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	There were pictures of Father Christmas covered in snow everywhere as Karachi    drove through the dusty roads of the Nsukka University campus, her windows fogged by brown harmattan dusts that threatened to redden her eyes.

	But it was nothing compared to the feeling of knowing she wouldn’t qualify for the December assessment that would have made her eligible for the promotion.

	“Doc, good afternoon. Are you coming from the market? You people should come and show us the way oo, burning fuel in this economy? Do you have another business apart from this teaching job? Have you joined your family business? You are rich oo, ha ha.”

	Doctor Karachi Ejiofor, lecturer at the English and Literary Studies department where the staff was overloaded with work, hated charlatans. 

	And at the moment, the middle aged colleague of hers who always poked her flat nose into her pigeonhole was pissing her off. 

	Reigning in her temper, Karachi stepped out of her dusty red Corolla and grabbed the heap of files on the passengers’ seat, turning to the older woman.

	“Really? I would have thought you were the wealthy one, with all the primary school novels you’ve been writing and imposing on the students in all of your courses. Shouldn’t you be the one showing us the way?”

	It was safe to say that the older academic doctor opened her lips widely in shock.

	Hours later, when Karachi narrated this to her friend, Adeyemi threw back her head and laughed.

	“You think you are still in London, with your supri supri accent. Don’t go transferring your aggressions to others, ejor, please, so you don’t get called to the HOD’s office. Didn’t you hear about how they keep people from getting their promotion?”

	Adeyemi was locking her tiny office as she spoke, perspiration rolling down her temple and leaving a map on her dress.

	Not even the harmattan could stop her body from protesting against the lack of power supply for the past three days. Now, students carried their chargers and power banks to night classes and gave excuses for not submitting their assignments.

	Karachi let out a sigh, fiddling with her car key, “As it is, I may have lost my chances of getting promoted next year. That international conference I was supposed to attend suddenly cancelled, and they won’t even accept our papers anymore. Where will I see someone that is publishing another international conference paper before New Year, eh?”

	As she spoke, her big brown eyes narrowed in sadness, her full lips clenched tightly. It had taken more than three months to find the conference that suited her research field, and now, she had lost it.

	“I have a strong feeling that that sly old man messed with my paper; he has never liked the fact that I don’t kiss his ass like the others.”

	Adeyemi shook her head at her friend’s wistful tone, “The HOD? Eh, he hates that a twenty-seven year old fine woman is already a doctor when it took his generation decades, and you did disagree with him publicly at the departmental staff meeting, but stop writing that book in your head. Come, I think I know someone that might help you.”

	There was skepticism in Karachi’s eyes, but she couldn’t disguise the hope she felt either, however unwillingly. Her eyes lit up of their own volition, her slender caramel finger glowing in the hot afternoon sun as she brushed back a strand of her long wig.

	‘Really? You aren’t pulling my legs, are you, Yemi?”

	With a scoff, Adeyemi muttered as they approached the faculty garage, “I wish I had the time to play pranks, when my three children are waiting for me to pick them up from school. I’m serious, but the issue is you may not like it.”

	Beggars weren’t choosers, Karachi Ejiofor reminded her friend as they both drove out of the faculty. She was willing to do anything to meet the last requirement for a promotion.

	***

	“You have got to be kidding me.”

	Ten minutes ago, when Karachi declared her willingness to go through any length required for her promotion, she hadn’t expected it to involve a certain man she loathed.

	Jean Blaise, the privileged white ass who had used his skin colour and bullshit mentality to wiggle his way into the position of the faculty dean. 

	She had publicly called him out on his constant hypocrisy, and Adeyemi was aware of that, so how could she even see him as an option for her?

	Remember, I warned you that you weren’t going to like it, so sort out yourself. I have to pick up my children from the school and still go to the mosque today, so bye. Bye, Jean, I will see you at the wedding on Saturday.”

	Before Karachi could find the right words that equaled thirty pieces of silver for her friend, Adeyemi Hassan had slipped into her old Mercedes and driven into the dusty roads, leaving her friend at the front door of her enemy.

	Jean Blaise, one of the many people that Karachi had effortlessly pissed off, took one look at her, his green eyes which rivalled the plush garden in front of his bungalow threatening to pull her down with their intimidating gaze.

	“What happened to your statement about you dying before you ever asked for my help?”

	But Karachi Ejiofor hadn’t gotten the nickname of Faculty Witch by being a push over.

	And so, she tilted her chin, her tall frame and heels giving her a slight advantage considering Jean’s hunky build. Folding her arms over her chest defensively, she cleared her throat, her shoulders squared to preserve her dignity.

	“It still stands; my friend thought it would be funny to play pranks on me. Enjoy your…dusty flowers.”

	Having had the last word, Karachi turned around to leave when his words halted her,

	“Shame, I’m on the lookout for a literary perspective for my paper publication. Goodbye, then.”

	And before she could again have the very last word, Jean Blaise slammed the door in her face, leaving her in the expansive corridor where a giant bookshelf housed old books.

	There were options, and if worse came to worst, she would have to give up on being promoted the following year. Consequently, she would be stuck in her cramped cubicle of an office for the next three years.

	It was simple. She would be unhappy, and her mother would nag her for not taking up her offer of being involved in the family business, but she would have her pride, her old useless pride…

	It happened even before she registered what she was doing. 

	One minute, Karachi was staring at the large bookshelves, and the next, she was storming towards the iron doors and pressing the bell, again and again, like she was one of the mentally unstable people that wandered the campus in tattered clothes.

	The door swung open. A visibly angry Jean Blaise stood by the door way in a big sweatshirt, his thick brows furrowed in confusion.

	“I don’t understand…” He started to say, but she cut him off, hardly aware of her lips moving.

	“I know we got off on the wrong foot, and that you probably don't want to work with me on this paper. But trust me, I’ll bring the literary perspective you need and…”

	This time, the table of interruption turned around. He cut her off, speaking in that self-assured manner he had used to charm his way into the university,

	“I never said that I needed it," He said coolly, "I minored in Literature, and so I can handle that much. And the next time you think of knocking on my door, remember how you called me a fucking colonialist in front of my students. I don’t need you, Doctor Karachi. You, on the other hand, need my help for your promotion.”

	He took a slow deliberate breath before adding, “So if you want to tag along in my paper publication, bring an apology with you. Have a nice day.”

	Well, she hadn’t exactly knocked on his door. She had rung the bell, so that didn’t count.

	Without giving her any other opportunity to speak, the door was once again slammed in her face. Karachi stood there, bag hanging from her shoulders, mind blank for a few seconds. After she had processed her humiliation, she clutched her bag tightly and marched towards her car, fuming in anger.

	As she drove out of Ikejiani Avenue where other old bungalows and run-down two-storey buildings stood among dry trees, she began to make peace with the idea of remaining in her position of lecturer II for the next three years. Because no way in hell was she going to apologise for saying the truth.

	And that fucking French man better watch out the next time they crossed paths. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	DEUX 

	‘Christmas is coming, where is your boyfriend?’

	Karachi should have been listening to the parody of 'Valentine is Coming,' rather than her mother's loud voice blaring through her earplugs the following morning as she embarked on her morning run. 

	"...I no longer attend the Enugu women's meeting without my sunshades, because I have to hide my face from the disgrace you have put this family into."

	What?

	"What disgrace..." 

	She made two mistakes at that moment. The first was arguing with her mother, and the second was opening her mouth waa, widely, in the dusty race tracks of the uncompleted stadium, her voice breathless from jogging.

	And of course, Chief Ugochinyere Ejiofor-Ugonna, renowned drama queen, had no intention of letting her get away with it.

	"Heyi! What disgrace you ask? Karachukwu, you now interrupt your mother, because you teach Feminism at the University, okwia? Right? Listen to me, that girl you babysat is getting married, the other one that..."

	Karachi resisted the urge to roll her eyes as she jogged past the Theatre Arts students sitting under the sun like wares left in the market. They were always up early on Saturdays, rehearsing for their stage plays. For a moment, she focused on them, her mother's voice blurring into the background.

	"Hello? Is MTN acting like Glo again? Can you hear me? Eh?"

	Karachi slowed down as she approached the staff club, beads of sweat rolling down her skin. 

	"Mummy, yes. I can hear you." Her voice was strained from teaching for hours, and her back ached from sitting up all night to grade scripts so they would be submitted in time before the university closed for the semester.

	At the other end of the phone, Ugochineyere let out a sigh of exasperation. It was as though she had been stressed too much by her daughter who had vehemently refused to pick a man and drag him to their family house.

	"So you can hear me, Karachukwu, and you kept quiet. Mmm, I know that the God I serve will not shame me. No matter what the devil says, I must carry your grandchildren and give testimony in the church.  My friend is also doing midnight prayers for you to get a good husband and..."

	Once again, her mother's voice faded into the background.

	But this time, it was because as she focused her attention on the brown grasses and the students sitting on them with sleepy eyes, she wasn't concentrating on her surroundings, and so collided into a hard wall of sweaty muscles. 

	"Oh, my apologies," she started to say, when her eyes made imperfect circles.

	Before her, panting for breath from his run was Jean Blaise, the Dean of the Faculty of Arts and the privileged 'white ass,' in her own words.

	But if it had ended with an apology, she wouldn't have felt like asking for the rain so she could easily dig the brown soil and cover herself with it.

	Her earplugs fell on the floor, disconnecting from her phone and automatically making her mother's voice audible.

	And what did Ugochinyere choose to blurt out loudly at that point?

	"...I knew that your stubborn behaviour was going to affect you in the long run. This is why I told you to come and join your cousins and brothers in running the family business, but mba, no. Now, you don't have a boyfriend, talk more of a good job..."

	Oh no, she wasn't in some Bollywood or K-drama series and therefore this rubbish couldn't be happening!

	With fingers shaking from embarrassment, Karachi quickly hung up the call, prepared to act defensive. But to her surprise, Jean Blaise bent down and picked up the earplugs stained by the dust. His green eyes betrayed nothing as he handed them over to her. 

	And without a word, he was jogging off to the other end of the gymnasium area.

	She wanted to bury herself right there. 

	***

	Thirty minutes later of carefully avoiding that 'other side' of the gym, Karachi chose to screw it all and face the music.

	 

	Ehee? So what if he had overheard her mother's crazy outburst? It wasn't as though she had thrown a person over the roof and he had caught her.

	 

	He had simply overheard a private conversation and she was only going to be an adult and apologise properly for colliding into him.

	 

	It wasn't like she intended to beg to be added to his paper, or if she had any ulterior motive like knowing if he had told everyone around him what he had heard.

	Exactly.

	And so, it was this and a lot of other words of consolation that Karachi told herself, as she made the long walk to the right side of the staff club gym, where she caught sight of her HOD and some other senior lecturers laughing over something.

	Had that privileged French man announced it to all of them? Maybe that was why her HOD was suddenly doubling over and laughing!

	Paranoia flooded her senses. She picked up her pace, her eyes searching for her prize. 

	Where in the world was he anyway?

	"That's why I said that everybody should be respectful, you never know..." She heard someone in the group say.

	"Know what?" Like an unburied restless ghost, Karachi Ejiofor appeared in the middle of a group that obviously hated her in the faculty, and the conversation stopped.

	"Doctor Ejiofor, since when do you come here?" Her HOD was the first to speak, clearing his throat, that light in his eyes vanishing completely.

	What the...she wasn't a joy sucker, and yet, everyone started to disperse in different directions, laughter ceasing, eyes looking at her from the sides.

	Forcing a stiff smile to her lips, she dabbed the bead of sweat on her neck, her eyes searching for...

	"Oh, my regular gym would be locked for the week. So, what was so amusing to you all?"

	The old man let out a grunt and inhaled deeply, "So you will be coming here for the rest of the week?"

	What did he mean with that solemn tone and the harsh lines that suddenly appeared on his forehead? He sounded like she had just declared that she would be ripping out his heart.

	Karachi managed to ignore the sincere sadness in his tone and nodded as she probed, "So, what were you..." 

	"Dr Usman was telling us about an undergrad that had walked out on him months ago while he was lecturing, and she has now been assigned to him as a supervisee."

	Her heart skipped instantly. Those words didn't come from the man in front of her, but rather, the other one, who sounded strained and breathless.

	Her eyes darted sharply to the direction it had come from, and for a moment, she forgot to breathe, because it felt like she was really seeing Jean Blaise properly for the first time today.

	A sweatband was wrapped around his forehead, a heavy mop of dark hair plastered against a sweaty skin, tanned by the sun. Covering his body was a sleeveless polyester black shirt and stretchy workout shorts of the same material, the two laying emphasis on ripped biceps and legs toned from the discipline of the gym.

	And as though he wasn't already hot enough, he laid on his back on the workout mat, lifting a heavy weight that made his biceps bulge. 

	Then, he replaced the weight and turned to her, those green pupils directly on her, "Did you think we were talking about you, Doctor?"


