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Father Abraham has many sons, 

Many sons have Father Abraham, 

I am one of them, and so are you, 

So let us praise the Lord 

Right hand, left hand, move forward! 

-Popular nursery song in Nigeria 

 

The day they brought the quit notice, John Olatoye, twenty-seven 

years of age, a teacher of Social Studies and Government and 

Introduction to Philosophy, discovered he was in love with Azeez 

Oduwale—his neighbor and a boy ten years his junior.  

Through the green netting of his window, he saw Azeez’s 

brother, Waris, wave the notice informing his family they now had 

seven days to pack out of the house they had lived in for twelve years. 

Mama Biliki did not look at her son, nor did she stop peeling the 

leaves off the ewedu vegetable stems she held in her hands. His sister, 



Biliki, whose tap-tapping pestle and mortar provided the only rhythm 

in that afternoon heat, stopped pounding and took the paper from him. 

“What are we going to do, Mama?” Biliki asked. The older 

woman glanced at the paper and hissed, “What are we going to do? We 

will do as they say. But one thing I know, one thing I know is that 

whoever deprives others of their home will not get a place to rest.”  

Waris, an angry soul with a thorny face, rested a foot on an 

upended iron pail beside the greying kerosene stove, a fist under his 

jaw. His mouth appeared for an instant like a pig’s snout: “Mama, this 

cursing will not change anythingohh, we should be thinking of steps to 

take.”  

Mama Biliki stood up, brandishing the ewedu stems like an 

olugbohun  cowhorn and raised her voice to carry through the whole 

compound: “Whoever says me and my family will not have a home, 

may Allah deny him home on the final day. As the person did not 

consider our plight before giving us this yeye quit notice, Allah will 

not consider his plight before giving him straight to Shaitan!”  

“Stop that, Malik!” Biliki screamed in English at her toddler son 

breaking dried banana fruits sunning on the cracked cement ground. 

She snatched him up, ignoring his squawks; her hijab left only the 



view of a forehead as smooth as chicken’s egg, a pointed Fulani nose 

and her meaty lips as she turned to face her mother. “Mama o ti to,” 

she said in Yoruba. “This curse will not help us, stop cursing. They 

will probably never come. Baba Risi was served a similar notice five 

months ago. They still live in their house.” Seesawing between two 

languages, the old were rebuked in Yoruba; the young in English, as if 

the latter were too precious to be abandoned to the shameless fluidity 

of the native tongue. 

Waris tipped the iron pail over, adding a harsh clang to the boy’s 

yelling. He sat on the stool just vacated by his angry mother, irritated 

by Biliki’s optimism. “You are wrong, that one was government 

people, this one is court.” 

Waris was right. John had a friend or two working as sheriffs at 

the Ikeja high court, and their homes were chock-full of quarantined 

property bought at insanely cheap prices—real mahogany desks, 

Persian rugs, thermocool air conditioners, blending machines; friends 

of friends would give them money with the hope of claiming a brand 

new LG deep-freezer for five thousand naira, or a four-KVA generator 

for three thousand naira.  



But they would have little to claim from the Oduwales. Eight 

months ago, just before the wake-up call of the muezzin and the 

amplified voices of Christian preachers, Baba Biliki lost 

consciousness. A cry from Mama Biliki, just like the one she was 

making now, had startled John and he dashed out of his room. Other 

neighbors got a danfo  bus, and they helped carry Baba Biliki, lifting 

his right thigh carefully, after being cautioned by Mama Biliki that he 

had taken a gash there in a motorcycle accident a month before; a 

piece of information that identified for John the source of the scent of 

rotten beans, accented by stale disinfectant.  

Later that day, Baba Biliki regained consciousness at one 

Besthope Hospital two streets away from theirs, from which he was 

referred to the Lagos Teaching Hospital, and onwards to UCH, Ibadan, 

and further yet to OAUTH, Ile-Ife, until he was brought again to 

Lagos. After spending all his earnings as a butcher and pawning most 

of what they’d call valuables, and a panic of borrowing, all the doctors 

reported the same verdict: Baba Biliki suffered from an advanced form 

of diabetes, which was terminal.  

The landlord, a concrete slab whose own thickness was more 

reassuring than the walls of his house, once told John they used to be 



decent people, meaning people who paid rent on time. But after 

suffering the absence of rent for six months, he went to court seeking 

their eviction, and to his amazement, the Oduwales got a further six 

months to live without paying, which had now finally expired, 

prompting the ultimate seven-day quit notice. 

He had reached home earlier than usual that day to put more time 

into the Intro to Philosophy notes for his SS2 class at the Bishop 

Aggey High School; nothing too formal or academic, just bits and 

pieces of Western thought he could fascinate the kids with. This had 

been the suggestion of the principal Mrs. Ukpabio and John, with his 

BA combined Hons. in Philosophy and English, had happily accepted. 

However, the Oduwales’ plight sapped him of energy. He rested an 

elbow on the yellow Formica table opposite the window, which served 

as both workdesk and dressing table, with its array of books, past 

question papers, Close-up toothpaste, vanilla essence, and cheap 

bristle brushes. He could shut the window slides, play some music, 

and their conversation would be safe from his ears. But the afternoon 

heat would become unbearable; even with the whizzing ceiling fan, all 

that came was a breezy warmth.  



Mummy Favour, a neighbour who ran a payphone center and 

video club outside the compound, had joined the Oduwales, attracted 

by the noise. She held the paper and kept saying, “Haba , this is cruel 

now! Haba, this is cruel now!”  

Azeez walked in. “E ku ile,” he greeted. But when he saw the 

look on Waris, and the still-heaving chest of his mother, he understood 

at once. John took in his thick eyebrows, his burning eyes and 

charcoal skin, and he moved an inch closer to the green netting as 

Azeez sprang lightly to his mother’s side.  

“Have you told Dad?” Azeez asked. “If we haven’t told him, we 

have to tell him.” He picked a sachet of water from inside a bowl on 

the ground and drained it in one gulp.  

John had always taken a casual interest in the family since 

moving into his two-room quarters ten months ago. He followed the 

diabetic woes of Baba Biliki and recognized the resilient, nurturing 

spirit of Biliki, the taciturn nature of Waris, and the earthquake that 

was Mama Biliki. But it was the arrival of Azeez two months ago, a 

boy of seventeen, newly minted from the Trinity College in Ogun 

state, an elitist school he attended on scholarship, that changed him 



from just an observer, a timid voyeur perhaps, into someone whose 

default response to the Oduwales’ numerous problems was empathy.  

Mama Biliki re-tied her wrapper and packed the stubs of the 

ewedu vegetable into the bin. “There’s no problem too big for Allah to 

solve. We will leave their house for them. I’ll tell my husband this 

very evening,” she said.  

The response to the notice took a different, proactive turn: Biliki 

would call Kunle the bus driver, to arrange a convenient time within 

the week to move to Ijebu-Ode, and Azeez could start preparing now, 

for he would be traveling to Bauchi to stay with his Uncle, Baba 

Fisayo, who had been living there for fourteen years as a medical 

doctor. There he would continue his education.  

“And where will I go?” Waris asked his mum.  

“You will follow us to Ijebu-Ode of course,” his mother replied.  

Waris’ eyes darted like a lizards. “Ijebu-Ode? What will I be 

doing at Ijebu-Ode?”  

Mama Biliki put the leaves into a steaming iron pot cicatrized 

with soot, brought out a short broom and began to give merciless jabs 

to the ewedu. “You will learn a trade there,” she said.  



“Oh, I will learn trade while Azeez goes to the university, so it’s 

me that doesn’t know the way to a university, abi?” 

Waris’ tone angered Biliki. “Look Waris,” she said, “These are 

tough times and stop pretending you didn’t see this coming. Haba, you 

wrote JAMB four times, is it anybody’s fault you did not pass? 

Perhaps you should try your hands at something else.”  

“You are jealous that you never got to write one. Is it anybody’s 

fault you got pregnant for Mufu while you were supposed to be writing 

JAMB?” Waris asked his sister. 

“Waris,” Biliki said, “I am not angry with you, I am just saying 

we are trying to do the best we can. I am here with my husband, Azeez 

will be in Bauchi, where will you stay in Lagos?”  

“Who says I can’t also go to Bauchi? Must it be only about 

Azeez, Azeez this, Azeez that…don’t forget I have my own creator 

too.” 

“Waris leave me out of this, what is my business in this? You 

have started your rubbish ohh, ahan,” Azeez said, and Waris yanked 

him closer by the scruff of his jalabiyah; putting his full four-year 

advantage into the pull and felling his skullcap, which he stepped on 

without concern. 



“Are you talking to me like that eh?” 

“Leave me alone ohh, leave me alone ohh!” 

“Keep quiet!” their mother screamed, “Stop all this nonsense. 

Waris, you are following us to Ijebu-ode and that’s that.”  

“Over my dead body,” shouted Waris, and he walked out. With 

his tormentor gone, Azeez started pacing, his hands at his back.  

“But Baba Fisayo is a Christian, Dad will not agree to this.” His 

mother looked at him with something akin to pity.  

“Don’t worry,” she said, “You will be fine with him. Your dad 

knows about this and he agrees.” But the boy kept muttering ‘Bauchi’ 

to himself, pursing his full, camwood lips and wrinkling his handsome 

face as if to force comprehension and perhaps acceptance from his 

brain. The electricity went off, rousing John from his desk.  

Outside, he caught the whiff of Mama Biliki’s ewedu now 

simmering on the fire; Biliki was making amala, cupping soft dollops 

into cellophane wrappers. Its rich grainy scent blended smoothly with 

the stench of mild urine coming from the brickwall adjacent to the 

kitchen.  

“Hmm, you will tear our nose apart ohh,” he said. 



“Ah Broda John, e ku irole, how’s the evening?” Biliki replied, 

and John saw that smile, the female version of Azeez, the same eyes 

and nose, and the same determined spring in the stride, just that hers 

had become a bit subdued by the burden of coping with a diabetic 

father and a drunken husband.  

 “Broda John, I have been looking for you,” Azeez leapt up on 

seeing him. 

“Azeez, you are always looking for him, leave Oga Teacher 

alone o,” replied his sister. John and Azeez both strolled out of the 

house to the street. 

“I’m sorry about the quit notice. I hope it won’t be too much of a 

jolt to you guys.” 

“Thank you, Sir. Allah will help us…my alfa gave me a book to 

read today, about a Waliat called Saint Rabia of Basra, Broda John, 

Allah has used people in the past ohh!”  

John admired that in Azeez, this ability to keep his problems out 

of mind and enjoy the moment. In seven days they would be homeless, 

but Azeez would rather discuss the latest gists from intrepid saints 

that lived millennia before him.  

“So what happened to this Waliat , Azeez?” 



“They say she was so close to God that the Kaaba ran to meet her 

halfway when she went to Mecca to do pilgrimage, and when other 

pilgrims got there, they could not find it.” 

“Ehen , that was selfish of her.” 

“No! How can you say that? It shows her devotion to God. In 

fact, one day she went to the river to do her laundry, and there she met 

another sheikh, Hassan. This sheikh, thinking to tempt her with cheap 

miracles, quickly spread his mat on the river, and there it was, afloat. 

The sheikh sat on it, but he did not sink, balanced perfectly as if on a 

flat surface. He called unto Saint Rabia: ‘My sister in Allah, come and 

join me on this mat, let us worship.’ Rabia looked at him, but instead 

of joining him, she unfolded her own mat on thin air, and sat on it. 

When this surprised Sheikh Hassan, she proclaimed: ‘Oh Sheikhul, 

what you have done, an ordinary fish can do. What I have done, an 

ordinary fly can do. The work Allah has saddled us with is more than 

the work of fish and flies. So let us stop this cheap mujisa and go 

mind His work!’ Ayi! I wish I can be that close to the Lord!” 

They strolled like lovers through Hassan Street, one besotted by 

God, the other by the other. The street, with its rows of brown, 

cracking storey buildings, looked like stained teeth. The gutter flowed 



with the debris of Lagos life: discarded cigarette packs, corn-cobs, 

used diapers. Music, both Islamic and Christian, filled the air. But 

through the sheen of their conversation, everything glowed and 

glimmered, and the tropical almond tree that marked the end of their 

street wasn’t a tired old trunk anymore but a bright green tree. John 

held Azeez by the shoulders, and in response, Azeez firmed his body 

closer to his. And looking for something with which to drape this new 

friendship of their bodies, John asked: “Have you heard about Rumi 

and Shams al-Din?” 

“No, who are they?” 

“My sufi friend, you need to know about Rumi and his friend; 

great Walis of Allah, I tell you. Both of them were lovers, lovers of 

God.” 

John had purchased the candles he needed and they were headed 

home when Azeez asked: “Broda John, what is your desire in life?” 

“Well, I guess it’s to be a good teacher, to raise a good family?” 

Azeez licked his fleshy lips before pursing them, lost in thought. “My 

desire, broda John,” he said,  “My single desire is to be a lover of 

God, I don’t know what I am going to do with this Bauchi thing.”  



By the time they got home later in the evening, John had 

forgotten about his enervation, deciding he would have to start his 

students on Socrates. “First things first,” he wrote down in the lesson 

notebook, “An unexamined life is not worth living.”  

And he knew he was in love with Azeez. 

*** 

The house they lived in had thirty-three rooms. Each room 

housed an average of four persons, but all were serviced by two dug-

out toilets, usually full. So while washing by the fence the next day, a 

woman surprised him with her naked torso as she hurried to take a 

leak by the wall.  

“Broda e ma binu, sorry ohh, na the piss hold me,” she said as 

she brought her wrapper back down and disappeared.  

The back of John’s neck curled and fizzed. He turned, and there 

was Azeez, frenetic and breathless.  

 “Have you been visiting your alfa again?”  

“Yes, yes, I have good news broda John, my alfa  has offered to 

take me as a student. I will be attending his lessons from tomorrow.”  

“But you were supposed to be going to Bauchi.”  



Azeez sprouted a determined pout, “I have changed my mind. I 

will walk the path of Allah.” 

Who was this well-made boy, who preferred the love of Allah to 

the love of the all these girls parading the streets, in their low-slung 

jeans and spaghetti tops; this boy who sought the company of djinns 

and long dead holy men?  

 He made John sad and happy.  

Biliki came to meet them by the wall. Malik, her baby, was 

strapped to her back, nibbling a Gala sausage roll coated in his nasal 

mucus. On her face was a contortion of a smile and concern and John 

knew Azeez had dropped his new decision on his family. 

“Broda John,” she said, “Help us talk to Azeez. You know about 

this, our problem, and he was supposed to join his uncle in Bauchi, but 

he’s saying no.”  

“But I did not say yes yesterday, did I? Sista Biliki, I am not 

going. The man is a keferi!” 

“My broda is going crazy ohh, what is your problem, Azeez? It’s 

Baba Fisayo you are talking about like that? If Mommy wakes up 

you’ll be in trouble ohh.”  



But the boy did not care about Baba Fisayo. He gazed at the 

snarling concrete wall, its faded paint, stains of blue-green algae, the 

sharp battalion of crooked teeth running across the length of its gums. 

A yellow flower pushed through a crack; a mouse strolled past them 

casually—living its contained life, as Allah willed. The grin of broken 

glass glowed with life in many colours. He sighed. We are all 

insignificant in His presence, he thought. Biliki, frustrated, left both 

of them by the wall. 

“You should rethink this, your decision. This is an opportunity 

for you to get a degree, have you not always wanted to be a lawyer? 

Who says you cannot serve Allah as a lawyer?” John asked him. 

“God is testing my devotion, I will not fail, I will not go to 

Bauchi.” Azeez said. John upturned a bucket of foamy water into the 

gutter and saw an angry Mama Biliki bound towards her son, with 

Waris behind her.   

“What is this nonsense I hear about not going to Bauchi?” she 

shouted as she approached. 

“Mama, Baba Fisayo is a keferi.” Azeez replied. Her hands 

suddenly gripped a wooden stool in her path and she flung it at her 

son. It missed him and marked a dent on the wall before disintegrating 



neatly into four pieces. The backyard echoed with her powerful voice; 

berating and cajoling her son at the same time.  

“If someone must go to Bauchi, Mama, then can’t Waris go?” 

Azeez asked his mother. “Since I want to face the business of Allah, I 

cannot live under the same roof, or be under the guidance of a keferi.” 

Waris began to tidy the remnants of the stool, his gaze fixed on 

his brother; this brilliant brother who got seven As in the WAEC 

exams, who was the star in their Walimat ceremony, who had always 

commanded the attention of them all.  

Later, Azeez, hiding from his family, went to John’s room. He 

paced up and down the little space available between the settee and 

the TV stand, his eyes taking in a book-lined shelf, the Formica table, 

and a blow-out frame of Arthur Schopenhauer hanging on the wall.  

His jalabiyah  was white and sparkling, if it smelled a bit sweaty. His 

eyebrows knotted into thick furrows. John asked if he had any 

arrangements for accommodation with the imam, since he’d be staying 

over in Lagos.  

“Accommodation ke, no ohh, am I not already lucky that he 

accepts me without asking for a fee?” And he went on to explain how 

the sheikh of God would teach him the path of righteousness for both 



men and djinn, and see that he’d course through the shariat part of the 

religion to the tarikat part of the religion, from the milk of Islam to 

the meat of Islam.  

“Where will you stay?” Azeez’s eyes had become shinier, his 

jaws more set. It seemed a war raged inside of him: “I know sista 

Biliki will turn me down now. But my God is alive. He will find a 

place for me,” he said. 

Earlier in the class that day, his tidbits on Socrates had 

dovetailed into an explanation of mono- and polytheism to the 

students. While the majority of the students easily took sides with 

monotheism, marveling that such an enlightened people could worship 

idols—which was their understanding of the Greek pantheon—a 

student, Toyin, sixteen, discounted altogether the concept of God, 

either as one or as many.  

Toyin, an orphan who sold imported maroon apples on the street 

in the evenings after class, said God was a lie. Rumor had it she was a 

wild girl in school, who dated teachers as equals, and had had three 

abortions. But in class she was always attentive. She told John that 

God was an ároso , a fib, an invention; sweating and chewing gum, she 

put God in his or her place: thesis and antithesis, Toyin and Azeez, 



two teenage antipodes, one retaining an ardor for God and the other an 

ardor for life.  

“Broda John, she e le she favor kan fun mi?” Azeez asked, “Can I 

stay in your place for the time being?”  

John pictured him sharing his Dettol Cool soap for the time 

being, for the time being reading his books on the yellow Formica 

table, knowing that he’d also share his Vitafoam mattress for that time 

being, and he would have a time being to gaze into his eyes and 

perhaps hold him. Yes! He suggested Azeez pass that very night in his 

room, but Azeez refused, saying he would like to seek his mother’s 

consent. 

John went to have his bath, imagining he were still there when he 

came back, reclining on the sofa with his jalabiyah off, and he held 

his hands and he did not object and they got talking. 

“You keep talking about love, Azeez,” John said, “Have you ever 

been loved before?” 

“Ah, Broda John, I don’t know ohh, I don’t really fancy those 

girls.” 

“What about guys?” Azeez gave him a knowing look. 

“That’s a sin, Broda John.” 



“Rumi said no kind of love is a sin.”  

John placed his hands on Azeez’s face, touching his eyebrows, 

tracing his lips, he closed his eyes. Azeez jumped forward, his lips 

met John’s a little too hard. Startled, John opened his eyes. Azeez’s 

eyes fluttered and looked away, his nostrils flared, he did not say a 

word. Blind Borges was heading south, grasping a knife he didn’t 

know how to wield, only for him to stumble on gold. Azeez was erect. 

John held his buttocks, stroked them up and down, Azeez moaned 

slightly.  

On his way from the bathroom however, he heard the door slam, 

and Azeez’s voice, still engaged in argument with his mum. The room 

was a lonely place when he returned.  

  

 

They had brought Baba Biliki from the Besthope hospital around 

four p.m. There was something of a drama as the neighbors gathered 

around Mama Biliki and Biliki while they struggled to get him out of 

the cab. The man had grown bigger, having spent more than four 

months in his latest admission at the hospital. Baba Biliki managed a 

weak smile; his bloated face made him look like a smiling Buddha. 



They took him past the plank bridge, past the iron counters containing 

bags of sachet water, past the shop of Mummy Favour who kept 

repeating, “It is well in Jesus name, it is well in Jesus name.”  

Waris, apropos of nothing, disclosed to John recently that he was 

one of them now: he had given his life to Christ yesterday. That came 

as a surprise. Waris was the exact opposite of his brother; Azeez was 

exuberant, he was truculent. Azeez had grace, Waris was a slouching 

thing.  

“Why did you change?” John asked.  

“Why? I want to prove them wrong. Look at them all, they think 

a calamity has befallen them because Azeez won’t go to Bauchi, so 

they let me, the dumb ass go instead. I will go, but I will shame all of 

them. Jesus Christ will help me. Isn’t it true? Is His blood not 

sufficient for me?” 

“Yes it is,” John said, “It is more than sufficient.”  

“I am leaving this very night. I will follow the night luxurious 

bus.” 

“Journey’s mercies then, and best of luck.” 

 

 



Baba Biliki had called for him just a week after moving into the 

house. Inside their living room, he met the old man helping himself to 

an overripe watermelon, and Azeez told him what hurt his father most 

about the illness was the denial of his right to eat red meat; this man 

who had been a butcher all his life. That day, he struggled to eat the 

tattered, reddened insides of the watermelon. The juice dripped blood-

like down his chin and made him appear grotesque and guilty at the 

same time. 

“Mister teacher, I don’t know your name ohh,” Baba Biliki said 

that day after offering John some of the watermelon. 

“John Olatoye,” he answered.  

“Ah, where are you from?”  

“I am an Ijesha man.” And the man went straight into a profuse 

panegyric of the Ijesha people: “Ijesha odere o ni le obi omo eleni 

ewele!”  

The laughter was shrill and hollow. He smelled stale. There was 

a growing black hole inside him, as internal organs scalded and fell, 

one by one. Soon there would be no coordination, cells not swimming 

in the same direction, bones selfish and veins not transporting. He 

wanted red meat. He leaned forward and took deep breaths, shut his 



eyes, and let the watermelon drop to the floor. Each entity was going 

to its own tent, like the tribes of Israel.  

Later, Baba Biliki reclined on a mattress, with a cup of Lipton 

tea beside him.   

“Oga Teacher, you want tea?” he asked. 

“No thanks, sir.” 

“Thank you, thank you. I have heard a lot about your help to us. 

May Allah reward you,” he sighed. “I hear you are willing to take 

Azeez in.”  

John was hesitant, “I have told him I think it’s better for him to 

go to Bauchi. He has very bright prospects.” 

“But there is no time,” Baba Biliki said, “He wants to worship 

Allah. I was like that too when I was a young man, you see. I slept 

five years in the mosque, like him I knew the Koran and the plenty 

hadiths by heart. There was no authority I could not summon, they 

started calling me alfa before they started calling me baba eleran,  

baba butcher. But all the time I was cutting the meat, I always 

thought: I cut meat, my son will cut through arguments in front of the 

Judge. But look at him, he turns down a great opportunity. Do you 

know, me and my younger broda have not spoken in seven years? He 



does not call for him out of charity, you see. He does it out of 

necessity. Do you know, I sent Baba Fisayo to school, but immediately 

after he got work as a medical doctor in Bauchi, the first letter he 

wrote me was to say he now realized salvation was not in Islam and he 

had seen the true light and I should join him in the light? I declined, 

and he stopped talking to me. But he wants my son, you see. Waris is 

also my son. He’ll take the place of Azeez and may Allah grant him 

favour as he deems fit. My broda, take good care of Azeez until he 

comes to his senses. We are in the evening of the world!”  

Baba Biliki collapsed back into bed.  

That night, Azeez passed the night in John’s apartment. They 

were both tentative—and did not touch. Azeez sat on a chair. They did 

not talk about the eviction. They did not talk about Baba Biliki’s 

health. They mumbled around small talk for a few awkward minutes, 

then John burst out, “You want God as your lover. You want to be 

smitten by him.” 

Azeez chewed his lip, and pushed a hand under his shirt, 

fondling his stomach. He leaned forward and faced John, “ I want to 

love him deeper. Now, I can feel his wonder. But now to enter the 

process of fana – ohh, John, it is to dissolve inside him.” 



At that moment, John knew, if he leaned in and touched him, that 

Azeez would surrender—but he could not. He lay back and closed his 

eyes, and listened to Azeez speak, the radio mumbled something about 

the Champion League scores, a door slammed, and the edges of his 

thoughts tingled. Then he sank and dreamed that the Oduwales danced 

around a white, billowing garment that enfolded the sky. They whirled 

together to form a swirling cone whose tip thrust at and bothered the 

hem of the garment. The garment fluttered and opened up, labia-like, 

and a wet green baby popped out of it. An angel, with the hissing 

sound of TV static, presided over the delivery. The child turned out to 

be a fragile, tired little thing. Biliki boomed like a Dane gun and a 

sword materialized in her hands, and suddenly all the Oduwales had 

swords. They started chasing the baby. John gripped the baby and hid 

behind a second-hand Cummings engine displayed by spare parts 

sellers on our street.  

 

 

In school, a week later, he found the teachers huddled around a 

radio. There had been a crisis in Jos again, which had now left more 

than four hundred people dead. As usual, Muslim settlers were blamed 



for attacking the Birom indigenes who were mostly Christians. As 

usual, the Federal Government promised a thorough enquiry into the 

circumstances of the attack, and restated its commitment to the 

security of lives and property anywhere in the nation. 

In class, he told the students about Plato’s world of forms. He 

talked about the first cause of everything, which was a world of 

perfection, a world of pure forms. All circles were imitations of the 

original circle, all horses shadowy glimpses of the original horse. 

What immense beauty could these ancient forms have, if their shadows 

were so crappy? He brought out a chair for demonstration. The chair 

had cracked at the seat and it was missing a leg. In the world of forms, 

the chair would be perfect. It would be so perfect that all the chairs in 

the world, while taking something from its form, would just be 

shadows of its glory; from the stool a beggar sits on, begging for ten 

naira notes, to the one the acting president currently occupies, as he 

gives directives and assurances to cushion the deaths of over four 

hundred citizens murdered in their own homes. That chair in the world 

of forms is perfect, no rough or broken edges, no Bic biro scrawls 

staining it, none of the creakiness. You could imagine what the perfect 



man would be; a man not plagued by illness, greed or want, a man so 

perfect he is not in need of God. 

When he got home, in the evening, the front door of the 

Oduwales’ home was ajar. Biliki ran out of the house without her 

hijab; a wild look in her eyes, she almost collapsed into him.  

“Broda John, a ri Waris! Baba Fisayo says he’s yet to arrive. 

We’ve been trying his number and he’s not picking!”  

“Calm down, when did his bus move?” 

“Around seven p.m. yesterday.” 

“And when was the last time you spoke to him?” 

“Early this morning ohh, around four-thirty. He said they were 

approaching Plateau state at that time…have you heard what they are 

doing to themselves in Jos? They are killing themselves in Jos, ye mo 

gbe! Where is my broda?”  

They hid their fears from Baba Biliki, in order not to worsen his 

condition, and John accompanied them to the office of the Safe 

Journey Bus Service Waris had boarded. Azeez could not follow them; 

Biliki wanted him to keep an eye on their dad. 

The taxi cab they boarded had Islamic stickers dotted all over it. 

One bore a picture of the great sufi Sheikh Ibrahim Niass, 



superimposed on the Kaaba, his beatific face gazing at the skies. 

Another showed a white woman in hijab, surrounded by beautiful 

Arabic calligraphy. They joined a river of cars moving slowly on the 

busy Ikorodu road. John thought of what his reaction would have been, 

had Azeez been the one missing now.  

The Safe Journey booking office was crowded by anxious 

relatives. Save for a janitor, there was no executive in sight. They 

waited for four hours before deciding to leave, as irate relatives had 

started suggesting the building be torched in order, perhaps, to 

produce workers who would tell them the whereabouts of their loved 

ones. 

 

 

In the night, around ten p.m., John heard noises in the Oduwales’ 

apartment, he woke Azeez up. 

“Broda John, Baba Fisayo just call ohh,” Biliki said, sobbing 

outside the house. He heard Mama Biliki’s voice from outside, 

wailing: “Won ti pa mi lomo o! Where have they taken my child?” 

“Calm down, what did he say?” 



“He said he’s just left Jos, and before eight in the morning he’ll 

be in Lagos. I asked him, did you see my broda, he did not talk, even 

my father snatched the phone from me and asked him again, but Baba 

Fisayo did not talk ohh, he did not talk ohh. Teacher, where is my 

broda, they have killed my broda ohh.” 

“Please be patient, let us wait for Baba Fisayo,” he said. Azeez, 

who had seemed to be in a trance, started asserting in loud voice: 

“Allah is using Iblis to test us, we must stand firm, we must stand 

firm!” 

 

By six a.m., Baba Fisayo had turned up with the details. They 

had been waylaid by a rampaging mob, who knew neither Muslims nor 

Christians, neither Biroms nor Greeks. Some escaped unhurt, some 

sustained injuries, many were killed. And after the army team 

dispatched to the scene had finally secured it, all Baba Fisayo could 

find was his ID card.  

“I have hope in Christ,” he said, “Waris may just be hiding. The 

next days will make things clearer.” Baba Biliki refused to talk to him 

and not long afterwards, he departed with a promise to place adverts in 

all newspapers, seeking information on Waris’ whereabouts. 



“What is my offence, Allah?” Mama Biliki asked, sobbing.  

Suddenly Baba Biliki got up with unnatural energy. He called 

Kunle, the bus driver on the phone, and ordered him to arrive in thirty 

minutes.  

“We are all going to Ijebu,” he said, and when the bus came, he 

started packing, staggering like a drunk, herding the artifacts of their 

existence in Lagos into the bus: a broken fan here, a box of crockery 

there.  

“I am staying here,” Azeez declared. “I am not going to Ijebu.” 

His father fixed his glazed eyes on him and the boy, head up, gazing at 

the skies, kept saying, “My place is here, my place is here!” He ran to 

John: “Please help me tell them, I have almost won, my place is here, 

Allah just wants to know how strong and fervent I can be, go and help 

me tell them.”  

They finally loaded the last bits of their existence into the bus, 

and Biliki went with them. John led Azeez inside, who, having 

realized the enormity of his desertion, broke down and wept. John 

whispered to him, consoled him, assured him, and made him tea which 

he drank in between sobs. When he finished drinking, he stood up. 

“Broda John, you will do me one favour.” 



“Name it, Azeez.” 

“Please find me five hundred naira, I am going to Ijebu-Ode.” 

And John obliged Azeez. He knew for certain he would not see 

him again.  

 

 

 


