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Prologue - The Coming of the Drummer

The hunter heard an approaching. He needed to get neither spear nor sword ready. The footfalls on the carpet of rotten leaves, was not of a beast - the gait was too resolute. The hunter could not see what was approaching. The thickets, the overhanging tree branches of the dense jungle quite effectively blocked even the faint rays of the sun as dawn approached. The hunter felt the presence even more than he heard it. He also felt fear.

The creature eventually came into view, and by some mystery was before the hunter even before he knew that it was coming near. Whether it was a man or a woman, he could not immediately tell, but for simplicity he would assume that it was a man, even though swathed from head to toe in a dark cloth, his strikingly white eyes peering out of the dark hole which shrouded the face. 

Irunmole. The hunter would think that before him was one of those benevolent entities of wisdom and enlightenment. But an alternative thought advised the hunter that he may be in the presence of a mischievous demon pretending to be one of those, of which there were thousands roaming the forest.  He felt fear, but he knew in the alternative case, the primary strategy for surviving such a perilous encounter was never to show fear.

The leaves on the ground were wet with dew, and the smell of advanced decay, mixed with the mouldy smell on the stranger’s robe, roughly woven like  that of the Ibariba people, further confused his senses. Yet he knew that his heart must not fail; to show fear might be to die.

“What do you want of me?” the hunter asked the creature.

“Is there a place, not too far away from this place where human beings live?” he heard the creature reply, even though he could not see the lips more.  The hunter knew that he needed to be careful. You must never tell a demon where you live.

“No, I do not know such a place”, the hunter lied.  The creature was for a long moment silent, seeming to search the mind of the hunter, seeming determined to intimidate him with his mysterious presence. 

“Where did you come from?” the creature spoke as if into the hunter’s head. 

“My village is far away;  but nonetheless, I perceive that another must be near, for I saw foot tracks on the banks of a stream not  too distant from this place”, the hunter again lied , as he pointed in the direction from which he came.

“May peace be with you”, the creature said. He proceeded away, taking long and purposeful strides, crushing dry twigs and bramble underfoot, yet not a branch or leaf of the trees and bushes along the way was disturbed.

“What is your name?” the hunter inquired after the creature, without any hope of a response. The creature for a fraction of a minute paused in his progress.

“My name is Ayangalu”, he replied. He again hastened forward, his steps more purposeful, more resolute. 

The hunter stood watching him walk away, looking neither to the back nor to the side; the sound of his footfalls progressively fading away, until, he could neither see nor hear the creature anymore. All that was left of the encounter were the stamped patches in the carpet of compost, where the creature had placed his feet, in his passage.

If you ever meet a strange being in the forest, it is a sign that you must return home at once, because danger lurks beyond. Of this, the hunter had been warned since he was a child.  Obeying his heart therefore, he abandoned his current expedition and began to return home; playfully placing his feet in the footmarks of the creature, until he got to the stream, which was a mile away. And from this place he could no more decide which footmarks to follow, because several, led to disparate destinations. 

Ayangalu arrived at noon in a large town. He had washed himself at the river, and his robe was now wrapped around him, only up to the shoulder. He walked resolutely, he walked with purpose.

This day, was coronation day at the town. A new king was being crowned and everywhere there was singing and dancing. The musician played on simple instruments hewn from dried huge gourds. They played melodies on the hard, dry back of their igba  - huge bowls cut from the gourds, which they beat with little dry sticks. . Some played accompaniments on their sekere: whole gourds, hollowed, dried and wrapped in netting strung with beads and corral shell for percussion.  It was a joyous event, and as it is said, the sekere does not attend a gathering of mourners. The musicians played skilfully and joyfully. 

 The music was good, but not fit for majesty, Ayangalu would pensively observe. He sat and watched, for long. He shared of the abundance of food, and drank of the abundance of wine from the palm tree; and at dusk he retired to the edge of the town, into a bed of gathered leaves. Ayangalu could no more remember where he came from nor how far he had travelled; these were no more important. He knew he had reached his place of destiny.  He slept happily

The next day, Ayangalu rose to a pressing purpose. He discovered not too far away from his night bed, a mature tree. He cut it down, cut a piece of the soft trunk, and hollowed out a  cylinder. One of the open ends, he covered with the flayed skin of a wild boar. Satisfied with his handiwork, he set it in the sun to dry.


At evening, when the musicians again gathered with the congregation to make merry and to rejoice with the king, Ayangalu picked up his handiwork and joined with them. And as the king stood to dance, Ayangalu straddled his own instrument and with his palms beat an accompaniment to the regular orchestra of igba and sekere.  The hollow throb of the beat mellowed down the high-pitched chatter of the other instruments. Together, they produced a more pleasant music, kinder to the ear, friendlier to the dancing legs. The king was joyful; he showered Ayangalu with praise and with money. The folks were also filled with amazement at the skill of the stranger who came with the strange instrument of which he clearly was a master.

“Stranger, what is the name of this thing?” the king was curious enough to ask. 

“Ilu “, Ayangalu answered. “The name is ilu – the thing which is beaten. I also call it drum”
The coronation was a seven day event. Every evening, Ayangalu came with his drum, and played for the pleasure of the king. And in appreciation, the folks of the town daily fed him till he could eat no more and gave him wine to drink till he every night stumbled away to his bed.

The hunter saw Ayangalu playing his drum in the midst of the merrymakers. He saw Ayangalu where he slept every night uncovered under the moon and the stars. The hunter recognised Ayangalu, not because of his ageless face which he never previously saw, but because of the coarse robe, the musty smell of which refused to be dismissed from memory.

“Come sleep in my house.” the hunter suggested. But Ayangalu would not. He built a hut at the edge of the town and from there crafted more drums of several shapes and timbre. And whenever and wherever there was celebration, Ayangalu would pick up his drum, any of his many drums which had the right voice for each occasion. And all would come from near and far to dance to the merry beat of Ayangalu’s drum. 

“Come teach me this wonderful craft”, the hunter came to him, and also did many other of the young men. And they daily gathered at the front of Ayangalu’s hut; and he taught them the mysteries of the drum. Again, the hunter came to Ayangalu and said:

“I shall present you a wife; a beautiful maiden of your choice. And of her you shall have children, many of them, so that your wisdom should remain forever amongst us in these lands”. But Ayangalu, smiled, slowly shook his head and replied: 

“I have no child. I do not want a child. You shall all be my children, and Ayan shall be your names”
And so took the hunter the name of Ayantunji and another man, the name of Ayandele, and yet another took the name of Ayanniyi, and so it became that each of the disciples of the drum were named in such a fashion. Day after day, the heart-rousing sounds of drumming came to be heard from all over the town, as the followers of Ayangalu with child-like glee and abandon celebrated their new proficiency. One morning, the disciples of the drum came as before to gather before their master, but in vain they called and searched, for Ayangalu was nowhere again to be found. 

Time passed. Drummers for generations thereafter made drums of their own and each after their own names. The drummer, whose name was Dundun, made himself drums, shaped like an hourglass. Around the rims of the skin-covered ends he fixed little brass bells which jingled merrily while he played his instrument. His drums were made for merrymaking of all and sundry.  The drummer whose name was Gbedu made himself a drum, to which all else but kings, lieutenants and kingmakers were forbidden to dance. Bata made his drums from trees cut from the edge of the well-travelled roads, and which had therefore heard much of conversation and thus were consequently wiser. The voice of the drum of Bata came out shrill and harsh, demanding, commanding to be matched in zest and spirit by the able-bodied dancer.  Some made drums for merrymaking, some made drums for ceremonies, and some made drums for the pleasure of the deities. 

And there came a time when the Immortals, the Orisa were gathered to be entertained. And the drummer and their drums congregated also and came each after another to display their dexterity and their voices before the keepers of the sacred shrines.  They brought drums in their different shapes, in their different sizes, in the different voices. They knew nevertheless that the Orisa were selective, each discerning of the instruments to be brought before them.  The drummers knew that even though the deities loved to dance, each danced with a regal individuality. And of their dances there were four hundred and one variations, as many as there were of the Orisa. 

They knew nevertheless that not one Orisa rejected or was ever displeased by the several drums of Dundun, from the gudugudu to the kerikeri.  The ensemble of Dundun came always with happy instruments. They were fashioned after the pleasure of the entire pantheon of Orisa.  But the Orisa, also of the many drums each selected favourites. Obatala, in whose hands were all the wisdoms of the entire world, favoured the deep-throated throb of the Igbin drum.  Osun, custodian of the mysteries of procreation was ever thrilled by the seductive serenading of the Bembe drum. And whenever Sango , the violent one heard the frenetic beat of   Bata, his delight came so great that the earth trembled with thunder and lighting criss-crossed the sky like   jagged javelins hurled by clouds at one another in  fierce battles of pleasure.

CHAPTER 1 


Yomi Bello walked slowly and carefully as if he feared that he would stumble and fall. His limp from a childhood injury, normally slight and barely noticeable, this afternoon appeared like a major impediment even on this flat concrete roadway. His mind was occupied by an incongruous mixture of emotions; he felt sadness, relief, excitement and even a bit of fear. Most important was that, as the warm rays of the sun stung his face, for the first time in more than seven years, he felt delightfully free.


Yomi walked away from the building that housed the Ministry of Culture at the government secretariat and towards the car park where he left his car. Saying goodbye was never one of the things he knew how to do well.  He had just left the office of his friend, Debola Adebayo who was Director in this government department, and also in charge of the Heritage Theater, a cultural project where Yomi had been for eight years employed as a scriptwriter. 

His friend, Debola, was even sadder when Yomi came to his office to say goodbye.

“Never mind Yomi; I am sure the Theater will be back in a few more months”, Debola  assured.

“It’s been down for more than two years”, Yomi reminded.

“I know. Government does not have the money to support it anymore, but I”ve been talking to some other sponsors and I am very hopeful”, Debola told him.

But life is not about having hopes, but rather about heeding reality. For nearly two years now there had been little to do at the office. The pay was not regular either, and he only survived by offering private home tutoring for parents who could afford such for their children.  On the positive side however, he used the opportunity to complete his Masters degree at the University of Ibadan. Today, he was on his way to Ijebu-Jesa, where a private secondary school had given him a contract job as English tutor. It would be a better job situation than what he presently had; at least he would be regularly paid. 

“You know I will be back as soon as you give me a call”, Yomi assured his friend .He surely would miss Debola, but he consoled himself that  driving  from Ijebu-Jesa to Ibadan would take him less than three hours, if a meeting became urgently needed. 

Debola had been more than helpful.  Debola procured for him a study leave albeit without pay and which the administrators were pleased to accept for Yomi: they had no money to pay anyway. The Heritage Theater project had been for nearly three years unfinanced. The project had not been formally closed down, only shunted off the tracks of government fiscal duties. The dozen or so regular employees were not formally asked to go away; each only left to make common sense decisions on the basis of their individual personal challenges. That was usually how things worked in Government.

But Yomi wasn’t leaving Ibadan just because the new job had better prospects.  There were deeper persuasions. One of them was his recently retired marriage. This particular episode of his life always filled him with conflicting emotions – relief, happiness and sadness.  He would feel relief that a very bad relationship was finally over; he would feel happiness that he was now completely free of it; he would feel sadness for his young son Damilola, only four years old, and caught in the middle of bitterness between the two people he loved most in the world and would possibly in future, wonder whether he had been the cause of it all.   

Nearly anywhere he went in the city, he is confronted with the rubbles of his collapsed relationship. He would remember those places he went with Elizabeth when the marriage subsisted; he would remember those places he took his son when the going was still good; he would remember the smiles, the hugs, the strident demands of the little tot crying “daddy, carry me!” even when he had just moments before demanded to be permitted to walk by himself. All these memories, echoed from the landscape all around, regularly reawakening the sadness of his loss. 

Not that there was any regret that it  all ended so badly; indeed his surprise was how it took so long to end. How his marriage with Elizabeth lasted as long as seven years? Looking back, he would be surprised at how little they had in common as interests, he and Elizabeth. The facts were that nothing he did  ever interested her; neither was he able to discover what it was that interested her apart from the fact that she definitely enjoyed scolding him.  It had been for him quite a hellish marriage.

Crashed and beyond repair.  If their relationship was a vehicle, that would be the description of its present condition. : crashed and beyond repair. His most desirable aim was   to immediately put some distance between himself and the twisted carcass; as much distance as possible. He needed healing for his bleeding heart. He needed closure from that part of his life that had been so much a disaster, and given him the greatest feeling of failure, ever. He needed a place of quietness, to start reconstructing the ruins of his life from an entirely new set of plans. This job at Ijebu-Jesa was therefore a marvellous godsend. 

Running away. Running away from your challenges; his much younger self would have sneered. But what do young people know, Yomi thought? A dead marriage and a sad child, who would probably become traumatised by it all for life, had taught him great lessons. He was a lot wiser now than his cocky younger self.

Yomi opened the door of his car, a grey 1990 Honda Accord and slipped into the driver”s seat. The clock on the dashboard told him the time was a quarter after three.  It was a fine day in August. The weather was good and it was a nice sunny day, even though he could see some dark cloud looming in the far distance. He reckoned that it would take him a maximum of three hours to get to his destination despite the densely cratered highway he must travel through. His luggage was in the boot – a large suitcase and two smaller ones. The large suitcase contained his clothes; the others contained books, shoes and other knick-knack. He started the car, eased it out of the park and into the road. He took another parting look at the Ministry of Culture building, his office for the last eight years. He hoped he would be back, and he hoped that he would return stronger in vision and in spirit. 

An Old School music programme was playing Michael Jackson from the FM stereo. It was a dolorous ballad, Never Can Say Goodbye. 

“Even though the pain and heartache seems to follow me wherever I go….” Michael Jackson sang. Yomi loved Old School music from the Seventies.  He thought they were the only popular music that had a future. He also loved Michael Jackson”s music, but this afternoon, the song that was playing only made him sad.  He found a compilation from his car CD rack, and fed it into the player. McFadden & Whitehead rumbled out from his car speakers. . He turned up the volume and sang along. He loved this particular song, and it gave him the courage he desperately needed this day.

“And if you’ve ever been down before

I know that you refuse to be held down anymore

Don’t you let nothing, nothing

Stand in your way…….” 

It took him more than thirty minutes to escape the city traffic and to get on the inter-city highway leading to the town of Ile Ife.  His final destination would be about twenty or thirty kilometres away from Ife, which he felt should be no more than one hour away considering all normal obstacles. 

Fifteen minutes or so into the highway, he discovered where those dark clouds he had before seen in the distance, were massed. The rain came down in a huge torrent and he drove very slowly because of low visibility. The rain lasted more than an hour and terminated suddenly in one of those baffling wonders of nature. Suddenly he looked before him and the road was clear even though a bit wet, and he looked behind from his rear mirror to see that the rain still poured down like the end of the world was nigh. But an even bigger disaster soon happened to his travel. He drove over a water-filled crater in the road, and as soon as he  passed through, the front wheel of his car came suddenly apart. Yomi examined the damage and was distressed to find that there was no way the journey could continue without getting it repaired. The drive shaft was definitely finished.  He had frequently seen this happen to many Honda vehicles but this was his first personal experience. He didn’t imagine that it could have happened to him at a worse time and place. 

Bad omen. Normally, he would have considered this a bad omen, a sign that his mission was destined for failure. But omens were meant to be believed by people with alternative choices. In his present fighting frame of mind, he shrugged the incident off as just a nuisance, just another hurdle to cross on his way to claim a prize. The rain had slowed him down immensely, and the time was now nearly five. Nevertheless, he reckoned he was about fifteen kilometres to Ife. He had two choices; one was to wait for a tow truck to come by, the other was to travel to Ife to fetch a mechanic. He considered that the first choice would be about being merely hopeful, because it was not certain that a tow truck would come along. He therefore decided on the other; locked up the car, and travelled with a passing taxi to Ife. 

Luck was with him, he imagined. Yomi found a Honda mechanic workshop near the edge of town, and which was really not any kind of miracle because nearly every mechanic repaired Honda cars, or claimed they could. He found the owner, and thirty minutes later they were both on their way back to the place where he had left his car along with the parts he needed to repair his Honda.

Nevertheless, the repair took much longer than previously imagined. 

“We forgot to buy the lubrication grease”, the mechanic wailed. And so the mechanic needed to phone an apprentice to bring some. It was around seven and nearly totally dark before the car was once again fit to travel. Yomi dropped the mechanic and his apprentice off at Ife. It was not until nearly eight that he was finally able to continue his journey.

He was tired; he should have found a hotel in Ife, in which to spend the night, he thought. But, he was determined to get to his destination for the fear that the resolve, with which he started out, might be harmed by his failure to conclude his journey tonight. He travelled carefully, once again driving slowly, not quite trusting what the mechanic had done and considering the possibility that the wheel could once again come loose on this inhospitable road and at such a bad time of the night.

CHAPTER 2 

The rest of the journey was thankfully concluded without further incident.

 “Where can I find a hotel in this town?” Yomi asked someone along the wide highway which bisected the small town. He indeed knew he had left two hotels behind, both less than five kilometres from town; both with rates higher than what he could afford to pay. And so he wisely moved on. The helpful lad finally directed him to a place called Jolly Guest House which was further up, and near the centre of the town.

Yomi had never liked hotels. He liked this one even a lot less. The room he was offered was  cramped and scantily equipped  and had a single blue light bulb dangling from the ceiling ,  giving a suggestion of what sinister activities this accommodation was prepared to cater to most nights and possibly in the daytime too. His imagination served him images of brief sexual trysts; a more decent inner prodding however told him that such a nice and peaceful little town was unlikely to accommodate that much iniquity, at least not on a regular basis.

 The room was cheap though, which was all he presently cared about. Nevertheless, he knew he couldn’t stay here for long. First, because he did not like sleeping in hotel beds, secondly because he just couldn’t afford to stay in the hotel for more than a few days. The next step of his plan was to urgently rent a flat for himself as soon as possible. 

Yomi was tired and slept soundly. He woke up feeling so weak next morning. There was no running water from the shower of his en-suite room.  He washed himself with water brought for him in a metal bucket. Feeling livelier, he went to the reception. The person he found there was, a neatly-dressed young man who didn’t appear to have lost any sleep during the night. 

“Where can I get a bottle of tonic water?” Yomi asked, hoping to be able to find a drink to pep himself up with. The night-shift receptionist looked for a while confused.


“The medicine store is not yet opened”, the receptionist finally replied, quite confidently. Yomi smiled, thankful he had not asked for soda water. Thankful that he would probably have been, consequently served a bowl of water with a bar of laundry soap inside it. 


Outside, the air was fresh, more invigorating than he had experienced for many years. He felt renewed; he felt accomplished. It was relatively unpolluted with effluents either from vehicles or from machinery. In his mind, Yomi felt like a freshly released convict, wishing to do joyful cartwheels, but mindful that the saner world would not approve.  Far away he could see towering hills, completely covered with green flora and faintly enshrouded by a grey morning mist. People said those hills were inhabited by monkeys of nearly every type, but he neither saw nor heard one.  


Yomi went on a hopeful stroll down the street. It was around eight in the morning but there was little traffic on the roads, and nobody seemed yet in a hurry to get any work done at all; today was Saturday.  A few scantily stocked grocery kiosks were open; most offered no more than small stacks of bread on decrepit wooden tables outside and in front. He was by his nose drawn further down the road, where a portly woman fried akara in red palm oil. He bought four of the fried bean cakes together with small loaf of soft bread. He also bought a can of Coca Cola from another shop as he returned to his hotel room. The akara did an excellent job of completely waking him up. It contained whole finger of red hot chillies, which had him whistling as the pepper exploded in his mouth. Later, his breakfast concluded, he returned to the reception, which was now occupied by a hard-faced young lady, freshly resumed for the morning shift.  


“Where can I find an estate agent in this town?” Yomi pleasantly enquired. The young lady appeared as nonplussed as the night-shift person; and for a long minute struggled for an appropriate response to the question. The situation was saved by the erstwhile night duty person who again emerged from a back office on his way home. He halted for a moment to ask what the conversation was all about. Yomi repeated his question for the young man”s benefit: he wanted to know where to find a real estate agent


“Why are you looking for an estate agent?” the lad asked, needlessly suspicious.

 
“I want to rent a small flat, or room”, Yomi explained.


The young man and the lady exchanged anxious glances. They both seemed torn between loyalty to an employer and the more desirable duty of giving a stranger a helping hand. Good breeding won.


“There is one on the main road, if you come with me, I will show you where it is”, he offered.


Yomi was quite happy to go along with him. He took the man in his car and they were there in a few minutes; after which the young man departed on his own way.


The estate agent’s office was nothing more than one of a row of shops in a thirty foot long unpainted block. His was the only shop that had a glass front, and it stood out amongst the other battened-up fronts. In front of the shop was a tripod-mounted notice board upon which some sheets of paper were tacked. Each typed sheet, Yomi would find, indicated homes listed, either for sale or for rent. The shop keeper girl he found inside made him to know that it might take some time for her boss to come. It was a little after ten; Yomi chose to wait and was given a metal chair to sit on. The shop keeper placed a call to the owner of the business to inform that a possible customer was waiting in the office. Yomi also used the opportunity to call his friend Debola, to assure him that he arrived safely at his destination. The noise of traffic, gradually built up outside as the other shops were one after the other opened.


A sweaty middle-age man arrived about forty-five minutes later, full of apologies. His name was Falana. He listened patiently as Yomi described his requirement.

“I am looking for an inexpensive accommodation – a room or a small flat.” Yomi explained to Falana.


“Where are you from?” Falana wanted to know. It was a question which Yomi did not think was unreasonable.


“I am from Ibadan and I have come to do some work here. I have just got a job to teach at a school in this town. I don’t know how long I am going to be here for, but it certainly will be for at least six months “, Yomi replied.


Falana sat with hands splayed over his face, and appeared for a long minute deep in thought, digesting the information before him. .



“I may have something for you but you will not be able to view it till tomorrow. However, before then you need to pay three thousand Naira as consultation fees”, Falana finally said. Yomi knew about these illegal fees. You had the choice of refusing to pay, and which translated to your being unable to find a place to rent.


“I will bring the money to you tomorrow, or whenever you are ready to take me to see the house”, Yomi offered. Falana seemed discomfited by this suggestion.


“I may even be able to let you see the house by this evening, if I can get the keys from the owner this afternoon”, he quickly said.


“In that case, I will bring the money this evening”, Yomi told him. 


Yomi took Falana’s phone number and give him his own too, happy that Falana promised to give him a call before five in the evening. Till then he had nothing to do but explore the little town. 


He drove aimlessly around the town .and even travelled as far to the nearby bigger town of Ilesha. He drove back again through Ijebu-jesha and took another turn westward down to Esa Oke where there was a small Polytechnic. The lonely road, which passed through pristine subsistence farmlands, flooded his mind with peace.


Yomi believed that Coming of the Drummer was the best play he wrote at the Heritage Theater. It was subsequently recorded for television. The fictional story was adapted from Yoruba traditional folklore about how drums and drummers came to be.  Both stage play and film were so well praised that he was encouraged to do something similar.


It was shortly after, that he met Lamidi Ojedeji, whose Osumare Drum and Dance Troupe, was famous in the travelling entertainment circuit, far and wide.  Yomi’s first contact with Baba Lamidi, as everyone fondly called him was about eight years ago. Together, Yomi and Debola ad travelled to Ijebu-Jesa to invite Baba Lamidi and his dance and drum troupe to the official opening event of the Heritage Theater. Baba, who was at that time in his sixties, could only participate in the rather strenuous dancing for a few minutes, but the encounter  left a lasting impression on Yomi. 


The meeting with Baba Lamidi planted a seed idea for a new stage play he planned one day in the future to write - a one-act monologue, which he titled The Bata Dancer.  Yomi knew there would yet be a lot to do, because this new play project had all to do with a theme which he knew practically nothing about.  Dance would be a major element of the new play, more specifically the Bata dance. 


Now back again in Ijebu-Jesa, he hoped to be able to find the required presence of mind to concentrate on writing The Bata Dancer. Above all, Yomi hoped that Baba Lamidi Ojedeji was still alive, because he hadn’t seen him in eight years.  


It wasn’t too difficult to locate Baba Lamidi’s house, in this small town. Yomi had been to visit twice before. It was a well-built storey building with a large front courtyard. The building showed signs that it was built by someone of more than average means. The tired brown paint however suggested that the owner was tired of beautifying a perpetual cost-centre 



“Who are you looking for? “.  Yomi was accosted at the gate by a lady as he entered Baba Lamidi’s compound. She looked about five years or so younger than him and had a deep voice, almost like a man’s voice. Her voice sounded rather nice and pleasant though. Yomi thought she looked nearly out of place in front of this house. 


“I am looking for Baba Lamidi”, Yomi reciprocated her pleasantness.


“What do you want to see him about”, the lady persisted.


“I’ve been here before. I am from Ibadan and I just thought to drop in to say hello”, Yomi replied.


“He is not at home; he has travelled” the lady told him, regretfully.


“When do you think he will be back?” Yomi asked.


“He has travelled to Oyo for an event, and we are not expecting him till tomorrow or the day after”, she explained.


“That is disappointing. In any case, I am here for much longer and I will certainly return to see him “Yomi said.


“Okay then, you are welcome”, the lady replied.


Yomi turned and returned to his car. He thought he should have asked the lady what her name was, but refrained from going back to do that. The last thing he wanted at this time was to earn the distrust of a community in which he was yet a visitor. He noted nevertheless that she was quite attractive. She had an unusual deep voice, but the most beautiful smile he had ever seen.


Yomi found a buka restaurant and bought himself a meal of pounded yam and melon seed stew. He ate greedily; the stew was very spicy and just the way he loved his food. Afterward, he returned to the hotel and there sat in the lobby, listening to an aimless and lively debate between three employees, about the music and politics of the day.
Falana eventually called at about a quarter to five. Yomi drove to Falana’s office, and together they went to the place which the estate agent was to show him.  It was a nasty house; an unkempt tenement building with four dungeon-like rooms on either side of a dark corridor running the entire length of the house. Outside was filthy, with a green stream running right across the front yard. Goats, pigs and chicken roamed unhindered, and the ground all around was littered with their faeces .Yomi was very disappointed to have been brought here.


“This is not even a bit like what I hoped you would find for me. Not anywhere near what I described.” He spiritedly tried to mask his disappointment and anger.


“It is not expensive; you definitely said you are looking for a place that is not expensive”, Falana told him.


“Yes I did say that, but I certainly didn’t say I was looking to live in a dunghill”, Yomi affirmed.


“Okay, I will look for something else”, Falana told him as they returned to the car.


“How soon will this be? My need is rather urgent”, Yomi reminded.


“As soon as I am able to find another, I will let you know.  I will need to talk to some landlords. But you know, because you are stranger in this place, the landlords may not be so willing, which makes my work much more difficult”, Falana told him, successfully making Yomi feel like he was the reason why he might not be able to find a house.


Falana promised to again call him next day as Yomi dropped him off at his office. Yomi knew of course that Falana was unlikely to call because next day was Sunday.  He returned to the hotel, unable to get over the disappointment he felt.  He sat for a while in the hotel bar, ordered a bottle of beer which he drank quickly. He fetched a book from the box in the boot of his car, and then bought another beer which he decided to take to his room. 


The title of the book was Eegun Alare, and it was written in Yoruba. It told the story of an itinerant  performing masquerade, an Eegun Alare , who left his town in search of fame and fortune; both of which he eventually found. However, he meets with disaster when a magic trick goes wrong and he find self unable to change back from the crocodile which he turned himself into, because raindrops fell on him, and this was a taboo. Yomi could only read the story half way this time before he had to lay it down. Reading Yoruba as an adult was somehow no more easy to do for him; which was quite strange since as a child he read stories in that language without any difficulty at all. This one was written in verse, which made it even more difficult to read.


He though the story of Eegun Alare resonated well with his personal quest. He also left familiar home grounds in search of a new beginning. He wasn’t an itinerant performer like Ojelade the masquerade, but he was nevertheless also in search of bigger achievements. Ojelade was a master of his art though, while he was still floundering and yet in search of himself.  



Beyond the mysticism which accompanied Ojelade’s quest, he would recognise that dance still remained the foundation skill of the typical itinerant performing masquerade. Baba Lamidi’s Osumare Troupe was the most awesome dance Yomi had ever seen. Seven costumed acrobats and dancers completely arrested the attention of the spectators for nearly a full hour, and still at the end of it all, the audience were sorry to see them leave. A news reporter attempted to interview Baba Lamidi after the performance, but this never happened. Baba seemed more insulted than happy that his skill could be considered of mere entertainment value.  On this day though, the leader of the drummers, a young man whose name was Ayankunle, was too happy to be interviewed instead. 

“The drums have voices of their own; individually and collectively. If you don’t understand the language of the Bata drums, it is impossible to dance to it.”, Ayankunle mentioned in the interview, and that quote haunted Yomi for days.  He was sufficiently intrigued, to again go in search of Baba Lamidi a few weeks later. This time he felt like there was nothing more desirable to him than learning how those drums spoke. He came visiting Ijebu-Jesa midweek and found Baba Lamidi at a game of Ayo in the courtyard in front of his house. Yomi recognised his game opponent as Ayankunle, the drummer who stood for him at the interview.

He was grateful and happy that Baba Lamidi still remembered him, after he introduced himself, mentioning the Heritage Theater.

“I want to learn the language of the drums. Can you possibly teach me?” Yomi quite nearly blurted out. He was discomfited by Ayankunle’s persistent stare at his legs; and apparently the young man doubted that the limp in Yomi’s leg could be an asset to anyone at all. Baba Lamidi also appeared trying to find the kindest reply to give this young fool from the city.

“What you have asked from me is like the head of an elephant. It is too heavy for a child to carry”, Baba Lamidi told him, very amused.  

“Yes I do realize that, but when a burden is too heavy for a child to carry, he calls on his father for help; and that is why I am here” Yomi  reverently replied  . Baba Lamidi nodded his head wisely.

“And why do you choose to carry this particular burden?” Baba Lamidi again asked.

“I have been in the Heritage Theater for nearly two years. I have seen dance of almost every type, but I must say I have ever seen anything like your troupe does, and that is why I am here.” Yomi replied.

“Is that so?” Baba Lamidi seemed flattered.

“Yes, after watching you, my heart told me there is a destiny in this for me. I want to know the language of the drums”. , Yomi persisted

“Okay I will do as you wish; but how much are you willing to pay for this?” Baba Lamidi laughed. Yomi remembered that Ayankunle mentioned during his interview, that Baba ran a school. Not quite a formal school, but a rigorous and dedicated apprenticeship.

“I am willing to pay the price” Yomi eagerly said, sure that whatever the amount was, could not be beyond his means, considering that this town was far from being a place which regularly accommodated the wealthy. 

“I shall think about it. I also want you to go away and also think about it” Baba told him. Yomi  sat with them for a couple of hours more, enjoying the banter ,  sharing with them, the  keg of palm wine which he had very thoughtfully bought on his way, as a gift to Baba Lamidi. He watched the game that was in progress and at which the younger man Ayankunle, was unhappy to be constantly losing. 

By next morning, and after returning to Ibadan, Yomi agreed with himself that travelling to Ijebu-Jesa every weekend was indeed an impractical and ridiculous thought.

But now back again in Ijebu-Jesa and not about to leave for some time, the quest became again reawakened. He could once more clearly hear the voice of the Bata drums. Only he did not yet understand. 

CHAPTER 3 

On Monday morning, Yomi drove to Maven Private School, the school which employed him to teach English. The school was accommodated in three storey high buildings arranged around about a five thousand square yard quadrangle of lush green field.  .The principal, Mrs Adele Obembe, a pleasant woman of about fifty was very pleased to see him.

“I hope you don’t have to travel from Ibadan every morning”, she jested. 

“Not at all. I arrived on Friday and I am presently staying in a hotel”, Yomi laughed. 

“Good gracious! That must be very expensive “, Mrs Obembe was genuinely horrified. 

“I really don’t have an alternative yet. I asked an estate agent to find me a flat but he is yet to do that. He promised to call “, Yomi also regretted.
The principal took Yomi around the school and   introduced him to the rest of the staff. Yomi asked to take two days off to resolve his accommodation issue and Mrs Obembe was pleased to oblige. 

Falana had not called him on Sunday, nor this morning. Yomi phoned him to ask how he was getting on.

“I have not yet found a place which fits your requirement. Please have a little more patience”, Falana explained with what Yomi suspected was contrived sadness.  Yomi was dismayed. He often heard a lot about this sort of swindle but never thought it could ever happen to him. This morning his heart told him that he had thrown away three thousand Naira. 

Not sure of what to do next, he went looking again for Baba Lamidi. He remembered that the lady he’d previously met told him Baba Lamidi was expected back on Sunday, which was the previous day. Baba Lamidi was about to leave home when Yomi arrived.  

“Alakowe, you have come again?” Baba Lamidi was surprised to see him. Yomi was delighted that this old man whom he hadn’t seen in eight years still remembered him.  Alakowe was a generic reference to a young scholar, and depending on how much mischief the speaker had in mind, it could be spoken in endearment or as a cloaked insult.  

“I am pleased that you still remember me Baba. I am not Alakowe, I am your son” Yomi laughed.

“Okay, my son, what is your mission this time?” Baba asked. 

“Nothing specific, Baba. I have just come to say hello. I was here two days ago, but a young lady I met here told me you’d gone away on a journey”, Yomi told him.

“Oh, it was you that came looking for me. My daughter told me about it. . What is so important that has kept you here for three days then?  Don’t tell me you came all the way from Ibadan just to say hello” 

“I have been given a job in this town as a teacher. I will be here for a while; I don’t know for how long”
 “Is that so?  That is wonderful. I will see you later then, because I am now on my way to my farm.  We old people need to get out of the house as often as possible , otherwise  Death will soon come calling while you are lying down and  doing nothing”, Baba told him . 

“Can I come along with you?” he asked, seizing an excellent opportunity to relate more closely with Baba Lamidi.


“You think you are able to do that? You people from the city can barely stay thirty minutes on your feet” Baba chuckled.


“In that case, will you kindly permit me to surprise you?” Yomi promised.



“As you wish then”, Baba replied, shrugging frail shoulders. 


“How will you get to farm? How do you usually go there?” Yomi asked


“Usually, Atanda drives me in my car .But today the car has a problem starting, so we aim to just take a bus to the highway and then walk the rest of the way. It is good exercise”, Baba said. A young fellow standing behind him nodded. He had the eager look of a school child on his way to a fun excursion.


“Let me take you there in my car”, Yomi offered.


“That is very generous of you. You are so kind”, Baba thanked him.


The journey was short. It took less than ten minutes to arrive at the footpath leading from the highway, to Baba Lamidi’s farm.   From there, they began the long walk. Yomi and Baba Lamidi conversed as they walked. While Atanda quietly followed behind.


Yomi spoke enthusiastically of his experience at the Heritage Theater Project .Baba listened attentively, humming and nodding his head. He also spoke of his future project plans now that the Heritage Theater was in trouble; principal of which was to have his own stage and film production enterprise. The chat broke the monotony of their journey. Yomi reckoned they must have walked about a quarter of a mile through semi-forest before they arrived at Baba Lamidi’s farm,


Yomi did not fail to notice that even though Baba Lamidi walked steadily and with determination, he made progress with more than a bit of difficulty. By the time they arrived at the farm, Baba Lamidi had become very sweaty and breathed with more difficulty than Yomi thought he should. Nevertheless, considering that Baba was in his seventies, Yomi thought that long walks should naturally be a challenge. Atanda, a young lad who came along with Baba however showed no sign of strain at all; neither did Yomi. The sun was yet mild.


“What do you think Baba?” Yomi asked, when they finally arrived at the farm



“I think you have a lot of good ideas. God will make it possible for you.  I will certainly like to see one of your plays when you put it on stage”, Baba encouraged.


“I’d rather you see one of them, as it progresses to the stage, Baba”, Yomi was more optimistic.


“If that is what you wish, then God will make it possible”, Baba agreed.


“There is one play that is actually written for dance; or may I say instead a dance performance that is to be done as a play.  I want it to become the most spectacular stage play anyone in the world has ever seen.” .Yomi persisted. 


“When is it going to be acted? I will definitely want to see that one”, Baba Lamidi was hopeful


“I have not yet completed writing it. That is one of the reasons I have come here”, Yomi told him. Baba Lamidi looked disappointed. 


“Young man, I will do what I am able to help; but as you can see, I am no more young. I no more have the strength that I used to have”, he warned.


The farm was really not really as big as Yomi imagined it would be. It contained a score or so, bays of yams and vegetables and perhaps a hundred cocoa and citrus trees. Baba was glad to take a rest at last. He sat on bench that constructed under an orange tree, and from whole trunks of small trees, tied together with vine. 


“This fever again. I must remember to get myself some herbs on the way home”, Baba Lamidi wheezed.



Atanda, the young assistant Baba brought with him, knew what he was required to do. He harvested okra and pepper into the basket he brought. He also dug up some yams. One of the animal traps on the farm had caught a young duiker which Atanda slaughtered, gutted, and then splayed on a wooden cross-frame. He made a fire of dry twigs and leaves and roasted a yam in it. On another fire he roasted the dressed animal.


“You are here alone? Do you not yet have a wife and children?” Baba asked. Yomi was for a moment flustered. This was not a part of his life he enjoyed talking about. 


“I had a wife, but we could not live together. She left me and went away”. He decided to bare all. Baba Lamidi shook his head, regrettably. 


“Women of nowadays are so foolish and impatient”, Baba said.


“I agree with you Baba”, 


“I would say though I was very lucky with my first wife who is now departed. She was the gentlest woman and took great care to cover my inadequacies, while most women delight in taking to the street to tell the entire world where their husband has failed”, Baba shook his head some more.


“You said she is dead? What happened?” Yomi inquired.


“Oh, well we must always foolishly say one disease or the other killed a person; sometimes we would even say that it was the witches. I say it was her time to return to God that is all. Death took her away. It was a sad thing for me, but what can we do? The same will eventually happen to all of us whether we like it or not”, Baba grieved.


“That is so sad. Didn’t she have any children for you?”

“She gave me six wonderful children. All of them are grown up and working far away. Three are even overseas. Ajoke is the youngest of them, and she is the one you met the other day”

“So you do not also have a wife living in your house?” Yomi wanted to know.


“I do have a wife. It will be unthinkable that a man should not have a woman with him in his house.  Bejide is nearly as patient with me as the one who passed on, but she is young; nearly forty years younger than me. She was previously widowed; my wife was also dead. She was suggested to me by friends who thought I was lonely and depressed. We have four children together; the youngest of them was born four years ago”
. 
Yomi wondered bemused why some men still fathered children in their old age. 


“My estranged wife took away our only child and forbade me to see him. I decided not to go to court to challenge this. I didn’t want to confuse the poor child even more” Yomi told Baba.


“That was a wise decision. Get on with your life and with your work. When your son is of age, he will come looking for his father. Be sure to make yourself a father that your child will be pleased and proud to find”, Baba advised.


Time passed quickly on the farm. Four hours or so after they arrived, they started back from the farm. Again Baba walked with so much effort and by the time they got to the road where the car was parked, he was again gasping for breath. On the way back home, they visited the home shop of a herbalist to purchase a remedy for Baba’s fever.


This was the first time Yomi had ever visited a traditional medicine pharmacy and he was struck with wonder at the great array of articles assembled on the grimy tables and shelves. There were herbs, tree barks, strange seeds, and the dried skull of various animals - rodents, lizard, apes, goats and some other animals which looked like goats. There were dried whole animals, dried insects, leaves, stems, roots. He could also see what appeared like the flayed skin of a leopard, or was it a hyena? He wasn’t sure. The herbalist’s shop was indeed a horrendous store of items, many of them so revolting in their appearance and smell. Yomi was fascinated.


“I want to buy agbo iba “, Baba told the woman - thin, blank faced but with predatory aquiline features. She fetched a bundle of leaves and tree barks, wrapped it in brown paper and gave to Atanda.  Quietly watching,  Yomi, who had never in his life taken herbal remedies for any illness felt sure that those leaves when cooked together and drunk by the sufferer, would certainly make the person’s illness worse than  if he had not take any of the stuff at all.


Yomi dropped Baba off at this home, and promised to return next day to see how he is faring. He thought he saw Ajoke looking into the engine of Baba Lamidi’s Peugeot Station Wagon which was parked at the side of the house. He couldn’t be sure it was her though. 


The day was not yet done with. He decided to pay the estate agent a surprise visit, if only to express his disappointment. Again, he only found the clerk there, and as usual she was completely unhelpful. Yomi left a written message for Falana asking the estate agent to please call him back before the day ran out. What exactly he wanted Falana to call him about, he wasn’t quite sure, other than to be assured that he had not been swindled. But in truth, his heart told him, quite confidently that neither the promised accommodation nor his money he would see. He wondered what other options there were for finding a house.

CHAPTER 4 

Mid-morning next day, Yomi drove to Baba’s house, again thinking to assist him with one chore or the other. Baba was sitting in front of the house, on a wooden bench with a short piece of chewing stick in mouth. With him was Ayankunle, the drummer and also the ubiquitous Atanda. Yomi fell on the floor before Baba Lamidi, and greeted him good morning. 

“Get up and come sit beside me”, Baba took his hand.

“I hope you are well today?” Yomi asked.

“The body is still a little tired. You are a good man. I see signs of good breeding in you. Thank you for caring,” Baba said to him. He still looked poorly.  

“You will not be going to your farm today?” Yomi asked.

“No, I only go every other day or so.”, Baba replied. Yomi was a little disappointed. 

Baba’s breakfast was brought by his wife, Bejide. She fell respectfully on her knees as she placed the bowl of hot corn gruel and a plate of moinmoin on a small table in front of Baba.


“Have you yet had breakfast?” Baba asked   


“Yes, I have”, Yomi replied. Bejide would have none of that though.


“You have not eaten my own breakfast”, she disagreed and hurried away together with Atanda to also bring something to eat for both Ayankunle and Yomi.

Ayankunle, sultry as usual, ran his fingers over his thick bush of moustache, an unconscious habit.   Yomi said good morning to him, noting that his response was half-hearted. He certainly didn’t appear to be someone who made friends easily. 


“I am sure you will remember him as the one who came several years ago from the Heritage Theater, waning to learn what we do”, Baba explained to Ayankunle who nodded but without any enthusiasm. They made small talk as they ate and still for some time after they were done.


“Where do you live?” Baba asked.

“I presently stay in a hotel. I paid an estate agent to find me a house, but he still has not been able to find any”, Yomi regretfully explained.

“Was it Falana?” Baba asked, worried.  

“Yes, it indeed was Falana. How did you guess?” Yomi nodded.

“Falana is a scoundrel. You may have lost your money”, Baba commiserated. Ayankunle looked very amused; even laughed.

Baba was miffed to learn how much it was costing Yomi to stay in a hotel. 

“I have a spare room where you can stay until you find a place to rent”, Baba Lamidi suggested. Yomi was immensely pleased to hear this. This was an unexpected breakthrough. He thanked Baba for his generosity and left immediately to get his things from the hotel.

Three men and a couple of lads were in conversation with Ayankunle when he returned. They all carried drum. As Yomi alighted from his car, Ayankunle broke away from the group and proceeded to sing him a praise song, touching his own forehead as he sang. The other drummers raised a lively accompaniment. Amused, Yomi fished a currency note from his pocket, and pasted it to Ayankunle’s forehead. In response Ayankunle raised his hands and the drumming ceased. . Yomi, had the feeling though, that he was being mocked.

More men and women soon joined the gathering in front of Baba Lamidi’s house The  drummers changed their instruments for the more severe Bata drums, and soon   everyone, except Baba and Yomi were either dancing or drumming.  In the midst of them all, Atanda was conspicuous, his face beamed brightly and he definitely was having the time of his life. The session went on for a good part of an hour.  It all stopped with what appeared to be a prearranged suddenness, and everyone went to gather around and in front of Baba. A review seemed in session. .

“Come, you will not be welcome at their meeting.” Bejide said to Yomi, and took him into the house. The room he was shown wasn’t anything elegant, but it at least contained a bed with a soft mattress, and would cost him nothing. He had actually expected no more than a mat on the floor. 

Yomi took a long walk, hoping that he would perhaps be lucky to find a sign which said HOUSE FOR RENT on any decent house. Most of the houses in the town were old as he would discover, many built by deceased owners and bequeathed to children with no plans ever to live in a rural town. Nevertheless he walked around hopefully, sometimes stopping a passerby to ask if they could suggest where there was a house for rent. Nobody could help however.

Everyone except Ayankunle ere gone, by the time Yomi returned to Baba’s house, late afternoon.  Also sitting on a bench in front of the house with Baba was Ajoke, his daughter whom Yomi met at this house three days back.

“I have told everyone that you will be with me for some days, until you find a house”, Baba said. His voice sounded weak and tired. The activities of the day appeared to have again taken its toll on him. 

“Thank you so much Baba, I am so grateful for this privilege” Yomi replied; his eyes on Ajoke, whose greeting to him was barely audible as if out of shyness.

“However, my daughter Ajoke, has just told me about a house where you may be able to stay for as long as you wish. It belongs to one of my friends who has passed on. His widow has also left to live with her children in Lagos, so the house is uninhabited. We called her just before you returned and she is pleased to have someone take care of the house since she is not likely to return to live here” , Baba told him. 

This information completely overwhelmed Yomi with happiness. 

“I am so grateful for your help. I do not know what to say. You’ve been so generous to me”, He replied.

“The keys are to be sent from Lagos though, so you can’t go there until it arrives”, Ajoke advised. Her voice was very warm and very delightful; her smile very compassionate.

After living with Baba and his family for two days Yomi began to wish he had not left the hotel. Living in this house meant being locked into their daily schedules – bedtime, rising time, meal time and to the bothersome playfulness of the four little children. What he missed most was his privacy. He thought it would be unthinkable to lock himself in his room just to avoid being pestered by just about everyone. 

He resumed his teaching appointment, and was happy to be out of the house pursuing things that mattered more to him more than mere conversations.   It was another long day again of introductions and discussion of his teaching roster and syllabuses with the school principal. 

“You will be mainly teaching the senior classes but whenever the need arises, you may have to take some juniors also”, Mrs Obembe cheerfully explained to him.  By the time school closed that day, Yomi was very tired having needed to stay behind to prepare some teaching notes for the rest of the week, and for the next week. 

“The keys to your house have arrived “; Ajoke was pleased to tell him when he arrived at Baba’s house in the evening. He hadn’t seen Ajoke for two days, only knowing that she left home so early in the morning and did not return till night. He actually got the impression that she was avoiding him. 

“The keys were sent this afternoon. Please be kind enough to take good care of the house.  Even though the owners do not intend to live there any time in the future, it is a place they cherish so much”, Ajoke said as she gave the keys to him. 

“You have so kind a heart. I pray that I may one day be able to repay you for your kindness.” Yomi thanked her.

Atanda took him to see the house, an attractive little bungalow at the edge of town, tucked deep away into the end of a lonely cul-de-sac, off the main highway. A large sign was cast into the concrete door lintel at the front of the house. The sign said: Ebenezer Cottage.  The house had a back garden which overlooked an expanse of fallowed farmland. A lone tall kola nut tree stood gracefully near the edge of the back garden. It was a serene place;   a marvellous answer to his need of a writing retreat.

 Yomi was happy to find that all the furniture he needed were already in the house. A complete suite of easy chairs in the sitting room, beds with soft mattresses in the two bedrooms, a dining table with four chairs, kerosene stove in the small kitchen at the back. He had more than he needed. This house was indeed a godsend.

“I don’t feel comfortable with living in that house free of charge”, he very honestly told Baba Lamidi and Ajoke, when he returned to them.

“They don’t need the money. How much could they hope to rent an isolated house for in this town? They are quite happy to have someone take care of it for them”. Ajoke told him.

“I am sure, they don’t need the money, but I want to pay them something anyway, even if only a token. That is how I was brought up”, Yomi insisted. Ajoke laughed.

“How much then, would you wish to pay?” Ajoke wanted to know. Yomi had really not thought of that yet. Nevertheless, he summed up what he might have had to pay living in the hotel for a month, and offered a tenth of the amount. It still came cheaper than he paid for the flat he’d left in Ibadan.  Again Ajoke laughed. She made a phone call, had a lengthy and very jovial discussion with someone at the other end.  Yomi guessed the call was to the owner of the house.

“They just told me you may pay something if you insist”, Ajoke told him after she concluded her phone conversation.   Yomi felt relieved that they had accepted. Money paid meant that he was a legal resident in the house and could not be evicted as a squatter, whenever the owner felt for any reason that they needed to retrieve the house. Next day, Yomi went to a bank and paid three months rent upfront into the account provided by Madam Adedeji, the owner of the house.

It took him four days to rid the deserted house of dust, grime and weeds. Atanda always came for a few hours everyday to help, Yomi guessed this was according to Baba Lamidi’s instructions. Atanda was a perpetually happy person and a delight to have around. He spoke little and didn’t encumber anyone with brainless chatter.

 Water, he discovered, could be obtained from a shallow well at the back of the house. The well was carefully covered and was free from debris and dead fauna. All he needed to do was to purchase for himself, a couple of buckets and two more jerry cans for his water storage needs. Even though he was now just settling in, he could already see bright sunshine in front as he walked away from the darkness behind. A kind inner voice told him all would be well. 

CHAPTER 5 


The primary task, Yomi decided, was to dive immediately into his new job at the school; after all, that was what brought him here.  The main challenges would be about bonding with the other teachers, or even more importantly with the students. Yomi knew that teachers came in several varieties. Many ended up teaching, not because they liked the job but because they couldn’t find anything else to do with their lives.  Those types he didn’t want anything to do with, but must keep a good relationship nevertheless. The Principal was a very pleasant person whom Yomi knew he would have no problems working with.


As Mrs Obembe previously discussed with him, he was assigned to teach senior classes. Yomi was happy with that. It was more difficult to adequately teach younger ones - you needed more patience, since you often could not tell which one was a slow learner and which one was merely trying to play pranks on your temper.  On the other hand one of the real challenges of a male teacher with senior classes was of some of the mature female students throwing a flirt, with dire consequences for a foolish teacher. There were indeed a lot of mature ones that he taught in class. He was the perfect mark; handsome young man, single and with no visible attachment.  He knew he could manage the situation nevertheless. He had more important challenges on his mind and at the top of them all was putting his life back on good tracks.

For Yomi, Heritage Theater had been a timely escape from a dreary job, of teaching English at a public school. As he would consider, Fate had prepared him for the opportunity at Heritage Theater, leading him to take a one year course in Theater Arts at the university. He initially had no immediate reasons for taking the course at the time , other than he loved to watch television plays and considered that he could be good at this sort of thing.

Working in a new enterprise had advantages; it was possible to unashamedly learn from other team members and also to learn from his own mistakes, since there weren’t yet many hard and fast rules. Indeed at the beginning, every bit of progress was appreciated by the management of the Heritage Theater project, which consisted of no other than his friend Deola, and a couple of other civil servants who clearly seemed not have a clue what they were doing there, other than that there were chances of sequestering funds.

From Heritage Theater, Yomi saw all that was possible to be done on stage and more. Not that he consequently considered himself an expert yet; there was no such thing as an expert in this kind of endeavour. The muse did not tolerate experts, only blessed those that still thirsted for knowledge. Nevertheless, Yomi learned enough to make him sure he could do it even better.  He resolved to create plays that would be both unusual and unique. 

 
He now had the skill and the experience to do a production of his own but would still wonder where the money to get moving would come from. This was a matter he could only push to the back of his mind; not because he was playing ostrich, but because he believed that somehow and when the conditions were right, the rest of the variables will be resolved, God willing. The more urgent task was to write some more plays, without which there would be no need for money to produce his plays.

The challenges of his marriage to Elizabeth and the sad downturn in the fortune of Heritage Theater had initially quite nearly demolished all creative energy. But emerging now from the ruins, he was excited to discover that the challenges had in a positive way, infused him with a burning desire to excel and shine. 


Ebenezer Cottage gave him the perfect environment for creative work. It was quiet, with no neighbour within shouting distance. This sort of place, he knew, should be bad for anyone who needed psychological healing, and who should need someone to talk to as often as possible. But, Yomi had no fear; he believed he had enough on his hands to keep him busy and off distressing thoughts. 


Much of the house smelt of damp. It had not been occupied for several years and a leak was in the roof over the sitting room. The leak was really no bigger than a pinprick, but somehow water always found a way to crawl in through the tiniest hole. And once inside the water formed a puddle which proceeded to propagate spores, which latched upon and took permanent residence on organic matter. The spores progressively robbed the contiguous ecosystem of all oxygen; leaving all around a smell of death, such as he found when the door was first open. A lot of fine dust had also found a way to seep inside the house even though the windows were tightly shut. It was red lateritic dust from a recently completed highway about a mile away. With Atanda’s help, he  removed most of the dust and mended the roof, but the mustiness stubbornly refused to entirely go away. He eventually grew to accommodate the inconvenience, knowing that with time it would also go away.


There had been a large dining table left behind, together with four chairs. They were all still in very good condition. The table, he immediately converted into a work desk. He considered that he would have assignments from about a hundred and fifty students to deal with every month or so; and he would certainly need a work table. He also needed a writing desk. The wordsmith’s forge, he always called his writing desks: a forge upon which his raw thought would be crafted into drama.


The books he had brought along with him, he neatly arranged into the bookcase which he found in the sitting room. He emptied the bookcase  of old magazines and newspapers from more than a decade back, which he took to the back of the house, intending to make a bonfire of them and a lot of other rubbish, next day.  On top of the bookcase, he placed his small music centre, which had a CD player, a cassette recorder and also AM/FM radio.  The large black and white television set in the sitting room was still functional, but with a broken telescopic aerial which Yomi had no plan to replace. He didn’t have a habit of watching television anyway.


He set up a daily routine. After school; he would take a short nap. Thereafter he would go for a walk in the town. It wasn’t a large town, but it wasn’t small either. He preferred to walk. This he found was good for thinking. Quite often fresh ideas flooded his mind as he walked. 


 Often, he would walk till it was getting dark, and then he would return home, mind and body alert and rearing to tackle the next writing stint. He was impressed that he was able to write two complete play summaries within two months since he moved into Ebenezer Cottage. Indeed he now believed the house had for him, a prophetic declaration linked to the name.  Ebenezer, which means “the stone of help”, for he said, “Up to this point the LORD has helped us!” as he read from the Bible. The house was definitely now his stone of help, and he believed in its protective ability to keep away his persistent Philistines – those persecuting feelings of failure and worthlessness.


Twice a week, he would visit Baba’s home, and especially on those days, that Osumare Troupe had the review meetings. Much of the time really, these meetings were for the younger performers to learn the proverbs of the drums, as the drum rhythms were called, and for the seasoned ones to be reminded. Yomi only sat and watched. He had long learnt that when dealing with people who were masters of their craft, it could often be rude and even considered an attempt to belittle skills acquired over many years, by asking them to explain it to you within a few minutes. He perfectly agreed with this.  


He particularly liked to watch Atanda dance. He was such a bedazzling dancer; an acrobat and actor rolled tightly into one. A couple of times, he would sight Ajoke, looking out from one of the top floor windows of the house. On both occasions, their eyes did meet, but only for a fleeting moment. Yomi wondered what it was that she did. She certainly did not look like the typical village girl .She had a kind of refinement about her.


“Hello, how are you?” Yomi’s phone rang one evening while he was taking a walk.


“Who is this? He asked, even though he knew that  voice so well.


“It’s me Ajoke”, came the reply


Yomi loved the sound of her voice, it had a timbre, which calmed him, made him feel at ease. It reminded him of the voice of a church preacher who was once his favourite. The voice was not that of a taker, it was the voice of a person who loved to give.


“Oh, how could I forget .How are you?” Yomi replied, curious. 


“I am okay; I just wanted to find how you are doing at the new house. The owner wanted me to check if all is well.”

“All is well, and there is nothing that is not yet well that I am unable to put right. Do assure them that I will take good care of their house”, Yomi told her.


“I have no doubt that you will take care of the house. How is your job at the school going?” she asked.


“That too is going well. The other teachers are nice; most of them are nice. The students are not all model pupils, but again the good ones are in the majority.” Yomi replied.


“It is a good school. It is the best around for miles” she assured.


“I am sure you are right. They have excellent teaching facilities”, Yomi agreed.


“Okay, I just needed to check up on you. I will report back to the owners of the house.” she said.


Yomi thanked her for caring. As the phone cut, he had a sudden feeling of emptiness. Ajoke indeed had one of the most pleasant voices ever spoken to him, and he wished the conversation could have gone for a bit longer. But again, what would they have to talk about? She was practically yet a stranger. He wondered about her. He wondered what she did every day. Was she a market trader or a shop owner somewhere? Yes, that could account for her leaving home early in the morning and returning in the night. Maybe she was a student at the College of Education at Ilesha. She certainly had that studious look. But he shouldn’t pry. He shouldn’t offend his benefactors by getting involved with their women.  He pushed her out of his mind and continued his walk back home.


Two days later Yomi found himself calling her on the phone, for really no reason.


“Please, can you tell me if Baba is at home?” he found himself asking her.


“I wouldn’t know if he is at home but I guess he should be. He hasn’t been too well for some time”, she sounded amused.


“Oh I am sorry, I thought you were home”, Yomi apologised. It was of course just about five in the evening, and she wasn’t yet likely to be home.


“No, I am at work and I rarely return home until seven”, she replied.


“Where do you work?” Yomi took firm hold of the opportunity to finally get to the bottom of that mystery.


“I am a lecturer at the College of Education in Ilesha”, she replied.

Yomi was a bit confused. He knew that you definitely needed a higher degree to teach in such an institution.


“What do you teach, Ajoke?” he asked.


“I teach mathematic” she replied.  


“Which university did you graduate from?” Yomi was sincerely impressed.


“I had my Bachelors at Ife and my Masters at Ibadan.” she modestly replied.


There were a lot more questions that Yomi wanted to ask, but he was already so bowled over by her answers. He said goodbye and promised to go see Baba at home later. But, he did not go to see Baba; the purpose of his call was to hear her voice again.

Yomi saw Ajoke again next day when he went to watch the review meeting.  As usual, he sat away from everyone else and just observed.  He’d learnt his lesson well.  Once he asked a couple of the younger dancers in jest, if he could be part of them. 


“Does he think this is a dance for cripples?” he heard the boy say behind his back to his laughing colleague.


Cripple. 

 
Since then he wisely minded his own business. These days he recorded the drumming and the dancing on his music centre which he took along and also on his mobile phone camera, and then stored them in his laptop computer, when he returned home. He now had more than ten hours of video and audio recording stored in his computer courtesy of these meetings. He stayed away from the performers. 


Ajoke came to him where he was sitting and because Yomi was so engrossed in watching the performances, she seemed to appear suddenly.


“What are you doing?” she asked.


“Just observing, you are home early today” he noted.


“Yes, I usually go for private tutoring assignments after school closes; but my private students have finished with their exams. From today, I am free for a couple of months.” She told him. 


“What are you doing, living here, with your kind of qualification? There are better prospects for you in Lagos or even Ibadan, you could certainly earn better money”, Yomi suggested to her. 


“Yes I do know that”, she shrugged


“So what is keeping you here?  Does your fiancé live nearby, perhaps?”

“No, I don’t have one. I am actually staying because of my father. I quite    believe I am the only one he has left. Not necessarily the case, but that is what I want to believe. My mother is dead, I have three older brothers and one sister; all of them have run away to live abroad. I don’t have the heart to also abandon my father.”

“But you will eventually also have to leave. I mean you will certainly get married sooner or later.” 


“Certainly will; but I shall cross that bridge when I get there. Right now, I think I owe my father a responsibility. You too what are you doing here? Why have you come to this small town which certainly hasn’t got all those many opportunities that you speak of?” she asked, mischief plainly in her voice. Yomi laughed.


“I used to work with the Heritage Theater project. I needed to get away for the hustle and bustle to be able to write some new plays. I am hoping to learn some new things from your father for a dance drama I am writing.”

“My father is a good teacher. He taught me how to dance while I was a child. He always said I was the best, and that I have natural talent. He wouldn’t permit me to be part of the troupe through. He took my formal education seriously, the same way as he took the education of my other siblings seriously.”

“You dance too?” Yomi was again surprised.


“I loved what he did. I wanted to be like him.” Ajoke said.


“I quite understand.  My own parents were civil servants. Both really gave me nothing to try and emulate but I loved them anyway, even though they got divorced when I was only four years old.  “

“You are married then?” she asked, curious.


“I was; it is over now. We both couldn’t make it work out. We eventually found that we had nothing in common. I guess the curse of divorce travels down the generation line”, Yomi told her. 

“I am sorry to hear that. That is my greatest fear about marriage - to find out too late that you married a person who is not right for you. I have seen it happen to too many people.” She sighed.


“It is not a big issue. I believe both of us were just not willing or even interested to make it work. I did try, but like they say it takes two to dance the Tango.” Yomi said.


“That is awful. Did you have any children?” Ajoke wanted to know.


“We have one; four years old; same age I was when my parents parted ways”

“Poor child; that is awful” she felt genuinely sad.

“I am sure it must be for him. It was awful for me though because of the court fight over who got to keep me. I decided to let my son go without any bitterness”, Yomi was equally sad. Ajoke needed to go do some chores, and left immediately. Her warmth and compassion lingered nevertheless.

 Ajoke loved to talk. She would thereafter, call him quite unexpectedly once in a while. She seemed to be able to feel when he needed someone to talk to, and talk she would, sometimes for as long as a whole hour. He was rarely able to hold a telephone conversation with anyone for a full hour, but with Ajoke, it was easy. She always appeared to know exactly what to say and how to say it.


Having a conversation with her was an emotional spring-cleaning exercise.  She gently drew him out of himself, dusted him up, gave him a good airing out, and carefully folded him away when the conversation was done with. After every conversation with Ajoke, he always felt new, renewed and buzzing with new energy to face the future. 


Priming you up for marriage. 

Sometimes such a scary thought would come to Yomi; especially now that she knew he is divorced.  Such a thought whenever it came, genuinely filled him with fear. He did not think his mind; his spirit could again emerge sane, from a similar relationship to that which he left behind. But he would eventually persuade himself that he was being silly and childish. Because a woman liked you, did not mean she wanted to marry you.

CHAPTER 6


First there had been Mosun Hassan who Yomi knew from primary school. Back then, she was small, pixie-like with a peculiar smile which suggested a huge capacity for mischief. Even though she was barely ten years old at that time, she” was still able to get  so much  under Yomi’s skin  that on a lonely night , he could almost physically still feel her moving around inside there , teasing him like crazy. . Mosun was Yomi’s first love ever; or more accurately, his first real crush. 

Yomi would sometimes unconsciously find himself watching as she ran with her friends in the school playground. She could indeed run very fast and very elegantly, at least relative to her other skinny or plump friends who ran the races with pitiable awkwardness. She had a well proportioned body which Yomi would have considered sensual if he understood what the word meant.  He liked it more when she played hopscotch, typically a silly and boring game, but when Mosun Hassan was playing, it was an adorable game to watch .And often,  Mosun would discover that she was being watched and she would  wave in his direction. And Yomi would turn away his eyes and walk off embarrassed.

Yomi was thoroughly obsessed with Mosun though he rarely spoke with her - he was too shy to do that. And even though they were in the same class, much of the time all he did was watch her from the distance and in some crazy sleepless night fantasize about... A wedding. 

Two three-foot tall lovers walking down the aisle, and the entire school, the entire country, the entire world rising up in applause, with fireworks screaming and streaking across the sky. And birds... birds of every description leading a glorious rendition of the Bridal March. Mosun was the greatest, the prettiest girl in the world.
Mosun knew that Yomi liked her. In retrospection, Yomi would see that she seemed to know more than a normal ten year old girl was supposed to know about matters relating to affection. But then, girls were naturally a lot wiser than boys of their own age. Mosun would tease him quite so often too. Whenever she caught him staring, she would blast him with the widest smile ever. She also had this penchant of hiking up her dress so that her knees showed; and she did have very attractive knees. Yomi would wonder where she learned to do that; but in any case, everything about  Mosun was enchanting and whenever he found himself alone with her, the best Yomi was ever able to do was giggle at whatever she said   and hastily  slink away,  thoroughly slayed by her charm. 

Yomi was thankful that he did not have to go to the same secondary school as Mosun Hassan. Otherwise, he would have been completely driven to certain insanity by this child goddess. 

They did not meet again for another six years.  


“Hey, I know you,” a very attractive girl said to him. They were at this time in the registration office at the School of Basic Studies of the polytechnic at Ibadan. Yomi was initially confused. He was neither a party person nor a girl chaser, so how come did such a stunning beauty come to know him? She looked faintly familiar though. 


“Mosun,” she helped him out. “Mosun Hassan, from primary school.”
Yomi was surprised his nervousness did not immediately resurface. Yes, he could see that mischievous smile again, though it was now a lot more mature and more like a seducing. The body had also changed enormously and become deliciously curvy, even though in a boyish way which somehow made her seem quite more exciting to look at.                  


“Good to see you, Mosun. Six years ago, wasn’t it?” Yomi gushed; quite pleased he had lost his shyness.


“Yes, six years. You haven’t changed much; only become much taller.”

“You aren’t  quite three feet tall anymore yourself. You look lovely.” Yomi praised her.


“Thank you,” Mosun replied, rather demurely. 

They had lunch together at the college dining hall. She was a lively chatter and Yomi soon found himself lost in her even as they took a leisurely walk together to get soda at a nearby kiosk after lunch. She spoke about herself, spoke about her family, spoke about the school she just left and how she felt lucky not to be taking her examinations all over again. She spoke about primary school; she spoke about how she’d  always found Yomi amusing because of his shyness. And Yomi laughed along with her, especially at her humorous description of his awkward shyness.

Those were partying days. They’d met again several times at one party or the other. And soon Yomi found himself seeking her out most days, just to take a walk together with her and listen to her talk. 


“That girl really likes you,” Yomi’s closest friend in school, Debola told Yomi. And Yomi thought that was okay because he also liked Mosun, even thought of carving it in six inches high words on the trunk of a tree like a besotted idiot - Yomi Loves Mosun.

Something though, call it common sense, kept telling him Mosun Hassan wasn’t the sort that kept a serious relationship. She was a fun girl, fun to be with and fun seeking. She did not at all look like anyone’s property, but then one could be wrong. Girls were enormously funny creatures. Yomi enjoyed her companionship nevertheless, and constantly obliterated whatever doubt that crept into his mind about Mosun, with the time- weathered philosophy: if it isn’t broken don’t mend it. Mosun liked good music, liked good parties, liked to make friends. Yomi never tried anything much out of the ordinary with though, other than a bit of smooching after a few drinks too many at a night party, whenever Debola could get to borrow his dad’s car.  Yomi’s well brought-up thoughts and principles were that you simply shouldn’t try to debauch a lady that you love. Gentlemen didn’t do that nonsense. Yomi was totally convinced and persuaded that Mosun Hassan was and would probably be the only love of his life. 

The National Youth Service was a year of obligatory service which every graduate from a tertiary institution was required to offer the country. And even though National Service took Yomi to Calabar Town which everyone knew was home of Rubenesque beauties  and Mosun  was more than a thousand miles away in Jos, they communicated by regularly by mail, by phone , by wishes entrusted into the hands of the winds, and by blown kisses bounced off the moon and the twinkling stars at night. And many times in dreams filled with flagrant flowers, they crept into each other’s heart and arms while plump little cherubs ; like enormous bumble bees with gossamer wings, fluttered overhead humming passionate  arias. 

Youth Service finally ended and they both returned again to Ibadan, their education completed and a future of greater responsibilities looking them in the face. But Yomi found Mosun enormously changed, and often very moody. Yomi went out of his way to accommodate her moods nevertheless, visited as often as he could, brought her a book to read or just came by to play Ludo with Yomi and one or two of her sisters. 

One Saturday morning, Yomi visited Mosun to remind her about the party that night. One of their friends was having a graduation party and Mosun agreed to go with him two weeks earlier. In fact, she demanded to be taken to the party.


“I really won’t be able to go, Yomi,” Mosun told him. And she looked rather like she was ill too, so Yomi did not press so much. Nevertheless, he was disappointed that he would have to go to the party alone with Debola and his girlfriend, Melinda. Not the end of the world really, plenty more parties to come, he consoled himself.

It was really a great party. The deejay was fantastic, pushing out the most exciting hits in the world. The bubble machines and the fog machines turned the dance floor into a mobile Dali portrait. . Yomi thought it was a pity Mosun couldn’t make it; so he just drank up his beer, played wallpaper much of the time and for a few minutes danced with Melinda.  

Just after midnight Yomi saw Mosun come in, and she was not alone. She was hanging onto the arms of a guy. Yomi recognized Labrador; everyone knew Labrador. He had reputation with anything that had breasts and wore skirts. Mosun was wearing tight satin pants, a bright flowered blouse which revealed a lot more bust than was decent, huge bangle earrings, and lots and lots of make-up.  She wore a gigantic Afro wig which encircled the whole of her head like a sinful halo. Yomi wasn’t initially sure that he was seeing right, but he found Debola looking also at him.

  “I thought you said she was ill?” Debola asked.

But it was definably Mosun , and in a few moments she was on the dance floor clinging to Labrador in a fashion that made it  did not look like both were mere friends All Yomi could do was watch stupefied and helplessly. Of course there would be a simple explanation to all this, he was convinced. Labrador was probably her cousin or something as simple as that, and no point getting worked up for nothing. There definitely was bound to be a simple explanation. 

After more than a half hour of pure agony for Yomi, both Mosun and Labrador finally got off the dance floor; Yomi found them both sitting on the guy’s car at the car park of the event’s hall.


“Hello, Mosun,” Yomi  said to her in a voice heavy with pain, his mouth and throat feeling dry and rough as sand-paper. Mosun indeed looked like she was having so much fun he actually felt like an intruder. 


“Oh, Yomi, there you are,” she replied without enthusiasm. Labrador looked at Yomi with unhidden hostility. Yomi’s heart sank even deeper to find Mosun holding tighter to the Labrador’s arm as if protecting her companion.


“Excuse me for a minute,” Yomi heard her whisper. Labrador obediently left, with a very deep sexy chuckle. For a few seconds Yomi and Mosun stared uncertainly at each other, Yomi waiting for her to explain and she being apparently not quite sure how to say what was on her mind.


“Why are you following me all over the place, Yomi?” Mosun finally blurted out. Yomi was flabbergasted. 


“I didn’t understand what you mean by that,” he could only stammer. Mosun didn’t appear ready to do anything further to help him out though; she stared away into the darkness.


“I thought you said you were ill,” Yomi’s voice was soft and caring.


“So I was, and I got better later in the day,” she snapped. But Yomi chose to ignore the tone, thankful that there was indeed a simple explanation: she  got better later in the day.


“That is what I thought. How well do you …ummh …know the guy? I mean…Lab… the guy you came with?”

“Why do I have to answer that question, Yomi?” she obstinately replied.


“Of course you don’t have to answer. But you did look rather close while dancing,” Yomi felt quite unnerved. He thought to hold her in his arms but something told him, not tonight.


“I know where your question is going, Yomi. He, as a matter of fact, he is my boyfriend,” she said to him.

Her voice seemed to have come by loud echoes from a faraway cave, the way Yomi heard it. His ears rang painfully, and he felt sweat suddenly break out in a thin film over his body. He thought of what to say next, a magic chant which would turn the time back to stop her from saying what she just said, possibly. But he stood there dumbfounded. Mosun offered no help; if anything she seemed to be enjoying the situation quite immensely - that old impish smile again on her face. Finally, she tore herself away from Yomi’s confusion and strolled away to again attach herself to Labrador as he chatted with friends a little distance away.

Debola had also been watching all this from a distance together with his girlfriend. Melinda He was indeed worried as Yomi came to join them. Yomi’s eyes were confused and burning, every single step an agony. There must be an explanation, his hopeful heart tried to comfort him. It would all be made clear soon. Maybe she’s angry with you for something you did sometime ago and paying you back. Women do crazy little things like that, you know. But Yomi couldn’t for his life think of what he could have done to merit what just happened to him. Up till the beginning of that night he could have sworn to anyone that Mosun and himself were in love and nothing could ever happen to change that. 


“Did you have any sort of disagreement earlier?  Was she ever angry with you about anything in the recent past?” Debola was as puzzled. 


“Nothing that I can think of,” Yomi truthfully replied, still dazed and confused.


“Come on have another beer,” Debola tried to be helpful. Yomi mechanically took a large gulp from the glass . It tasted flat and like cold urine; nevertheless, he swallowed several more mouthfuls just to wet his dry mouth and throat.

Debola was his closest friend and he knew Yomi intimately. He knew how Yomi felt about Mosun, and thus he felt the confusion nearly as deep as Yomi did. Debola was also wise enough to know that tonight’s party was over for the three of them .Every extra minute that Yomi spent here would be very agonizing. 


“Let’s go home, it is really too crowded for me,” Debola told Yomi and Melinda. It was the most sensible thing to do. 

The next day, Sunday, Yomi had no appetite at all and was most of the day both tired and restless. He felt feverish and extremely thirsty all day, and mostly he just lay on his bed, listening uninterestedly to some music and expecting, wishing , believing that Mosun would come knocking any minute  to apologize and to explain that it had all been one insane joke. But that didn’t happen, not this day and not the next. On Tuesday evening Yomi went to Mosun’s home.


“She’s not home, Uncle Yomi,” Felicia, her little sister who was about twelve, told him at the door. She also had that mischievous smile which hid all and suggested that whatever the owner just said couldn’t be relied upon – obviously a family trait. More so, as Yomi definitely heard Mosun’s voice, just before he knocked. But then he could have been mistaken.


“Okay, Felicia, do tell her that I called. I will again visit her tomorrow about this time.”

“Okay,” Felicia said before bolting back indoors, firmly shutting the door behind her.


Next day, Yomi returned as promised. This time, the response was even more disappointing.


“My sister is sleeping and she says not to be disturbed,” Felicia   told Yomi, looking quite amused.


A desperate thought came to Yomi. He thought to wait till she woke up. After all, he had sometimes spent the entire day in this house just chatting and playing all imaginable time-wasting games like Ludo, Cards, Scrabble. He even helped Mosun in the kitchen a few times. However another stronger voice of reason told him, no, if she wanted to see you, let her come looking for you. Yomi calmly obeyed this other voice.


“Felicia, do tell her again that I came and that I do miss her a lot,” he very sincerely said.

Yomi could now bring himself to accept the unexplainable situation. He could not however stop asking himself why. Okay, they were just friends and not really married; but was there no better way to tell a friend that a friendship was over? Were long-time friends not expected to know why the friendship could no more go on? Could true friendship be terminated? He blamed himself for letting her get so deep under his skin and made him so certain of their friendship. But could he blame himself? His feelings were genuine and he truly loved Mosun; of that he was sure. 

He returned home feeling better than he had been for the past few days. A couple of times later, he wept in the night. Not for Mosun, but for himself. He wept that he was so insignificant that he could be discarded without even a bit of remorse. He swore solemnly to himself and by Ogun and by Sango and Soponna and by all the gods that kill people, never to give his love again to any woman till eternity. 

And that he faithfully observed, until he met Elizabeth..

CHAPTER 7

Conversation with Elizabeth was rarely anything exciting. Indeed near the close of their relationship, it had become a great effort, for reason that he actually began to see Elizabeth as an enemy.  The feeling of course had good reasons: he would look back and find that all through the four years that they lived together; she persistently searched for his weaknesses and from there pitched subtle battles to undermine him in every imaginable way. So bad had his distrust become that Yomi would believe if a person was found murdered on a public highway, Elizabeth could have joyfully volunteered him as a suspect.   

Elizabeth hated him completely; at least it appeared as if she did. To Yomi, it was actually  like she had made it her life purpose to go out broadcasting his failures and short coming to just about anyone with ears to listen. Sometimes he would picture her in his mind, climbing up to the top of the highest house in the town with a megaphone, just to be able to broadcast wider his latest shortcoming.  Maybe his own error was not asking her why; not telling her what she was doing to him through that attitude; but the truth was he hoped also in error,  she would somehow grow out of the nasty habit and again resolve to make the marriage work. 

He was initially perplexed about how and at what point this great enmity crept into their marriage, grew to such a proportion, and grown so large that that it could so easily squeeze the life and love out their relationship. It was as if a demon had surreptitiously entered their home, and thereafter dutifully filtered their conversation, enabling only the bad parts get across from one to the other; skilfully converting whatever love that it found in their home to perfect hatred.  Yomi would remember preachers advising  that demons can only enter your marriage if you lived in sin – adultery, intemperance, dishonesty and similar vices; So by what doorway of iniquity had this particular demon, or maybe there was  an army of them,  found such confidence to come into their home and so irretrievably wreck it? 


Yomi would remember that he met Elizabeth for the first time through her older sister Anne, who was girlfriend to one of his own friends, Dapo. They’d both gone visiting Anne one evening, him and Dapo, and there had been Elizabeth, also at home with her sister. Yomi and Elizabeth were both naturally drawn into conversation. How they eventually became closer, he could not completely recall. 


He would also think it a mystery that they eventually got married because he had for long resolved never to get married ; this decision strengthened by his observation of  the immoral relationship that was going on between his friend Dapo and Anne, both of whom were already in marriage promises with other persons. After betrayal, the other major thing Yomi hated in relationships was dishonesty, and he had seen too much of both in many relationships, to believe these were attitudes that were at the foundation of every typical marriage.
Yomi initially felt safe in his belief that Elizabeth was not his type –they just didn’t seem to have any mutual interest beyond idle chats and later sex.   She was nevertheless witty even though with a sense of humour which very often hit below the belt. Yomi would recall with worry that, in those initial days of friendship, his summation of their fledgling relationship was, even though he liked her a lot, he would not be too sad to see her go. 

Elizabeth found a job in Lagos after graduation. Yomi remembered being somewhat relieved to see her go live far from him, only she suddenly decided to return to Ibadan. This was a move that had Yomi completely surprised, and for which Elizabeth’s parents strangely blamed Yomi. And even though they never actually said it to his face, it showed in how they related to him. That subtle dislike eventually became a considerable challenge in their marriage; and in her caustic moments, of which there were many; Elizabeth would sometimes declare her regrets, by saying those disheartening words: “I wish I’d listen to my parents, and not married you”

Anyway, soon after Elizabeth returned to Ibadan, she became pregnant. They both decided to get rid of it, but after, the event, Yomi thought leaving her would be such a cold-blooded thing to do and he certainly would be unable to live with himself if he did that. They eventually got married about a year later; an event preceded by unspoken but plainly visible disapproval of even his own divorced parents. But they were both young and in love, or so they thought. 

I wish I’d listen to my parents, and not married you. Hearing those spiteful words, always made Yomi sad. Of course he should also have listened to his own parents, if he had any common sense In fact he always wondered how on earth he had jettisoned his long-treasured resolve never to get married? One thing he remained proud of was that he never had anything to do with another woman since he had known Elizabeth. To him important relationships were not to be frivolously conducted. 

So, through which broken window did that destructive demon crawl into their home? He’d heard rumours about Elizabeth’s affairs; and given her sister’s example, part of him thought those stories were not unbelievable, while the decent part told him that he had a duty to always trust and stand up for his wife, unconditionally. This part of him, he knew would persist to be his undoing in whatever he did in life, but there was nothing he could do about that. He believed in decency; decency was his religion. 


His son Damilola came about eight months after they got married. There was no other child after, and not that they did not want another. Elizabeth kept having one miscarriage after another. Yomi was sad, but didn’t mind that they did not have another child; they had Damilola who was the most delightful little boy in the world.  But it did matter much to Elizabeth and her pesky mother, whose constant dwelling on the matter eventually made his wife feel somewhat inadequate. On Yomi’s part, the more he tried to make her know that having another child did not matter to him, the less she believed. 


Yes, it was at that point in time that he began to think their marriage was rolling downhill and pushed faster by pointless angst. He was helpless to stop the alarming deterioration, but vowed nevertheless to do everything possible to ensure that Damilola woke up every day to his two parents. The huge price that He’d paid was to render nearly all his own wishes secondary to what Elizabeth wanted. He consequently and inadvertently sacrificed his self confidence, and his self respect just to keep the marriage intact, but in the end it all still came to naught. Elizabeth eventually insisted she wanted out of the marriage, and that was the way it eventually went. Elizabeth was never a person who engaged in negotiation, when it was far easier to grab and run. Yes, he had needlessly thrown away four good years of his life; burnt them in the utterly desiccating furnace of a bad marriage.  

Elizabeth’s decision, or the timing of it as Yomi would imagine, was to cause him maximum grief. This because it came at a time the finances of the Heritage Theater project started to collapse and He’d subsequently found himself without regular income. She left the house with Damilola and with the most hurtful words Yomi had ever heard in his life:

“He is even not even your child. When he grows up I will tell him you were not his daddy”
He knew that wasn’t true, but those words did their job very efficiently. First, they successfully planted an aggressive seed of doubt in his heart, and which very quickly became a tree big enough obstruct clear thinking. Those terrible words also successfully discouraged him from seeking to get his son back. As He’d discovered, Elizabeth could be so brutal when she needed to win a fight.   The divorce papers were sent to him a few weeks later. He was thankful that it was over; he only grieved for his son, Damilola.


Those memories were painful. Whenever Yomi remembered what being married to Elizabeth cost him, any thought of getting himself into a similar relationship with another woman filled him with fear, and indeed panic. 

CHAPTER 8
Yomi finally finished reading Eegun Alare. It was a good story: the quest of Ojelade the hero, battling many obstacles to his eventual prize.

The story started with Oje Larinnaka ,a performing masquerade embarking on a journey in search of a positive change in fortune, leaving behind his pregnant wife. After nine years of waiting, the wife takes her son Ojelade and goes in search of her lost husband. Three years later, she returns home unsuccessful, tired and beaten. 

The young son Ojelade, takes up his father’s mantle and begins to train as a performing masquerade. In a few more years, he is declared competent to practise his new profession. Again, like his father, Ojelade goes away in search of fame and fortune, together with his new wife, who is the daughter of his father’s best friend, Dasofunjo. Arriving at a town very far away for a performance, an old sorcerer attempts to seduce his young and beautiful wife Anseetu, but she repels the advance. In anger the old sorcerer promises to punish her husband. Thus, during a magic trick in which Ojelade turns himself into a python, he is alarmed that he is no more able to change back into a human being, having been secretly charmed by the old sorcerer. Alas, hearing Ojelade”s song of sorrow, the old sorcerer is ashamed to find that Ojelade is indeed his own son, whom he has never seen.  Ojelade has found his father Larinnaka! Together they return home, joyful.

But Ojelade is soon again overcome by the urge to go travelling.  Before he leaves however, his father Larinnaka tired and of advanced age, dies. He mourns his father for six months and thereafter finally progresses on his journey. His fame goes before him because he is indeed a good performer and he is invited by great men near and far to come entertain them.

Ojelade becomes arrogant and disrespectful of the other older Oje – the performing masquerades, whom he meets on his journey. Once more a spell is cast on him after he has turned himself into a crocodile and he is consequently again unable to reverse the change. To compound his misery rain begins to fall; this being a taboo which should seal his fate to remain a crocodile forever. Everyone abandons him, and he is carried away by flood water into a river.  Luck is again with him and he is rescued from this fate. Together with his new bride, the daughter of the king of this town, he returns home, wealthy and famous. More trials and tribulations would follow.

 His initially thought was to create The Bata Dancer from a similar story but he decided that would not be original enough. Yomi wanted his own hero to do something different, something completely new. He also needed a simpler story, since there were only a few things and persons you could fit on a stage at one time.  Again, The Bata Dancer would be a one-act play in which all the scenes were acted out in front of one single backdrop which would be the house of Ojelabi, the master dancer. 

In Yomi’s current revision, the play would begin with Ojelabi lamenting the difficulty of making a living as a professional dancer in the town where he lived. He would think of going to seek his future elsewhere, but it is only a consideration because he eventually does not go anywhere. The play would be an elongated monologue, broken by brief dance routines.  Yomi decided that dancing should be the main feature of the play; Bata dancing. Therefore, he needed the best Bata dancer he could find , even though he recognised a secondary challenge of being able to find a good dancer who could also memorise nearly  a whole hour of speech. 

But, before he could even begin to write the play, he needed to get into the mind of Ojelabi, the lead character. He needed to see how he viewed the world around him and how he would as a consequence, apprehend his role in the play.  Why was it difficult for him to make a good living? What could he do better if he lived elsewhere? What were the possible obstacles to the success of his quest? How does he hope to overcome those challenges? This Yomi knew was essential to the process of writing a character-led story. The perspectives of the hero dictated the flow of the story.  

While writing Coming of the Drummer, it hadn’t been necessary to do it this way, because the drummer Ayangalu remained throughout an enigma. He had no distinctly human emotions, and was by all regarded a mystery, amplified by his sudden disappearance. On the other hand, the strength of the character and therefore the role and even the entire play, needed to rely on the mysterious. Yomi was able to easily weave an abstract story, because the hero and his mission were abstract. Writing The Bata Dancer would be a different proposition. Here he had a real contemporary character that would be expected to have justifiable visions and mission. Yomi thought it was imperative for him, at least in his mind, to become The Bata Dancer.

The dance is the drums; the dance interprets the drums. The drums speak to the dance; the dance speaks for the drums. This he gleaned from conversations with Baba Lamidi. He also heard it said several times by the normally taciturn Ayankunle to the younger apprentices and also at the occasional gathering of students and tourists who like Yomi were fascinated enough by the mystery of the Bata drum, to consider travelling from far across the world, just to ask questions.

Yomi decided to spend more time on the task at hand – getting into the mind of The Bata Dancer. He began to do something extraordinary. In the coolness of the back yard, he would play back drum performances he recorded from the gatherings at Baba’s house, and he would try to imitate the dance moves. In his heart though, he understood that all these imitations were only of academic value. As Baba told him, the Bata drums and the dance had a pool of coded instructions, and the dance movements were never as extempore, as many tended to believe. 

His movements were awkward and amateurish and he knew that he had no chance of achieving any appreciable proficiency; certainly not at an endeavour which normally took many years to master. His slight lack of balance at this time appeared to him so prominent that he sometimes felt ridiculous. Nevertheless he kept at it; attempting to reconstruct and imitate the dancers from more than ten hours of video recordings he made with his mobile phone and transferred to his laptop computer so that he could watch them more easily. 


Yomi travelled to the bookshop at the University at Ife, to purchase a couple of books relating to Bata, the drums and the dance. He read them greedily for the theoretical knowledge. He was again wise enough to know that most books of this type were quite often written by neophytes to be read by the ignorant, and were probably only good for the entertainment value, if they had any. 


Ajoke called again about three weeks after He’d last seen her. Yomi did not take the call. He wasn’t yet quite sure how he wanted to deal with the direction, their friendship appeared to going. 


“You are dancing with your legs; you supposed to dance with your body.”
Yomi was startled to hear Ajoke’s voice while he was one evening doing his usual dance practice. He was abruptly taken off balance during a complicated body twist movement, and consequently went sprawling. He looked around to find Ajoke sitting on the balustrade of the house porch. For how long had she been there? He had no idea; he had been too engrossed in what he was doing.

 
“What are you doing here?” he stuttered. 


“I just came to see if you are well.” she said, shrugging her shoulder.


“. It’s so nice to see you. I am well, thank you” He said to her


“Why did you not answer my call?” she accused.


“I was in the toilet, I planned to call, and then another long call came in from my friend in Ibadan and then it just escaped my mind.” Yomi lied, again taken off balance.  He was guilty of deciding to stay away from her, but here she now was; what could he do about that? Ajoke laughed. She actually seemed to believe him.


“What were you really trying to do? “, she asked.


“I thought that was obvious”, Yomi replied her.


“The only obvious thing I saw was your comical dance “, Ajoke laughed. Yomi was hurt and attempted not to make it show, but he failed. Ajoke walked down to hold his hand.


“I am sorry. I didn’t intend to make you feel bad “, she said


“It’s okay. What did you say I was doing wrong?” he finally asked; concerned.


“Basically what I said. You should move with your entire body; you should use your legs as an accessory to the rest of the body and not independently”, she told him.


Yomi nodded thoughtfully; she seemed to have good suggestions about his body control. Ajoke asked him to again start the music and thereafter taught him how to control the dance with his body rather than with his legs. She demonstrated, and he imitated, over and over .Yomi was astounded how this made his limp very irrelevant. 


“I can dance!” he shouted, triumphantly.

  
He replayed the recording several times, over and over. He danced till sweat ran down hid body like he had been caught in a heavy rain. He was having so much fun, like a child who just discovered he could walk. The feeling was near ecstatic.  Night came suddenly, eventually. 


“I must go back home now” Ajoke told him, also apparently surprised that it had become so dark, so suddenly. 


Yomi took her back home in his car. He appreciated that she must have been really determined to get to Ebenezer Cottage, because she had walked about a hundred yards from the road.  Yomi used the opportunity to have a brief conversation with Baba Lamidi.  Ajoke’s   father appeared to be getting frailer by the day, but his voice remained strong and his eyes and mind remained as sharp as ever. Yomi would leave Baba Lamidi’s house with the impression that Baba believed there was something serious going between himself and Ajoke. The thought made him sad.

Ajoke had certainly discovered where to press his happy button. Yomi loved having her around him. He loved speaking to her too; if she didn’t call in three days he would phone to ask if she was okay. He certainly had become very fond of her. They took a walk together to the market a couple of weeks after. It was a Saturday; she came visiting as usual and afterwards needed to do some shopping at the market. Yomi offered to take her to the market in his car but she declined. 

“I want to walk. I need the exercises. As my father always said to me when I was younger: wealthy people always buy death with their money, believing they have bought a necessary convenience”, she advised.

“Me, wealthy?” Yomi couldn’t help laughing aloud.

“Yes, you are; you have a car. You are not one of the indigent commoners like the rest of us. You are an oppressor”, she mischievously wrinkled her nose.

“I am sure you could afford to buy one, but just wouldn’t .I’ll teach you how to drive if you want”, Yomi offered.

“Oppressor!” she playfully accused.

“In that case, I will walk with you; even though I limp a bit. I promise not to slow you down”, Yomi told her. 

“You seem ever so conscious of that limp. True it is there, but it is hardly noticeable. If only you’d learn to make attributes out of your little faults “, Ajoke chided as they walked.

“I am sorry if I have been like that. But how does one ignore a disability? It does sound to me like just deceiving yourself”, Yomi was confused. 

“Often, you need to deceive yourself to get around a tough challenge. You are ever so conscious of that limp that your mind could be all the healing that you need.” she scolded.

“I know I do; but it is there and there is nothing I can do about the limp. I can’t just wish it away, can I?” Yomi indeed felt sad.

“No, you can’t wish it away; but you can at least stop worshipping it. Often all that most of us need to do is get more attached to the positive things of life, and the negative lose importance” Ajoke  said this with so much concern that Yomi was ashamed of himself, for having to be rebuked  in this fashion. 

The limp, he now remembered had a deeper and quite unpleasant root. He remembered breaking his leg while playing football in primary school. His mother was very angry with him. The reset leg was placed in a cast for weeks and for a good part of that period he needed crutches. When the cast was taken off, he became used to walking with a limp; and the more his mother rebuked him about this the worse the limp became. Finally she let him be, but the limp came and went as if it had a life of its own which became awakened by any stressful situation or even a situation where he didn’t seem so sure of himself. His leg was of course perfectly healed and in no way deformed, so it could truly be a psychological thing. How easy it was for Ajoke to discover this.

The market was nearly a quarter of a mile away, but they enjoyed their walk together, oblivious of the traffic all around. 

“Were you very close to your mother?” Yomi asked .The question visibly darkened Ajoke’s   mood. 

“I am sorry” Yomi apologized. 

“Oh, nothing to be sorry about, she died when I was barely ten. I am told the grief nearly killed my father, only that he was strong. Of course it was long after that it became clear to me that I lost a very important part of my life. Bejide, my father’s new wife tries her best to fill the gap, but not for me. Blood is thicker than water.  On the days that I do not go to work, my father will only eat what l have cooked. I think he has never got over the loss of my mother, either”, Ajoke replied him.

They spoke no more about Ajoke’s   mother, and all the way to the market, they made less important chatter.

Ajoke bought peppers and green vegetables and beef for stew and also two large yams both of which Yomi chivalrously carried for her. He wondered why she was buying yams, when her father had a farm full of them; but looking closer, he saw that they were of a different variety.  The walk to Ajoke’s   house was tougher on account of his burden, but he promised himself not to complain. 

“Tell me more about yourself. What are your plans? What do you intend to do after you leave here”
“Frankly, I don’t know yet. I guess I will return to the Heritage Theater when it reopens or start my own production enterprise “, Yomi told her.

“A production company is a business though; it will about writing cheques rather than writing plays. Don’t you presently think you may be better off learning   the business rather than writing plays?” Ajoke suggested. 
“You may be right; but I am sure I will eventually get to that in a short while.  If I don’t have any plays to produce, then the business has no foundation.  Whichever way though, I want to create entertainment that will remain stamped in the minds of the audience for many years after”, Yomi said to her.

“But everyone is in the street is for example doing Bata or some form of it ; so many people are also becoming theatre artists though the good ones are clearly few;  what would you add to what they are doing?”, Ajoke wouldn’t let go of him  so easily.

“Good question. Everyone is in the street doing quite everything, but eventually someone always rises to the top and people never forget him for a long time. I especially love what Lagbaja has been able to do with his music. The mystery man behind the mask definitely enhanced the entertainment value of the music”
“You want to wear Egungun costume like Lagbaja?” Ajoke laughed. 

“Now isn’t that is a wonderful idea?” Yomi replied.

“It is not original though. Itinerant masquerades have been doing it for many decades.” Ajoke warned.

“I know, but Lagbaja did it even better than they have ever done it. That is also what I am hoping to be able to do – present an old idea in a new way”, Yomi said. Ajoke seemed happy with his explanation.

“My father used to be an Egungun masquerade, did you know that?” Ajoke said, after a long silence.

“I heard such rumours”, Yomi replied with a mischievous smile.

“Well, it is no rumour; it is true. But he gave it up when he became a Muslim and the Imam said it was not permitted for him to remain an Egungun. To tell you the truth he is stuck midway between both beliefs. Or should I say stuck now between three beliefs since I may have confused him further by converting him to Christianity”, Ajoke laughed.

“I wouldn’t say confused. I get the impression that he would be more amused with the ways of the world than anything else. What was it like to have been the Egungun’s daughter? Were people also afraid of you? Did they flee when you approached?” Yomi asked. 

“Nothing of the sort. It was very exciting for me when I was a little child. We would run behind him, when he went out to perform. When I grew up and became a little older, it became embarrassing. That was not because of what people said though, because it was considered an invitation to ill-luck to speak evil of the Egungun – they were spirits of the dead. I was embarrassed because I knew my father was not any dead person’s spirit. I was embarrassed because every time he went out wearing those gaudy garbs, I knew that he was lying”.

Back at Baba Lamidi’s house, Yomi helped to peel the yams, and after it was cooked, he offered to help pound it, but Ajoke refused.  Baba Lamidi will never eat yam pounded by a man, she told him.

Feeling hopeful, Yomi went looking for Ayankunle the next day. His mission was to try and win him to his side. There was certainly a lot that he could hope to learn from this taciturn and very suspecting person. As the saying went, sometimes you needed to stoop to conquer.

He would find that, Ayankunle’s home accommodated a drum making workshop which kept all his drummers and apprentices busy. In obedience to tradition, it was nearly forbidden for those of the Ayan guilds to engage in any other occupation than the drumming performance and making of drums. In Yoruba culture, similar rules and tradition existed along other crafts including the blacksmiths, sculptors, hunters, the - diviners, herbalists and several other family inherited occupations. The wisdom of this unwritten rule was that each became devoted to the mastery of their craft and to achieving excellence amongst peers. 

Ayankunle was a brilliant drummer, and also a severely cocky one. Nevertheless, Yomi’s quest made it imperative for him to make Ayankunle his friend.  Yomi took along with him a gallon of palm wine as a gift.

He found Ayankunle sitting on a bench in front of his workshop fitting the skin over a rather large drum, while four apprentices were on their knees before him, watching.  Yomi fell prostrate on the ground before the amazed drummer. Yomi knew Ayankunle could not be more than a few years older than him, but he had a mission which he was not prepared to have thwarted by needless pride. Yomi stood and sat beside the drummer on the long wooden bench. 

“Master drummer, I see that we have not quite become friends in the way that I would have wished. It is possible that I may have somehow offended you in some way. If that is the case, do find a way to forgive me. “, Yomi pleaded. 

“You have not offended me in any way, I promise you”, Ayankunle replied him; his tone lacked sincerity. 

“Thank you. Nevertheless, I have bought you this little gift as token of my friendship. Kindly accept”, Yomi said.

He was also being facetious, he knew, but the strategy seemed to work very nicely on Ayankunle. Very few people are able to resist a free gift. Yomi had brought too much wine for one person to drink and certainly there was no way Ayankunle could drink it all by himself. Palm wine didn’t keep well till the next day. It was thus easy for Ayankunle to persuade him to stay and share the wine with him. Nevertheless, Yomi declined.  He did not want to risk saying a word out of place; Ayankunle was not a one who made friends easily. So, Yomi left, promising to visit again. 

All that he received as response was a neutral grunt. 

CHAPTER 9
Abe Igi was a palm wine bar, eponymously named after the huge baobab tree under which a shrewd woman had arranged about a dozen long benches which served as both seats and tables for the patrons. Here her patrons gathered in the afternoons to play their draught and Ayo games, and also to drink a lot of the palm wine she sold. Abe Igi was just about a hundred yard from Baba Lamidi’s house.

Segilola, the middle-aged owner was an excellent hostess who knew how to keep her regular customers entertained. She teased, and ribbed the men like they were mates. She generally kept their cups full, some say for the reason that many would not bother to protest their bill when it was time to go home, since the wine effectively robbed them of any memory relating to how much they had consumed.

Abe Igi was generally a jovial and lively place to visit in the evenings, with ribald jokes floating about and the aggressive slap of the wooden discs on the draughts boards.  Behind the raucous chatter, a tinny cassette player played slow, wine-sodden sakara music; the shallow drums seeming to struggle languidly along, and as dolorous goje wailed away like an electric kitten.

Ayankunle was one of the regular patrons and always the most boisterous. There you could also sometimes find Baba Lamidi, usually just quietly observing and once in a while throwing a quip or two into the noisy conversations. Often when Yomi came and found him here at Abe Igi, he would think that Baba Lamidi did not belong here at all.  Yomi thought that with his antecedents and famous skills, Baba ought to be in the lecture circuits worldwide, or at least be regularly visited and consulted here in this little town, by Yoruba drum and dance aficionados from all over the world. Yomi knew of  several performers making a great deal of money taking students from as far away as the other end of the world,  and who came just to learn even just the rudimentary of Yoruba drum and dance performances. Baba obviously and for reasons which Yomi could not understand at all, opted instead for this low profile life.  

“Have you ever thought to take paying students and to teach them?” He did one day venture to ask .Yomi did not see why not, because he remembered that his initial contact with Baba had been along this line. Baba pondered the questions for a long minute. 

“Indeed I used to do just that. Many would come from all over, especially from America and Europe, to learn dance and drum and we would teach them the rudimentary bits. That is all we are truthfully able to give to them.  You see, our perceptions differ on these things; to them it is just for entertainment. Yes, some of our drums and dance may actually be for entertainment; but to people like us in the craft, it a holistic experience. I eventually stopped doing these bogus teaching, because it appeared to me like I was taking money from these people and giving them nothing”, Baba ruefully explained. 

“But if they want entertainment, why don’t you continue to give them that. It is more money in the pocket, as far as I can see; and in any case they knew what they have paid for”, Yomi was persistent.

“I thought about that, but even beyond my conscience, it all began to be a repulsive experience to me. The way by which I learned drums and dance was primarily about worship; and I don’t believe that it is possible to successfully teach anyone worship, it can only come from inside you. Bata, for example, is the dance for the Orishas. You cannot worship what you do not believe in.”, Baba patiently explained  

“I do understand that Baba. What I am saying is that , you could make more than a bit of money by just teaching them the basics , rather than sending them away empty handed” Yomi persisted. Baba nodded, patiently.

“It used to be that we would teach then just that; we would teach them the basics. We would teach them Gbamu, the elementary Bata dance, which we teach children, and send them away believing that they know it all. We teach them simple proverbs of the Bata drums and they feel accomplished. But here is the truth; many of them do not even understand Yoruba. You cannot learn Bata if you do not know Yoruba. It is just not possible”
He felt tat Baba might be on the verge of getting impatient with him, so he wisely discontinued the questions, joined the next Ayo game, and got four times trounced in a row, before deciding it was time to go home.

The drum and the dance. Yomi constantly wondered which came first.  Again he sought an explanation from Baba Lamidi on another evening at Abe Igi. Baba laughed; apparently it was a question  heard so many times; the kind of question which reminded him  the person who asked it was not of these parts.

 “Both the drum and the dance live for one another”, Baba told him. 

 “Dance doesn’t quite make sense without the drum, does it? So one must lead” Yomi was not convinced 

“Again, I say, both live for one another”, Baba repeated.

“Surely they must, and l do agree that they somehow do, just that I am unable to see, at least not yet.” Yomi confessed.

“.You went to school and they taught English, and so reading and writing and speaking English doesn’t come difficult for you, isn’t that true?  In the same way, how the drums relate to the dance are not difficult, if you have received adequate training “, Baba told him

“That is true”, Yomi agreed. 

“You see the Bata drums and the dance have a pool of instructions which rule the union. The dancer can give some signs to the drummer to tell him what next to play, and at some other instance the drummer can give some signs to the dance to tell him what to dance. I say the dancer must listen to the drummer and the drummer must watch the dancer. Both must depend on the other.” Baba continued. Yomi nodded. Baba noted that he was having difficulty understanding what seemed such a simple concept. He thought to give up.

“It is not difficult if you have been sufficiently trained”, Atanda enthusiastically came in. He had been sitting by, silently listening to the discussion between Baba and Yomi.

“For example, when the drum says ,Abula meta meta , the dancer knows that he must push his shoulder forward three times and repeat the process two more times. That is an example of the instruction the drum passes to the dancer”. Atanda said .He got up to sing the instructions, and to simultaneously demonstrate the response of pushing the shoulder forward. 

Abula meta meta. Pa! Pa! Pa!

From the rhythm Yomi recognised the dance response which Atanda had just now demonstrated.

 “The dance is the drums. The dance interprets the drums. There can be drums without dance, but dance without drums is for those whose heads need healing. The drums speak to the dance. The dance speaks for the drums. Each different occasion of gathered drums have a different language and dance associated with it. It is through these dialects the dance and drums achieve convergence of purpose. But, out of all, the root language of the Bata drums, belonged first to the deities.” Baba Lamidi said to both of them.

At the next and several other review meetings he visited, Yomi went watching not only for the dance, he went listening not only for the drums; he eagerly observed   the association of the drum rhythms and the dance movements. He was disappointed, that he could not immediately discover any regular patterns. Not that he had been too hopeful; as he had been told, there were hundreds of possible permutations. 

This day he had arrived earlier, to have a short discussion with Baba Lamidi before the Osumare Troupe assembled for their meeting.   From far and near, they soon began to arrive; young and old. They milled together and chatted like true siblings. A toddler takes hold of the straps of his father’s big drum and resolutely drags it behind him in the sand. Some older children showed off to one another, their newly mastered dance routines.

A persistent staccato of the small Bata drums called all to attention.  The Dundun drummers started off first. They were the favourite drums of the women and the young girl children. The dance was sensual and flirtatious; the soft rhythms of the drums and Sekere escorted along by the loud yodelling of the praise singers, vocal cords bulging dangerously from their necks. It was a flamboyant dance, a happy dance.

Again the Bata drum came in as the Dundun drums retired. They were strange-looking drums.  Ayankunle’s forte was the Iya Ilu or Mother Drum, and it was an instrument which he wielded with perfect dexterity and a carefree confidence. Ayankunle knew he has good and didn’t care who thought otherwise. When he played the drum, his head and his entire body actually demonstrated the rhythm. The Mother Drum was conical shaped, covered with membrane at both ends. The wider end gave a bass sound when struck, while the smaller end gave a harsh, sharp sound. It was a unique instrument, which marvellously discharged both melodic and rhythmic functions. With the Mother Drum, Ayankunle called the pace for the other drums to follow.

Ayantola, a burly fellow played the Omele Abo, which looked similar to the Mother Drum, but was much heavier. Ayantola paradoxically appeared to enjoy the drumming and at the same time resenting the burden of the heavy drum hanging from around his neck. The lighter drums, the Omele Ako and the Kudi were played by two youngsters, Ayanwunmi and Ayanleke who seemed to be thoroughly having the time of their lives  as they rhythmically flogged the taut drum skins with strips of leather also known as bilala. They all made a superb ensemble. The magnificent ease with which Ayankunle played his drum, Atanda also magnificently translated to the dance.  Atanda, the quiet, self-effacing Atanda, Yomi would always think the most skilful Bata dancer, he had ever seen.

“Sometimes, he worries me, he is so exuberant and I just wish he would put more maturity into what he does”, Baba Lamidi was once saying of Atanda. This day they were both watching the dances together, with Yomi sitting on the ground beside Baba’s chair.

“He is good though. He is extremely good. I am sure he learned quite enough from you”, Yomi replied

“I did not say he is not good. He indeed reminds me of how I was at his age. I am sure he will go very far but only if he does not allow flamboyance to get into his head and in his way”. Baba sighed  

“He is gentle; at least not quite like the drummer Ayankunle “Yomi said. Baba shook his head without emotion.

“That one took after his father; drinks too much wine too. He would tell you that wine is the natural weakness of Ayan, but I think it is all about lack of self control. He is young anyway and I hope he will eventually refine himself”. Baba said with a hint of sadness.

There were about ten dancers in all before them including Atanda, and also four drummers including Ayankunle. There were about fifteen others sitting, just watching and observing, most of them apprentices to the craft. Ayankunle’s drum team and Atanda were certainly this day having a grand time, completely oblivious of the spectators. Atanda , the exceptionally agile acrobat; was doing astounding somersaults, impromptu leaps  , walking on his hands and  when he danced his legs  sometimes moved with such rapidity that they became a blur.  Baba Lamidi looked dejected as he watched, and after a while, silently beckoned to Atanda with his hands. Atanda left the dance and  came to fall on his knees beside Baba Lamidi, his face to the ground , like a child knowing he had done something wrong somewhere but not quite sure what. 

“What do you think you are doing out there? This is not Egungun performance. It is a dance” Baba reprimanded him. Atanda apologised; and indeed looked so contrite. He quietly returned to the other members of the group, but not the dance. He sat on the ground and watched with the others.

“I think you have been too hard on him, Baba. He certainly is good”, Yomi observed.

“I agree with you. He has the natural talent. He is also from an Oje family - those are the performing masquerade, as I believe you already know. His father was Oje Ajobiewe.  That seems his natural destiny, and he has said that much. But I keep telling him, if you intend to be a master, you should be good at all and not at just a single trick”. Baba explained.

“But he does it so well, I quite enjoyed seeing his dance”, Yomi was adamant.

“What do you know? He might as well have remained with dancing the children’s dance” Baba said, casting a surly look again toward the dancing group.

Baba Lamidi soon recovered from his gruffness, or found the need again to talk to someone. 

“The journey to mastery, for a dancer is a long one. There are many parables to the drums, so many dances to learn. He needs patience, perseverance and passion to be able to get to the end of it”, Baba Lamidi said.  

“It certainly seems to me that it requires more than that. It need a lot of energy too”. Yomi responded.

“You have spoken well. All these you can only successfully sacrifice in your youth. That is why I encouraged Atanda in his choice. He started at a good age, when a child stops fidgeting and begins to learn patience; when eagerness pushes you forward in spite of the hard work that lies ahead. I would today say the young man is what I have been in my performing life and more.” Baba said.

“He is certainly skilled; I am envious of his energy and how well he flows with the drums” Yomi replied.

“That is beyond skill, I am afraid. Above all a dancer is completed by passion; by the way he is able to put together the bits and pieces that he has learned, and to make an exciting show of it.”, Baba Lamidi further educated him. Showmanship of course; the dance is only as good as how it is performed, Yomi agreed.

“It doesn’t look like an adult could make a success of newly learning, the way I see it?” Yomi asked. 

“It is of course possible for an adult to learn, but the vocabulary will be smaller. I am sure you know that there are several different drum ensembles and most of them are for general entertainment. Anybody can learn how to dance”, Baba told him.

“But Bata is king”, Yomi suggested

“That is without doubt. It was not an entertainment dance like you see people imitating these days, it was originally a war dance”, Baba explained.

“As difficult to follow as it must be to learn”, Yomi told him. 

“Bata is not easy and it is not difficult either. It is like a happy marriage – the drummer and the dancer having a discussion, and, each perfectly understanding what the other is saying. If the dancer responds wrongly to what the drum is saying, all is lost. In Bata, there must be perfect understanding between the drum and the dance”
Yomi found the comparison between the dance and marriage very instructive, especially the part about perfect understanding of what the other is saying.

“For the Bata dancer, learning is never concluded. Again I remind, there can be no progress and no success unless there is patience, perseverance and passion”
Yomi suppressed a chuckle. In a marriage aren’t we all continuously learning? He very nearly said aloud.

.
CHAPTER 10
“I was born into Oje Agbede; that was my father’s Egungun.  In my times school was important but was not what we sought at all cost. In our days the oracle told parents what their child would become even from birth.” Baba Lamidi told Yomi.

It was another visit to the Baba’s house, a November morning with the dry weather crawling in. The schools were on half-term holidays and Yomi had a few days free from school work. 

“It was never like these days when you find so many young men and women wandering all over the streets complaining they do not have a job. From childhood, we knew what trade Ifa appointed us into and we only needed to work toward it. Being born into Oje and being the first son of my father, my role in life was already decided for me at birth. I was to take up the mantle from wherever my father left it. My destiny was the way of the Oje.”
Quite often, when Baba Lamidi fell into reminiscing, Yomi knew that an unusual epiphany was likely to follow. Yomi listened without interrupting.

“I had the best teacher, he was my father. He did not teach me in the way of an ordinary teacher; he taught me instead like one who needed to re-create himself. My father was very hard on me. He broke my character into little pieces and reassembled me once more into what he wanted me to look like. In this he was very successful.” Baba sounded very proud.

“I am now able to understand why money makes so little impression on you. The discipline and the desire to be perfect never washes off” Yomi nodded.

At this time of the year, the sun was much hotter, the air much drier and the ground dustier. Atanda had thoughtfully brought a huge umbrella which he opened to protect Baba from the hot sun, as they sat outside. 

“Not quite so. When I was much younger, money was very important to me but I could successfully balance the urge to make a lot of money with the more important duty of excellence in what I did. Indeed we once went to Germany on invitation by a university. I took a troupe of seventeen dancers and drummer. The money was fascinating, and that was why we went. That was about thirty years ago.”  Baba continued. 

“You have travelled outside the country before? That is interesting to know. How did it go?”  Yomi was indeed surprised.

“It was nasty and cold. The only good thing was that they paid us well. They asked me to return but my spirit was not in agreement. My calling is completely amongst my people. Death comes quickly to those who abandon their calling to pursue money and fame by other means. Never get yourself into that.” Baba advised

“I understand that, Baba. I am not even half as old as you but I already am convinced that what you have just said is true. I indeed came to this place in search of myself; after which I shall not again let what I find roam too far away from me” Yomi agreed.

Baba was for a long while silent. He appeared to be mining his mind for more memorabilia.

“Why do I take you so much in confidence? Why do I explain so much to you? Have you ever asked yourself?” Baba finally asked him

 “I don’t know”, Yomi honestly replied.

“You mentioned it a while ago though. Only a liberated soul is able go in search of himself. Once you are able to find yourself, you also find your life purpose, and finally occupy your position in life - which is to liberate the souls of other people.” Baba advised.

“Thank you Baba. I am indeed honoured to be described so gloriously. My name however is Yomi Bello; my name is not Liberated Soul. Indeed I don’t think I deserve at this time to be called anything other than confused soul, because that was my state when I arrived here.  It is getting better though, thanks to you and the good people of your family. I am grateful”, Yomi replied.

“What you have said may be correct. Nevertheless, I maintain that I see a lot of this goodness in you. Whether it was there to start with, or acquired when you arrived here, I do not know.  Use it for the liberation of other people. A person, who goes looking for his roots, is looking for strength and for the source and purpose of his life. Our young people destroy their roots everyday, and they call it enlightenment. This is the quickest way to death, both physical and spiritual death. I am happy with what you are doing”. Baba told him. Yomi again felt both flattered and embarrassed to hear himself described in such unfamiliar fashion. It was a new thing.

“Thank you, Baba, I appreciate. I do agree that most of our young people never want anything to do with their root. I can”t understand it myself”, he confessed.

“It is beyond that. Their faulty education has taught them that their native customs are valueless and evil. As we always say, when the river forgets its source it will soon run dry, and that is what is the matter with our people today, young and old. Most have abandoned their source and consequently all that our communities can look forward to is a barren future. So shameful a thing that is happening to our people” Baba grieved.

Yomi nodded thoughtfully; agreeing with Baba Lamidi. He remembered that one of the reasons he stopped watching television was the preponderance of foreign programmes and imitations of foreign programmes. He often thought all this was a subtle campaign, a subtle persuasion for the unsuspecting viewers to purchase foreign customs, values, and entertainment. He always thought this was why there always was an insatiable lust for more Western and Asian films and local imitations of same. What was it that was superior about the typical Indian and Chinese film, that many people became addicted to watching? He had never been able to find any. This was one of the reasons he threw himself into pursuing the success of the Heritage Theater, with its endearing vision to preserve traditional Yoruba culture through drama and music. Sadly, the best visions must also always battle against such vicious obstacles. 

Yomi found himself unconsciously humming a mournful song of Fela Kuti:

“Dem take our culture away from us 

Dem give us dem culture we no understand 

Black people we no know ourselves 

We no know our ancestral heritage 

We dey fight each other everyday 

We’re never together; we’re never together at all 

We’re never together; we’re never together at all 

That is why Blackman dey suffer today”
 “As I have several times told you, people come here thinking to learn this and that. And I can immediately see that their only motive is to exploit whatever they learn, for money; the just want to commercialise the knowledge. That is why they never go far in their silly ventures because they have only plucked away some leaves of this tree of knowledge, while the real knowledge resides beneath the roots. I think though it is a good thing that they do not have the patience to dig for the knowledge. They have come in the mind of thieves, and in the hope of making a lot of money out of what they do not understand. But I am convinced that you have a pure pursuit”
“Thank you Baba, you make me feel ten times taller than this midget sitting beside you”, Yomi laughed.  

“I have met you and your people at the theatre in Ibadan. I believe in what you do and that is another reason why I patiently explain matters to you.  Otherwise you would have been no luckier than those customer to whom some other unscrupulous teachers I know, sell the rudimentary knowledge and send away with a cardboard certificate. And from there they also go away to tell those slightly more ignorant than they are, that they have become masters. We do not foolishly hand over our cultural treasures to strangers and to the idle-minded”, Baba sighed.

Yomi thought again to visit Ayankunle. It was quite a long time since their very brief discussion in front of Ayankunle’s workshop. His hope again was to be able to build up a better relationship with the drummer. 

Ayankunle was not in the drum-making workshop when Yomi arrived, but the apprentices assured that he would return in a short while.  While waiting, Yomi walked around the drum workshop, admiring the various drums on display, some completed others in various stages of completion. He walked around, barely at ease, and mindful of distrustful eyes of Ayankunle’s men, which followed him around. Eventually, Ayankunle returned, and he looked quite upset. Yomi picked up, a finished and unusually decorated Gangan drum.


“This is lovely” Yomi said in admiration. Ayankunle’s response again was a mere disinterested grunt.


“Please what is this one called?” Yomi asked. He of course knew what it was called. , his was merely to initiate conversation. 


Ayankunle came to stand before Yomi, looking him straight in the eyes, his own face without emotion. He took the drum from Yomi turned it over in his hands as if inspecting it for damage, and then with an exasperated snort set it down again amongst the other displays and walked away without saying a word. Worried, Yomi walked over to where Ayankunle was now busy instructing some apprentices working on several other articles.


“Ayan, have I said anything to displease you?” Yomi anxiously asked.


“We are very busy here as you can see, I have no time today for frivolous talk” Ayankunle tersely advised. The craft apprentices appeared amused at the drama playing before their eyes.

“I am so sorry if I have upset you in any way. I didn’t mean to disturb. I will come back another day.” Yomi apologized, knowing quite well that he would not be returning. The drummer quite definitely did not like him at all. He still wondered why.

CHAPTER 11
“There is a music concert at the University of Ife”, Ajoke told him.

Yomi had for long wondered what it was that were Ajoke’s   interests. She seemed to do nothing more than go to work and look after her father. 

“I wish I could go see the concert”, Ajoke reminded him a couple of days before the event.

“I will take you”, Yomi quickly offered. This was a side of Ajoke he had never seen, and he thought to see how deep it ran.

The morning was distressing. He thought in the morning, to drive to the market to purchase some foodstuff, and on his way back, the car stalled and stopped. Yomi was instantly filled with panic; remembering his evening date with Ajoke. If the car failed to work there was no way they could go to the concert, and how disappointed Ajoke would be with him.  Knowing nothing about cars, he went to fetch a mechanic, who assured him that he could fix the car.  Nevertheless it was not until after four in the evening that they could get the car to move once more. Yomi actually felt like jumping for joy. He considered it a stroke of luck, this had not happened on their way to the event.

The concert was fantastic. It was the first time he would be attending a social event with Ajoke.  The venue was packed with barely any room to move around. The response of the audience was nearly as loud as the blast from the loudspeakers. The music concert featuring the musicians, KWAM, 9ce and Pasuma It excited him to find that she shared some of his preference in type of music. The artistes were three of his favourite. He’d always loved all of them for their very philosophical lyrics, and their very original background music which was able to successfully unite several generations of listeners. For the first time Yomi saw Ajoke actually dance. She held him by the hands and danced with him. For Yomi, it was a night of great fun. He had never seen Ajoke so relaxed and happy; he was pleased to have been able to do this for her.  The concert did not end until after ten in the night and then they started the long drive back home to Ijebu-Jesa. 

It was a dark night with not even a star in sight. A drizzle of rain began but did not  obstruct progress. Nevertheless it was a chilly night and Ajoke huddled in her seat as they travelled on the dark, nearly deserted road. Feeling so happy and romantic, Yomi played Barry White from the car stereo.

“I haven’t had so much fun, since when I was a student at that university. Tonight brought back a lot of memories.”  Ajoke purred sleepily.

“I am pleased you had a great time; I certainly enjoyed myself”, Yomi told her; for a moment turning down the volume of the car stereo to be able to hear what Ajoke was saying.

“I just told you I did, didn’t I?” she replied, rolling her eyes at him.

Together they hummed bits and pieces of the music, as they travelled. To Yomi it was a most blissful night

They travelled past Ilesha and were half way along the highway home, when the car engine again gave a distressed shudder, like it did earlier in the morning, and slowed to a halt. Again Yomi panicked. It was nearly eleven and nowhere would they find a mechanic shop still open. Very much embarrassed, he alighted from the car and with assistance of Ajoke pushed it to the road side. He opened the bonnet and with a small torch light of his phone hopelessly searched the engine for a clue, even though he knew nothing about car engines. They were presently stuck within a stretch of uninhabited forest.  It became certain to him that they would have to leave the car here tonight and consequently there was a good chance that the tires, stereo, battery and half the engine may be missing by the time he returned next morning with a mechanic. 

Whatever the case, he had to get Ajoke home as soon as possible and away from possible danger because one never knew who or what were lurking in the dark bushes around. Ajoke came to stand by him, surprisingly unperturbed

“What is wrong with the car?” she asked sympathetically. One of the things, which he loved most about Ajoke, was that no occasion ever seemed to cause her distress. That sort of attitude always boosted his self-confidence.

“Not sure, but it does not look like anything I can fix and there isn’t a mechanic to be found at this time of the night. We will have to leave the car here and hope to find a taxi home”, Yomi dolorously replied.

“Do you have a tool box?” Ajoke asked him.

“Of course I do; but to be honest with you I have never used it. I don’t know a thing about cars,” Yomi told her.

“Where is the tool box?” Ajoke chuckled, Yomi went with her to the boot of the car and showed her the box full of screwdrivers, spanners, and pliers which he bought several years ago for this sort of emergency but never learned how to use. Ajoke confidently selected a screwdriver and two pairs of wrenches and retuned to the bonnet. Humming happily, she took apart the carburettor and the primitive ignition. All that Yomi could do was hold the torch for her to see.   

“Are you sure you know what you are doing?”, Yomi was suddenly and reasonably concerned about the safety of his car engine in the hands of a woman poking around as if she knew what she was doing.

“I hope so “Ajoke replied with a little laugh. About five minutes later, she finally straightened up, and took a step back

“Go start it again”, she said with a sigh.

“Don’t be ridiculous, it won’t work. It took a mechanic six hours to fix it this morning”, Yomi felt offended.

“At least you should be good enough to give one a benefit of the doubt”, Ajoke was equally cross with him.  To make her happy and to put her insolence to rest, Yomi got back inside the car and started it. The engine roared smoothly to life. He jumped out, hopped excitedly all the way back to the bonnet, and hugged Ajoke who had also  been doing her own little victory dance.

“How did you do that?” he asked, unable to keep the joy and surprise out of his voice.

“Never mind, it is fixed anyway. That is all that should matter. Can we now go home?” she demurely replied.

Shaking his head and unable to believe what had happened, Yomi took the tools back to the boot of the car. He returned to get in the car and found Ajoke in the driver’s seat.

“I will drive. I want to see how the engine runs, so that I can be sure I have done it right”, Ajoke said. Again Yomi was aghast, Ajoke merely amused.

“You mean you can also drive?” he was incredulous.

“I should find out in a moment. Why should that be so much a surprise to you? Women have been driving for nearly a century you know.” she laughed

Yomi obediently got in the passenger seat. Ajoke eased the car back into the road and smoothly drove along, and on their way back home, as if it the car had always belonged to her. Yomi clapped his hand together in complete amazement.  

“Where did you learn to do a thing like that?” Yomi couldn’t just get it all out of his mind.

“I learned it from a mechanic, naturally. Not that he taught me so much; I just have this natural talent for understanding how machines work. Driving a car, I had to thoroughly learn though”, Ajoke replied.

“I have never seen you drive.” Yomi wondered.

“Yes, my father doesn’t encourage me to drive; even though I am sure he suspects I can drive. He always was distressed whenever he found me doing anything that made me less of a dainty little girl.  I thought I would study engineering in university but my father would hear nothing of that. He thought it would make it impossible for me to find a husband. I listened to him because he is my father and I am so fond of him, and so I studied mathematics instead just to keep him happy. I keep my love for machines away from him. Actually, sometimes whenever his car broke down, I would fix it and plead with his driver not to let him know what I did.

“This is so unbelievable. If anyone  told me you could do half of the things I have seen you do tonight, if I hadn’t seen them with my own eyes, I would not have believed any of it” Yomi was still so excited. Ajoke kept her eyes on the road as she drove, but her face was very serious.

“Actually I sometimes think I have spiritual affinity for machines. I believe I can feel a machine and know where it hurts. Ayankunle the drummer would tease that it is because I am also from an Ogun lineage. My mother’s name was Ogunbimpe”. She said

“Don’t be ridiculous; machines are just dead objects, they don’t feel anything and can’t do anything by themselves”, Yomi laughed.

“I am serious; that was how I was so quickly able to determine what was wrong with your car tonight, I assure you. Whether you believe or not, I can actually feel where a machine is troubled, quite as well as I can feel where a person is troubled”. She seriously said.

“That’s fascinating” Yomi was really impressed.

“You see, human beings are somewhat like machines, biological machines. I am in the same way able to determine where people hurt. I think I  may have the same gift as I have for fixing machines, as I do for fixing human beings, at least those people to whom I am spiritually attuned “
“Really? Now you are being completely ridiculous. Next you will be telling me you ought to have become a surgeon. I would have said what happened a few minutes ago was a mere fluke. Sometimes I also get lucky when poking under the bonnet. I tap this and that with a spanner and suddenly a miracle happens. I would have said you had same kind of luck, if you were not at this time driving me home.” Yomi laughed.

“Fluke?!” Ajoke was not happy at all to hear this. She slumped back into her seat and sulked, staring straight ahead through the windscreen.

“I am sorry”, Yomi finally brought himself to tell her after a long and ominous silence.

“It is okay” Ajoke replied, but Yomi knew it was not okay.

“Okay I believe you. I have also heard about supernatural gifts, but I just wasn’t able to bring myself to accept that beautiful women also had those. I always thought only ugly witches who fly about at night, did supernatural things”, he said. Ajoke’s   heart seemed thawed by the compliment.

“I will tell you one more thing. From when I first saw you, I knew that you were a machine in distress and you needed fixing” she told him.

“Don’t be silly. I am certainly not a machine, but I certainly was in distress and anyone could have seen that. I lost money to a crooked estate agent and still had no hope of finding a good place to call home” Yomi snorted.

“There is this aura that I can always see around most people. It is often like a light shining out from inside everyone, and presenting their immediate inner emotions. I can see peace, joy and I can also see distress.” Ajoke seriously told him

“And what did you see from me? What did you read from the light shining from within me?” Yomi was curious to learn.

“I was initially confused about you. I could see a predominance of happiness, but looking for a little while more it quickly turned to a grey light of distress I knew in my heart that you really needed to be mended, but of what distress I had no idea”, Ajoke told him.

“Now you know, I am sure “. Yomi replied.

“Not entirely; but I now understand you a lot more”, she assured. 

Next day was Saturday. Yomi usually cleaned the house and did his laundry on Saturday. However, he called Ajoke when he woke up in the morning to ask how she was. 

“Bunmi was ill last night with convulsion. I got very little sleep just like everyone else at home. We just took him to the clinic this morning “, Ajoke wearily told him. Bunmi was Baba Lamidi’s youngest child from Bejide. 

“What was the matter with her?” Yomi asked.

“Nothing that I can understand; but the doctor said it might be a form of cerebral malaria. He has been admitted in any case”
Yomi dropped everything he was about to do and drove over to Baba Lamidi’s house to show some support. He knew the child; Bunmi was the most playful in the house. He was also Baba Lamidi’s favourite, and would never have his dinner till it was also time for Baba to eat; after which he was likely to fall asleep with his head in his father’s laps. Yomi would remember how much he had done his best to keep out of the way of the hyperactive child, from the couple of days he spent in Baba’s house. Baba Lamidi remained quiet and pensive all through the morning; apparently also weary from lack of sleep. Bejide, the mother of the sick child was yet at the hospital obstinately sitting beside her child’s bed, refusing to budge in disregard of the assurance of the nurses that it was okay for her to go home.

“It will be well; I am sure Bunmi will soon be well and back home”, Yomi attempted to cheer Baba Lamidi up.

“How do you know? When did you become a doctor?” Baba replied, in his usual sarcastic humour.

“Of course he will be well. You worry too much and it is not good for your age”, Ajoke chipped in, arriving from the kitchen where she had been making breakfast for her father and the rest of the family. Yomi stayed to have breakfast with them, and also remained till nearly noon before he decided to return to his chores at home.

Ayankunle was driving up when Yomi opened the door of his Honda to get in.  He stopped to say hello to the drummer, hoping the arrogant fellow had at last come to his senses. Ayankunle alighted from his own car, moody as ever. Yomi offered his hand but Ayankunle refused to shake him. He remained unsmiling

“What are you doing here?” Ayankunle asked.

“I don’t understand that question; I have come to visit Baba Lamidi,” Yomi was sincerely confused.

“I mean what have you really come to do in this town? Ayankunle again asked his voice hostile.

 .
“As I am sure you already know, I am here to work and also to learn,” Yomi replied, wondering where all this was going. Ayankunle did not look at all impressed. He ran his finger over his bushy moustache.

“In that case, just ensure that you keep your hands off whatever does not belong to you “he said. 

It was then the smell of the palm wine in Ayankunle’s breath hit Yomi in the nose; and it was very strong. He also saw that Ayankunle’s eyes were red, both from little sleep and from the long hours he had spent imbibing.  

“I am sorry, Ayan; I know I came to your place and touched those amazing drums of yours. And I am sorry that may have put me on a wrong foot with you. I am now wiser. I have learned from Baba that your drums are sacred items to you, and you do not appreciate when people play with them. I am genuinely sorry, please forgiving me” Yomi struck for peace.

“That too, but more importantly, I advise that you keep your hands off women that do not being to you” Ayankunle huffed, and hurried away as if the conversation could no more contain his anger. 

Yomi was for a long minute dumbstruck, watching Ayankunle bound away into Baba’s house and wondering what the problem was all about. It finally came to him that Ayankunle might have been talking about Ajoke. 

Yomi had a couple of times seen Ayankunle in lively conversation with Ajoke, in the earlier days of visiting the review meetings at Baba’s home. Since his visit to Ayankunle’s workshop, and since Yomi had become much friendlier with Ajoke, he did not fail to note that the drummer’s attitude had become much worse.

 Yomi wondered what sort of relationship was between Ajoke and Ayankunle. Ajoke had not told him yet, but he intended to ask. The last thing he wanted in his life was a tangle with a jealous and possibly very dangerous lover. This morning, the descriptions perfectly fitted Ayankunle’s behaviour. 

The child, Bunmi’s condition did not improve so well and he was taken to the hospital at Ilesha and eventually to the university teaching hospital at Ife. It was a dark Christmas for Baba Lamidi’s family, and especially Ajoke who needed to make at least one trip together with Atanda, to the hospital every day, taking food to the sick child and his distraught mother. Additionally she needed to spend time talking to her father, assuring him that all was well so that he would also not fall into depression. By the fourth day after Christmas though, the child was out of danger and recovering quite well.

CHAPTER 12
The holidays were soon over and school work again began in earnest.  Yomi decide to throw more of his energy into his work at the school, and into doing something beyond the ordinary during his stint at Maven.  He was encouraged by the eagerness of the students. Many of them reminded him of himself as a child, and his love for adventure of the literary variety. No, he never had any love for English Literature, which was a subject he now taught. In fact he would remember that it was the subject he liked least to study, even though he loved to read stories, which so easily converted into drama in his very creative mind. Storybooks were his escape from the miseries of his childhood realities.

Yomi thought it would be a good idea to make his teaching experience and also the students’ learning experience more unique, interesting and memorable.

“I have an idea to start a drama club”, he told Mrs Obembe, the principal of the school.

“What would it involve?” she asked.

Grateful for her interest, Yomi told her more of his plans. He intended to have two drama groups, the seniors and the juniors, both to be involved in the production of two different plays, which he hoped should improve their comprehension skills and also broaden their imagination.

“I am all for it, as long as it is not going to cost the school any money”, Mrs Obembe told him. Yomi assured her that it would not cost the school any money.

To the seniors, he gave the choice between several plays, and their eventual pick was Our Husband Has Gone Mad Again by Ola Rotimi. Yomi also liked the humorous satire and agreed with them that it was a good pick. To the juniors, he simply assigned Two Dogs, a satirical play by Rotimi Ogunjobi, with mainly animal characters. He thought the play should be a good brain-teaser for the younger ones. 


Casting was an enjoyable affair, for the children, the amused teachers and also to Yomi.  The auditions took place after school and in the large school assembly hall. It went on for a whole week.  Rehearsals started two weeks after. It kept Yomi busy and suitably bonded with the students. He would think that he thereafter found it easier to communicate with the students inside the classroom. The result was a huge improvement in average grades across all the classes which he taught. The principal praised him, so did the students and so did Chief Ajanaku, the school proprietor who gave him the job.  He had within a few months become the star of the school.

Yomi was invited to Atanda’s house for lunch on a Sunday by Atanda’s wife,   Anike, whom he considered ten times as humble as her husband. The couple lived in a modest house, with two very playful children who had inherited their father’s pleasant smile.

Lunch was a very cordial event. They had pounded yam and okra stew, after which Anike left the men alone, disappearing away to do some other chores. 

“You and Baba seem to share an unusual relationship. It appears even stronger than a father and child relationship.” Yomi observed. Atanda appeared for a while lost for a response.

“My parents died just a few days apart from an epidemic disease, some say it was cholera. I was merely a year old. Baba took me into his house and cared for me, brought me up without withholding from me any of the privileges he gave his own children. I should be grateful. I should treat him like my father. He is my father”, he finally said.

“But all his children went to school and even to university. Looks like you did not share of that particular privilege”, Yomi actually regretted asking this question, almost immediately. It was rude and unfair, but Atanda did not appear to mind.

“It is not the way you think.  I did choose by myself not to proceed beyond elementary school. I thought it was sufficient that I was able to read and write. My Ori- my inner spirit did not agree to anything else. I submitted to the importance of quickly getting on with the task I was created to do in the world. I wanted to do nothing else other than to learn about the ways of Oje. I am so grateful to Baba for permitting me to do things that way. Nothing else could have made me happier” Atanda explained.

“Baba Lamidi indeed spoke to me too about that, and how he believed every one came to the world with a specific purpose in hand and which will be the only profession that would bring fulfilment.  A lot of people walk through life without finding purpose or fulfilment “Yomi again agreed.

“Aside from Baba Lamidi, Ajoke has also been such a marvellous influence on my life. She is so gifted with kindness and generosity, and even though I am five years older, I still always think that in matters of wisdom, she is my older sister. She is the most intelligent person I have ever related with in my life”. Atanda enthused. Yomi also had no problem with believing that.

“Very true”, Yomi he said.

 “My father was Oje that much I know. He was of course not of the same Oje family as Baba Lamidi. My father was Oje Ajobiewe; his most notable skill was dancing, as the name should suggest to you.  But as I said, I never knew him because he died when I was merely about a year old.”
“That must all have been sorrowful for you” Yomi commiserated.

“It indeed would have been worse. I thank the deities for putting me in the hand of Baba Lamidi, who taught me the truth about the way of the Oje. When I was a child I would eagerly follow after him whenever he went into the street, dressed as the Egungun masquerade. It was all I wanted to be.  It as always been for me an exciting vision”, 

“So, tell me how the learning has been for you; I am curious”, Yomi encouraged.

“There is nothing to tell, only what may be seen. I would have left years ago to inherit the masquerade of Oje Ajobiewe. My childhood desire became a raging fire within me; but Baba prevented me. There was a lot more that I needed to learn, he told me. I listened to his advice; I have always been convinced that he always did things that were in my best interest”, Atanda told him, as humble as ever.

“I am sure he taught you well. I have seen you perform, and I am always astounded. I have never seen a more agile acrobat and dancer.  I am writing a play about a master Bata dancer.  I decided to fashion the character of the protagonist after you”, Yomi told him. Atanda laughed aloud, like a child.

“I must definitely go the way of the Oje; that is my destiny. I do not know when Baba will give his blessings and permission for me to go. Till that time, I remain restless. “, Atanda told him, feeling at peace.

“You will be successful at what you eventually decide I am sure”, Yomi told him. He respected Atanda for obeying Baba Lamidi’s advice. Oje was more than mere dance. Oje needed to be a complete entertainer – dancer, acrobat, illusionist and mystic. 

It was time to leave. Yomi thanked Anike for the meal, gave a little money to the little children as was customarily expected, and promised to visit again.

Yomi thought that Atanda and Anike were what a marriage should be about. It indeed made an impression on him that their house had a delightfully peaceful atmosphere, and of love.  He wished that his marriage had some of this. 

Sometimes, whenever he felt moody, Yomi would drive around leisurely and without any destination in mind, browsing FM stereo stations for amenable music or playing from the CD machine of his car. He would drive long distances before returning home, but it was not always that this therapy brought him relief.


A lot had passed through Yomi’s mind since his nearly violent encounter with Ayankunle at Baba Lamidi’s home a few months back. He was sure that he was surrounded by true friends like Baba, Atanda and Ajoke; however Ayankunle was a problem that he did not want in his life. He had several times needed to remind himself that he came to this town in search of a peaceful place to work and not in search for a fight. He had no idea what the real state of mind of this hostile person was like, and the last thing he wanted for his life was to be murdered in error. 


As he drove around this particular night, listening to Jazz music from the car stereo, Ajoke also came firmly into mind. He had not come here looking for a new wife either, and indeed the last thing he wanted in his life was another wife. The wounds that the last marriage had inflicted on his soul were still weeping and yet unhealed. He was concerned that he may have been giving Ajoke the wrong signals and consequently false hopes.  The result of all these was that whatever friendship he shared with her had been strong enough to make Ayankunle unhappy , and who knew whom else.  Yomi thought long and hard about how to solve the present challenges without causing offence to Ajoke, her father and Atanda who had been good to him. Nevertheless he was convinced that he needed to confront the problem in any possible way, and as soon as possible.


Next day was Sunday. Yomi was happy to see Ajoke when she again visited in the afternoon, but also regretted that a very unpleasant task may need to be done this day.


“I should have become a doctor. Now it is my father’s turn to become ill” she sounded frustrated.


“I am sorry to hear that; what is the matter this time?” Yomi asked


“Old age, I am sure “, Ajoke replied. “What have you been doing with yourself?”

“I had lunch with Atanda and his wife Anike yesterday. It was a quite delightful occasion”.


“They are very delightful persons. Did he tell you that he lived in our house till he got married? “

“Did Ayankunle also live in your house? “Yomi asked, seeing a chance to manoeuvre the conversation.


“Oh no; his father was very close to my father though”, She shook her head.


“Ayankunle doesn’t seem to be a good person to make friends with”, Yomi told Ajoke, he did not try to hide that he was upset.


“He is not a very friendly person at all. Quite nearly arrogant in fact; but beneath it all, he is really a nice person. My father thinks quite highly of his drumming skills. My father says Ayankunle reminds him of his father.” Ajoke replied.


“Was there something going between you and Ayankunle?” Yomi persisted.


“Why do you ask?” Ajoke was surprised.


“I don’t know. I mean, the man seems to actually hate me. I wonder if my friendship with you might not be threatening anything you may have together.” Yomi shrugged 


“How ridiculous. Ayankunle is like my bigger brother. He is sometimes inclined to be too protective of me though, knowing how much my father means to him.” Ajoke replied.

Yomi sighed tiredly. It was early afternoon, it was a hot day, and they were sitting, talking with the door of the house open; but even then he had to frequently mop his sweaty brow with a handkerchief.


“I had a very bad marriage, Ajoke.” he blurted out to her


“Yes, you have told me several times. I am sorry,” she replied, concerned.


“At the end of it all, I felt like I had set fire to seven good years of my life. The experience has also filled me with so much fear of a new relationship. I swore I would never again in my life, put myself in that situation.”

“I know people who have felt the same way. Apparently marriages are no more made in heaven” she chuckled uneasily.

 “That’s the situation Ajoke. I like you a lot, I think you are one of the most wonderful persons I have ever come across, but I don’t want to give you any false hopes. I really could never marry you, I am sorry.” Yomi said in a shaky voice.


Ajoke stared at him for a long minute, mouth open. She looked like she’d  been kicked in the stomach. Then her gaze dropped and she stared at the floor; an attempt to hide the tears in her eyes.

“So you think I have been coming here because I want to marry you, is that so?” she asked in an even shakier voice. Yomi did not reply. He did not know what to say in reply.


“I will be leaving now, and I am sorry I have been so foolish. I will never return to bother you again.” She said, her voice laden with tears.  For a second, Yomi panicked in his mind at the thought that He’d never see her again. 


“I will drop you off at home” Yomi offered


“Never mind, I came here by myself and I can still walk. I will walk my foolish, desperate self back home, thank you.” she replied.


She quite nearly bolted out through the door. She walked fast, away toward the highway. An angry inner voice screamed at Yomi to go after her. 


You dumped her, you bastard. You dumped this wonderful woman whom you don’t deserve anyway”, the voice taunted him. Another voice, of a mischievous imp, told him leave her be; she’d get over it. 


Watching her go, Yomi felt both distress and relief. It was not a strange feeling; he had experienced similar after his divorce.  He felt relieved that the possibility of having another woman ruining his entire world once again had been escaped. He felt distressed that those warn words, the guidance that made him feel a hundred feet tall, would be gone forever. Yes, gone forever also, the careful tutoring that brought his dancing from the hobbling of a cripple to the flamboyance of a flying acrobat. And even as he saw her walk away, her head held high in an attempt to retain self-respect, Yomi realised that what existed between himself and Ajoke was beyond mere superficial affection. But he was afraid that whatever it was could be no more than another noose to hang himself with.


He resolved to completely avoid going to Baba’s house any longer, primarily because he had no idea of the kind of reception that would be waiting for him there, either from Baba or from Ayankunle, or from both; or even from the mild-mannered Ajoke. He resolved to spend more time on his work and make plans to get himself back to Ibadan as soon as possible.


Next day was his birthday; he would be thirty-five. It was also the birthday of his son, Damilola. Yomi did not want to antagonise Elizabeth by calling her to speak with his son. He had no idea what her current state of mind and emotional disposition was, and he thought not to hazard an attempt to find out.  

His own childhood had been a time of misery silently borne; often for many months prevented by his mother from seeing his father. He would wonder in school why he seemed to be the only one whose parents were not living together and actually appeared to thoroughly dislike one another. His father he would discover in course of time, married another woman; or in any case he had another woman living with him, and seemed content with that choice. Living alone with his mother was initially not a pleasant experience for him, because she was so easily provoked. That however was until Uncle Bayo started to visit. Uncle Bayo was a big and tall man who had a nice Mercedes car. His cologne was thick and stifling, but he bought Yomi things and sometimes gave him a little money to put away in his little plywood box safe. Yomi thought he was a nice man.

Some nights his mother would go away with Uncle Bayo, and he would be left alone with his nanny, and intensely dark Togolese teenager with frighteningly scarified cheeks, and an even scarier temper. Her name was Sinotu or something like that.

Uncle Bayo stopped coming about a year later. Sinotu told Yomi that she heard rumours that he died. For a long while his mother appeared very confused and sometimes wept at night.  It was around the same time that he found that the woman who lived with his father no more lived there.  Yomi consequently hoped that this should be an opportunity for his parents to start living together again; but what did he know about the hardness of the hearts of adults. 

Primary school came to a end for him and he was sent to a government model school at Ogbomosho; which had a boarding house. Here he made new friends, a couple of them he regularly sought to be asked to their homes to spend his holidays. He loved his parents, but to him they somehow no more looked like real parents, especially when he compared them with his friends” parents.


With sadness, Yomi could visualise what his son could at this time be passing through; possibly worse than he felt as a child. He knew that he needed to be man about it anyway, as he had always been since he was a child. 


Yomi had this morning woken up with plans to stay awake and watch the day come in, like he used to do together with his son, Damilola. He suddenly didn’t care if his birthday came or if he died before he woke up the next day.


Shortly after midnight, he received a message on his phone from Ajoke 


“Happy Birthday to you. Yomi”. , the message said.


He thought to reply, but the resident bad-tempered demon at the back of his mind ordered him not to; and so he did not.


Next morning, Yomi sent a message to Elizabeth, to give his love to Damilola. Elizabeth also failed to respond. 


Karma, he though; what you sow you reap.


Anger. Several weeks went by without a single word from Ajoke. Yomi kept his head down and attacked his work with anger. He would find that the dominant emotion which now fuelled his effort as he wrote and rewrote every page of his script was anger.


Why wasn’t she calling?  Yomi eventually sent a message to her phone, telling her how sorry he was, if He’d hurt her so much. No, he sent several messages and there was no reply from her. Once or twice he thought to call her, but held himself back at the last second. A word carelessly written could be erased away; a word carelessly spoken at the wrong time or even just in the wrong tone could ruin a relationship forever. So Yomi invested   all his anger about the situation, about himself, into his work; attempting to forget all about Ajoke and at the same time hoping that she would call.

CHAPTER 13

Yomi learnt from reading a newspaper in the school staff room, that it was again time for the annual Sango Festival at the town of Ede. Having nothing else to do, Yomi decided to drive there on the last day of the week long event. 


Driving to Ede took him just about an hour.  He found the town and especially the market square   venue crowded, filled with both indigenes as well as spectators who came from as far as the other end of the world.  A procession went from the Sango house where all the Sango priests and devotees were gathered.  From there they progressed around town with singing and dancing. The cavalcade meandered through town and along the road to the market.

It was as much a festival of drums as anything else. Bata was the drum and dance of Sango and as folklore went, it was through Bata drums that the deified warrior king gathered strength before going to battle.  Sango was the third Alaafin of Oyo, who according to folklore was initially an Irunmole- a messenger of Olodumare sent to create thunder and lightning. And when he began to rule as king, he would catch lightning with his famous Ose- the two-headed battle axe, to be used for destroying his enemies by the hundreds.  After his sudden disappearance, he became to be worshipped as the god of thunder.

The Bata drummers had a rank in the procession.  The accompanying Bata drummers went in front; the Mother Drum followed behind; with the Onisango -the priests and worshippers came along in the rear. After a long and unhurried march, they finally arrived at the market which was near the king’s palace. 

Amidst, the procession of drummers gathered at the market place before the Sango worshippers arrived, Yomi spotted Hans Zimmer, a German who had several times been guest artist with the Heritage Theater. Even though he stuck out as the only white person amongst the drummers, none of the other drummers paid any heed. He seemed quite familiar with them all, and they with him.  

The Timi of Ede: the king, had already taken his seat at the market, as the procession approached. This day there seemed to have been a prearranged treat for the king. Hans approached the king’s throne, carrying a Dundun drum with its broad colourful leather strap hanging on his shoulder. It was a big drum, but it looked small on the huge man. He walked confidently to the front of the king and with he crooked drumstick, he tapped out a message from his “talking drum”:


 “Af”eni ti kogila kolu 


Lo le ko l”esu lo le kolu Sango. 


Af”eni ti Sango o pa”. 

It was a popular praise song, and war song for Sango and it said:

Only a person who has been struck by madness will confront Esu, or tackle Sango. Only a person destined to die by the hands of Sango.  


After he was done with his honourable task, Hans fell upon his face in front of the king and remained unmoving for several minutes as the king profusely blessed him, several times laying his royal flywhisk on Hans” head. Finally getting up, Hans once more stuck the drum under his arm, and with the drumstick tapped out another message:

 
“Eru oba ni mo; oba to to”
This one was a message of reverence to the king, saying: 


“I remain in awe of the king, the glorious king”

The response was remarkable. The king instructed a palace maiden to put a long necklace of coral beads around Hans Zimmer’s neck.  Hans’ face shone as brilliant as the sun. He would cherish this moment of glory for a very long time.


The Sango procession finally stood before the throne of the king.  One of the priests broke the ranks and dashed through the crowd, fire billowing from inside an earthenware cup which he bore on his head. People fled this way and that as he came, the small Bata  drum playing a very tight rhythm with the Mother Drum, marking the slow, powerful and purposeful walk of the priest. 
More wonders followed; priests and devotees broke into the cleared wide space before the king’s throne. Some lacerated their bodies with long sharp knives without doing any visible damage; one of them  pulled out his own tongues and pierced it with a wooden skewer at least a quarter of an inch thick; another priest had a long iron stake hammered into his head through an eye. There were no screams in pain, there wasn’t a drop of blood anywhere, and the Bata drums played on in a maddening frenzy.


All over, the foreign tourists, most of them South Americans, awkwardly dressed in their newly acquired Yoruba garments and colourful sneakers, merrily clicked away with their cameras. Yomi followed Hans Zimmer with his eyes throughout the rest of the event.  The troupe that Hans Zimmer came with left the ceremony going on in front of the king and was entertaining pockets of dancers near the fringe of the main gathering. Yomi hoped afterwards to be able to have a brief conversation with Hans.


Hans Zimmer, or Ayanwale as he preferred to be called, travelled about a lot and was well known and respected all over the Yoruba drumming circuits.  Yomi eventually found Hans, where he sat on a bench with some other drummers, enjoying sweet and pungent palm wine from calabash bowls. Hans Ayanwale Zimmer had no time to be fussy about comfort. 


“Hello Hans, do you remember me?” Yomi greeted. It was nearly three years since they’d last met, and he knew the chances were that Hans didn’t remember anymore. Hans was for a moment startled and confused, then his face lit up and he laughed, pointing a knowing finger at Yomi.


“I think I do. Are you from the Heritage Theater in Ibadan?” Hans laughed his voice thick and guttural.


“That is correct! Thank you for remembering. How are you? You came back from Germany again?” Yomi was pleased.


“Learning is life-long activity, my friend. I come back here twice a year at the very least. So much yet to be learned” Hans Zimmer shrugged his big shoulders.


“That is wonderful. I wish I had your energy and your zeal” Yomi told him


“Energy and zeal come from being enthusiastic with what you do” Hans again shrugged his shoulder. This Yomi found was a unconscious habit. 


“That’s correct. Are you returning to Oyo this evening? Obviously not, it is getting too late already.” Yomi asked. He noted that Hans had been playing together with a troupe from Oyo town


“Certainly not, I will be staying in Oshogbo tonight. I had a hotel booked”, Hans replied.


Yomi thought to offer to take Hans to Oshogbo but decided against this. It was getting dark and the earlier he set out on his way back home the better for him.


He was momentarily surprised when Ayankunle came by, to exchange greetings with Hans and the other drummers from Oyo. Yomi had seen Ayankunle earlier with his own troupe of drummers. He looked wider around in the hope that he might also Atanda; but he certainly was not in this event. Hans tried to introduce Ayankunle to Yomi.


“We’ve met. We live in the same town” Yomi told him.


“Yes we live in the same town; at Ijebu-Jesa” Ayankunle affirmed for sake of German drummer. 


“I am briefly in Ijebu-Jesa to do some work. I have also been getting cultural education from Baba Lamidi “, Yomi tried to explain.


“Hold on tightly to both of them, they are the best in their parts” Hans advised


“I thought so too, but they’ve been too busy for me. Maybe you will be able to pass on to me some of what you’ve been lucky to learn?” Yomi asked Hans, quite enjoying Ayankunle discomfiture and his embarrassed grin.


“What was it that you wanted to ask me about on the day that you came to my workshop? “Ayankunle asked in Yoruba, and to Yomi’s amusement. Nevertheless he resolved to humour the fellow.


“Thank you for asking, I don’t need the knowledge anymore” he replied, enjoying Ayankunle’s further unease.


“If anything else you want me to teach you, don’t be afraid to ask” Ayankunle said, resignedly.


“I appreciate your generosity, I will keep that in mind” Yomi told him.


He of course knew why Ayankunle had said all these. It was because Hans Zimmer offered to give what he had been unwilling to. Yomi decided Ayankunle was a person he needed to avoid for the rest of his life.

It was getting dark. Yomi obtained Hans” mobile phone number and promised to call before Hans again returned to Germany. Saying goodbye to Ayankunle, he returned to his car and journeyed back home.


He called Hans next morning, but without success. He guessed that Hans could still be sleeping. Yesterday would have been tiring. He repeated the call again in the evening and was this time successful. Hans spoke painfully, suffering from an enormous hangover; he really loved his wine. He would still be staying in Oshogbo for a couple of days more, he mentioned, and this was fine with Yomi. They could only speak for a few minutes Yomi shared a few reminiscences about Heritage Theater with Hans. There was not much he could achieve from a phone discussion anyway, they needed to meet for a longer conversation. 


 . 
 


Yomi drove down to see Hans in Oshogbo, the next day.  He found Hans in the bar of the hotel where he was staying, sitting alone with a glass of beer on the table in front of him. Hans always wore Yoruba traditional clothes and even then, was never difficult to pick out even in a crowd. The bar was nearly empty though. 

 “Hans, I just needed to ask you some questions about your Bata drumming, student to student. This is for a play I am writing for the Heritage Theater; can you help?”
“Yes; you can ask” Hans confirmed.

“Thank you. While you were freshly learning, what was your daily schedule like as a Bata drumming student? What were you made to learn first? “
“Actually I learned a bit from back home. I already learned how to play the Omele Meta in Germany, so then I already knew the basic supporting rhythms before I came first time to Nigeria .I even started reading the books about Bata and Dundun drums before I came. My teacher in Erin Ijesa, recognized my prior knowledge and quickly put me to learning the Iya Ilu, the lead drum of Bata”
“So, all your daily routines were about learning to play the Mother Drum?” Yomi asked.

“Not quite. I can roughly tell how the day in my teacher’s house was like .Quite often  they started the day  repairing drums or  making drums   in the early morning , sometimes even before breakfast . Some days all we did was make or repair drums and I either helped them or just watched. Drum lesson started later in the morning; we would do this for about two hours with short breaks. We would often do another two hours in the evening. Learning the basic rhythm pattern of the Mother Drum was my primary lessons. I was taught to understand what the drum said, the proverbs which came with the rhythms”. Hans was definitely enjoying the discussion.

 “Roughly how long did each lesson session take, Hans? Were they oral instruction and demonstrations, or were there other methods?” Yomi wanted to know.
“You know when I first came; I neither understood Yoruba nor spoke any. You can’t learn Yoruba drumming without understanding the language. Nevertheless I always made notes and musical transcription. “Hans laughed. This agreed with Yomi’s previous discussions with Baba Lamidi.

“So how did you get around that daunting obstacle?” he asked.

“I made friends with the principal of a grammar school in the town and who lived in a different flat in the same house as I did. On days when I wasn’t engaged in learning, I would go to him. He was generous enough to help translate my Yoruba notes of the drum-speaks. Usually, and especially for my sake my teacher would first drum a part and then verbally recite it”, Hans explained.


“According to you, it may not be possible to learn Bata without knowledge of Yoruba language and the culture, generally? “, Yomi asked


“Hmmnn. It is possible if you are patient and determined. You will need a very patient teacher too. I will be honest with you, Yoruba is a difficult language to learn, and without the language the chances that you will fail are high. Of course you may just chose to only learn general supporting drum parts, and be stuck with playing only Omele and never really becoming a complete drummer. But even then, to become a good Omele player, you should know much of the language of the Iya Ilu and consequently much of the Yoruba language”

Yomi was at this moment reminded of an American who he had also met at the University of Ibadan a few years back, and who came to learn the Yoruba language.  Dave Booth was his name; he was a White chap from New York.  Yomi mentioned him to Hans. 
“I still agree with you.  Dave also says it doesn’t work, and that the drumming will be just mechanical, like cramming for an exam instead of understanding the topic”, Yomi said. Hans agreed.

“A good way to put it. If you really are interested in Yoruba drumming you must learn the language. Not even only as a drummer, but also as speaker. It is a rule you need to be serious about whether playing Dundun or Bata or Sakara or any other thing. I know Dave. He came to Germany after he left Nigeria. I hosted him for an entire weekend when he came “, Hans was excited to mention.


“Okay; since you are both percussionists, it should be expected you would one day meet in the circuits, Yomi observed.


“When he came visiting Germany, we practised speaking Yoruba together a lot”, Hans said, sounding very proud of himself.


“Whose was better?” Yomi laughed. 


“I admit, he is more fluent, but I don’t have a problem with that. My drumming is more mature, and that is all that matters to me. Anyway, Dave is not really into drumming I can tell you; his primary purpose was to come here to learn Yoruba”. Hans told him.

“I confess I had that same impression. One question I would like to get another opinion about is the matter of which came first in a Bata performance. Is it the dance or the drums?” Yomi again asked Hans. Of course Baba Lamidi had told him enough about this, but then he thought it was never a question asked amiss. 
“Both live for each other. Do you love to dance without music?” Hans seemed puzzled.

“Not really;” Yomi agreed. 

“But to answer your question, it all depends on who is leading during the performance. Sometimes the lead drummer through a pattern, hints the dancer on what dance pattern he expects next. ; Sometimes the lead dancer by some invisible hand, leg, or body movement tells the drummer what to play next. It is really complicated, and I don’t believe I can ever know half of it all no matter how long I learn. The really good Bata dancers and drummers start at a very young age”; Hans respectfully nodded his head. Yomi was instantly reminded of Atanda.


They talked banter from then on – Hans, so eager to display his knowledge of the drums and Yoruba language, and Yomi, an even more eager listener. They had several more bottles of beer together.  They spoke till it was late evening and getting dark, when Yomi decided he must return home.

Yomi was very sad as he drove back home – thinking about Dave Booth and Hans Zimmer, eager prospectors in a precious mineral mine which the owners had quite nearly abandoned as worthless. The world was changing, becoming more integrated than ever could be imagined. Communities were striving to learn the ways and customs of other communities from even the other end of the world, and also to sell their own cherished ways and customs to same. This they found necessary to remain relevant and competitive in all global markets and endeavours.  But what does the typical African community do? They render themselves easy to be persuaded of the importance of destroying their own traditional ways and customs, and consequently of the importance of purchasing and promoting as superior, the ways and customs from lands they had only ever seen in picture books and possibly television. And as Baba Lamidi had mirthlessly observed, people still came from across the world to these same African communities to learn those ways and customs they were being persuaded, by means of religion and other subtle vehicles, to despise. Such knowledge they would take away, remake, and bring back in future to resell expensively as new discovery to a generation who wouldn’t know any better. This he thought, was a typical African tragedy.

CHAPTER 14

Yomi would determine that he learnt nothing new from Hans Zimmer. Much of their discussion was confirmation of what he had gleaned from time spent with Baba Lamidi.  The only difference was that Hans told the story with more enthusiasm and more drama, in his eagerness to show how much he had grown from a novice to hobnobbing with the master drummers.  They had both been helpful, Hans and Baba Lamidi, even though most of what he learnt from them was not directly useful to his play. From the slush of conversation however, he had been able to isolate the dancer and the drummer in the actual acts of the dancing and the drumming.  He was now able in his mind to construct the soul of Ojelabi, the master Bata dancer. 


Yomi was again in the garden of his house, doing his dance routines and playing drums recordings from his cassette player. He danced with rapt concentration, arrested by the rhythms of the Bata drums. It was not until long after he first heard the voice that he realized that someone was singing along with the drums, and that the voice was not part of the recording. The voice haunted his memory; it filled him with a sorrow, it filled him with an emptiness which made him to dance with even more vigour as if to violently shake the voice away from his mind.  He eventually stopped dancing, overwhelmed by the darkness of his mood and by tiredness. Only the voice did not stop. He turned, knowing whose voice it was. He ran to her where she sat, on the low wall of the patio; he embraced her, lifted her up and whirled her around like a child.


“I am so pleased to see you. Where have you been?” Yomi gushed after putting her down on her feet. He was indeed so pleased to see her again; so was she to see him. But all she did was smile. 


“I have been busy; and it is not as if you too have been looking all over for me anyway” Ajoke replied.


“When school is in session, you are never anywhere to be found”, Yomi accused.


“My father has been ill for some weeks. We have several times taken him to the hospital at Ilesha and I had to be with him as long as I could, plus I needed to take food to him from home. As soon as one person gets well in our house another takes ill. I wonder what they could do without me”. Ajoke sighed.


“I am so sorry to hear that, Ajoke. How is he now?” Yomi asked, feeling utterly guilty about not being there fro her and her father when it mattered.


“He was again discharged this morning, for the third time in four months, and he is back at home. He is a lot better than when we took him last week.”

“That is good. Any idea, what it is he is suffering from? I know he hadn’t looked too healthy for a long while”.


“I thought so too, but again he is getting old and we all naturally tend to attribute a lot to old age.”  Ajoke shrugged her shoulder.


“So then what was he suffering from? Did they tell?”

“He had untreated high blood pressure for too long as we found from the doctors. It has done quite some damage. They can’t say how much yet. He still has to continue taking some tests and returning to the hospital for evaluation. He also needs to continue taking a handful of pills every day. I know that my father and pills are sworn enemies and he would have preferred herbs, but I have been ensuring that he takes those pills” Ajoke replied.


“I am sure he will be well” Yomi attempted to encourage her.


“It is not as easy as that. It is not about a mere wish. At the worst, the treatment could cost a lot of money, the doctors have warned, and I prefer to assume the worst” Ajoke quite honestly explained.

“It does no harm to be optimistic though” Yomi scolded.


“I am too, but I have learnt not to permit nasty situations to take me by surprise. I am sure it is a feminine thing. I have contacted my siblings that we may need a lot of money”, she spread her hands in submission.


“I agree with you” Yomi said.

Ajoke switched on the cassette tape player once again and turned up the volume.



“Let’s put my father aside for a while; let me show you how to really do this.”

She started to move to the beat of the drums. She started with a lazy swaying of her body. Her steps got faster and more complicated. Yomi watched her with great interest for a while, before joining in. They danced apart, they danced together, and they danced as one.


Later in the evening, he took her home, intending also to use the opportunity to visit Baba Lamidi. 


“You are a bad person”, Ajoke playfully punched him on the shoulder as he drove.


“What did I do wrong?” he asked, surprised.


“You sent me away. I have never before permitted any man do that to me “, she sighed.


“And as you have seen, I have genuinely suffered for my foolishness”, Yomi gloomily answered.


“Does it look so obvious like I desperately need a man in my life and that I want to marry you? Please be sure that neither of that is true, regardless of how much I like you”, she seriously said.


“Again I am sorry. Please put that nasty event into the past”. 


“I am sure you didn’t mean me any harm. You are a good person; Good persons are never able to be intentionally destructive, even if they tried. Not that a strange one doesn’t happen along in a while though, and cause a lot of havoc in the life of a poor unsuspecting woman. I know of one man who had a bad marriage and as a result became revengeful. He promised himself to take revenge on every woman for what he suffered from his wife”. She sounded both worried and mischievous. Yomi of course knew this was just woman-speak, and that there was no such man.


“Now you are sounding like a psychologist. I said I am sorry; what else do you want?” Yomi morosely replied. She patted him gently on the arm and leant back into the car seat.  Thankfully they soon reached Baba Lamidi’s house and he stiffly followed her inside, still hurting from the discrete upbraiding.


Baba was reclined in a chair inside the sitting room staring at the television. He indeed looked so frail and shrunken; a far cry from the agile person he had known over the past months. His eyes were still keen nevertheless and he recognized Yomi without any problem.


Yomi spent some time in conversation with him, practically prising the words out of his reluctant lips. He stayed to have dinner with Ajoke before returning home feeling ten feet tall and so full of energy; knowing that he was back again in love.


Next morning, there was a soft knocking at his door, and he opened to find Atanda standing there.


“Ajoke told me to bring this to you” Atanda said, giving him a basket neatly covered with a clean napkin. Yomi took the basket inside wondering what was in it. There was a porcelain bowl in the basket, and it contained freshly fried akara. The fragrance of the freshly fried bean cakes wafted up his nose, making him hungry. He called Ajoke on the phone to thank her; promising to bring the basket back in the afternoon. 
In the afternoon, together with Ajoke and the ubiquitous Atanda, he took Baba for his hospital appointment. 


From then it became the routine to spend the evenings, as often as possible, in the company of Ajoke and Baba Lamidi.

Yomi loved to have Ajoke come visiting. He loved spending time alone with her. She would also sometimes cook him a pot of stew or some other food; but often they would just chat, or she would watch him practice dancing on his own. Ajoke was a strong critic, but Yomi did not mind. She was a knowledgeable critic, and she always criticised him so that he could get better and never to spite him. With frequent practice, he knew he had improved a lot over the last several months; but in his mind he could still feel and see the clumsiness, especially when someone else was watching.

“Do you realise you still sometimes go back to dancing with your legs? That is not Bata. It looks to me like you are doing break-dance as far as l can see” she candidly told him. This made Yomi to stop dancing. He could not hold back his laughter. Break-dance indeed. Ajoke was so much fun to have around.

“But break-dance evolved from Bata, I hope you also know”, he told her. But she was serious.

“I don’t know about break-dance, but as I have several times mentioned to somebody’s coconut head, Bata is whole of the body. It is not about the body moving the legs, it is about the entire body and legs moving together and each part assisting the other to interpret the music. Sometimes you will find a part of the music that is played for the arms and shoulder, there may be a part played for the hips, for the legs and even for the head alone. But, you never isolate these movements, the entire body dances together.” she lovingly scolded.

Yomi looked at her with so much admiration and awe. She was indeed beautiful, and she was indeed so wise. He marvelled at his good fortune of her coming into his life. But Ajoke was not done. She again switched on the tape player, threw aside her shoes and proceeded to do the most beautiful dance before his adoring eyes.  Her entire lithe body moved fast, smoothly and sensuously; not a movement done wrong. She stopped at last nearly five minutes later, to catch her breath. Yomi applauded.

“That was fantastic. I think only Atanda and perhaps your father could do it better, but not even in the same way as you”. Yomi truthfully told her.

“He taught me everything I know, or to be more exact, I learnt everything I knew from him. Now let’s see you dance again”, Ajoke ordered.

Yomi went into his routine so heartily, but Ajoke soon stopped the music.

“You are still dancing with your legs” she scolded. Yomi looked at her with pleading eyes.  She was smiling at him.

 “Watch me”. She again switched on the tape and proceeded with her dance, slower this time.

“Do as I do” she ordered. Yomi complied, matching every movement of her limb and body with his own. He felt newly born, like a butterfly freshly escaped from its shrivelled shroud, his body exploding into a graceful, grateful dance.

Atanda was back again three days later with food from Ajoke. This time he seemed reluctant to leave.

“How is your work progressing?” he asked.

“Going well, thank you”. Yomi replied. It occurred to him a minute later that Atanda had been asking about the play. Ever since he had  about six months ago, told Atanda about his play,  The Bata Dancer, it was like feeding a new kind of narcotic to a junkie. The story completely arrested Atanda’s mind, and several times he had tried to persuade that the role of Ojelabi belonged to him. He of course had good reason to say this: hadn’t Yomi initially told Atanda that Ojelabi was created after him?  For  Atanda’s the great desire was to be The Bata Dancer that maestro on stage, on which all eyes, all cameras, all the entire world would for one hour or so be focussed. 

 “I want to be part of your play. I want to be Ojelabi” Atanda again pleaded, for perhaps more times than Yomi could count.

“I should consider that. You will indeed be wonderful for the role, but you know this will be so difficult. Your future is here”, Yomi told him.

“The calling of Oje is to roam the world in search of a living and of glory”, Atanda explained to him. Yomi thoughtfully considered this; Atanda was right. The callings of both Oje and Ayan were to wander in search of a living to be solely earned through the performance of their craft, just as Ojelabi of his story, had committed to do. 

Atanda placed the empty basket which he had used to bring Yomi’s breakfast on the floor of the front porch of the house. . He hopped out into the front yard and alternatively executed three somersaults backward and forward. , each time, landing on both feet and on the same spot. Thereafter he went into a fascinating burst of acrobatic displays which kept Yomi spellbound and shaking his head in amazement for nearly ten minutes. Atanda ended the demonstration with a forward somersault which landed him four feet away from Yomi He finished off with a comical salute. Yomi clapped with genuine admiration. 

He was impressed. This was what he expected The Bata Dancer to be about – sheer mastery of a skill. Yomi   had convinced himself that he might be about the only one able to successfully translate his story  into the precise performance  it required on stage, but now comparing himself to Atanda , he saw  that all he had learned was not good enough and never could be. Nevertheless though there would only be four dance instances during the play, each less than ten minutes long. Yomi decided he did not need to be as knowledgeable as Atanda, of the entire gamut of dance movements. He only needed to be brief and impressive.

Atanda took the basket and prepared to go, but again stopped. His face this time looked sad.

“I need to say something to you about Ajoke; but I must also plead that you do not tell her what I say, else she will certainly be angry with me”, Atanda’s voice was respectful, and barely louder than a whisper. 

“What is it that you need to tell me? Say it out. I am not going to bite you like an animal you know, I promise it will remain between me and you”, Yomi assured.

“Thank you. I have never seen Ajoke with a man, at least not with a man she cares so much about, as she cares about you. She is a beautiful woman and you are definitely very special to her. I know also that you are a good man and that somewhere in your heart you have true affection for her. …...” Overcome by emotion, Atanda  thought it wiser not to say any more ; but Yomi understood all that remained unspoken.

Atanda bowed respectfully, and shuffled away down the road toward the highway; apparently embarrassed by his emotional incontinence. 
CHAPTER 15
Two day later, Yomi woke up in the morning, knowing that something was certainly wrong. He could feel it in his aching bones, the stiff neck, and the sore throat and in the tightness in his chest. His sleep had been uneasy and he reckoned this contributed in no little way to the tiredness that he felt. His throat felt so dry and sore.

He had really been pushing himself more than usual he knew. Or to be more exact, Ajoke had been encouraging him to push himself more than usual; helping him grind off the rough parts of his dance. He desperately needed The Bata Dancer to be a memorable success, so he hadn’t minded putting in more time to practise. 

This particular morning, he felt like a lump of dead wood. He slugged through the task of washing himself. The weather wasn’t cold, but the water felt so cold on his skin; and as soon as he had dried himself, he was shivering so much that he had to quickly put on his clothes.   He thought to eat some bread with margarine for breakfast, but his throat felt so dry and all he could manage to ingest was half a cup of tea. He took some pills for his headache, and went back to bed.

In his fevered sleep, he saw himself as a child, going to the masquerade performance. There was a wealthy doctor who lived three hundred yards away from his mother”s, house and in the season of the Egungun festivals, the masquerades would come to entertain the doctor at his home. His name was Dr. Piper.  Maybe the masquerades came during the rest of the year too, he couldn’t remember. Nobody seemed to know where they came from; at least Yomi did not. They seemed just to appear from a short distance to the venue in their gaudy garments, whips in their hand to terrify little children and encouraged along by a small gang of drummers playing up a terrific racket with their Bata and Dundun drums.

These ones that came were not the terrifying Egungun whose approach caused shops to shut their doors suddenly, and entire streets to become suddenly deserted. Those ones never went anywhere to entertain or to perform for anyone’s pleasure. They roamed the streets with threats of terrible consequences going before them. There was the Oloolu, reputed to be able to decapitate any woman who crossed his way just by pointing a little calabash plate in her direction. It was forbidden for a woman to see the Oloolu masquerade. There was the Alapansanpa masquerade whose whips were lined with razor blades and with which he could cut mere mortals and even other weaker masquerade that crossed his path to shred.  There were several others with absolutely unbelievable folklore attached to them, but those stories were just the sort of foods that children’s imagination fed on. As a child and like any other child, Yomi was in terror of the Egungun festival season

The ones who came to Dr. Piper’s were more amicable; they danced, they did acrobatic stunts, they performed amazing magic feats. He would learn later from Atanda that they were of an Alarinjo ensemble. Rich people considered it a symbol of status to be able to invite such a complete entertainment group with drummers, singers, masquerades, acrobats and theatre to play at their behest.  One of the Egungun would change suddenly into a python, minutes later change into a crocodile and then to a monkey, which then ran nimbly up one of the tall pine trees that grew profusely around their patron’s home. It was always so much an entertaining time for Yomi.

This afternoon, the masquerades came instead to visit him in his fever, dancing and tumbling and doing their magic things in his head. His head throbbed with the maddening beat of the drums which came along with the masquerades. They faded away temporarily, Yomi would after a while notice; they faded away into the red mist that now completely engulfed his consciousness or lack of it. The haze thinned away eventually, to reveal an angel looking down at him where he laid. She touched his forehead; she walked fretfully around the room; she seemed mildly distressed. She walked away. The angel looked familiar but he could not remember her name.

The masquerades returned again, as noisy as ever. Briefly, they stopped their doings; like the departed angel they also looked down at him where he laid. They appeared so sorry that Yomi was in such a situation; they seemed disappointed that he could not come out to play. One of the cheerleaders, one of those that sang songs to goad their masquerades to exciting doings   proceeded to raise a familiar song:

“Ooo le se bi baba re nse”
“Ooo le se bi baba re nse”
You are not good enough to do those things your father could do.; the song taunted. Yomi felt sufficiently provoked. He thought to stand and to show them what an excellent dancer he was. But the body was weak and refused to move. The body was weak. He drifted off once more into the oblivion.

When he woke up in the evening, he could hardly rise from his bed. His skin felt hot but his inside and extremities – fingers, toes, nose ears, felt as cold as ice. He now understood that he had malaria. A lazy breeze wafted through the window and across his face making his body to shiver; his teeth began to chatter quite uncontrollably. He knew he should do something, anything to try and make himself well, but he felt so powerless. Helplessly, he rolled back unto bed, pulled the heavy blanket over his entire body and head. Under the blanket, he sweated, his teeth continued to click noisily together, his body shivered and twitched uncontrollably. His eyes seemed about to pop out of their socket with the internal strain and the loud noise his heartbeats made, seemed to fill the entire world. Yomi feared he would be dead in a few hours.

Ajoke came by not too long after and he felt both lucky and grateful. Like the angel he had seen in his dream, she was alarmed. She took away his blanket, made him corn gruel and fed him like a child. She went quickly home and returned with a bunch of herbs. She cooked the herbs in a pot to make a drink which had a very disagreeable taste, but she made him drink it nevertheless.

“That will drive out the malaria” she assured him. But she was not yet done. She cooked him bitter leaf stew and which he fed him with some more corn gruel. The concoction he had drunk soon became active and he sweated profusely from head to toe.

Ajoke did not return home that night. 

“I have told my father that I will be here with you tonight because of your malaria”, she told him. Yomi was grateful for that. He certainly would not have enjoyed spending the night alone in his condition. He could finally sleep in the night after taking another cup of the nasty concoction which Ajoke made for his malaria.

That night, the masquerades again returned in his sleep. He was in the middle of a huge quadrangle. But he was not alone. All around the place was a huge crowd. Facing him at the edge of the gathering were three masquerades – they were the cream at the top of the legion of itinerant performing masquerade – the Eegun Alare. . Somehow, and as it was always with dreams, he knew why he was here and the names of the masked entities. They were three of the greatest performing masquerades in the entire world, and he was about to engage them in a duel of skills. 

He would have been no match for any of these in daylight he was sure; but dreams lent you tons of courage and confidence.  They came to him one after the other. The first two were extremely dazzling in their performance, but he had also perfected his dance, and he had learned more than a bit of prestidigitation too. In both cases, he considered the result a draw; so did the absolutely thrilled audience.

The third one was brought into the quadrangle, subdued in chains. His name was Were Orun  , the Lunatic from Hell.  His chains were suddenly struck off and the handlers made a show of fleeing back and away from the promised wrath. Were-Orun exploded into an intricate dance, fast furious and difficult to follow. He did multiple somersaults so perfectly, he did impossible stunts both on his feet and as he soared easily through the air. Magic was his major forte.  In one minute he turned himself into a monkey; next, he pranced about like a raging leopard and again in the twinkling of an eye he soon again became a crocodile with huge jaws snapping at everyone around. He even for a frightening instant disappeared into thin air.  It was so awesome, electrifying and breathtaking a performance, that Yomi very nearly clapped. The spectators, impatient, began to taunt Yomi:

“Ooo le se bi baba re nse”
“Ooo le se bi baba re nse”
Yomi nevertheless remained undaunted. He remembered all that he had learned from Baba and from Atanda, and all that Ajoke had also taught him. 

“He has all the skills, you have all the passion”, Ajoke’s   encouraging voice whispered to him. Thus energised, he launched into a dance routine of such skill and intensity which left Were-Orun completely aghast. And when Yomi’s performance was over he stood to again confront his three masked opponents. He was satisfied to see the three gradually thin away into the air until they completely disappeared. 

He woke up in the middle of the night to find Ajoke lying beside him on the bed. She was actually lying half-draped over him her arm across his body, as if to protect him, to prevent him from being taken away.  He turned her over and gently covered her with his body. She was awake, but did not object neither did she try to push him away. The rest of the night and till the break of morning they both slept wrapped around each other.

CHAPTER 16

Yomi received a phone call from his friend Debola in Ibadan.   The previous Saturday was the birthday of Debola’s wife, and he remembered he had promised to visit and to spend a night with Debola’s family, but failed to go. Not that he forgot; to be honest with himself, he later wished he hadn’t promised because he often found it awkward being in the company of his married friends. Their cordial relationships with their wives reminded him of his failure


“You did not come to Ibadan last week, even though you promised”. Debola accused after the greetings.


“I am indeed so sorry, my friend; my car came up with a fault. It is an old car you know, and they cost a fortune to run”, he lied. Debola said he understood, and Yomi felt ashamed of himself.


“The Heritage Theater will be resuming in a few month. In fact we should begin to reorganise in January, which is in just a little over two months from today.


“Congratulations! “ Debola told him.  Yomi was excited to hear this but only for a brief minute. While he rejoiced that he could at last return to what he loved doing most, the consequences also sounded an alarm in his head.


“You didn’t appear to be so happy to hear this?” Debola noted.


“Of course I am excited to hear this news. I need to get some of my new work on stage, don’t I?  I am excited at the opportunity. I have four plays I had been simultaneously working on. Some more, I have in plan”, he replied


“That’s wonderful; You’ve really been busy and productive. I am happy for you” Debola said. 


“To be honest, I don’t imagine I will be able to stay for long with the Heritage Theater. I do really need a long term plan. Nevertheless, I thank you for remaining so faithful a friend”, Yomi told him.


“So what do you have in plan, Yomi? There is no other opportunity like the Heritage Theater in the entire country”. Debola reminded.


“Of course I know, and that is why it is all so scary for me. If Heritage Theater goes down again, I will also again go down with it. Not a great way to plan your future is it?” Yomi regretted.


“I guess you are right, you’ve got a point there. So what do you propose to do then? Keep your job as the English teacher in a rural school? That doesn’t sound elegant either” Debola chuckled.


“No it is not. I hope to be able to start my own stage production company soon. Produce my own plays.”

“What an idea. Where are you going to find the money? You need a lot of money to run play production.” Debola told him.


“I know that I need a lot of money. I have no idea yet where the money will come from, but I always believe every passion will always, eventually find money.”, Yomi boldly replied


“All I can do is wish you luck my dear friend. I will also do all I can to help you achieve your dreams.” Debola said.


“Thank you for the encouragement Debola. I appreciate.” Yomi said.


“As soon as we get the funding agreement signed, I will again give you a call.” Debola assured him.


After the conversation with Debola, Yomi sat back and wondered what life would be, with Ajoke living so far away. His mind saw only darkness.


He went to pick Ajoke up, later in the afternoon.  They really had nowhere in particular to go, and Yomi just intended that they would drive around through the highways as he used to do all by himself, admiring the rural sceneries and just chatting. 

While he waited in Baba’s sitting room for Ajoke to get ready, he thought to pass time by looking at the three photo albums he found on top of a display case full of assorted glassware. The albums contained an assortment of family photos from the time the children were toddlers to the time they became teenager. Obviously the album was initially kept by a child who lost interest when she became a teenager, possibly because she now considered it a childish pastime to keep child photographs. Another of those albums contained an interesting collection of photographs which chronicled Baba’s journey through his life and career. There were pictures of his many performances on stage and in freestyle environments. There were group pictures, posed with dancers, drummers, sundry friends, admirers, business partners. There were even a few from his days as an Egungun masquerade, dressed up in frighteningly grotesque outfits.

Out of the entire lot was a photograph which completely arrested Yomi’s eyes. It showed Baba Lamidi in an astonishing leap above the heads of a gathering of Bata drummers; all completely absorbed into their performance as if in a trance; all seemed completely disconnected from the world around them into a haunting surrealism. This Yomi knew was one of those pictures which would become indelibly stamped into his memory. His hand trembled as he stared transfixed upon the page of that photo album. Yomi knew he had finally found the other half of the soul of Ojelabi, his elegant Bata dancer.


It was a long drive through Esa Oke to Imesi Ile  and then through Oshogbo on to Ile Ife. They decided to make an impulsive short visit to Ilobu where some sort of cultural festival was in progress: the lands around here perpetually hosted cultural festivities.  Amongst the roaming horde of drummers, it was not difficult to pick out Hans Zimmer, even though he wasn’t the only White person in the procession. Hans was hard at work with the Dundun drum hanging from his shoulder, sweating freely but not at all mindful. Hans appeared to be having a great deal of fun.


“What a passionate person! Doesn’t he ever return home? “Yomi remarked, as he pointed Hans out to Ajoke.  Yomi waved, but even though Hans saw him, his hands were too occupied to respond.  


As night was fast approaching, they returned home through Ilesha. Yomi was tired when he finally dropped Ajoke back home. They greedily bought a lot of oranges, grapefruits and pawpaw fruits, because they were cheaper along the way. Yomi and Ajoke were alarmed that the fruits eventually filled two very large basins.


“Nobody will buy those things from you in this town, you know”, Baba Lamidi humorously observed.


“No, we don’t plan to sell “, Yomi laughed, quite enjoying the joke  

They shared the spoils of their adventure, and Yomi again loaded his share in the boot of his car.  He stayed to have supper with Baba Lamidi. The activities of the day made him so hungry and soon after eating he began also to feel sleepy. He knew it was time for him to return home

As he approached Ebenezer Cottage he saw that someone was sitting on his front porch. The headlight of his car picked the person out and he was for a moment afraid, until he saw the car parked off the driveway. He recognized Ayankunle’s Peugeot, but   this did little to allay his fear;  he was at the edge of town and without a hope of help if he was attacked.

Ayankunle rose from where he was sitting; Yomi deliberated with himself whether to drive away, or to stay. He decided to stay and defend his homestead. He decided that this time, if this intruder was displeased with him, he should not be the one to leave. He switched off the engine, disembarked his car, and went with exaggerated boldness toward the man standing between him and the front door of his house.

“What are you doing here” Yomi demanded. Ayankunle, quite taken aback by the hostile tone of Yomi’s voice, did not immediately reply. His voice was contrite when it finally came.
“I spoke with you some time ago, about you relationship with someone I hold in very high esteem. I am sorry I was rude and childish and I have come to apologise for my behaviour; I plead with you to forgive me. When I see strangers, I am wary of them but not because I hate them, it is just the way I am”, Ayankunle said, his voice unbelievably soft. Yomi realized that someone had given the fellow a good talking-to and he had a good idea who that person could be. He did not know what to say; there was nothing he wished to say. There was noting he needed from Ayankunle, not anymore. All he needed was to have the despicable person keep out of his way.

“There is nothing to forgive. We all have our individual attitudes to life and which we don’t need to explain, or apologize for. I have no hard feelings for you. I thank you for coming to assure me that you are my friend.” Yomi replied.

Ayankunle extended his hand to shake. Yomi found it difficult to rid himself of the belief that no good could ever come from Ayankunle. Nevertheless he shook hands and pretended also to make friends. 

Yomi watched Ayankunle drive away toward the highway. He still felt nervous as he opened the door to his house and entered. He actually expected that there would be an assailant waiting behind the door. He was pleased to find none. Tired from the long day, he dragged in his basket of fruits from the car. He went to bed shortly after, happy that the day went so well.

CHAPTER 17
From behind the fog of sleep Yomi could hear the sound of a Gangan drum playing. He would eventually recognize a distinct pattern. The drummer was trying to communicate with someone.

“Kaaro ; oo jiire bi ? Good morning sir” the drum said.  

The drummer was persistent, and Yomi wondered what such a lunatic could be doing in front of his home at seven on a Sunday morning. Still wrapped in his bed sheet; he opened the door to find Ayankunle standing outside, grinning broadly 

“How are you Ayan ? What ails you this morning?” Yomi sleepily asked.

“I thought to come to say hello to you this morning on my way to work”, Ayankunle pleasantly replied.

“Thank you for the kind heart, I really appreciate this”, Yomi said, yawning.  

Ayankunle nodded. He gripped his drum tighter and again struck a message from it. It was a long one this time; Yomi did not recognise the message. 

“What did you hear?” Ayankunle asked when he stopped drumming. Yomi, scratched his head, embarrassed 

“I heard the drum. You made it tell a story, but I didn’t quite understand it”, he said. Again Ayankunle nodded; again he played the drum for half a minute or so.

“What did you hear?” he asked.

“I heard the drum. I did not understand what it said” Yomi again replied.

“The drum does not merely speak; it also breathes. Did you not hear the breathing?”
“Unfortunately not, but if you say that it breathes, then it breathes”, Yomi accepted.

“The drums breathe, they are alive”, Ayankunle said to him, his head emphatically bobbed up and down.

“I am sure you know; you are the master of the drums” Yomi respectfully replied.

“Come visit me at my workshop later this morning and I will show you proof”. Ayankunle offered. Yomi considered for a minute, thinking with suspicious that this might be another play to humiliate and ridicule him. But curiosity eventually won.

“Very well, I shall come to your workshop, as you have suggested”, Yomi said.

Ayankunle gave him a mock soldier salute; climbed into his Peugeot and sped away, with a thick cloud of dust and partly combusted fumes trailing.

What was it that Ayankunle wanted to show him? A fire of curiosity had been kindled, and Yomi desperately needed get to the bottom of this. He couldn’t get his chores done faster this morning, and by ten he was at Ayankunle “s workshop.

“You asked me to come”, he needlessly said to Ayankunle who met him in front of the shop. Yomi was beginning to feel uncomfortable about this fellow’s newly acquired tendency to grin nearly all the time

“Indeed I did ask you to come; am I likely to forget something as important as that?”, Ayankunle chuckled.

“Okay, here I am them; you said there is something important that you want to show me” he reminded. 

“I wouldn’t say important, but definitely noteworthy” Ayankunle corrected. He dismissed all the workers and apprentices. Most of them left reluctantly.

“Will you have some palm wine?”. Ayankunle asked.  Yomi thought it was too early in the day to start drinking but he obliged anyway, aiming to remain on the pleasant side of the master drummer. . Together they sat on a bench inside Ayankunle “s cluttered workshop, with a huge bottle of palm wine before them; and they drank from glass cups.

“My father Baba Lamidi, and her daughter, my little sister have a lot of respect for you. I am again sorry I have been such a foolish person. Do forgive me. He remorsefully said. 

“All is forgiven. In friendship we should always look to the future, not the past”, Yomi replied.

“I thank you for your good heart. I have resolved to assist you as much as I am able” Ayankunle again shook Yomi’s hand, afterward touching his chest to show that his heart approves.

“As I said, let us look to the future. There was something you wanted to show me?” Yomi tried not to show his rising impatience. He certainly had not come here merely to drink palm wine on a Sunday morning, and to hear someone confess his foolishness. Ayankunle seemed at last to gather his wits together.

“Do you believe that there is a spirit behind all things in the world?” Ayankunle asked.

“I have heard that before, and it is possibly true; not that I know anything about spirit matters”, Yom confessed.

“It undoubtedly is true. Every living thing has a soul which is separated from the body at death but apparently still remains attached to anything or person that descended from the body”, Ayankunle said.

“Possibly true; but as I said, I have no knowledge of the supernatural “, Yomi again confessed.

“I did hear you. What I am saying is that the soul of the animal whose skin was made into the drum, still occupies the drum; and gives it new life, new voice, new breath. One of the reasons, why one type of drum sounds different from another is that it is made from the skin of a different animal. Playing the skin of a goat should produce a different sound from the skin of a hog, antelope, duiker and so on”, Ayankunle sought to explain, but to Yomi none of this was seriously convincing, and he candidly did not find this information at all interesting. Noticing Yomi’s obvious lack of interest, Ayankunle picked up a Sakara drum from the racks. The little drum looked strangely like an upturned shallow bowl. 

“The Sakara drum is easiest to play and that is why it is most common; especially with the Fuji musician. It does not require much earning and you only need to be able to play melodies “, he said.

Ayankunle beat a dance rhythm on the drum; after which he gave a lengthy recitation of the history of that drum. Again, he picked up a Dundun drum, which he declared his favourite after the Bata Mother Drum, and repeated a similar narration. The workshop contained more than thirty different types of drum and before he had gone through introducing all of the drums, it was late afternoon. It would indeed turn out to be a priceless event. Not only did Ayankunle educate him on the origin and manufacture of each intricately crafted instrument, but also on the kind of occasions and with which other drum they may be played. He even played a brief rhythm on each of them to demonstrate his belief about the relationship between the skin of the animal and the sound of the drum.  Yomi was thankful he had not refused the palm wine; else he might have lacked the strength to endure the marathon lecture.

It had begun as a bewildering and pointless narration, but by the time Ayankunle was done, Yomi was able to connect the details together like a jigsaw puzzle finally falling into place to reveal a complete and very awesome picture. Ayankunle shut his workshop when they were done. Together, they ate the lunch of pounded yam and vegetable stew which Ayankunle’s wife sent; and thereafter together they drove to Abe Igi, where three games to Ayo were already simultaneously in play. There they again sat , and like two jolly old friends, had more palm wine, and talked about matters which would ordinarily make no sense.

When Yomi returned home that night, he was very drunk. And it was in this state, that he completely became aware of a new epiphany, in which the mysteries of the drums and the mysteries of the dance and the mysteries of the spirits behind both drum and dance came together into one awesome revelation, which caused him to sing aloud, songs which only made sense to people who were no longer with their senses.. 

CHAPTER 18
Baba rarely went anywhere anymore. When night came he would come inside from the front balcony of his house to sit in a chair in his sitting room, and in front of the television. Often there was no electricity, but he would nevertheless just sit and stare at the grey screen of the television. This had become his night routine. The room was large and airy and the flickering kerosene lamps gave it a soft cosiness and therefore having electricity or not, didn’t matter so much. 

Baba’s wife, Bejide was downstairs in the kitchen; making supper for the entire family .Ajoke was with her, helping out; popping in every few minutes to have short, cordial conversations with Yomi as he waited together with Baba Lamidi for supper to arrive. Yomi thought, He’d never so much been in love with a woman.

It had surprised Yomi that Ajoke could repair his car. It had equally surprised him that she could drive. More bewildering though, was her suggestion that she could empathise with machines. Of course no human being had such a power; but she fixed his car anyway, even if it had been a fluke. Yomi was reminded about a story he heard a long time ago in church Sunday school, about a blind man who was healed by Jesus. And his honest reply to those who told him he was healed by a sinner being, what mattered was he had been healed – whether by a sinner or not.  What mattered to Yomi was that Ajoke repaired his car, whether by luck or by genius.
She had helped him to regain more confidence in himself and helped him overcome his more challenging fears. By her constant companionship he had consequently been able to look forward into the future with greater hope.  Yomi wondered what other talents she might have under that delicate body. A lot more, he decided.

Some days, Yomi would even defer to make a decision on any matter at all, whether important or trifling, without first asking her .  He would ask her what to cook in his stew to make it better, what types of shoes were best and even what he should do about his incidental muscular discomforts, even though he knew she had no formal training on health matters. When sometimes he suffered a writing block, a long conversation with Ajoke would be sufficient to get the pen running once more. And what he wrote, he found he did to please her, to offer as a sacrifice in worship of his own pagan goddess of inspiration.

Ajoke returned the compliment by taking more interest in what he wrote.

“I think those words are just not right for the character. The words are too intelligent”, she would sometimes say about a dialogue in his play. And Yomi would have another look and find that she was right. Only academic authors who taught in university were permitted a license to write plays in which a domestic servant had the vocabulary of a professor of English, and regularly quoted Latin.

Another instance, she might tell him that a seemingly innocuous change such as deleting a scene or switching scenes around could create better drama. Ajoke became like his genie in a bottle; whenever she appeared things got better all around. While Yomi considered it defeating to make comparisons, he would often remember with sadness that Elizabeth never cared about his work. To Elizabeth, anything that you could not instantly put a money value to was trash and only fit for the dustbin. 

Earlier in the day, Ajoke had informed Baba Lamidi that the Heritage Theater wanted Yomi to return in a few weeks. The news didn’t seem to have gone down well for the old man, and he brooded for most of the evening. 

 “I have told my daughter to ago way, and pursue her future bat she would not listen to me”, Baba was saying to Yomi. And even though Yomi was sitting beside him, it would appear that Baba was addressing the grey television, because his gaze was firmly toward the object. But since they were the only two in the room, it was clear that the words were meant for Yomi’s ears. 

“But maybe she will eventually go very soon; Baba added his voice weak and tired. 

“I am convinced, that you need her at this time, than you could ever need anybody else”; Yomi, replied, not quite sure whether the response was right.

“Maybe when I am dead she will eventually go anyway. I hope it is not too late for her to go away though. She is too young live in this dreary town all her life”.

Yomi disliked morbid conversations especially when they occurred in the dark. . This conversation was beginning to make him uncomfortable.  

“Why do you speak in this distressing way Baba? I am sure you still have a lot of years in front of you”, Yomi said. Baba’s response was a belly-deep grunt, which came out like a tired chuckle.

 
“What have you learnt so far from me?” he asked.

“I think I have learnt nearly all that is possible to be learnt from you”, Yomi confidently replied. 

“Do you sincerely believe so?”, Baba again chuckled.

“No, I do not.  I am sure that your knowledge is like the ocean; deep and wide. You have lived all your life for your skill and for your craft.  For me to say that I know more than just a bit of what you know should be utterly preposterous. You are a master, and from you I can never learn enough.” Yomi honestly told him.   Again Baba grunted; thoughtfully.        

“Is there anything you believe I have missed out?” he asked. 

“A huge lot, I am sure. I have enjoyed walking and talking with you and you have been the father I missed in my childhood. And as you have tod me at least once , there will come a time when I will eventually have to walk alone , to walk my own private  path through life,  and to look for myself and to  find myself. You have been a marvellous guide “. Yomi said.

Baba was quiet for several minutes, and Yomi thought He’d fallen asleep. 

 
“What have you learnt?,” he asked . Yomi had no idea how he was supposed to answer this time. Surely Baba had forgotten he asked nearly the same question just fifteen minutes ago.

“How does the drum speak?” Baba again asked. This one was easy to reply; they’d together done that before.

“It speaks when it is beaten” Yomi replied.

“Does it speak in pain or in distress?”, Baba asked

“No, it tells the world that it has found it purpose”, Yomi replied.

 
“In the hands of a patient person the drum finds its purpose. In the hands of a fool, the drum will speak incoherently and in pain “, Baba said.

“Yes, you are indeed right?” Yomi solemnly replied.

“That drum is like life. If you permit someone else to play it for you as a fool, you will sound awful to the entire world. What comes from the drum is also what your daily dance will be about; how you chose to interpret the rhythms will be your eventual destiny. You may in your dance choose to excel as a master, or you may choose to dance an ordinary dance, for the fool.”, Baba told him

“I will surely remember that all my life, Baba. Thank you very much” Yomi replied.

“As we always say, the Agemo masquerade has taught his children how to dance; time soon for them to show they understood what they were taught. After I am gone, I would wish that Osumare remain together, but every endeavour, like every life will one day cease to exist. My spirit will agree with them all, whatever individual choices they make. You will also soon be gone, back to where you came from. I have taught Atanda, you and everyone a dance, maybe more. In this my life is fulfilled”, Baba said. 

“That is true, Baba” Yomi agreed, for a minute remembering Ayankunle’s hypothesis of the transmutation of souls..

 “How do you dance to the drum; how does your Bata dancer dance to the drum” Baba asked. Again this answer was easy; they had together talked about this before.  

“Gently at first; gently like the Dundun dance”, he replied as if in a trance. “But when the spirit of the drum compels you to exploits beyond the gentle, then what hopes have you to resist?”
“Have you yet apprehended the spirit of the drum?” Baba asked, nodding with satisfaction.

“Yes Baba, I certainly have”, he sighed. .

In his head, could indeed hear the drums – the drums of his life. He could hear the strident rhythms of the ensemble. He could hear what the drums were saying; he could what the drums wee saying to him. Have you found your purpose? They were asking him. Yomi was sure he had; he hoped he had found his purpose. 

Earlier in the school year, Yomi thought to make the students do something a little more adventurous than the previous year.  He merged both the senior and junior drama groups together into the production of his own play, The Coming of the Drummer. He found having such a complicated play acted by rank amateurs, a challenging experience.  The play eventually became, a unifying project between the school and the rest of the town; even though this was not part of the primary plan. Yomi had never seen the students more excited about anything. Since none of them  knew about drumming nor dancing, Yomi sought and obtained permission of Baba Lamidi to have Atanda teach them dancing and of Ayankunle to have the younger members of his troupe perform the closing scenes of the play were the festival of the drums and also  the dance of the deities. 

The Coming of The Drummer had a spectacular opening. 

“I don’t think we will be able to accommodate the audience even in our big assembly hall”, Mrs Obembe had long before advised. The attendance of spectators at the rehearsals was quite overwhelming. And so the principal sought the permission of the proprietor to have the play staged in the huge quadrangle. She was so happy that Chief Ajanaku even paid to have a one hundred and fifty feet wide stage erected in the quadrangle for the play.

For three days the quadrangle was packed, full of children and their parent from far and near; all of the one thousand seats occupied. Yomi would think if he charged them money, he would have earned enough to give his car an overhaul. The play was a roaring success. Again he was a star, not only of the school but for many miles around. Commentaries about the play and consequently about the school ran in three national newspapers. He would think this was the handiwork of the proprietor. Such news was good for raising the public profile of a school and thereby encourage more enrolment.

Two weeks later Yomi unfortunately needed to speak with the principal and the proprietor, and to subsequently present his resignation. It was time to return home.  Mrs Obembe and Chief Ajanaku were sad to know that he would certainly be going, and would not be persuaded to stay longer even by a promise of more money. Yomi agreed nevertheless to come back for a few weeks during the next school year to produce a new play with the children.

“If you ever need any assistance with what you are doing, do come talk to me “, Chief Ajanaku assured. 

When Yomi heard this, it was as if a huge wave of laughter travelled right down from heaven and struck him in the heart . Now he knew where to find the money for his productions.

CHAPTER 19

“Baba is dead”. Atanda told him. 


Yomi received a call from Ajoke’s   phone next evening, only it was not Ajoke on the other side. It was Atanda. 


“I am so sorry to hear that”, Yomi replied. He was sad to hear the distressing news. He hadn’t bothered though to enquire about Ajoke, because he knew that the reason she did not break the news by herself was because her spirit was too severely crushed.

Yomi went over to Baba’s house where mourners were already gathered in the yard. From deeper inside the house he could hear the agonized wailing of Baba’s wife Bejide, as well as several other women. Only bad persons died with nobody to mourn and to wail for them. Baba Lamidi was a good man. 

Yomi sighted Ajoke sitting far away, together with Atanda and Ayankunle and several others; all of them making a distraught heap on the bare ground in a corner of the courtyard.  Yomi went to meet her. With his assistance, she stood and her head fell tearfully on his shoulder; her body trembled as she bitterly wept.  Yomi held her close, stroked her hair and did his best to console her.

“My father too is dead.  l am now all alone in the world. What shall l do?”, her grief was so great.

“You will be okay, Ajoke; God will take care of all of us” Yomi told her. But Ajoke was not persuaded.

“What shall I do, what shall I do, what shall I do…” She kept repeating from the depth of her sorrow. Yomi led her inside the house and to her own bedroom. Several of the older mourners came to Ajoke, to express their condolences, but she was numb to their presence, numb to where she was, numb to the entire world around her. From where she sat .she rocked back and forth in deep grief.

It was a long night of misery for both Yomi and Ajoke, and indeed for everyone in the house as the wailing and dirges continued all through the night. Eventually, Ajoke fell asleep. Yomi couldn’t leave her alone, but also had no intention of disrespecting the house by sharing the bed with her, even though the master of the house had passed on. So he drew a chair close to her bedside and on it also tried to sleep for the rest of the night.

Baba was buried the next day. It was a sorrowful ceremony with much more wailing and weeping. He was buried in a grave hurriedly dug inside the courtyard of his house. Yomi held Ajoke close all the time, wiped her tears away and helped her up when she seemed even too weak to stand. 

Finally the ceremony was over, and thereafter the drum ensembles, the dancers and even the masquerades took over. There was no better way to exult a great man than for peers and protégés to gather and show the world what he had bequeathed them. Ajoke, together with her younger stepbrothers and stepsisters gave in to the demand that she did the traditional celebration dance of the children of the departed. It was a difficult task for her and which she did so half-heartedly. Again Yomi lent her as much emotional support as he could. Finally, the day was done, and the guests all but gone. They would again return the next day and for the next seven days in respect of the departed.

“I will come home with you. Today, this place remains for me a place of sadness”, Ajoke told Yomi.

Yomi did not mind. He was himself extremely tired and all he wanted to do was go to bed and to sleep. They cleaved to one another all night. For Ajoke it was a purging activity, a rite of purification and closure. Her body demanded to expend and to be expunged of all the negative energies, accumulated inside her since her father became ill many months back. Yomi could see in the faint light of dawn, next morning that, even though she still  looked drained and tired, she also looked   at peace  – ready hopefully to face whatever the  world would again throw her way; the past now dead and buried. 

It was now eighteen months since Yomi arrived at Ijebu-Jesa. Much progress, he decided, had certainly been made since then. Adversity had prepared him as an empty vessel eager to be filled; and filled he had been, with knowledge, with love and with a red hot passion for the tasks ahead. He would do much more than just mourn the loss of Baba Lamidi and move on. He would forever remember this departed friend and teacher by his energising mantra: patience, perseverance, passion. Indelibly stamped upon his mind would always be that leaping dancer he discovered inside the old, abandoned photo album, leaping high above the heads of everyone and everything else; and without any respect at all for the gravitational pull of mediocrity.

He could also, almost clearly see and hear the ghost of Baba Lamidi, like an Egungun masquerade now eternally masked behind the pallid grey veil of the world beyond. And from his unmoving lips Baba Lamidi’s ghost spoke to Yomi’s soul, saying to him: with patience , perseverance and passion, there is no height too high for you to leap.

. What is the future for Atanda? He was not sure either; only that the young man now had the liberty to make a choice- whether to remain in the Osumare troupe or pursue his primal ambition in the way of  Oje Ajobiewe , his own father’s Egungun masquerade. Having seen so many Egungun performances, Yomi could understand the allure that this profession had for Atanda. While a dancer could only be as good as his dance and the applause that his dance received, the Egungun was an Orisha; his performance only added to his benevolent attributes. 

What was the future for Ayankunle? Even though they were now friends, Ayankunle was one of the encounters, Yomi believed; he needed to forget into the past.  What was the future for Ajoke? He frankly had no idea yet, but he must soon ask. What was the future for himself? Yomi knew that there were no more lessons to be learnt here. It was time to return home. 

CHAPTER 20

In a few weeks, he would need to return to Ibadan and to the Heritage Theater. The school teachers and  his students were sad to hear this.  The owner of Ebenezer Cottage was also sad to learn that he would be leaving. Returning home was not negotiable. 


Ajoke was pregnant. The news gladdened him. Now he knew what to do with her.


“You are not angry”, she looked worried.


“Why should l? It’s our baby isn’t it?” Yomi asked. 


“Of course it is. Some men become angry at this kind of news. They imagine that they are being trapped into an unwanted relationship”

“How could I ever think that about you Ajoke? I love you with   my entire heart. I would wish to have ten children from you”

She came closer and clung to him. Yomi held her by the shoulder and looked deep into her weeping eyes. Baba would approve, Yomi was sure. If he were a father, there would be no better wish he could have for his own loving daughter other than that she would find a man who would sincerely love her.  


“Will you marry me Ajoke? Please say yes”, he said to her. But still Ajoke found it impossible to control her tears and her sobbing. 


“How could I say no? What would become of me without you? I lost my father, the only man I loved, but God gave you to me as another father, the only one I still love”, she stammered.


“I will love you forever my darling. Nothing as good as you, has happened to my life in as long as I can remember”. Yomi told her.


“I am carrying your child, Yomi. I feel guilty that this was not planned; but I had no experience in matters such as this”, she said to him.


“Don’t feel any guilt Ajoke.  For me, it was a wish come true “, Yomi assured her. She attempted to wipe away her tears with the back of her hand. Yomi helped her to do so, with the palm of his hand. He gently kissed her on the forehead.


From the sparse woods behind Ebenezer Cottage and from the verdurous hills in the distance came the warbling calls of monkeys, or maybe they were birds, for there were many species in these parts. Yomi had many times distressed about how he would miss the delightful company of these shy creatures, when he eventually left. Pity they would never know how much they had participated in his healing and restoration.


“Ajoke, you took me out of distress and restored me. When I came here, every part of me wept with sadness, but you stopped those tears with your kindness. I was a confused drifter, you cleaned me up, gave me cheerful clothes, and made a new man out of me by showing me that I could be loved. Above all, you taught me that I was not and should never be a cripple - either in body or in spirit”

Ajoke appeared bewildered. She took a step back to search his face. Yomi also stepped back from her.  He began to dance, humming in imitation of the rhythm of the Bata drums:


Ajoke stood smiling and shaking her head, amused.  Gradually, Yomi increased the pace of his dance.  He stopped humming; his voice, no more able to keep up with the pace of his legs. The legs seemed to dance alone, their speed a dizzying blur. Completely absorbed, he executed a magnificent leap skyward, did a flawless somersault and landed noiselessly on the tip of his toes. And, in the fashion of a master Oje, he abruptly terminated his frenzied dance in a vertical body freeze. No more conscious of his limp, he walked over to his bride-to-be. He held her by the shoulders, looked deep into her eyes and said to her:

 
“I am the Bata Dancer”.  
Epilogue – The Return of the Drummer.


The old man finished his lunch and stared out for a while out through the wide window of the paladar. It was just about noon and the restaurant was at this time of the day only half full. . Salsa music played at a reasonable noise level, from a radio with tinny speakers, on a nearby shelf. He drank the little coffee left in the cup and lit a cigar. The cigar was a new habit.  How and when he picked up the habit he was not entirely sure. It was sufficient nevertheless that the object fitted the environment. Did he arrive here in Havana the previous day? Two days ago?  Three days ago?  He could never really remember. He was constantly in transit. Next week he could be in Brasilia, or Caracas, or even back home. He puffed gently on the cigar. It was an expensive cigar, illegal in the country from where he had just recently transited.  Again, he puffed on the cigar; the activity seemed to relax him.


The old man finally got up from the rattan chair of the paladar; he left money on the table as payment for the food and leisurely strolled out into the street. He wasn’t sure how much money he put on the table, but it certainly was more than he was required to pay


“Gracias Señor, the proprietor said; but the old man was not listening. He had more urgent missions.  His brown suit was dusty, as was his black brogue shoes. He took a glance at his reflection from a wide glass front of a shop. He definitely was remarkably much stronger than his physical appearance suggested. How old was he really? The old man was never one for paying attention to how good he looked. Where was he staying? His hotel was probably somewhere around the corner or hundreds of yards away. Just like the matter of his itinerary and his age, this also was not at this time important. The old man loved to roam. He paused for a while to read a colourful poster which advertised the annual Fiesta del Tambor, or Drum Party.  He nodded appreciatively; he had definitely come here at the right time of the year. The old man loved happy dance and drum parties. 


In the street, all around him, the buildings were crumbling, succumbing to the harshness of salt in the humid air, the temperamental weather, and to overpopulation. This was not a local problem, he knew it was the curse of the entire country. The dilapidated pastel buildings stood alongside vintage cars dating back to the 50s. Compared to the glitz of Miami where he had just left; he felt like he was in a time-warp. Not that this was a disconcerting feeling, because he was a veteran time traveller and he was used to time warps. 


Here on the street of Havana Vieja, he was a yuma, a foreigner as everyone who saw him would instantly know because of his complexion. He was black but not in the local lustre as in these parts. Nevertheless he had walked this particular street before, last night maybe, last year maybe; again he couldn’t be very sure. Or was it maybe because it looked so representative of all the other cramped quarters in the city, from where one could frequently hear the welcoming noises of the tamboreros , skilful drummers playing their sacred instruments  in Yoruba Santería ceremonies. . Here, in these parts, the energy was real and for the old man the energy was infectious. 


The music which emanated from the many dwellings in these parts and indeed all over the island, told a story of the mixed heritage and cultures especially the African and the Spanish elements. The African influence, most notable in the percussion, came from Yoruba slaves brought to the island several centuries before. Drums, presided over all the religious ceremonies in these parts. They were the mediums through which the syncretised Santería religion , summoned the Orisa, the   manifestations of the supreme divinity. But the old man was not here for religion. In the place where he came from, he was religion.


In a house along the street, a tambor, a ceremonial gig was in progress. The old man was drawn by the unmistakable voice of the Bata drums: whether he heard the drums played in America as part of jazz ensemble, or for Samba in Brazil, or for Salsa in Cuba, or as ritual music in the native Yoruba enclaves of West Africa. Here in the street of Havana where he was presently roaming,   the voice of the Bata drums was as ever unmistakable and arresting. The Bata drums were one of his favourite drums. 


The door was open. The old man stood in the doorway for a while quietly observing. As he resolutely stepped inside, his presence froze all activities into silence. This was not merely because he was an uninvited intruder; but more because they could sense a presence that was nearly unmistakably divine.

 
“Can I play for a while?” he asked one of the tamboreros, in fluent Spanish.  The person recognised this as a demand rather than a request.  


The old man took off his jacket, carefully folded and placed it on the floor. Then he sat in a chair and cradled the big drum given to him lengthwise in his laps. He struck both of the covered ends hard .one with his open palm of his hand. The other with a strip of hard leather, testing the timbre. He loved the way the drum responded and he gleefully nodded his head. Then he began to play. The other tamberos watched stupefied for many minutes. Never had they seen the drum played with such dexterity, never had they heard the voice and parables of the Bata drum come so clear and so complex. Then one by one they joined with their own drums.  The dancing was fast and furious; each dancer thoroughly soaked in a mysterious ambient spirit. The old man played for nearly an hour before stopping. 


He stood, gave the drum back to his benefactor, wore his jacket and bowed to the entire audience, like a maestro at the conclusion of an astounding stage performance. Then the old man stepped out of the house, ignoring the loud ovation behind him.


“Padre, where are you from; what is your name?”, one yelled after him.


The old man paused; but only for a few moments. 


“ Mi nombre es Ayangalu. My name is Ayangalu”, he replied without looking back, continuing his journey, faster away along the road.


The entire gathering came out into the street to watch him go. Faster and faster the old man walked each step he took like the thudding sound of the Bata drum. Faster and faster he walked, until he seemed at last to dissolve away into the ocean of Havana’s topsy-turvy urban landscape.

- The End -
