistol and pointed it at Chia. “Where the fuck is Tom’s body? Speak before I blast your fucking head off.”

Chia’s jaw dropped as she stared at Claire with a look that would have been comical had the situation been less dire. In her wide dark eyes, Claire read her shock and confusion as she stared at the pointed gun with disbelief.

“Ancestors! This blue-eye devil-girl! I knew you were crazy but I thought your madness had been cured. I can’t believe you are still stressing my life about that rubbish oyibo man, even in this London. Shegé!” Chia stared at Claire with a look of contemptuous pity that baffled her—Why isn’t the fucking toad frightened of my gun?

Claire fired the first bullet, right into Chia’s right thigh. It hit its target with a muffled thud.

“Ancestors! Shegé!” Chia screamed as she collapsed on the Persian rug gracing the room, staring at the profuse bleeding from her injured leg.

“I repeat, bitch: where the fuck is my son’s body?” Claire shouted, drawing closer until she stood over Chia’s sitting bulk. “I’m not leaving this room until I get the truth out of you. The next time I shoot, it’ll be your fucking arm joining your leg. Now answer me: where is my son’s body?”

“This crazy girl! Why do you keep calling a white man who is almost old enough to be your father, your son?” Chia wailed in a pain-filled voice, trying to stem the bleeding with her hands, now covered in blood.

“Because I’m not a fucking black girl, alright?” Claire snarled, leaning low until her face almost touched Chia’s own. “Our mutual friend, Efu, turned me into this person you now see… Aah! I see you know who I’m talking about. Yes, it’s the same Efu that you sacrificed my son to. You thought you were the only one that knew that spirit, bitch? Do you want us to compare notes and exchange stories, perhaps? I don’t think so. So why don’t you hurry up and answer my question before I blast your fucking head off.” She straightened, keeping her gun aimed at Chia.

“You are the white woman that sent those two half-caste killers to finish me, eh?!” Chia shrieked; her voice filled with the same rage now flashing in her pain-filled eyes. “I have been planning to find you and deal with you proper-proper after I finish my work in London. But you have the cray-cray fearlessness to bring your rubbish-self into my face. Now, I will show you what happens to useless ants like you who mess with Chiauwa Agu.”

Chia shut her eyes tightly and started to mutter under her breath in a local Nigerian language which was incomprehensible to Claire.

“What will you do to me, bitch?” Claire shrieked back as she fired another shot straight into Chia’s stomach. “What? I’m listening, bitch! What will you… Holy shit! What the fuck?”

Claire stumbled away from Chia as a ghastly sound suddenly filled the air. She felt the blood drain from her face as the unearthly din reverberated in the room, littering her flesh with goosebumps. It was a howling like none she had ever heard, the agonised groans of a thousand dying soldiers on a blood-drenched battleground. It seemed to be coming from where Chia was sitting, bleeding out her life from the gunshot wounds. Except that Chia no longer sat on the carpeted floor. Even as Claire stared in horror and disbelief, the woman began to stretch, her limbs growing rapidly until her head almost touched the high ceiling of the room.

But now, it wasn’t a woman’s head that Claire was seeing—Oh sweet Jesus! WTF? What on Earth is this evil? She fired at the glowing skeletal monster hulking over her, again, and again, and again. The bullets bounced off the hard bones and ricocheted, embedding themselves in the walls of the room. One bullet narrowly missed Claire and she screamed, ducking and stumbling to the floor to avoid it. She felt something grab her leg and haul her up as if she weighed less than a feather, her body upside down.

Claire screamed again, at first with terror, then with agony as her bones were crushed: slowly, methodically, gleefully. Her gun dropped from her limp hand, the excruciating pain in both her legs almost overwhelming her sanity—Oh sweet Jesus… Oh my God… Oh please… somebody help… shiiit!

“Efu! Efu! Oh, sweet Jesus! Efu, come to Oyibo-Aunty now, please! Come and save Oyibo-Aunty from this psycho demon… Efuuuu!” Claire’s shriek almost drowned out the chilling howls emitting from the grinning skeleton now crushing her thigh bones with delicious cruelty.

“Oke-Mmuọ, just ignore this rubbish oyibo woman, great spirit,” the skeleton said in a gravelly voice that brimmed with icy malevolence. “How dare this white woman call on you, our own mighty African deity, to rise against one of your own? Just ignore her, great spirit. Leave her to me so that I can teach her a good-good lesson.”

“Efu, please don’t listen to this evil woman… Please come and save Oyibo-Aunty this once and…”

A great wind shattered the windows, hurling furniture against the walls with tornado force. Glass exploded in a million fragments, embedding further shards of agony into Claire’s flesh. Instantly, all the lights winked out, plunging the room into a terrifying darkness. She felt the grip on her legs loosen as she was smashed against the sofa, before collapsing on the ground howling in agony and panic. A red light started to glow from somewhere near the high ceiling. Soon, the room was doused in an eery blood-hue that mimicked a mass-murder scene. In its dim glow, she saw the skeleton start to shrink, losing its terrifying and glowing hardness as the familiar features of her obese enemy reappeared. Chia collapsed on the floor once again, shivering and groaning while trying to stem the renewed bleeding from her stomach and leg. Claire watched as the injured woman was hurled and pinned against the wall by the hurricane gale, her expression glazed with terror and pain.

Claire’s heart thrilled through her own excruciating pain—Efu has answered me! Take that, bitch! Look who’s cowering in terror now! A hissing sound drew her gaze to the ceiling, and she blanched. Her heart lurched and she almost voided her bowels—Oh holy fucks!

Hovering close atop the chandelier in its white ghastliness was the terrifying entity she had encountered in Kolade’s flat, its myriad of hair-snakes whirling and hissing with venomous rage. Sparks of fire sizzled from the spirit’s eyes and in its red haze, Claire felt the pulsating and malignant menace emanating from its hulking form.

“How dare you two fools summon me? Who are you to command Efu to come and not to come?” The raging voice of the white entity doused Claire’s body in an icy chill, bringing sudden quivers to her limbs and reigniting the agony from her crushed legs. Across the room, she heard Chia’s whimpers as she continued to battle her profuse bleeding. “Did I not warn both of you that the day you dare summon me again will be the day you become chickens? In your foolish hubris, you refused to let sleeping dogs lie. Now, prepare yourselves for my wrath.”

The white snakes started to rapidly uncoil themselves from their curly bunch on the entity’s head, growing horribly long in their hissing, wiggling multitude. They hurled themselves from the entity’s skull at rocket speed and dropped from the high ceiling like a drape wrought of white ropes, ropes with flickering tongues and deadly sharp teeth. In blinks, the snakes coated the floor in a snowy carpet of death, swarming towards the two women.

Claire screamed and managed to drag herself onto the sofa while Chia stumbled into the nearby chair. Both women howled in agony as they executed their escape, their faces doused in hot sweat, their bodies dripping blood.

“Oke-Mmuọ, great spirit, please have mercy,” Chia pleaded, her pain-laden voice breathless with terror. “Forgive this your useless servant, mighty deity. It is the oyibo witch’s fault. She is the one that dared to summon your mighty self without respect. I only—”

“Efu, dear, dear friend, please don’t listen to that horrible toad,” Claire cut in casting a venomous gaze in Chia’s direction even as her eyes continued to follow the flow of the swirling snakes. “Remember that you promised to let me kill her for murdering my son, but you didn’t tell me that she was protected by you—”

“Foolish woman! Did I not warn you that she had powers and sentinels? Did I not grant you the power you asked for to battle her? Why then have you ignored my warning and summoned me without a sacrifice? Now, you will both die. I am putting an end to your foolish war for good.”

The snakes reached the edges of the sofa and chair and poised their heads to strike. Both women screamed simultaneously, shrinking back in their seats.

“Efu, p-please dear, dear friend, have mercy on Oyibo-Aunty for this final time,” Claire pleaded, tears trailing down her face. “Give me any punishment you like for my stupidity, but please don’t kill me. I promise to end my fight with the toad. I won’t even ask her for the location of Tom’s body anymore. I’ll let everything go and just try to get on with my life if you forgive me and allow me to live. Please, dear Efu, have mercy on Oyibo-Aunty, please?”

“Me too, mighty Oke-Mmuọ,” Chia begged from her chair. “Please pity me and let me live. I will feed you any sacrifice you want, just as I have always done. Tell me the number of men you want and I will sacrifice them to you sharp-sharp, even in this London. If it is more oyibo men you want, I will feed them to you plenty-plenty till you eat your fill. Shegé! They even have many Chinese and Indian men in this London place, as well as our black men too; all assorted men to feed your appetite, if you just tell me the type you want, great spirit.”

Claire felt her blood run cold as she listened to Chia speak—Oh sweet Jesus! What kind of monster have I entangled myself with? Suddenly she was recalling the terrified faces of the trans twins and Remi’s voice screeching, “She’s not human! You sent us to a demon spirit… oh Jesus!” as he fled her restaurant following the aborted assassination. Now, she wasn’t sure who she feared the most: Efu or the monster masquerading as a woman—Please let Efu kill her… I don’t want to live in a world where she’s still alive and seeking vengeance against me. Fucks!

“Your brother, Zeuwa. Call your brother to me and I will let you live.” The white entity said to Chia in an icy voice that brought a loud gasp to Chia’s lips.

“Z-Zeuwa?” Chia stuttered, staring at the entity in horror. “Great spirit, why are you asking for Zeuwa? The poor boy hasn’t done anything bad. Please, let him be, I beg you. I’ll do anything you tell me to do as long as you let Zeuwa be, please.”

“You want to live, don’t you? You want to walk out of this place with your life intact? Then call your brother now. Zeuwa is the only person that has the power to save you. I have unfinished business with him which must end tonight. Call him now or prepare to die.”

Chia started to howl in such a pitiful voice that it almost brought a smidgen of sympathy to Claire’s heart. She squashed it—Good! Let the toad feel what it’s like to lose a loved one. The snakes, swaying in their terrifying formation in front of Claire’s sofa, emitted a loud hiss that made her exclaim in terror. She turned to Efu with tear-drenched eyes.

“Dear Efu, please tell me the sacrifice you want from me, and I’ll give it to you as well,” she begged, clasping her hands tightly before her like one in deep prayer. “Tell me the number of men you want and I’ll give you all of them, but please, dearest friend, don’t kill Oyibo-Aunty. Remember that Oyibo-Aunty always loved you and never did you any harm. Please don’t forget our past friendship. Let me play the wishing game with you just this once and I’ll never, ever, summon you again, I promise.”

The entity turned its cold white gaze on Claire, and she shivered, quickly lowering her head.

“Foolish woman! You dare bargain with me?” Its voice was filled with menace and Claire’s heart plunged to her feet.

“No! No! Oh please God, no! I promise I’m not bargaining with you, honestly. I was just saying I’m so, so sorry for disrespecting you and was just missing our happy times together outside the shopping complex, that’s all. I wish we could go back to those lovely days. Please let me live, dear Efu… please?”

There was a brief silence punctured by Chia’s soft moans as the entity pondered her words. When next it spoke, it addressed Chia, rather than Claire.

“The white woman’s kind deeds in her former body will earn her a reprieve, but not without her earned punishment. You, on the other hand, can only purchase your life with your brother Zeuwa’s soul. You will also receive your earned punishment. A wish granted cannot be ungranted at the request of the receiver; only at the choice of the giver. I now exercise the choice to return you two foolish women to how you used to be. I withdraw all my gifts to you. From this instance, you will both lose all powers granted you.”

Chia gasped and Claire involuntarily mimicked her moan—No… no… no! I can’t lose all my powers! Oh please God, no! I actually love being a pretty white girl now, regardless of wearing Shadé’s body. “Fucks!” Claire didn’t realise she had screamed the last word aloud until the entity turned its icy gaze at her.

“As for you, you will now return to your former body so that we can continue to enjoy happy times in each other’s company outside the shopping complex, just as you wished.” Its voice held a mocking wryness that brimmed with malignant glee. “But, know this, white woman: all the curses and injuries you accumulated with your new body will stay with you, as well as those created in your previous form. I see you nurse two ruined legs, brought about by your own choices and actions. You will never walk again: you will carry this deformity back to your former body, so that the real owner of this body will regain her body intact. I’ve already cursed the girl, Shadé, for her disrespect to me. I will not give her an added misfortune she has not earned. That is only fair and right.”

Claire let out a loud shriek. Horror cloaked her features as she moaned softly, her crushed legs hurting with renewed intensity—Oh please, no! I can’t return to my old body with ruined legs. That fucking body was already ugly enough without adding a deformity to it. I can’t be in a wheelchair forever! Fuck! What to do? Why did I ever have to meet that evil toad? She shuddered violently, casting a malevolent glare at Chia, wishing the swaying snakes before her chair would strike her and pump her full of venom.

“Even in this new body you wear, you still carry a host of raging spirits you created in your old body.” The entity continued speaking to Claire. “They are now calling out to me for vengeance and justice. I chose to grant them their wishes. They will now judge you and determine your fate.”

Huh? Before Claire could marshal her thoughts, she felt a chill like nothing she had ever experienced in her fifty years of living envelop her. She started shivering violently, her teeth rattling as her breath turned foggy. A thick cloud surrounded her, and in the mist, she saw a sight that made her shriek. Her head contracted and expanded in endless waves as terror brought a warm pongy wetness to her thighs—Oh s-sweet J-Jesus! Oh my God… no… no… no…

A ghastly gathering of spectral men materialised before Claire. She made out four figures; men, mostly black men, at the prime of their youth when she executed them in the crime-ridden streets of London during her policing days. She could have shot them in the legs but had made the choice to fire at their chests instead. Even as she stared with horror-widened eyes, more apparitions continued to detach from her body to join the unholy gathering facing her in their ghastly phantasmal forms. From across her sofa, Chia gawped with the same frozen terror.

Oh J-Jesus! G-God save me… Oh shit… Claire was praying desperately for unconsciousness, for an instant fainting spell, for anything to free her from the sight of the petrifying assemblage of vengeful spectres before her. Now, she counted eleven men, and in their midst were Brian Peabody, Neil, and his son Lennon McIntyre. In their glaring eyes, she saw her doom.

“Behold your victims and your judges.” The white entity’s voice was hard, cold. “They have been your burden. Until now, you have experienced their rage in ignorance. Now, your oblivion is gone. You will see them, just as they can see you. I had chained their malice against you from the time we met outside the shopping complex because of your kindness. But now, you will feel the full force of their rage should they decide to stay with you.”

The entity paused as Claire began hyperventilating, struggling to inhale—Oh sweet J-Jesus! My invisible tormentors! Mama Bisi was right all this time… she said I was plagued by angry ghosts with a grudge against me. Shit! I’m royally fucked!

“Raging spirits, what are your wishes and your judgement?” The entity’s voice interrupted her frantic thoughts. “Do you wish to gain eternal freedom from this woman’s body and transition into your next life, or do you wish to remain and torment your murderer for the duration of her present life before transitioning for your next reincarnation? The choice is yours.”

As the entity spoke, several of the ghosts started to vanish, their phosphorous bodies turning whiter and lighter, until they faded into the thick fog surrounding them. Now, only three apparitions stood before Claire. In the blazing loathing in their eyes, she saw her doom—Oh fucks! I should’ve guessed that Neil and that vicious Lycra lout would opt to stay back. Then, she looked into the face of the final ghost and felt the blood drain from her face. She groaned loudly—C-Cole! Oh s-sweet J-Jesus! Cole…

“Live with your ghosts, Claire Bellows. You made them and they are now yours, together with your ruined legs. Tell me now, foolish woman, do you still want to live?” The entity cackled as it glared into Claire’s stunned face, its white eyes sparking red darts of fire.

Claire was shaking her head, over and over, like a malfunctioning toy with a faulty button—Oh Jesus… no! This isn’t how it’s supposed to end… I’m not supposed to die, not when I almost had it all. I don’t want to imagine what these vengeful ghosts will do to me… I can’t even run away from them now, not with these crippled legs… and that murderous monster masquerading as a woman. She’ll hunt me down like a rabid dog… and my money! Oh fucks! I transferred all my money into Shadé’s account now that I live in her body… I can’t live in total poverty when I return to my body and the little tart will never return my money to me… fucks… fucks… fucks… It’s not fair… why should I return her body to her? Why must I die?

*   *   *

When Claire woke up, she was floating above her bed at the Diplomatic Hospital as the doctors applied the defibrillator pad to her exposed chest, fighting to revive her prone body. Tears trailed down her cheeks as she watched their frantic efforts to revive her heartbeat and return her to life. She remained deathly pale in her obese and faded immobility. Finally, after several desperate minutes of Herculean effort, the medics stopped and glanced at the clock on the white wall before declaring her a corpse.

“Time of death is 22:01hrs.”

Nooo! Oh Jesus, nooo! Claire felt herself getting smaller and smaller until the hospital room became a colossal hall. A tickling sensation caused her to look down to her arms, then, her legs. Her mouth opened in a wide O as she gawped at her thin, smart claws and the abundance of white feathers layering her stomach, wings and arse—He never! The little shithead! Fucking arsehole spirit’s gone and turned me into a chicken after all! Fuuuck!

And the darkness arrived, together with the glowing, cackling white entity conveying Claire to her final destination.
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He’s flying once again, just as he’s been doing in his dreams recently. Except this time, he finally has a destination instead of constantly fleeing from his bad friend, Ọchi. As Zeuwa navigates the dark clouds and silent spaces, he prays that he won’t come across that particular friend during this flight. Even more importantly, he hopes Big-sister Chia will be alright when he eventually finds her.

He had been in a deep sleep when he heard his sister shrieking his name in a high-pitched tone unlike her usual hoarseness. There had been an unusual terror and panic in Big-sister Chia’s voice, which instantly sent him soaring past the low ceiling of the room he shared with Good-sister Mmah and straight into the dark, starlit skies.

Now, as he feels the cool air of the night hit his face like a splash of cold water, he hears Good-sister Mmah’s voice in his head, harsh and insistent—“If Big-sister Chia ever calls you, either in your dream or in real life, do not answer her, you hear? Whatever you do, do not answer her call. Promise me you won’t.” Uh-uh, Zeuwa not listen to Good-sister Mmah. Zeuwa must help Big-sister Chia. He quickly shakes away his little sister’s voice as he surges upwards, higher, faster, until he is one with the clouds, the winds and the alluring night.

Soon, he starts to see a paradise of lights, a sparkling, twinkling, mesmerising and awesome kaleidoscope of colourful lights that pull him like a mosquito to blood. Now, the air is no longer still: all around is Big-sister Chia’s petrified voice, replicated and magnified into a deafening shriek, calling his name over and over and over—“Zeuwa, help Big-sister Chia! Zeuwa, help Big-sister Chia!” Even the moon, stars, and clouds seem to be screeching the same words to him—“Zeuwa, help Big-sister Chia!”

He looks around him with wide-eyed terror, wishing the skies weren’t so vast, that the brightly illuminated landscape below wasn’t so mysterious and terrifying. For some reason, this flight isn’t like his previous dream-flights. Suddenly, he wishes he had listened to Good-sister Mmah after all; he wants his good little sister with him now, holding his hand and guiding him home.

Tears pool in his eyes as he pauses his flight briefly, searching for his big sister’s voice. Abruptly, in the myriad of dazzling lights below, he sees a single red light glow, a powerful illumination which seems to pulse with the beat of a human heart. The red light pulls him towards its blinding glow, and as he draws nearer his sister’s voice becomes a deafening shriek inside his head. Relief floods his heart. He has found his destination.

“Zeuwa here now, Big-sister Chia,” he calls out in a voice made hoarse by his tears and terror. “Zeuwa come to help Big-sister Chia.”

He flies past a balcony and through an open window that grows from the floor to the ceiling, unlike any other window he’s ever seen—

And finds himself before the hulking and cackling white monster with hair wrought of deadly, hissing white snakes, poised before Big-sister Chia, in readiness for attack.

Zeuwa screams and dives towards his sister. His actions are instinctive, without thought. He fails to remember his terror of snakes. All he sees is his big sister in a pitiful crouch, injured and helpless. Chia sees him and starts to howl even louder, tears streaking down her cheeks. He has never seen his big sister cry since the terrible day she said the bad words to him because of the bad man, Eddie. The sight of the unfamiliar tears in Chia’s eyes brings panic and pain to his heart. He quickly folds her in his arms, holding her tight even as the sad bones fight his arms in their rumbling multitude.

“Zeuwa here now; don’t cry, Big-sister Chia. Zeuwa save you now from bad snakes and bad monster.” He casts a glowering look at the white entity cackling above them.

“Zeuwa, old friend, it is good to see you again.” A familiar voice speaks through the lips of the hulking monster.

Zeuwa frowns, shaking his head as he stares at the hideous entity grinning at him with malevolent glee. His hands rub his eyes, and his mouth hangs open as he gawps at the rapidly transforming monster. The white entity starts shedding its skin, reeling back the wiggling curtain of snake-hair as it lowers itself from the ceiling until it stands before him in the recognisable body of his old friend, Ọchi.

“Yes, old friend, it is indeed me, your friend, Ọchi.” The boy’s voice is the tinkle of bells, his face bright with smiling mischief. “I’ve been wanting to play with you for a long time now, but each time you see me, you fly away from me. Tut-tut.” Ọchi makes a reproachful sound, even as the smile remains glued on his face. “Well now, your big sister needs your help or she dies. Will you save your sister? Will you play with me in my realm? Tell me, dear boy, will you fly away from me again or will you follow me home and save your sister from a painful death?” The boy’s voice is still a charming tinkle but the look in his eyes is now cold, ancient beyond human years. It has an implacable hardness that brooks no compromise.

A soft moan from across the room draws Zeuwa’s attention. He sees a young and beautiful black girl stretched out on the sofa. The girl opens her eyes and looks around her in confusion, terror dawning on her face as she sees the motley group and the jumbled disaster of the ruined hotel room. Before she can speak, Ọchi sends her crashing back into oblivion with a casual flick of his hand and, once again, returns his smiling attention to Zeuwa.

Zeuwa stares at the young woman, mesmerised by her beauty. Chia shudders and groans softly in his arms, drawing back his attention. When he looks closely, he sees a great deluge of blood seeping from both her stomach and her legs. He gasps, horrified, casting an imploring look at his former friend.

“B-blood… Zeuwa not want Big-sister Chia to die. Zeuwa will play with Ọchi in Ọchi’s house if he makes big sister better,” he says, big balls of tears trailing his cheeks. “Ọchi make Big-sister Chia better now, yes?”

“No-no… Oh please, no…” Chia gasps from the crock of his arms, struggling to pull herself away from his hold. “Please Oke-Mmuọ, please let my brother be, I beg you. He’s innocent of any bad things. Please have pity.”

“Then, are you ready to die now? Why did you summon him in the first place if you don’t want to buy your life with his own? Will you follow the white woman to my realm too? Are you ready to become my chicken now?” Ọchi nods to a corner of the room and Zeuwa hears Chia’s sudden shriek. She shudders violently as she stares at a pale, phosphorus spectre standing in forlorn despair by the tall windows, a massive white chicken with the familiar face of her former foe.

“C-Claire? Oh my ancestors! The white witch is dead?” Chia’s voice is filled with terror as she begins to fight a sudden bout of hacking coughs. Zeuwa’s confused gaze darts between his panic-stricken sister and the pale chicken-human ghost hovering in silent dejection in the corner. The sight douses his skin with icy goosebumps and he quickly turns his face away from the spectre. With a worried glance at his sister’s agonised features, he lumbers up to the small boy, towering over his small stature. The boy smiles brightly at him as he looks down into his triumphant face. But Zeuwa’s face is now remote, rage simmering in his normally gentle gaze.

“Zeuwa go home with Ọchi. Now, make Big-sister Chia well,” he commands in an uncharacteristically hard voice.

Once again, the boy howls in a wild cackle before nodding his head and patting Zeuwa kindly on his back like a benevolent teacher. He walks up to Chia and stares down at her where she remains moaning and bleeding into the plush leather chair. Once again, his eyes are cold and hard.

“Human Chicken, your brother has bought you your life,” he says in a guttural voice that now gurgles with malevolent, ancient corruption. “Just like the white woman, you will also be judged by your victims whose bones call to me for justice, just as her ghosts had demanded vengeance. But, unlike the white woman, you do not get to choose life or death. You will live; you will exist without all your previous powers; you will enjoy the husband you asked for and the child you deserve; and you will bear the burden you created with your own hands should your bones decide to remain with you for this lifecycle. Now, prepare yourself for their judgement.”

Efu shrieks a word in an incomprehensible language. In a blink of an eye, Zeuwa hears a cacophony of hideous howls emit from Chia’s body. He catches his breath as countless hard protrusions start scuttling all over her, underneath her skin, like a frantic swarm of giant beetles. Her agonised screams join their unearthly shrieks and Zeuwa sees a hard round bone burst through Chia’s flesh and drop to the floor like a rock-ball. As he shouts in horror, the bony lump starts to stretch and expand with dizzying rapidity, until it stands before Ọchi in its complete skeletal ghastliness.

Zeuwa screams and stumbles away, horror glazing his face. He rushes to the beautiful, unconscious girl and cowers behind her sofa, trembling and sobbing loudly. Even so, his stricken gaze continues to follow the ejection of bony lumps from his sister’s body until he counts seven skeletons in total. If his counting skills were better, he would count thirteen skeletons in the room. When they turn their empty eye sockets on his sister, he sees the terror in their rattling bones which tremble like wind-tossed leaves.

“Behold your victims and your judges.” Ọchi’s voice is now cold, hard. It douses Zeuwa with renewed terror. “They have been your burden and your sentinel. Until now, you have experienced the muted force of their rage. Now, you have seen them, just as they can see you. From this day, you will feel the full force of their fury should they decide to stay with you.” He turns to the quivering skeletons and addresses them in the same icy tones. “Bones with raging souls, what is your wish and judgement? Do you want to gain eternal freedom from this woman’s body and transition into your next life, or do you wish to remain and torment your murderer for the duration of her present life before transitioning for your next reincarnation? The choice is yours.”

“We will go! Oh please, great spirit, spare us from this vile woman’s body, we beg you!” The skeleton men howl with uniform panic as they clatter away from Chia, crowding round the grinning boy in shivering terror. Once again, Ọchi lets out a loud cackle and gives Chia a mocking smile.

“Ha! If you were not a mere woman, I would honour you with the respect-bow reserved for fellow deities,” he says, shaking his head in reluctant admiration. “It takes a lot for victims to forego their vengeance rather than spend a second longer in their murderer’s presence. You are indeed a worthy acolyte and I look forward to finally welcoming you into my realm.”

Ọchi raises his hand and plunges the room into a smoky tomb. And in the fog, Zeuwa sees the grinning skeletons exit in a single file, soon disappearing into a dazzling red light that emits from a wide hole at the wall nearest to the door. And now, the boy is stretching out his hand to Zeuwa, urging him, too, towards the red light.

Zeuwa reaches out and takes the boy’s small hand in his own large one. A sizzling explosion splits their contact as Ọchi’s hand instantly bursts into flames. Zeuwa’s hand glows a pale blue hue that quickly engulfs his lumbering body. The boy shrieks, rapidly shedding his human flesh for its fearsome white hulk. In a wink, it hurtles to the top of the chandelier, glaring down at Zeuwa with a mixture of terror and disbelief.

But Zeuwa is no longer alone. By his side stands a new entity, a glowing figure with the wings of a bluebird, the white hooves of a lamb, and the serene brown face of an ancient monk. It is neither male nor female, and in its clasped hands, it holds a bunch of white lilies which it gently hands to Zeuwa.

“This innocent child is not for your realm, great deity of Futility,” the new entity says in a voice that is soothing yet authoritative. “He has forfeited his soul today, but to the wrong deity. He is innocent of any harm and wears a soul filled with purity and joy. His existence is neither futile nor cursed. In your usual arrogance, you have made a great error, and now, he will accompany me to the Realm of Perpetual Bliss. Be content with your own damned souls and do not covet what does not belong to you.”

The new spirit turns its gentle gaze to Zeuwa and its smile is warm and loving, just like Good-sister Mmah’s face. In fact, he’s now positive that it is his little sister that he now beholds, and he beams happily at her.

“Dear sweet boy, do you want to follow me and enjoy lots of meats and drinks and happy games with many nice friends?”

Zeuwa’s heart explodes with joy as he beams a wide smile at the entity, nodding his head vigorously.

“Yes-yes; Zeuwa go with Good-sister Mmah and eat meats and play with good friends.” His eyes glitter with unrestrained joy. “Zeuwa not go with bad friend Ọchi, no-no.”

“Done!” the entity laughs gently and before Zeuwa can blink, it wraps its great blue wings around him and lifts him off his feet, carrying him out of the jumbled mess of the ruined hotel room in a gentle and blissful flight. Behind him, he hears the weeping voice of his sister calling out his name. Her voice sounds happy underneath the sadness and pain and he smiles broadly—Zeuwa has saved Big-sister Chia from bad friend Ọchi. Now, Zeuwa go to very nice place with Good-sister Mmah and eat lots of meat and play happy games with many good friends. Maybe Big-sister Chia will come and play with us sometimes? Zeuwa will like it very, very much.

*   *   *

Back in the bedroom he shares with his little sister, Zeuwa continues to sleep despite the crowing of the morning rooster. Mmah shakes his prone body, at first gently, then harder, violently. Her piercing scream brings the family rushing into the room. Obidibo is like a deranged woman, shaking her son, screaming his name, her anguished keening sending chills into the hearts of all that hear her.

A crazy glint turns her eyes red, and now, everybody is running away from the bedroom and its doomed occupants; nobody wants to be around when Obidibo’s anguish turns into murderous rage; nobody wants to have their blood turned into floor polish. Her husband weeps gently beside her. Soon his cries distract her as she turns to hold his hands in hers, wiping his tears with the edge of her dirty wrapper, even as she continues her pathetic wailing.

Mmah stands by her brother’s bed staring at his body with eyes swollen by grief—How? How can Zeze go to sleep in perfect health and end up dead by morning? Her mind is like scrambled ants as she tries to recall every second of the previous night, every single conversation she’s had with her brother. She’s not sure, but she thinks she heard him call out Chia’s name in his sleep at some point in the night. She had ignored it as she tended to ignore his sleep mumbles. Zeze had always been a sleep talker and now she’s wondering if she hadn’t made a grave mistake by ignoring him last night; if she should have woken him up from his dream or nightmare—Oh our ancestors! What if Zeze dreamt another of those Ọchi-nightmares involving our big sister? What if Chia was in trouble, and he foolishly ignored my warning and answered her call in his astral flights? What if that selfish woman has a hand in my poor Zeze’s death? Ancestors forgive me, but I’ll annihilate her with my own hands and polish the floor with her blood… I surely will…

Tears begin to trail down her cheeks afresh, and through the haze, she sees something she never noticed before: Zeuwa wears the most beatific smile ever seen on a human face. She has never seen her brother look so happy, so peaceful.

A great weight suddenly lifts from Mmah’s heart—Ancestors be blessed! Whatever it was that took Zeze’s life wasn’t something bad. My good brother died a good death. Nobody with that radiant smile could have died a sad death. I am at peace now. All is well. Rest in eternal peace, my wonderful sweet brother. We’ll surely meet again, and when we do, nothing can separate us, neither man nor the spirits. May our ancestors welcome you with love and bliss till you return to us again in a healthy, intelligent, and loving reincarnation. Iseh; so be it!
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Chia opened her eyes and groaned softly. Her body, especially her stomach, was a mass of excruciating pain. Her befuddled mind told her she could only be in a hospital, thanks to the strong antiseptic smell and spartan whiteness of the room she lay in. The first thing she noticed was that she was flat on her back – a feat she hadn’t achieved in many years, not since the lumps started to grow on her spine.

A sharply drawn breath drew her attention, and she turned her head, staring dully at the beautiful young girl sitting by her bed, smiling at her with shyness and relief. A steady stream of tears dampened the girl’s cheeks and her clenched hands betrayed her nerves—Aah… Shadé, the real pretty girl! Through the hallmark blue contacts that defined the girl’s unique fashion, she noted the absence of the hostility and arrogance of the former host that had inhabited the girl’s body.

“Aunty, you’ve woken up!” the crying girl exclaimed joyfully upon catching Chia’s tired eyes. “I’ve been so worried since the police and ambulance people brought you here. How are you feeling now, Ma? Let me call the nurse for you and tell them that you’re now awake.” She started to get up from the chair, but Chia grabbed her hand.

“Where am I?” she asked, her voice a raspy croak. “Tell me everything that happened, you hear? You are the real pretty girl – Shadé, yes? You are not the fat oyibo woman, eh? I can see you are crying again as you used to do, although only the ancestors know why a fine girl like you should be crying all the time for that useless handsome man that doesn’t value you. I am right, yes? Answer me quick; you are the real pretty girl?”

The girl nodded, although her eyes held a look of bafflement as she sank back again into her chair by Chia’s bedside.

“Yes, Aunty, it’s me, Shadé. But you won’t believe me if I tell you that I don’t even know how I came into London. But I’m telling you the truth, honestly.” Shadé’s teary eyes were wide with awe as she spoke. “All I remember is that, after we left your restaurant that night, we had a car accident. I think I must have been unconscious and just dreaming all kinds of crazy dreams, because I still can’t believe the date I’m seeing today. How can I have been unconscious for over five weeks? It’s just not possible.” Shadé shook her head. “I only remember waking up inside your hotel room when the police people arrived with the hotel manager because of all the noise and fighting taking place inside your room. They even accused me of shooting you with a gun, although they couldn’t find any gun in the room. Thank God the hotel receptionist and other witnesses said that they saw a white woman enter your room. The ambulance brought you here. I have been trying to call Kolade, my boyfriend, but he’s not answering his phone, same as Aunty Claire. I swear, Aunty, you almost died, oh. I’m just so relieved you’re alive and awake. Kaja!” the girl exclaimed loudly, holding Chia’s hand fervently.

Chia shut her eyes and clenched her fist as Shadé’s words brought sudden recollection to her befuddled mind—Shegé!

“That useless oyibo witch almost finished my life, but my spirit is stronger than her own,” Chia bit out savagely under her breath as her thoughts returned to the terrible events that took place inside her hotel room—Zeuwa! Oh, my ancestors, poor Zeuwa! What have I done? What have I gone and done to my poor innocent brother? Tears started to trail down her cheeks. She wiped them angrily with the back of her hand, staring at the wet patch with stunned disbelief—I can cry again! I can actually shed tears again! Shegé! My powers are truly gone. I am now finished for real. Chei-chei!

Chia continued to cry without restraint. Shadé patted her arm gently and offered her some water to drink, but Chia turned away in despair, her shoulders trembling from her choked sobs. It was as if her eyes were determined to cry out all the tears denied them for years by Oke-Mmuọ’s hex. She was still crying as she gave her statement to the police later that morning – she swore in her statement that she was merely a victim of an attempted robbery by an unknown assailant after her Harrods’s shopping spree. As for her involvement in Eddie’s terrible acid attack against his wife, she said she was just another innocent victim of his wicked philandering and was still nursing a crushed heart from his cruel rejection.

Chia continued to weep as she offered to pay the hotel for the damage to their room, but the hotel wanted to keep everything under wraps and turned down her offer. A robbery and shooting were very bad for business; they were happy to forget Chia as long as she was happy to forget them. The news brought on more tears: she thought the white people were very kind. Nigerians would have fleeced her thoroughly for the damage to their premises. Explaining the intricacies of business insurance or expedient public relations to her would have been a waste of time. Even as she later collected her international passport and flight ticket, initially confiscated by the police, her tears continued to flow like Shadé’s congenital sobs. And, finally, Chia howled when the doctors informed her that her womb was removed in an emergency hysterectomy needed to save her life after the gunshot wounds she sustained.

“You’re very lucky to still have the use of your limbs after the gunshot injuries, Miss Agu,” the Asian doctor said, his voice lacking the empathy he might perhaps have shown a more attractive patient than the squat woman with the pockmarked and tear-drenched face, sprawled on the hospital bed in total despair. “Thankfully, there are other options now for childless women in your situation. Please try to seek some form of professional counselling once you get back to Nigeria. It’ll help you navigate what has undoubtedly been a traumatic experience for you.”

Chia responded to his words with more loud howls. She continued to cry long after the doctor had gone. She knew she should be grateful to still have the use of her legs, but the fact remained that she would never know the joys and mysteries of pregnancy and childbirth. Hers was now a dead womb, a barren land that would never yield a single fruit, much less a bountiful harvest—Maybe this is my punishment for poor Zeuwa. I don’t deserve to have a child of my own after sacrificing my little brother to save my own worthless life. Even so, Oke-Mmuọ promised me a child. Even after taking away all my powers, it still promised me a husband and a child. But how can that miracle happen now with my ruined womb, unless that powerful spirit plants a magic baby inside my stomach?

At the thought, Chia shuddered—uh-uh! She didn’t think she wanted to have such a juju-baby, a child that would be a demon for all she knew. Better she remain childless than have such a cursed spawn. Once again, Chia cursed Claire Bellows with a bitter hatred that eclipsed every negative emotion she had felt in her entire twenty-nine years of existence—But for that fat oyibo witch, I wouldn’t be going through all this wahala. I knew she and her wicked son were trouble from the first time I laid eyes on them. It is a good thing Oke-Mmuọ has turned her into a big ghost-chicken, otherwise, I would not rest until I had marinated her fat carcass inside my pepper-soup pot. Shegé!

*   *   *

Anthony was waiting for Chia as she hobbled into the arrival lounge of the Nnamdi Azikiwe International Airport, Abuja, aided by her walking sticks. She was accompanied by Shadé, who lugged both their suitcases as she trailed respectfully behind Chia. With his fair skin and big afro that made him look like an incarnation of a Jackson Five brother, Anthony stood out impressively in the crowd. Chia felt a sudden thrill of pride in having him as her husband and a broad smile creased her features—Ha! Just look at this handsome devil-man looking fine-fine!

Anthony was standing beside a small girl who clung tightly to his arm, smiling brightly at him. The girl was small, likely eight or nine years old, and she was dressed in a long gown made of a sequinned, gold material that matched the yellow pompoms holding her long blonde and red braids. Even from a distance, she sparkled like a tinsel doll on a toyshop shelf. Something about the coquettish smile she beamed at Anthony suddenly pricked Chia’s skin with unease—Ancestors! Don’t tell me this is his daughter! Shegé! I don’t think I will like being this child’s stepmother one bit. She is too wise for her age and looks as if she will be cunning too. Just look at her cunny-cunny wise eyes and the way she is smiling at her father to control all his affection and attention.

Chia fixed a bright smile on her face as she approached Anthony. He glanced at her briefly and looked away before fixing his gleaming eyes on Shadé, like several other men in the busy lounge. Irritated, Chia swore softly under her breath—Useless dog! Already chasing tail even before we begin our married life, eh? I will soon show you proper hot pepper. Just wait and see!

“Anthony, how are you?” Chia greeted in a loud voice, as she paused in front of her husband. He stared at her with a baffled frown. When she looked into his eyes, she saw herself as he now saw her in her gawdy and squat dumpiness, crowned by a deluge of designer accessories and a heavily made-up face that failed to hide the raised pockmarks blighting her skin.

Chia’s heart sank—Shegé! I forgot I’ve lost my powers and with them my looks! Anthony’s daughter was now looking at her quizzically even as she continued to flash a very friendly smile at Shadé. Before Chia could speak, the girl rushed up to Shadé and curtsied shyly.

“Mummy-Chia, welcome back from London,” she squealed in a coy sugar-sweet thrill, quickly linking her arm to Shadé’s own. “I’m Rita,” the girl announced importantly, as if the whole world should know her name.

Chia’s heart sank—No way! Oh please, ancestors, don’t tell me this little brat’s name is really Rita? What evil have I done to people called Rita in my former life that they should just insist on stressing me in this my life? Just see how the rubbish little thing is sucking up to Shadé because the girl is pretty.

“She is not your new mother; I am your Mummy-Chia,” Chia said in a dry voice, giving the girl a hard look that instantly wiped away her bright smile. Her jaw dropped as she stared at Chia in shock. “Come here and give your new mummy a hug,” Chia commanded, smiling malevolently at the child whose reluctance to hug her was obvious to everybody in the small group. Anthony quickly approached them, a s Shadé’s eyes started dripping tears once again. Anthony looked at Chia, aghast, drawing his daughter to his side.

“Madam, I think there’s been a mistake here.” He spoke to her as one would address an elderly stranger. “My child mistook your daughter for my wife who’s arriving from London this morning. My apologies for the error.” He nodded stiffly at her as he turned away, pulling his daughter along.

“Anthony Uba, just stop there, you yeye man!” Chia’s voice was loud with unrepressed rage. “Are you blind or insane? How can you call Shadé my daughter? Do I look old enough to have a daughter her age, eh? What kind of rubbish man doesn’t recognise his own wife? Ancestors! This crazy man! You better make sure you have not ruined my restaurant in my absence.”

Anthony jerked to a sudden halt like a puppet pulled by its strings. He turned around slowly to stare at Chia with saucer-wide eyes.

“C-Chia?” His voice was a hoarse whisper. “Are you really Chia Agu?”

“Of course she’s Aunty Chia,” Shadé snapped, glaring at Anthony. “How can you be her husband and not recognise your own wife? Kaja!” she hissed in disgust. Chia gave her a grateful smile. The girl had become like a younger sister in the brief time they had spent in London and she knew that she had formed a new lifelong friendship, something she never believed was possible after the debacle with Gonorrhoea-Rita. The last she’d heard about the woman was that she was still undergoing treatment. Her acid injuries were believed to be life-changing and she has already initiated divorce proceedings. Eddie had been declared mentally unfit to stand criminal trial and had been sectioned in a psychiatric unit under the Mental Health Act—Good riddance to horrible rubbish. Now, she was starting to think that Anthony might be more horrible rubbish she would need to get rid of.

“I won’t even bother answering your stupid question,” Chia snarled, giving Anthony a menacing look through narrowed eyes. “Put our luggage into the car quickly and drop off my friend on the way home.” She nodded towards Shadé.

Anthony remained standing still, staring at Chia with incredulity while holding tightly to his daughter. Even without Oke-Mmuọ’s gifts, Chia could read the warring thoughts inside his head as he quickly averted his panicked gaze from her, looking around the lounge like a lost child seeking its mummy. She walked up to him and stretched out her arm.

“Give me my car key at once,” she ordered, daring him to refuse. “Also, hand me my house keys too. I don’t plan to be the wife of a man who doesn’t recognise me. Tomorrow, you can come and collect your stuff and I will send you the divorce papers once it is ready.”

Anthony’s face fell as he quickly grabbed Chia’s hand in both of his. His daughter sidled over and linked her arm through Chia’s, beaming her the same saccharin-sweet smile she had previously bestowed on Shadé.

“Mummy-Chia, welcome from London. I’m Rita,” the girl repeated the greeting in a disorienting voice that caused Chia to reel with déjà vu. She quickly extricated her arm from the girl’s, feeling her skin crawl with revulsion—No way will I be a stepmother to this cunning girl! Anthony must send her back to their village if he wants to remain married to me.

“C-Chia, please don’t be rash, OK?” Anthony pleaded, as he brought out the keys from his pocket. “Of course, I recognise you. It’s just that you’ve changed a bit from the last time I saw you, that’s all. I don’t want a divorce, heaven forbid! Let’s just go home and enjoy the jollof rice and chicken I cooked for you, OK? I’m sure you need to rest your body after your accident in London.” He smiled winningly at Chia but her face remained hard, her eyes cold.

“Keys?” she repeated imperiously, her arm still outstretched. Anthony groaned softly and opened his palm. Chia quickly grabbed the bunch of keys from him and nodded briefly at Shadé, who started following her with their luggage. Anthony and his daughter ran after them. Soon their bags were stowed in the spacious boot of the black SUV.

“You can’t drive with your injured leg, so let me drive us, OK?” Anthony pleaded, holding the passenger door open for Chia.

“Poor Mummy-Chia! Let me carry your handbag for you, so you’re comfortable,” Rita offered with her extra-bright smile, reaching for Chia’s Valentino handbag.

Chia held on tight to her handbag and quickly scrambled into the passenger seat—Anything to get away from this little nightmare that calls herself a child! Shegé! Chia shuddered, stealing a look at the child through her rear-view mirror, where she now sat next to Shadé, wittering on about everything and anything while coquettishly twirling her long braids.

Soon, they were driving through the familiar landmarks of Abuja Capital Territory. Chia felt a warm feeling of bliss overwhelm her—Home! Thank you, ancestors, for letting my feet touch our home-soil again! Shegé! That London place almost finished me! I don’t think I will ever visit that country again. Nothing better pass home, I swear!

“I need to tell you about an urgent message sent by your family a few days ago.” Anthony’s voice pierced through her happy thoughts, dousing her with icy terror—Don’t speak… please don’t say it… I don’t want to hear it… just stay silent… Oh, ancestors, have pity. “I didn’t want to tell you about it over the phone, and anyway you were coming home today, so I thought it could wait. It’s about your younger brother, Zeuwa. He slept in the Lord on Thursday, three weeks ago, and…”

“Shut up, you useless man! Just shut your rubbish mouth before I decapitate your head and wipe the floor with your blood!” Chia shrieked at him, causing the car to swerve dangerously before Anthony quickly brought it under control again. “Didn’t I tell you I don’t do any rubbish church? Why are you telling me Zeuwa slept in your yeye Lord, eh? Why are you even telling me this terrible news before I have rested from my long journey, you heartless man? Shegé! What kind of wicked husband is this I have gone and married?” Chia began to howl, holding her head with both hands as she rocked herself to and fro in catatonic grief.

“It’s OK, Aunty Chia. Please don’t cry, you hear?” Shadé patted her shoulder from the back of the car, her face damp once again with her habitual tears. Rita quickly mimicked her, repeating Shadé’s words verbatim, apart from exchanging Aunty Chia with Mummy-Chia. Anthony was breathing hard and loud, his face doused in sweat. Chia sniffed and hiccupped noisily as she reached forward to turn on the music deck, raising the volume to deafening decibels. Soon, Flavour’s heady song, ‘Baby Na Yoka’, started to pound insanity and rage into her heart, briefly dimming her grief.

Chia sniffed loudly and turned to Anthony.

“By the way, why haven’t you called me your honey or your princess, eh?” she snarled between hiccups, fixing a malevolent glare at Anthony’s squirming body. “Am I no longer your queen and your empress? Answer me, this yeye man: am I still your goddess or not?”

Anthony cast a hurried glance at her before returning his eyes to the road. His face broke into a desperate smile that was as manic as his daughter’s voice shrilling from the back seat of the car.

“Mummy-Chia is Daddy’s goddess! I’m a beautiful princess and Mummy-Chia is a rich queen! I love Mummy-Goddess very much!”

Chia groaned softly—Mummy-Goddess! Ancestors help me! She quickly pressed the button and increased the volume of the music even more, drowning out the detested voice of her new stepdaughter.

*   *   *

From the small spy window in her office, Chia cast another desperate gaze at the empty food court of her restaurant. By the cashier’s till, her waiters milled around with bored indifference, chatting loudly to each other as the usual high-life music boomed over the invisible speakers, entertaining non-existent customers.

Chia sighed as her mind took her on a bittersweet journey to a different time, a happier time when her restaurant bustled with the boisterous voices of her satisfied customers and money exchanged hands with profitable frequency—It is over! Everything is over now for my business! She returned to her desk and lit another cigarette, inhaling deeply while staring at the shelf blocking the secret dwarf door with unrestrained yearning. Once again, her feet drew her to the shelf as she shoved it aside and stooped to open the hidden door—Please, ancestors, let Oke-Mmuọ be there… let that great spirit return to my restaurant. I need it desperately. I need the special spiced meat and Glamour-Cream for my business to survive!

In the three months since her return from London, she had seen a massive haemorrhage of her customers, especially once the last of her special meat and her Glamour-Cream was finished, and the news spread that the place was now under new management. Her old clientele refused to accept Chia as the owner they previously knew through their hexed eyes. Nothing she said or did would convince them that the squat and dumpy woman they now beheld was the same glamorous celebrity they used to know. Even worse, the special spiced meat pepper-soup dish the restaurant was famed for no longer tasted as good as it did. Soon, the disenchanted customers began noticing the tacky environment of the restaurant, which had previously eluded their bewitched gazes. Chia was now facing the dire prospect of letting go of several of her employees, something that filled her with sorrow and despair. Her seven-strong male staff had been like her family for so long that the thought of letting them go cut right through her heart with razor sharpness. But it was either that or shut down her restaurant completely and sell up the property, something that was seeming more likely with each passing day—unless Oke-Mmuọ returns to the Red Room… Please let it be waiting when I open this door… let me see the bright red glow and feel the rush of its hurricane wind…

Chia pulled open the dwarf door with great force—Nothing… just as I thought. She sighed deeply and shut the door with tired resignation. Her steps were heavy as she returned to her spy window for the umpteenth time to check the customer status for the day. The restaurant remained empty and her waiters were now dancing to another upbeat song, their laughter and cheerful voices bringing ironic life to the deserted food hall.

Chia’s phone rang and she answered without checking the caller ID. She instantly regretted her action.

“Mummy-Goddess, I want KFC,” Rita demanded in her familiar, entitled voice.

“Ask your father for it,” Chia snapped.

“Daddy said he has no money.”

“I don’t have money either.”

“But you’re rich. You’re a Mummy-Goddess. You have our big house, our big car and our big restaurant.”

“It is not our big house or car or restaurant. It is my big house and my big car and my restaurant, understand? Everything is mine, not ours. Get it right inside your head.”

“But we are family, so everything is our family’s own.”

“Shegé! This wise-wise girl! I don’t have time to argue with you, you hear? Just tell your father to get you KFC and don’t disturb me again.” Chia cut off the call, breathing hard and fast, trying to curb her irritation—Ancestors! I truly detest that child! Why has Oke-Mmuọ burdened me with that little terror? I keep telling myself that she’s young and I can mould her into my own daughter. But that girl has already been moulded by the devil himself and will need all the entire ancestors and angels to fix her.

Once again, Chia cursed loudly as she inhaled deeply from her cigarette, allowing the smoke to surround her with foggy calm. She glanced at her Rolex watch – 21:05hrs. She debated whether or not to shut the restaurant early. She doubted any customers would turn up before the usual closing time of midnight. Rita’s phone call had brought a sudden desire in her to return to her house and derive some sadistic pleasure from her new family: perhaps get Anthony to do her toenails, and Rita to massage her neck and shoulders with the electric massage gun she had brought back from London.

Since the disappearance of her lumps, the body massages had become one of the highlights of her life, together with missionary style in the bedroom on the few occasions she got Anthony to pleasure her. Since discovering her vanished lumps and powers, Anthony’s fears were now more materialistic, unlike his previous supernatural terror. Where before he had lived in fear of her powers, now his only dread was being without her money. Her wealth kept him in chains, and she was happy to pay for his service in the bedroom. In a way, it was a reversal of roles from when she used to be the prostitute waiting to be paid. These days, she might pay him or not, depending on her mood and his performance—Actually, I could do with a good poke after this dismal night. Why not?

The thought brought a grim smile to Chia’s face. She quickly followed it up with action, informing her happy staff to close up early for the night. Soon, she was driving through the busy Saturday night traffic, heading back to her bungalow with unfamiliar speed.

*   *   *

Chia drove into her compound and parked her car in front of her bungalow—Not again! Useless power is off! Shegé! She let herself into the darkened house, slamming the door noisily behind her.

“Anthony, why haven’t you put on the generator, eh? Must I do everything in this house?” she shouted in irritation. Silence greeted her and Chia felt her frustration grow. “Rita, where are you? Anthony, are you deaf?” Chia cursed loudly and stomped into Anthony’s bedroom using the torch function of her mobile phone. The bright light from the television set inside the room halted her steps—Huh? She quickly pressed the switch by the door and light flooded the room. Her eyes narrowed in suspicion—Where has that demon-man gone to with his child at this time of the night? I bet they didn’t expect me to come home this early. She called Rita’s number and pressed the phone to her ear.

“Mummy-Goddess!” Rita thrilled so loudly that Chia eased the phone from her ear, twisting her face in a grimace.

“Where are you?” Chia asked without preamble.

“I’m in my room watching telly.”

“You’re in your room?” Chia’s jaw dropped.

“Yes.”

“Let me speak to your daddy,”

“He’s in the bathroom having a shower.”

“Your daddy is having a shower?” Chia couldn’t stop repeating the girl’s words. Her eyes glinted maniacally as she strove to control the rage brewing in her heart—Oh, you lying, cunning girl! Just wait, you hear? Just wait and see!

“Yes.”

“Yes? You are telling me your daddy is in the shower at this time of the night?”

“Yes.”

“OK… Okaaay. I hear you well.” Chia tried to hide the threat in her words as she nodded her head grimly. “So, do you still want KFC?”

“Yes, oh! Thank you, Mummy-Goddess! I love you! Don’t forget to add ice-cream too.”

“I won’t forget. But you might be asleep by the time I return.”

“I won’t, I promise. I love you Mummy-Goddess!”

Chia hung up without replying to the girl’s fake affection—Ha! I already had my suspicions, but now I know it. So, this is what the yeye man has been doing behind my back. He has even trained that his devil-daughter to lie professionally like a lawyer, chei-chei!

Once again, Chia cursed Oke-Mmuọ and the young evil that the entity had brought into her life. Now, she recalled the exact words the spirit had used when it granted her wishes, picking out the malignant meaning behind them: You will get the love you desire, the husband you deserve, and the child your destiny determines—Ancestors! My cursed hysterectomy destiny has really given me this demon stepchild and her handsome-for-nothing father. If only poor Zeuwa hadn’t died…

Chia felt the familiar knot bunch behind her throat at the thought of her brother. She never went back home for Zeuwa’s funeral. She couldn’t; not with the burden of guilt she bore. Her family wouldn’t forgive her callous behaviour, and for the first time ever, returned the usual monthly money she sent them. Her father begged her to come home and mourn her brother; he promised to keep her safe from her mother’s killing axe if only she would pay her respects at Zeuwa’s grave for just one night. It had hurt Chia to decline her father’s request, but there was no way she could face her parents and her little sister, knowing she had murdered her brother. She had accepted her ostracism with stoic resignation: losing her family and her womb were the least of the punishments she deserved. She hoped to build her own new family with Anthony and Rita—at least her barrenness wouldn’t be a problem with a husband that already had a child.

Except she hadn’t bargained for a stepchild like Rita, an ancient, conniving and kleptomaniac witch masking as a little girl—Ha! Add professional liar to the devil-child’s skills. I better check if the little thief has stolen anything new today while I am at it. Not that I can do anything to her even if she steals again. She has already spread so many lies about me with the neighbours that everyone is now convinced that I am the stepmother from the witch doctor’s hamlet, intent on hexing my poor little stepchild into an early death. Shegé!

Chia swore under her breath as she started to go through her decorations and ornaments in the living room. Thankfully, her bedroom was now permanently locked, ensuring her jewellery and designer accessories remained safe from her thieving stepchild. From the living room, she segued into the dining room and finally, the kitchen, checking glassware and cutlery—Nothing is too little for that little thief. Chei-chei! I wonder what she does with the things she steals? Not that she will ever admit to it, even when you catch her holding the goods.

Chia suspected that Rita used her stolen stuff to curry favour with the neighbours, what with the way they all seemed to fuss over the child while giving Chia their unrestrained contempt. But she couldn’t be sure, and the last thing she wanted was to further antagonise her neighbours by asking if they had received her stolen items as gifts from the wretched girl. Many of them now called her ‘Mummy-Goddess’ with derision, bolstering their belief in her wickedness to her motherless stepdaughter. No matter how many times she told Rita not to address her with that detested title, the child insisted on using it, especially when there were strangers present.

Chia sighed deeply as she reached for the fridge door—I always say, no good will ever come from anyone called Rita. Ancestors! I really need a serious drink. I swear, this very night, I will finish with Anthony and his demon-child for good. They won’t be eating my money anymore while he is cheating on me with the help of his cunning daughter. Despite her threats and entreaties, Anthony still refused to find himself a job and Chia was determined not to burden herself with another Eddie—Ha! Everything ends tonight. I am kicking them out of this house first thing tomorrow and returning to how things used to be. Better I am alone than living in frustrating loneliness with him and his wahala daughter.

Chia grabbed some ice cubes from the freezer and quickly poured them into a large glass. Then she took a half-empty bottle of gin and a bottle of tonic from the dining-room shelf and headed back to the living room. She mixed the gin and tonic into her glass and settled down in her favourite chair to await Anthony and their showdown. The warm air brought a clammy feeling to her skin. She stood up to turn on the air conditioner before settling down in her chair again. With a weary sigh, she lit a cigarette and reached for the remote control. In seconds, the massive television screen lit up, showing a twerking K-Pop star whose non-existent arse drew a scoff from Chia.

She leaned back into her chair and took her first sip of her chilled drink—Aahh! This is just what I needed! It is so nice to sit down properly without being poked by those horrible bones. She settled deeper into the chair and took another mouthful of her drink. In minutes, she had emptied the glass and crunched up the ice with gusto. She poured more gin and tonic—Shegé! No ice! Chia groaned softly in frustration. She was too tired to go to the kitchen for more ice cubes. She would just have to drink it warm. She quickly downed the drink and tipped the bottles again, topping up the glass until it almost overflowed.

As she slowly savoured her third drink, she lit another cigarette: her fourth since getting home. She took a long draw and exhaled leisurely, feeling her initial rage dissipate with the swirling smoke—Maybe, I will just let things slide this time. I will make Anthony sex me well-well this night in apology; no payment for his services. In fact, I will insist that he pokes me every night for the next week without pay. As for his daughter, I will even order a KFC for that little wretch tonight. After all, she didn’t steal anything today. Come to think of it, she has not been stealing from me since she came back from visiting that her witch of a grandmother last week. Maybe if I buy her more treats she might continue being as nice to me as she has been in recent days, and even stop stealing from me permanently and spreading bad stories about me too.

Chia felt a warm feeling suffuse her heart at her own magnanimity. She smiled and nodded her head as she took another long drink from her glass till it was almost empty. As she reached to place the glass on the side table, she felt a sudden trembling of her hand—Huh? Am I drunk already on this little drink? She frowned, staring at her hand, which was now jerking, along with her arms and her legs. The glass slipped from her limp fingers and fell on the marble floor, shattering into a million shards of treachery. Her entire body became a jolting mass of flesh as an agonising pain crushed her heart, making her gasp loudly.

A dawning horror drenched Chia’s body in icy terror—Ancestors! Oh my ancestors! I am poisoned! The demon-man has done it again! He has got another one of his female relatives to do his dirty work for him! Chei-chei! Why did I foolishly think that his devil-daughter was too young to poison me? Why didn’t I watch my back with him once the hex dropped from his eyes and he became repulsed by my looks? I should have suspected something when the demon-man suddenly sent Rita to visit her grandmother at their village, that evil witch woman who loathes me as much as I detest her.

Chia started to struggle, fighting the violent shudders twisting her body as she attempted to stumble to her feet and get her phone. She could see the mobile on the centre table a few feet away from her chair. Its glossy blackness contrasted sharply with the crystal clearness of the glass table, beckoning her over. If she stretched her arm, really stretched with all her might, she might just touch the phone, hold it, press the dial button and, perhaps, save herself from imminent death. Her breathing was harsh and loud, hot sweat dousing her body—I must call Shadé… tell her the truth… expose this treachery… oh my ancestors…

Tears began to trail down Chia’s face as she continued to battle the violent spasms wracking her body, keeping her chained to her chair. The mobile phone was slowly fading from her dying sight, eternally away from her desperate reach. Dimly, she heard the fiddling sound of keys on the front door, quickly followed by Rita’s chirpy prattle and Anthony’s deep voice. They came into the living room and stumbled to a halt, staring at her in disbelief.

“Save me… please… help me…” Chia managed to whisper through cracked lips, now spewing thick blood. She felt her denture dislodge, falling against her chest in its bloody hardness.

Anthony said nothing: he just stood by the door staring at Chia’s jerking body with stunned incredulity. He refused to meet her gaze, looking instead at a point above her head. Rita ran over and stood before Chia, her eyes gleaming with excitement and unholy joy.

“Daddy, it worked!” the child cried with glee, turning to Anthony with a wide smile. “Grandma’s medicine has worked, and now we will be very rich again. I want to go to Disneyland again, Daddy. I want to eat KFC every day and buy all the dresses and shoes in America when Mummy-Goddess dies.” The child turned back to Chia, smiling brightly at her pain-twisted face. “Sorry, Mummy-Goddess. I don’t want to have another mummy. I’ll live with Daddy and Grandma forever and ever and ever in this, our big house.” She opened her arms wide to encompass the living room before skipping over to Anthony’s side once again, clasping his hand tightly in both her little hands.

The tears were now like a flood on Chia’s face, flowing their despaired saltiness into her blood-drenched lips—Ancestors, rush to your daughter! I can’t die like this… I am Bambino Chick! I was once the most powerful woman in Abuja Capital Territory! I have killed many strong and powerful men and rendered countless others useless. How can I now die like a chicken at the hands of this rubbish little girl? How can everything I ever achieved… all my sacrifices… become a useless exercise in futility? I can’t die… I can’t… I can’t…

A bright light lit up one end of the room, a red light that pulsed with a familiar menace which suffused Chia’s heart with intense bliss—Oke-Mmuọ! Thank you, ancestors! Oh thank you…

Through her dying eyes, she saw the white entity squatting on the floor in its familiar hulking pose, white snakes whirling in their deadly menace as it cackled in that familiar unholy gurgle. Anthony and Rita screeched in simultaneous terror, stumbling out of the house like people fleeing a pride of lions. The sight brought a ghastly grin to Chia’s ashy face—Oke-Mmuọ… Finally, you return to me when I need you the most…

Chia started to address the entity, her desperate voice a dreadful gurgle that resembled the spirit’s own as she drowned in her own blood.

“Oke-M-mmuọ, g-great Efu, fearsome entity of futility and despair… I know you have come to collect your debt… and I am ready to surrender my soul to your eternal keep. B-but just one final wish before I go, mighty spirit… P-please, grant me this final wish, I beg you.”

“Speak it.” The entity ceased its cackles, staring at Chia with its cold white orbs.

“Take possession of my house, great spirit,” Chia said urgently, her voice filled with bitter rage. “Please… make this house and my restaurant your home when I’m gone. Give no rest or peace to anyone that claims my home and my restaurant after my death, especially anyone from my husband’s family.” A fierce light burned in Chia’s dying eyes as she spoke, her voice slowly fading with her final breaths. “Oke-Mmuọ, I offer you…the soul of Anthony Uba as… my final sacrifice for this wish I make. Please… mighty spirit, savour that demon-man slowly when you eat him, so that…his death will be a long, tortured, and agonised one. This is… my final wish, great Efu.”

“Done.”

Chia felt a great burden lift from her shoulders as the darkness of eternal sleep started to cloak her in its icy fold. Already she could feel herself shrinking, feel the sprouting of feathers similar to the ones Claire had worn on that final fateful night in the ruined hotel suite—It is over! Ancestors, have mercy on my doomed soul. Chei-chei! If only I never met Eddie… If only I never encountered that fat oyibo witch and ended up sacrificing my little brother! Zeuwa, sweet little brother! Wherever you are, please forgive your accursed Big-sister Chia… I am so, so sorry. Oh, my accursed soul! If only I was never born…









Glossary


	Abi –
	An expression to confirm or emphasise a sentence, usually contemptuous in connotation.


	Bubu –
	A flowing kaftan for females, made mostly with African prints.


	Chei-chei –
	An exclamation of surprise, frustration, anger or happiness.


	Haba –
	An exclamation for surprise, shock, disbelief, anger.


	Iwé –
	Grudge witch, rage.


	Jaré –
	An expression to emphasise a sentence, usually disdainful.


	Kaja –
	An exclamation for an unpleasant and challenging situation


	Koboko –
	A wiry whip made from cow hide, used for corporal punishment.


	Nnọ –
	Welcome.


	Ọga –
	Master, a respectful phrase to call a superior or customer.


	Oyibo/Oyinbo –
	White/Caucasian person


	Shebi –
	An expression to confirm or emphasise a sentence, usually contemptuous in connotation.


	Shegé –
	Also an exclamation for an unpleasant and challenging situation.


	Wahala –
	trouble, inconvenience.


	Waka About –
	A philanderer, womaniser.


	Yash –
	A person’s private parts/groin/vagina.


	Yeye –
	A useless or senseless person.
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