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	For everyone still fighting for someone.
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Chapter 1

	The Last Good Day

	 

	The final bell rang across the secondary school compound and the whole place lost its mind.

	Boys threw notebooks into the air and let the pages scatter across the sand like confetti nobody had paid for. Girls crowded the assembly hall steps for photographs, arranging themselves in twos and threes, laughing at nothing, laughing at everything. Somewhere behind the science block a teacher was shouting at a group of students to stop climbing the mango tree, and nobody was listening to him, not even a little.

	Tunde Adebayo stood near the gate with his hands in his pockets and watched it all happen the way you watch weather from indoors. At seventeen he felt strangely calm, calmer than the occasion seemed to call for. His classmates were talking about university admissions, about which faculties had released their cut off marks, about parties that would run until morning and parents who would pretend not to notice. Tunde was thinking about the electronics shipment his father had mentioned at breakfast, a container of radios and rechargeable lamps that had been sitting at Apapa port for four days longer than it should have, tangled up in paperwork that his father complained about with the fury reserved for problems that were somebody else's fault.

	His friend Chidi found him at the gate, still wearing his uniform shirt untucked and unbuttoned at the collar, sweat patches under his arms from the heat and the excitement of the day.

	"You're not even smiling," Chidi said. "We just finished secondary school, my brother. Six years. Gone. And you're standing here like it's a normal Tuesday."

	"It is a normal Tuesday," Tunde said, and Chidi laughed and punched him in the shoulder, and for a moment Tunde let himself feel it too, the lightness of an ending, though underneath it a low current of something else was already running. He didn't have a word for it yet. Later he would understand it as the last hour in which he did not know what was coming.

	Chidi was going to study computer engineering at the University of Lagos in September if his results came back the way everyone expected. He talked about it constantly, had already picked out which hall of residence he wanted, had already decided which of their mutual friends he would share a room with if the housing lottery cooperated. Tunde envied him a little, not the university itself but the simplicity of wanting one thing and being allowed to want it without anybody pulling him in a second direction.
 

	His father had promised to bring him into the business during the holidays, properly this time, not just carrying boxes and writing figures into a ledger the way he'd done since he was thirteen, but learning the actual mechanics of it: how his father negotiated with the shipping agents, how he read a manifest, how he decided which supplier in Guangzhou was worth the relationship and which one would cut corners on the third order once trust had been established. His mother wanted university first, a proper degree, something with a name on it that nobody could argue with. Neither of them had realized that Tunde wanted both, and he'd spent the better part of the term trying to work out how to say so without sounding like he was choosing sides in an argument his parents didn't know they were having.

	He and Chidi stood at the gate a while longer, trading promises to stay in touch that both of them meant in the moment and neither of them would have bet money on keeping. Then Tunde walked to the bus stop and took a danfo bus home as the sky over Lagos began its slow turn toward orange, the conductor hanging half out of the door shouting the route to anyone who might be listening, the bus itself groaning over every pothole on the Ikorodu road like it was personally offended by the state of the tarmac.

	He got down two streets from the house and walked the rest of the way, past the woman who sold suya from a cart every evening and was just now setting up her grill, past a group of younger boys playing football with a ball that had lost most of its shape, past Mr. Okafor's compound where the generator was already running though the sun hadn't properly set.

	Amara heard him at the gate before he'd even pushed it open. She always did. She had some instinct for the sound of his footsteps that no one else in the family shared, not even their mother, and she came flying out barefoot across the compound, five years old and screaming something about her brother the graduate, a word she had clearly heard somewhere and decided to apply generously.

	He caught her mid-run and lifted her onto his hip, and she kicked her legs against his side, too happy to keep still, her small hands gripping the collar of his shirt.

	"Did you finish school forever?" she asked.

	"Forever," he said.

	"So now you'll be home every day?"

	He didn't answer that one directly, because he didn't know the answer, and even at seventeen he had learned that it was better to let a five-year-old's questions go unanswered than to answer them wrong. He carried her inside instead, her legs still swinging, narrating something about a drawing she had made that afternoon involving a dog that did not exist in their household but that she had apparently decided did, in the world of her drawing, belong to them.

	Inside, their mother was in the kitchen with jollof rice on the burner and music playing from the small television propped on a stool in the corner, the volume low enough that it was just company noise rather than something anyone was watching. Their mother, Folake, hummed along to a song she didn't seem to fully know the words to, filling in the gaps with sounds that weren't lyrics, moving between the pot and the counter with the easy economy of someone who had cooked in this kitchen for two decades and could have done it blindfolded.

	"Tunde," she said, without turning around, "wash your hands and come and taste this for me. Too much pepper or not enough, I can't tell anymore."

	He tasted it. It was, as always, exactly right, and he told her so, and she waved a spoon at him like she didn't believe a word of it but was pleased regardless.

	Their father sat in his favorite chair in the sitting room with the phone pressed to his ear, talking loudly about a container at Apapa port, his voice carrying the exasperation of a man who had spent all afternoon on hold with a customs officer who kept finding new reasons the paperwork wasn't sufficient.

	"I am telling you," he said into the phone, "I have already paid for that. Twice, if we are counting honestly. Ah ah. No. Let me speak with your supervisor."

	He caught Tunde's eye across the room and rolled his own in a way that meant this conversation would be a story at dinner, told with better comic timing than it currently possessed. Chukwuemeka Adebayo had built his electronics import business over twenty years, starting with a single suitcase of imported radios he'd sold from the back of a borrowed car, and he still treated every customs delay like a personal insult, though he'd learned, mostly, to laugh about it once the delay was resolved.

	The house smelled like pepper, palm oil, and something underneath that Tunde couldn't identify but recognized instantly from childhood, some combination of dust and detergent and the mustiness of an old ceiling fan that had been running in that room since before he was born. It was a smell that meant nothing to anybody else and meant everything to him.

	Everything about the evening felt solid in a way he didn't examine too closely, the way you don't examine the ground you're standing on until it isn't there anymore. His father's laugh through the phone conversation. His mother's off-key humming. Amara's small weight settling into his lap once he sat down, already halfway through explaining, in exhaustive detail, why the imaginary dog needed a name and why that name had to be Bruno.

	They ate dinner together, all four of them, which didn't happen every night given his father's schedule but happened that night because it was a day worth marking. His father told the customs story properly this time, embellishing the supervisor's voice into something theatrical, and his mother laughed in the way that made the corners of her eyes crease, and Amara, who understood none of the actual joke, laughed anyway because everyone else was laughing, which was its own kind of joke that only she was in on.

	Later that afternoon, before the light had fully gone, his parents got ready to go out. His father needed to check the shipment at the port before the next customs window opened in the morning, and his mother was going along, partly to see the goods herself and partly, Tunde suspected, because she liked keeping an eye on her husband when he was in one of his fighting moods with officialdom.

	"We'll be late," his mother said, checking her earrings in the hallway mirror. "Make sure your sister eats and goes to bed at a reasonable hour. Not one of your reasonable hours. An actual reasonable hour."

	"Yes, ma," Tunde said.

	His father squeezed his shoulder on the way out, the kind of gesture that didn't need words attached to it, and said only, "We'll talk properly this weekend. About the holidays. I mean it this time."

	"I know, Papa."

	"I mean it," his father said again, like repetition might make it truer, and then they were gone, the gate swinging shut behind them, the sound of the car pulling out onto the street fading into the general evening noise of generators and traffic and someone's radio three compounds over.

	Tunde fed Amara, which took longer than it should have because she insisted on narrating the entire plot of a cartoon she'd watched that morning between bites, most of which seemed to involve a talking vegetable and a villain whose motivations she could not adequately explain but was certain were evil. He bathed her, fought the losing battle of getting her to agree that eight o'clock was bedtime and not merely a suggestion, and got her into bed with the small reading lamp on and a picture book open on her chest, though she was asleep before he'd finished the second page.

	He sat in the sitting room after that, doing nothing in particular, flipping between television stations without committing to any of them, the house quiet in the way it was only quiet when both his parents were out and he was, for a few hours, the only person awake and responsible for everything in it. He thought about university. He thought about the business. He thought, with the clarity that sometimes comes late at night for no reason at all, that he needed to find a way to talk to his father properly, man to man rather than father to son, about what he actually wanted, which was not one thing or the other but some version of both that nobody had built a template for yet.

	He fell asleep on the sofa around eleven, the television still on, the volume too low to have woken anyone.

	That night, around midnight, knocking rattled the front door.

	It wasn't the knock of a neighbor or a night guard doing rounds. It had a different weight to it, an insistence that pulled him up off the sofa before he was fully conscious, his heart already moving faster than his mind had caught up to.

	Tunde opened it to find two police officers on the step, their uniforms slightly rumpled from a long shift, their faces arranged into an expression he had never seen before but understood immediately and completely. It told him everything before either of them said a single word.

	"Are you the son of Chukwuemeka and Folake Adebayo?" one of them asked, and his voice had the careful, rehearsed gentleness of a man who had delivered this kind of news enough times to have developed a method for it, though the method didn't make it easier to hear.

	Tunde said yes. He doesn't remember saying it, but he must have, because the officer kept talking.

	A drunk driver had lost control of his vehicle on the Third Mainland Bridge, crossing into oncoming traffic at a speed the officer described in numbers that meant nothing to Tunde in the moment and that he would look up later, alone, and wish he hadn't. The impact had killed his parents instantly. There had been nothing anyone could have done, the officer said, as though instant death was a kindness, which perhaps, weighed against alternatives, it was. By sunrise, both were gone.

	Tunde stood in the doorway for a long moment after the officers finished speaking, and one of them asked if there was an adult who could be called, some relative, some neighbor, and Tunde said he would call his uncle, and the officer wrote something on a small pad and gave him a number to call in the morning and said again, unnecessarily, that he was sorry, and then they left, and the gate swung shut behind them the same way it had swung shut behind his parents eight hours earlier, except this time nothing would come back through it.

	He closed the door. He turned the lock, out of habit rather than any real sense that locking it mattered anymore. He walked back into the sitting room, where the television was still playing something with a laugh track, cheerful and grotesque against everything that had just happened, and he turned it off, and the silence that followed had a texture to it that he would recognize for the rest of his life whenever it returned, in hospitals, in courtrooms, in the moment before a fight when the crowd goes quiet.

	He sat in the living room for a long time afterward. His mother's slippers were still beside the couch where she'd stepped out of them before putting on her going out shoes. His father's reading glasses were folded on the side table next to a newspaper he had not finished reading, the crossword half done, a pen resting in the fold of the page like he intended to come back to it.

	Tunde picked up the reading glasses at some point without deciding to. He held them for a while, turning them over, and then set them down again exactly where they had been, as though putting things back in their places might undo something.

	Amara woke at dawn asking for their mother. She padded out of her room in her nightdress, rubbing her eyes, and asked the question so simply, so without any sense of the ground having shifted, that Tunde had no idea what to say to her. He crouched down to her level, the way you do with small children, and opened his mouth, and nothing came out that made any sense, and in the end he just held her, and she let him, though she kept asking, over his shoulder, in a voice that was starting to understand something was wrong even if she couldn't name it yet, where Mummy was, and when Mummy was coming back, and why nobody was answering her.

	He didn't have an answer that morning. He would spend a long time afterward trying to build one, in pieces, out of things he barely understood himself. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2

	Vultures

	 

	Relatives arrived in force before the burial, more of them than Tunde had known existed, cousins and second cousins and people introduced to him as family friends so close they were practically family, all of them filling the small house in Ikeja with noise and performance and the restless energy of people who had somewhere else to be but were determined not to leave before matters were settled.

	Women cried with impressive volume, throwing themselves against walls and doorframes in fits of grief that rose and fell with a theatrical rhythm Tunde found himself watching with a kind of numb, detached fascination, the way you watch a play you know is fiction even while everyone around you insists it's real life. Men gathered in corners of the compound, speaking in lowered voices that were not actually low enough, and Tunde, moving between rooms with plates of food nobody had asked him to serve but that someone had to serve, kept catching fragments of those conversations, and the fragments kept drifting toward the same things. The mansion. The vehicles. The company. The accounts.

	He noticed it early, on the first day even, though he didn't yet have the vocabulary to name what he was noticing. By the second day of mourning, an odd thing had happened to the way people spoke about his parents. They had almost entirely stopped talking about them as people, as a man who told bad jokes about customs officers and a woman who hummed songs she didn't fully know the words to. They had started talking about them as a collection of things left behind, a portfolio to be discussed and divided, and Tunde, standing at the edge of these conversations with a tray of small chops in his hands, felt something cold settle into his stomach that had nothing to do with grief and everything to do with recognition.

	His father had built the electronics import business over twenty years, starting with nothing, a single suitcase of radios and a willingness to sleep four hours a night when the situation demanded it. Within a week of his death, an uncle from Ibadan whom Tunde had met perhaps three times in his entire life began telling anyone who would listen that he had helped establish the business in its early years, had put up capital, had guided Chukwuemeka through the difficult early negotiations with suppliers, a story Tunde had never once heard his father tell and that contradicted everything he knew about how the business had actually started. An aunt, one of his father's several sisters, insisted with great solemnity that the family cars needed to be sold immediately to cover burial expenses that, as far as Tunde could tell from the receipts he later found stuffed haphazardly into a kitchen drawer, had already been covered several times over by contributions from the people now claiming the cars were necessary to fund them.

	Documents began appearing that Tunde had never seen before and that nobody could explain the origin of. A power of attorney, apparently signed by his father some years earlier, granting a cousin authority over business matters, the signature on it looking close enough to his father's actual signature that Tunde, with no legal training and no access to anyone who could verify it properly, had no way of proving it false even as every instinct in him screamed that it was. A lawyer nobody in the immediate family recognized began appearing at the house with increasing frequency, always in conversation with Uncle Emeka, always leaving with a folder of papers slightly thicker than the one he'd arrived with.

	Tunde tried speaking up during one of the family meetings that had become a near daily occurrence in that first week, held in the sitting room with chairs dragged in from everywhere, his mother's favorite armchair pushed to the side as though it, too, needed to make way for more important business.

	"These are my father's things," he said, standing near the doorway because nobody had offered him a chair, which he understood now had not been an oversight. "My mother's things. Ours. Amara's and mine."

	An older uncle, a man he barely knew, a distant relation on his mother's side who had appointed himself something like the meeting's chairman, cut him off before he'd finished two full sentences, waving a hand at him with the dismissiveness reserved for interruptions from people who did not yet understand their place.

	"Sit down," the man said. "This is not for children."

	Tunde, who had never in his life been spoken to that way by anyone, felt something rise in him that he didn't fully recognize, a heat behind his eyes that wasn't tears and wasn't rage but sat somewhere uncomfortably between the two. He kept going anyway, his voice cracking slightly, asking again what was happening to the shipment at the port, to the warehouse inventory, to the accounts his father had spent two decades building.

	The man crossed the room in three steps and slapped him across the face.

	The sound of it was louder than the sting, a flat crack that silenced the room instantly, every conversation stopping mid sentence, every head turning. Tunde stood there with his hand rising slowly to his cheek, more shocked than hurt, looking around the room at faces that had, a moment earlier, been performing grief with such conviction, and finding in most of them not outrage at what had just happened to a seventeen year old boy who had buried both his parents inside a week, but a kind of collective, awkward silence that read less like disapproval and more like embarrassment that the pretense had slipped in front of witnesses.

	"You are still a child," the man said, straightening his agbada, as though the sentence explained and excused everything that had just happened, as though being a child were a crime that carried a physical penalty.

	Nobody in that room defended him. Not Uncle Emeka, who looked briefly uncomfortable before returning his attention to a document on his lap. Not Auntie Ngozi, who studied the floor with sudden interest. Not any of the cousins or family friends scattered around the edges of the room, several of whom Tunde would later learn had, within days of the incident, quietly accepted small gifts and considerations from Uncle Emeka in exchange for their continued silence and cooperation, a fact he only pieced together much later, long after it could have mattered.

	He didn't speak again in those meetings. He learned, faster than any seventeen year old should have to, that some rooms were not designed to hear him, and that fighting to be heard in them cost more than it gained.

	Within a month, the mansion was sold, the transaction moving with a speed that struck even Tunde, who had no legal background but a growing and bitter education in how these things worked, as suspicious. The paperwork listed Uncle Emeka as the executor of an estate that had never formally named him as such, a title he had apparently arranged for himself through the same lawyer who kept appearing at the house, through channels Tunde would spend years trying and failing to fully untangle. The company, the business his father had built from a single suitcase of radios into something that employed six people and supplied electronics to shops across three states, changed hands within six weeks, sold to a buyer Tunde never met for a sum he never saw documented anywhere. Bank accounts that should have belonged to the estate, and by extension to Amara and himself, were frozen briefly, apparently for legal review, and then quietly emptied over the following months in transactions that no one felt any obligation to explain to him.

	Vehicles disappeared from the compound one by one, a family that had, for years, eaten his parents' food at every celebration, borrowed money that had never once been repaid, accepted school fees for their own children paid quietly by his father without ever being asked to, now standing in the wreckage of that same family's death with clean hands and a ready explanation for everything, delivered with the confidence of people who have already decided nobody with real power will ever ask them to account for it.

	Tunde watched all of it happen with a growing, helpless clarity. He was seventeen. He had no lawyer of his own, no standing, no money to hire one even if he'd known where to start, and a five year old sister who needed feeding and clothing and looking after regardless of what was or was not happening to their father's estate. He understood, somewhere in that first month, that grief and injustice do not wait politely for each other, that you can be robbed and mourning at the exact same time, and that the second thing does not slow down to accommodate the first.

	In a conversation Tunde was not present for and only learned about after the fact, someone made a decision about the children. It happened, as far as he could reconstruct it later, over the course of a single afternoon, discussed among adults who had already, by that point, stopped consulting him about anything.

	Amara would go to an orphanage in Surulere, a place with a good reputation, Auntie Ngozi assured him, as though the reputation of the institution were the relevant consideration rather than that a five year old girl with two living relatives willing, at least nominally, to take responsibility for her was being sent to live among strangers. Tunde, meanwhile, would be left to fend for himself, to learn, in Uncle Emeka's phrase, delivered without any apparent awareness of its cruelty, what independence meant.
 

	Nobody asked either of them what they wanted. Nobody pretended to. When Tunde protested, when he said that he could take care of his sister himself, that he only needed time and a small amount of help to find work and somewhere to live, he was told, again, that he was still a child, that these were adult decisions, that he should be grateful the family was doing anything at all rather than simply washing their hands of both children entirely, a threat delivered casually enough that Tunde understood it was meant to end the conversation rather than continue it.

	He was allowed one final night in the house before it was formally handed over to its new owners. He spent most of it in Amara's room, sitting on the floor beside her bed while she slept, not because there was anything useful to do there but because he couldn't think of anywhere else that made sense to be. In the morning, a car came to take Amara to Surulere, driven by a woman from the orphanage he had never met, and Tunde carried his sister's small bag out to the car himself, because he refused to let anyone else do it, and knelt down at the car door to say goodbye to her.

	"I'll come every week," he told her. "I promise."

	She didn't fully understand what was happening, not the permanence of it, not yet, and she nodded and said okay in the easy, trusting way of a five year old who has not yet learned that promises made by people who love you can still, sometimes, through no fault of their own, be broken by circumstances bigger than either of them.

	He watched the car pull away and stood on the empty street for a long time afterward, in front of a house that was no longer his, holding a duffel bag with everything he now owned in the world, and understood, with a coldness that felt almost like clarity, that he was alone for the first time in his life, and that from this point forward, every single thing that happened to him and to his sister would be a direct result of what he, personally, managed to build out of nothing, because nobody else in the family that shared his blood had shown, in the weeks since his parents died, any intention of building anything for either of them at all.

	He thought, standing there, of vultures, the actual birds, the ones he'd watched circling patiently over the market on hot afternoons as a boy, waiting, unhurried, for something to stop moving before they descended. He understood now, in a way he hadn't fully understood before that week, that vultures did not create the death they fed on. They only waited for it, arrived precisely on schedule, and took what remained without any malice, simply because it was there, and because nobody with more claim than patience and proximity had arrived first to stop them.

	He made a promise to himself on that empty street, one he didn't say aloud to anyone because there was no one left standing there to say it to. Whatever else happened to him, however long it took, however much it cost, he would not let his sister remain something that was merely waited for. He would come back for her properly, not just on Saturdays with an hour to spare, but for good, with a home and a life that nobody could take away from either of them a second time.

	He picked up the duffel bag, and turned away from the house, and started walking toward whatever came next, because there was nothing else left to do.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 3

	Mushin

	 

	Lagos did not care that Tunde was grieving.

	He learned this within the first three days of looking for work, walking from shop to shop, office to office, holding a school leaving certificate that hadn't even been officially issued yet, only promised, and a growing sense that the city he had lived in his entire life had no interest in his circumstances. Employers looked at him, seventeen, no experience beyond a father's shop that no longer existed in any form he could point to, and turned him away with varying degrees of politeness. Some told him to come back when he had a proper certificate. Some told him, more honestly, that they weren't hiring boys his age for anything beyond errand running, and errand running didn't pay enough to matter. A few simply looked past him to the next person in line, as though he had already stopped being visible.

	He slept, for the first three weeks, on a thin mat on the floor of his uncle Emeka's boys' quarters, a small room at the back of the compound originally built for a house help who had left the family's employment years earlier and never been replaced. It was, everyone involved understood without saying so directly, a temporary arrangement, one extended out of a sense of minimal obligation rather than any real welcome, and Tunde felt the temperature of that welcome cool by the day. Uncle Emeka's wife made pointed comments about the cost of feeding an extra mouth. Uncle Emeka's own children, cousins Tunde had grown up seeing at family gatherings, treated him with an awkward distance that suggested they had absorbed some version of the story in which their father had done nothing wrong and Tunde's misfortune was simply misfortune, unconnected to any decision made by anyone in their own household.

	By the end of the third week, nobody needed to say out loud that it was time for him to find somewhere else to be. He understood it in the small ways the understanding communicated itself: a comment about how the boys' quarters had originally been meant for staff, a question about how his job search was progressing that carried more accusation than concern, a general thinning of the already thin hospitality that had greeted him there in the first place. He packed his duffel bag on a Sunday morning and left before anyone had properly woken up, partly out of pride and partly because he didn't trust himself to say a polite goodbye to people he no longer had any polite feelings toward.

	He found work three days later, as a cashier in a supermarket in Mushin, a mid sized shop that sold everything from rice and cooking oil to phone credit and cheap plastic toys, its aisles narrow and crowded, its till drawer sticky from years of use. The pay was terrible, barely enough to cover a room and food with nothing left over for anything else, and he accepted the position without negotiating, because negotiating required leverage he didn't have and time he couldn't afford to spend looking for something better.

	The manager, a stern woman named Mrs. Okonkwo who ran the shop with an efficiency that bordered on ruthlessness, trained him for exactly one day before putting him behind the till alone, and made clear from the outset that mistakes, whether in counting change or in attitude toward difficult customers, would not be tolerated more than once. Tunde learned quickly. He had to. There was no version of his situation that allowed for a second chance at this job, not with rent due at the end of every month and no family safety net standing behind him if he failed.

	He found a room through a notice pinned to a board outside a provisions shop, a single space in a subdivided house on a noisy street in Mushin, the kind of building where six or seven families shared a corridor, a bathroom, and a general sense of never being able to hear your own thoughts over someone else's radio, someone else's argument, someone else's generator running at hours that made no logical sense. Generators across the street ran from dusk until whichever landlord decided the fuel bill had grown too expensive for the night, and then the whole block slept, or tried to, in a heat that pressed against the walls like something physical. The ceiling leaked in three places whenever the rain came down hard, and Tunde learned to recognize the sound of the first drops finding those spots, learned to move his mattress in the dark without fully waking, a skill that became automatic faster than he would have liked.

	Every Saturday, without fail, he took a danfo bus across the city to Surulere, standing for most of the journey because the buses were always fuller on weekends, holding onto the overhead rail as the vehicle lurched through traffic that never seemed to actually move, only shift positions.

	The orphanage occupied a converted school building on a quiet side street, its walls painted a faded institutional green, a small dusty compound out front where children played during visiting hours under the loose supervision of staff who had learned, out of necessity, to watch many things at once. Mrs. Bamidele, who ran the place, had been a schoolteacher for over thirty years before retiring, and had apparently decided, upon retirement, that the correct response to having more free time was to spend it looking after children who had less of everything than the ones she'd taught in her professional life.

	Tunde liked her from the first Saturday he met her, in the quiet, unremarkable way you sometimes like someone who is simply and consistently doing the right thing without ever making a speech about it. She was a small woman with sharp eyes and a voice that carried authority without needing to be raised, and she treated Tunde, from that first meeting, not as a problem to be managed but as a young man doing something difficult and worth respecting.

	"You come every week," she said to him once, on perhaps his fourth or fifth visit, watching him sign the visitor's register in the small office near the entrance. "Some of them, the families that leave children here, they come once a month if that. Some don't come at all."

	"She's my sister," Tunde said, as though that were a complete explanation, which to him it was.

	Mrs. Bamidele studied him for a moment with an expression he couldn't read, something between assessment and approval, and said only, "Good," before waving him through toward the courtyard where the visiting children waited.

	Amara was always glad to see him, every single Saturday, running across the courtyard the moment she spotted him at the gate the same way she used to run across their old compound, and Tunde had learned to brace himself for the impact of it, the force of a small girl who had decided her brother was the single most reliable thing left in her world and was determined to greet him accordingly. She would hug him tightly at the gate, then take his hand and walk him to whatever bench or patch of shade she had already decided was theirs for the visit, narrating everything that had happened during the week in the exhaustive detail children use when they have been saving up things to tell someone and finally have the chance.

	They would sit together in the courtyard until visiting hours ended, Tunde bringing whatever small treat he could afford, a few groundnuts, sometimes a single bottle of soft drink they shared between them, and Amara would talk about the other children, about the lessons Mrs. Bamidele's assistants taught in the mornings, about a girl named Chidinma who had become something like a best friend, about a boy who kept trying to take her toys and how she had, on more than one occasion, taken decisive and physical action to correct this behavior, a story she told with pride and that Tunde, despite himself, found difficult not to laugh at.

	Before he left each week, standing at the gate while a staff member waited patiently a few feet away to walk Amara back inside, she asked him the same question, in the same small, hopeful voice, a question that never lost its capacity to break something in him no matter how many times he heard it.

	"When are we going home together?"

	He always said soon. He said it gently, and he meant it as much as a person can mean a promise they have no immediate way of keeping, but he understood, watching her face each week, that the word soon was losing its power over time, wearing thin the way a coin wears thin from being handled too often. She still asked. She still nodded when he answered. But somewhere around the fourth or fifth month, he began to see, in the way she looked at him just before the staff member led her back inside, that she no longer believed him, that some younger, more trusting version of the question had quietly given way to something more guarded, a hope she was still willing to voice but no longer willing to fully invest in.

	He rode the danfo bus home each Saturday evening with that look sitting in his chest like a stone, and he worked the rest of the week with a focus that had less to do with ambition than with a simple, grinding determination to change the answer he was giving her before the question stopped being one she bothered to ask at all.

	He kept a small notebook, bought three for a hundred naira from a stall near the bus stop, and used it to track every naira that came in from the supermarket job and every naira that went out toward rent, food, and the small bus fares that carried him back and forth to Surulere each week. The arithmetic never came out generous. Some weeks it barely came out even. But he kept the notebook anyway, because looking at the numbers, even numbers that refused to grow the way he needed them to, felt like proof that he was still steering something, still moving, even when the destination remained stubbornly out of reach.

	He thought often, in those months, of his father, of a man who had built a business out of a single suitcase of radios through nothing but persistence and a willingness to work harder than the situation seemed to require. He didn't yet know what shape his own future would take, whether it would look anything like his father's, but he understood, standing behind that sticky till drawer six days a week, that whatever shape it eventually took, it would have to be built the exact same way his father had built everything he'd ever owned: from nothing, with no shortcuts, and with a stubbornness that outlasted every single person who bet against it.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 4

	The Girl Who Waited

	 

	Life inside the orphanage in Surulere, during the eight months before Amara ran and was found beneath the bridge, carried its own texture that Tunde only fully understood many years later, once Amara herself, well into adulthood, finally felt able to describe those months to him in the kind of detail she had never shared during her actual childhood.

	The dormitory she shared with five other girls her age was a long, narrow room with metal framed beds arranged in two rows, a single overhead fan that struggled against the heat during the dry season and did nothing at all during the frequent power outages that left the room stifling through the longest nights. Amara's bed sat nearest the door, a position she came to associate, across those eight months, with a kind of vigilance, waking at the smallest sounds, always half alert to the possibility that something might change without warning, an anxious hypervigilance that she carried, as she later admitted to Tunde, well into her adult years before therapy helped her finally begin to set it down.

	The other girls in her dormitory came from a range of circumstances that Amara gradually pieced together during those months, some, like her, with a surviving relative who visited occasionally, others with no visitors at all, having arrived at the orphanage through circumstances involving parents who had simply disappeared or proven unable or unwilling to care for them, a spectrum of loss that Amara, even at five years old, understood intuitively placed her own situation somewhere in the middle, neither the most fortunate nor the most abandoned among the girls she shared that narrow room with.

	A girl named Chidinma, roughly Amara's own age, became, during those eight months, something close to a friend, the two of them developing the fierce, uncomplicated loyalty that children sometimes form quickly in difficult circumstances, sharing meals, inventing games with whatever modest materials the orphanage's limited resources provided, and, on the nights when the loneliness grew too heavy for either of them to manage alone, sometimes climbing into the same narrow bed together, an arrangement the staff generally tolerated as long as it didn't disrupt the broader dormitory's routine too significantly.

	Chidinma's own family situation, Amara learned gradually over their months together, involved a mother who had died during childbirth and a father who had, according to the story Chidinma had pieced together from fragments overheard from various adults, simply been unable to manage raising a child alone while also holding down the work that kept them fed, a story that carried, for young Amara, an uncomfortable resonance with her own circumstances, a family broken not through malice necessarily but through a combination of loss and impossible practical constraints.

	The staff, under Mrs. Bamidele's overall direction, ran the orphanage with genuine, if necessarily limited, care, the modest resources available stretched carefully across more need than they could ever fully address, but Amara remembered, describing those months to Tunde decades later, a staff member named Sister Grace who had shown her individual kindness during that period, a young volunteer teacher who noticed Amara's sharp curiosity and made a point of bringing extra books specifically for her whenever her own modest resources allowed it.

	"She used to sit with me sometimes, after the other girls had gone to sleep," Amara told Tunde. "Not every night, she had other responsibilities too, but often enough that I looked forward to it, this small, quiet time where someone paid attention specifically to me, rather than to the group as a whole. I think that's part of what made it so hard, eventually, when the running away decision started forming in my mind. It wasn't that everyone there was unkind. Some of them, like Sister Grace, were warm toward me. It was just never the warmth I actually needed most, which was you."

	The loneliness that drove Amara toward her decision to run, she explained, had built gradually rather than arriving all at once, a slow accumulation of small moments across those eight months where the absence of her actual family became too heavy to keep managing through borrowed warmth from staff and friendship from other similarly displaced children, however genuine both of those things actually were within their own limits.

	The moment that finally tipped the accumulated weight into action, she told Tunde, came during a visiting day when several other girls' relatives arrived to see them, an occasion that happened with some regularity and that Amara had, across her months there, learned to navigate with a careful, practiced composure that hid, beneath its surface, an increasingly difficult envy she felt watching other children reunited, even briefly, with people who loved them specifically and individually rather than as part of an institutional caseload.

	"I watched Chidinma's aunt visit her that Saturday," Amara said. "Chidinma cried when she left, the way she always did, and I held her hand while she cried, the way I always did, and something in me just decided, watching that whole scene play out yet again, that I couldn't keep doing it anymore. Watching other people's small reunions and going back to my own narrow bed without one of my own, week after week, month after month. I decided that night. I didn't plan it carefully, not the way it probably looked from outside. I just knew I couldn't wait for another Saturday visiting day to pass without actually doing something to change it myself."

	Tunde listened to this account, delivered many years after the actual events, with a grief that arrived freshly despite how much time had passed, a clear, detailed understanding, for the first time, of exactly what his sister had actually been carrying during those eight months he had visited faithfully every single Saturday without ever fully understanding the loneliness building beneath her outwardly cheerful updates about Chidinma and the other children and Mrs. Bamidele's lessons.

	"I should have seen it," he told her. "I visited every week. I thought that was enough, that showing up consistently was the most important thing I could offer, given everything else I was juggling at the time. I didn't understand how much the accumulated weight of every week in between was building on you."

	"You couldn't have known," Amara told him, with the grace she had developed, across years of her own therapeutic work, toward extending understanding rather than blame toward the limitations that had shaped their shared childhood. "You were seventeen, working impossible hours just to survive yourself. You showed up every single Saturday without exception, which is more than most adults in that situation would have managed. I don't think there was any version of that arrangement that wouldn't have ended the same way, given how I needed you specifically, rather than any reasonable substitute, however kind."

	Chidinma, Amara learned years later through the orphanage's alumni network that Mrs. Bamidele had maintained across decades, eventually found her own path forward, adopted by a family in her early teens and going on to build, from what little Amara could gather through occasional updates, a stable and reasonably content adult life. Amara reached out to her directly, once she'd tracked down her contact information through the alumni network, and the two women, now well into their thirties, reconnected over a long, emotional conversation that revisited those eight shared months in detail, each filling in gaps in the other's memory of a period that had shaped both of their lives so profoundly despite its relatively brief actual duration.

	"We held onto each other because there was nobody else to hold onto, for those months," Chidinma told Amara, during their reunion. "I think about you often, actually. You were the first real friend I remember having. I'm glad your brother later found you. I always hoped, after you disappeared that night, that whatever had happened to you had turned out to be something good, rather than something worse than what you'd left behind."

	"It was something good," Amara told her. "Eventually. It took a while to get there. But it was good."

	


Chapter 5

	Under the Bridge

	 

	Eight months after leaving Amara at the orphanage, on an ordinary Tuesday afternoon that gave no warning it would be anything other than ordinary, Mrs. Bamidele called him at work.

	He heard it in her voice before she'd said more than his name, a strain underneath the careful calm she was clearly trying to maintain, and his stomach dropped in the way it had once before, standing in a doorway at midnight listening to two police officers choose their words carefully. Mrs. Okonkwo, watching him from behind the till, must have seen something shift in his face, because she waved him toward the small office at the back of the shop without being asked, an unusual kindness from a woman not generally known for them.

	Amara had disappeared the previous night. She had been present at dinner, eaten normally, joined the other children for evening prayers, and gone to bed at the usual hour in the dormitory she shared with five other girls her age. At lights out, a staff member had done the usual headcount and found everything as it should be. Sometime between then and the morning wake up call, she had gone, taking nothing with her but the clothes she'd worn to bed and, as far as anyone could tell, no explanation left behind for anyone to find.

	"We searched the compound first," Mrs. Bamidele said, her voice tight with an anxiety she was working hard to keep professional. "The gate was locked. We think she went over the back wall, near where the old classroom block used to be. There's a gap in the fencing there we've been meaning to fix."

	Tunde walked out of the supermarket without telling his manager, without collecting the small pay he was owed for the week, without doing anything except moving, because standing still while his sister was missing somewhere in a city of twenty million people was not a thing his body would allow.

	He searched for three weeks.

	He went first to the orphanage itself, retracing the route Amara might have taken from the gap in the fence, talking to every staff member and every child old enough to have possibly seen or heard something. Nobody had. He went from there to the markets he thought she might recognize or be drawn toward, Mushin and Oshodi, walking the crowded aisles between stalls calling her name until traders started to recognize his face and ask, with concern, whether he'd had any luck. He checked the underpasses along Carter Bridge, where he'd heard homeless children sometimes gathered, ducking into spaces beneath the road that smelled of dampness and diesel and things he tried not to think too hard about. He checked the bus parks at Mile 2 and Jibowu, watching the crowds for a small girl who might have wandered in among the noise and the shouting conductors and the general chaos of a transport hub that never fully slept.

	He knocked on the doors of churches and mosques he'd heard ran feeding programs for street children, asking pastors and imams and volunteer coordinators whether a girl matching Amara's description had come through, describing her in exhausting, precise detail each time. Small for her age. A scar on her left knee from a fall the year before. A habit of humming to herself, tunelessly, when she thought nobody was listening. He asked street traders who sold roasted corn and boiled groundnuts near the bus stops, asking if they'd noticed a child alone, asking okada riders who spent their days weaving through traffic and knew the city's back routes better than most, asking agbero boys who worked the motor parks collecting fares and who knew every inch of their territory with the granular knowledge that comes from spending every waking hour in one place.

	He barely slept in those three weeks. He would lie down for an hour or two out of physical necessity and be back on his feet before it had properly counted as rest, telling himself, each time exhaustion threatened to pull him under for longer than he could afford, that he would rest properly once he'd found her, that sleep was a debt he was allowed to defer indefinitely as long as the alternative was Amara alone somewhere in a city that did not, as a rule, look after children who had nobody looking after them.

	He lost the supermarket job somewhere in the second week, though he barely registered it as a loss at the time, a message relayed through a neighbor who happened to pass the shop and mentioned that Mrs. Okonkwo had hired someone else. It didn't matter. Nothing mattered in those three weeks except the single, narrowing question of where his sister had gone, and every night that passed without an answer felt like a door closing somewhere he couldn't see, on a version of the future he refused to let himself fully imagine.

	He found her on the twentieth day, beneath a bridge on Lagos Island, in a stretch of concrete and shadow where the road rose up over a channel of water thick with refuse and the green sheen of standing filth. A group of homeless children had made camp there, eight or nine of them ranging in age from perhaps six to somewhere in the mid teens, tucked between the massive concrete pillars with flattened cardboard and torn plastic sheeting arranged as makeshift barriers against the wind that came in off the water at night. Tunde had walked past that stretch of bridge twice already in his search without stopping, and on the twentieth day, exhausted past the point of rational thought, running on nothing but stubbornness and a fear that had calcified into something almost physical, he stopped a third time, and this time something made him climb down the embankment and look properly.

	Amara was sitting apart from the others, near the edge of the group but not in it, her knees pulled up to her chest, her arms wrapped around them, staring at the ground in front of her with an expression Tunde had never seen on her face before and hoped never to see again, a kind of flattened, guarded stillness that belonged to someone much older than five, or by then, six, her birthday having passed sometime in those eight months without him present to mark it.

	She was thinner than when he'd last seen her, her clothes dirty in a way that had gone past the ordinary dirt of a child at play into something more settled, more lived in. A cut above her left eyebrow had healed badly, leaving a small ridge of scar tissue that would remain visible for years afterward, a permanent mark from those weeks that neither of them ever fully discussed, though Tunde noticed it every time he looked at her closely enough, a small reminder of exactly what his absence had cost.

	She looked up when he said her name, and for a moment she simply stared at him, as though she wasn't sure he was real, as though twenty days of surviving among strangers under a bridge had taught her not to trust the sudden appearance of things she wanted too badly. Then something in her face broke open, and she started crying, not the loud, dramatic crying of a child throwing a tantrum, but something quieter and more exhausted, the crying of someone who has been holding a great deal together for a long time and has finally, finally been given permission to stop.

	He crouched down in the dirt and mud beneath that bridge and held her, and for a while, neither of them said anything at all, the other children watching from a short distance with the wary curiosity of kids who had learned not to trust adults arriving suddenly to take one of their own away, though none of them moved to interfere, and one of the older boys, perhaps fourteen, watched the whole scene with an expression that looked, if Tunde had been in any state to notice it properly, almost like relief on Amara's behalf.

	When she'd calmed down enough to speak, she told him, in fragments, why she'd gone. She'd wanted to be with him, she said. Not with the orphanage, not with the other children, kind as some of them were, not with staff who were doing their best but weren't him. She wanted her brother, and she had decided, in the private, uncompromising logic of a child who has already lost everything else that mattered, that if nobody was going to bring them back together, she would simply go and find him herself.

	He told her gently, holding her against his chest, that he lived in a single room with a leaking ceiling, that he barely made enough money to feed himself some weeks, that she was safer at the orphanage than she could ever be with him in his current circumstances, and that he would come for her properly, permanently, once he had built something that could actually hold both of them.

	She pulled back from him slightly and shook her head, once, with a firmness that startled him coming from someone so small.

	"If you take me back there," she said, "I'll run away again."

	He looked at her for a long moment, and understood, with a clarity that arrived all at once rather than gradually, that she meant it completely, that this was not a threat born of childish stubbornness but a statement of intent from a person who had already proven, over twenty days beneath a bridge, precisely how far she was willing to go to get what she'd decided she needed. He also understood, sitting there in the mud and the smell of standing water, that he had spent eight months telling himself a comforting story about how things would gradually improve on their own, how a little more time and a little more saving would later produce a version of stability that justified keeping her somewhere else in the meantime. He had no room left for that story. The story had nearly gotten his sister killed, or worse, in ways he refused to let himself fully picture even now, with her safe and breathing in his arms.

	"Okay," he said. "Okay. You'll come with me."

	She didn't smile, not right away, still too exhausted and too uncertain that this was real, but she nodded, and gripped his hand tightly, and didn't let go of it as he stood up and thanked the older children quietly for looking after her, pressing what little money he had in his pocket into the hand of the fourteen year old boy who had watched over her, a gesture that felt inadequate and necessary at the same time.

	He carried her most of the way home, her legs too tired to walk far, her head resting against his shoulder, and somewhere along that long walk back across the city, as the evening settled in around them and the streetlights began flickering on in their uneven, half functioning way, he made a second promise to himself, quieter than the one he'd made outside the sold house eight months earlier, but no less absolute. Whatever it took, whatever it cost him, he would never again let a plan for someday take priority over the simple fact of her, right now, needing him.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 6

	One Room

	 

	The apartment was smaller with two people in it. That sounds obvious, the kind of thing anyone could have told him in advance, but it wasn't a fact he understood properly until he was living inside it, watching a single room that had felt merely cramped for one person become something closer to a puzzle once a second body and a second set of belongings needed to fit inside it too.

	Tunde gave Amara the mattress and slept on the floor beside it with a folded wrapper under him for padding, a thin buffer against the cold concrete that did little against the actual cold but gave him something to tell himself he was managing the situation. When the nights turned properly cold, the kind of Lagos cold that arrived in the small hours during the harmattan season and made the whole city seem to hold its breath, he gave her the blanket and told her he didn't need it, a small lie she was too young to question and he was too proud to correct.

	Some evenings, particularly in that first month after bringing her home, they ate bread and drank sachet water because that was what his remaining savings could stretch to cover, and he made sure, every single time, that she ate first and ate enough, portioning out whatever they had with the exacting, silent calculation of someone doing arithmetic he refused to say out loud in front of a six year old. He would tell her he'd already eaten at work, a lie he told so often and so convincingly that there were nights he couldn't remember whether it was true, his own hunger having become background noise he'd learned to work around the way you learn to work around a persistent, low grade headache.

	She smiled more in that cramped, leaking room than she ever had at the orphanage, and that fact, more than anything else, made the arrangement feel worth whatever it cost him. She had her own small rituals within it, insisting on arranging her handful of belongings in an order along the single shelf that hung crookedly above the mattress, humming to herself in the mornings while Tunde got ready for whatever job he currently held, asking him a hundred questions a day about things that occurred to her randomly, why the moon changed shape, why some people had generators and some people didn't, why the woman two doors down always seemed to be arguing with someone on the phone. He answered as many as he could and made up plausible sounding answers for the rest, and she seemed satisfied either way, which was, he came to understand, mostly what she needed from him at that age: not perfect information but steady presence.

	His manager at the supermarket, when he'd finally worked up the nerve to go back and explain, was not moved by his story. Mrs. Okonkwo listened to him describe finding his sister under a bridge with an expression that softened slightly at the details but hardened again by the time he finished, and told him, not unkindly but firmly, that he had abandoned his post for three weeks without notice, that she had needed to hire someone to cover the till in his absence, and that whatever the reasons, the decision to let him go had already been made and would not be reversed by a sympathetic story, however true it was.

	"I am sorry for your trouble," she said, and he believed she meant it, "but this is a business, not a charity. I have my own family to feed too."

	He understood, walking away from the shop for what he already knew was the final time, that this was simply how the city worked, that sympathy and survival occupied different accounts, and that he could not expect the second to draw automatically from the first, no matter how much either party might wish otherwise.

	He found two jobs within the week, moving with the urgency of a man who now had someone else's survival directly attached to his own. During the day, he loaded trucks at a warehouse near Apapa, hauling crates of goods between vehicles and storage bays under a supervisor who cared about output and nothing else, work that paid daily in cash and required nothing beyond a strong back and a willingness to keep going past the point where his body wanted to stop. At night, three nights a week at first and five, he cleaned tables and mopped floors at a restaurant in Surulere that stayed open past midnight catering to a late crowd of businessmen and partygoers who left their tables in a state that required effort to restore to anything resembling presentable.

	He slept four or five hours on the nights he worked both jobs, sometimes less, curled on the floor beside Amara's mattress, waking before dawn to prepare her for the day and himself for his own before either of them had properly rested. His hands developed calluses in new places, thick ridges of hardened skin across his palms and the base of his fingers that stayed with him long after the warehouse job itself had become a memory, a permanent physical record of a period he otherwise tried not to dwell on too closely.

	He stopped noticing his own exhaustion after a while, which he understood, in the distant, half aware way you understand things you don't have the energy to properly address, was probably not a good sign. Exhaustion, when it becomes constant enough, stops registering as a sensation and simply becomes the baseline against which everything else is measured, and Tunde spent most of that year operating from that baseline, functional but hollowed out, present for Amara in every way that mattered while quietly, steadily, running down some reserve of himself that he had no real way of replenishing.

	Mrs. Bamidele had no obligation to do anything further for either of them once Amara had left her care, and Tunde half expected, given how the rest of the extended family had behaved, that whatever kindness she'd shown while Amara was a resident of the orphanage would end the moment that arrangement did. Instead, she surprised him. She allowed Amara to keep attending the small school she ran out of a wing of the orphanage building, a modest but good education staffed by volunteer teachers and a curriculum Mrs. Bamidele had assembled herself over years of trial and adjustment, at a fee so low it barely qualified as one, and when Tunde tried to press her on why she was extending this generosity to a child who no longer lived under her roof, she waved the question off the way she waved off most things she considered not worth discussing further.

	"A child needs to learn," she said, "whether she sleeps here or there. What kind of person would I be if I closed a door on a girl just because her circumstances changed?"

	Tunde dropped by on a Saturday, not long after Amara had settled into the new arrangement of school by day and their crowded one room apartment by night, specifically to thank her properly, bringing with him a small gift he could barely afford, a tin of biscuits from the supermarket where he no longer worked but had gotten a discount from a former colleague who still felt some loyalty toward him. Mrs. Bamidele accepted the biscuits with a small, amused smile, as though she found the gesture both unnecessary and touching in roughly equal measure, and waved off his thanks the way she waved off most things.

	"You don't need to thank me for doing what is obviously right," she told him. "Save your gratitude for something that actually costs me effort."

	He had never, before or since that year, been more grateful for a single person in his life. In a period defined almost entirely by people who had taken from him, relatives who had stripped his father's estate to nothing and walked away with clean hands, employers who calculated his worth strictly by the hour and owed him nothing beyond it, Mrs. Bamidele stood out as proof that the opposite kind of person still existed, that generosity without an obvious angle attached to it was still, somehow, possible in a city that gave him plenty of reasons to doubt it.

	The room stayed cramped. The ceiling stayed leaky. The nights stayed short, and the work stayed brutal, and the arithmetic in his small notebook stayed stubbornly tight, income and expenses running so close together that a single unexpected cost, a torn shoe, a fever that kept him home from a shift, could throw the whole fragile system into a kind of quiet panic that took weeks to fully absorb. But every evening, walking home from whichever job had claimed him that day, he came back to a room with his sister in it, awake and waiting for him at the window some nights, already asleep on others, and that single fact, more than anything else in that difficult year, was what kept him moving forward through all of it without ever seriously considering that there might be an easier way to live that didn't include her.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 7

	Guardian

	 

	Tunde turned eighteen on a Tuesday, a fact that felt strange to him in its ordinariness, an entire year of grinding, sleepless effort arriving at its formal conclusion on a day that looked, from the outside, exactly like every other day he'd lived through in that period. No party. No cake with the correct number of candles. Just a date on a calendar that unlocked a piece of paperwork he had been quietly preparing for since he'd first understood, months earlier, that turning eighteen would give him something no amount of determination alone could provide: legal standing.

	He'd been preparing for it in the patient way he'd learned to prepare for most things by then, setting aside small amounts from his warehouse wages toward the court fee, a sum that would have been trivial to almost anyone else he knew but that took him the better part of four months to accumulate without compromising rent or Amara's school fees. He visited Mr. Adelabu's office twice in that period, the same soft spoken lawyer who had once explained to him, gently, exactly how little standing he'd had as a minor to challenge what his relatives had done to his father's estate. Mr. Adelabu, to his credit, remembered him, and remembered the case, and offered to help him file the guardianship paperwork at a reduced rate that Tunde suspected was less about business and more about a quiet, professional sympathy for a young man who had been failed by every adult institution meant to protect him.

	"This won't get back what was taken," Mr. Adelabu warned him, sliding the forms across his desk. "The house, the business, the accounts. Too much time has passed, too much has already changed hands, and frankly, chasing it now would cost more in legal fees than you'd ever recover. I want you to understand that clearly before we do this."

	"I understand," Tunde said. "This isn't about that. This is about her."

	Mr. Adelabu nodded, seeming satisfied by the answer, and walked him through what the guardianship would actually mean in practical terms. Legal authority to make medical decisions on Amara's behalf. The right to enroll her in school without needing a relative's permission. The ability to open a bank account for her, to sign documents, to be recognized by any institution in the country as the person responsible for her welfare, rather than an older brother whose claim to her rested on nothing more than blood and love, both of which, Tunde had learned the hard way, counted for little against a determined adult with a lawyer of his own.

	The court appearance itself took most of a morning, a process that felt, in the moment, almost anticlimactic given how much weight Tunde had attached to it in his own mind. He sat in a hard wooden chair in a courthouse corridor wearing his one clean shirt, ironed the night before with a flat iron heated on the same gas ring he shared with several other families, waiting to be called alongside a dozen other people there for unrelated matters, divorce filings and property disputes and small claims cases that had nothing to do with him but that filled the waiting hours with a low, anonymous murmur of other people's problems.

	When his name was finally called, the proceeding was brief. A magistrate reviewed the paperwork Mr. Adelabu had prepared, asked Tunde a handful of straightforward questions about his living situation, his income, his intentions, and his understanding of the responsibility he was taking on. Tunde answered each question plainly, without embellishment, describing the one room apartment, the warehouse wages, the arrangement with Mrs. Bamidele's school, and something in his answers, their sheer unpolished honesty, seemed to satisfy the magistrate more than a more polished performance might have. There was no dramatic gavel moment, no speech, just a stamp applied to a document and a clerk sliding it back across the counter toward him with the same bored efficiency she'd likely applied to every other piece of paper that had crossed her desk that morning.

	He signed the forms. The clerk stamped them. That was it.

	Walking out of the courthouse into the flat glare of midday sun, Tunde stood on the steps for a moment longer than necessary, turning the stamped document over in his hands, reading his own name printed next to Amara's in a formal, official capacity that made something in his chest tighten in a way he hadn't fully anticipated. He understood, standing there, that the word brother no longer fully covered what he now was to her, not in the eyes of the law and, increasingly, not in the private architecture of his own understanding of himself. He was her parent now, legally and practically, the sole adult standing between her and a world that had already shown, in vivid detail, exactly how little it cared about children with nobody official standing behind them.
 

	He thought, walking away from the courthouse, of his own father, of the weight his father must have carried every day of Tunde's childhood without ever once making it visible, the invisible architecture of decisions and worry and quiet sacrifice that holds a family together and goes largely unnoticed by the children living inside it until they are old enough, or forced early enough, to build a version of it themselves.

	That evening, he came home to find Amara sitting cross legged on the mattress with a sheet of paper torn carefully from her school exercise book, working with the intense, tongue between teeth concentration of a seven year old completing an important project. She had drawn a birthday cake in colored pencil, its proportions wildly inaccurate, its icing rendered in a shade of purple that existed in no bakery Tunde had ever encountered, with three candles standing atop it even though Tunde was turning eighteen and not, by any measure, three. Beneath the drawing, in large, careful letters that listed slightly downhill toward the right margin of the page, she had written TO THE BEST GUARDIAN IN LAGOS, a word she had clearly picked up recently, likely from overhearing one of his conversations with Mr. Adelabu, and had decided to deploy with evident pride at having learned something new and important enough to use in a card.

	"I heard you say the word," she told him, handing it over with the solemnity of someone presenting an award. "Guardian. It means you look after me now. Like a superhero, but for real."

	He laughed, a proper laugh, the first one that had come easily in longer than he could remember, and told her that yes, that was more or less what it meant, and she seemed pleased by the confirmation, returning to whatever homework she'd set aside to finish the card with the easy satisfaction of a job well done.

	He kept the card folded in his wallet from that night forward, carrying it through every job he would go on to hold, every arena he would fight in, every version of himself he would go on to become over the following years, a small crooked reminder, purple icing and all, of exactly why any of it mattered.

	The two years that followed the guardianship hearing settled into a rhythm that, while still exhausting, began to acquire something Tunde hadn't experienced since before his parents died: a faint, cautious sense of stability. He kept the warehouse job in Apapa, and over time, as he proved himself reliable in ways that mattered to the people who ran the operation, he was given more responsibility, moved from general loading duties into a position that involved checking manifests against incoming shipments, verifying quantities, flagging discrepancies before they became disputes with suppliers.

	It was mindless work in some ways, but it put him, day after day, in close proximity to the actual mechanics of import and trade, the same world his father had operated in for two decades before it was taken from him, and Tunde found himself paying closer attention than the job strictly required, noticing patterns he hadn't consciously set out to notice. He watched which goods moved fastest off the warehouse floor once they arrived, phone accessories, small electronics, categories of household goods that seemed to disappear into the retail market within days of clearing customs while others sat for weeks. He watched the markup between what a shipment cost to bring in and what it sold for once it reached a market stall in Alaba or Computer Village, a gap that struck him, doing the mental arithmetic during long, monotonous shifts, as far wider than he would have guessed.

	He didn't act on any of this yet. He had no capital to act on it with, no room in his current life for anything beyond survival and Amara's welfare, and the observations sat in the back of his mind mostly as a kind of private education, a slow accumulation of knowledge he wasn't sure yet what he'd eventually do with. But he found himself, on the rare evenings when exhaustion didn't fully claim him, jotting figures into the back pages of the same small notebook he used to track rent and food, rough calculations about what a small shipment of an item might cost to bring in versus what it might sell for, an exercise that had no immediate practical purpose but that occupied a part of his mind his father's old life had clearly left behind in him, dormant but not gone.

	Amara grew, in those two years, from six into eight, her personality sharpening in ways that reminded him, with a bittersweet pang he never got used to, of both their parents at once, their mother's easy warmth and their father's stubborn insistence on doing things properly even when a shortcut was available. She excelled at school under Mrs. Bamidele's teachers, developed opinions about everything from the correct way to fold chin chin to the injustice of bedtimes, and settled, slowly, into a version of childhood that, while still cramped and financially precarious, had at its center the one thing she had run away from an orphanage to secure: her brother, present, every single day, without exception.

	He never fully stopped grieving in those two years, the loss of his parents sitting underneath everything he did like a foundation nobody could see but that shaped the entire structure built on top of it. But he had, by the time Amara turned eight, built something that resembled a life. Modest. Exhausting. Perpetually one bad week away from crisis. But a life, built with his own hands, out of nothing, the exact same way his father had once built his.

	He didn't yet know how close he was to losing it all over again.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 8

	The Diagnosis

	 

	Two years after the guardianship hearing, on an otherwise unremarkable Wednesday morning, Amara collapsed during class.

	She had complained of feeling tired for a week or so before it happened, a fact Tunde would replay in his mind countless times afterward, wondering whether he'd missed something he should have caught sooner, though the specialists would later assure him, more than once, that nothing about the early symptoms would have given even a trained physician cause for alarm. A teacher found her on the classroom floor beside her desk, conscious but confused, her hands shaking in a way that frightened the other children enough that one of them ran immediately to fetch Mrs. Bamidele.

	Mrs. Bamidele called Tunde from the hospital before he'd finished his morning shift at the warehouse, her voice carrying an urgency that cut through every other sound on the loading dock, and he was moving before she'd finished the sentence, sprinting past his supervisor without a word of explanation, catching a shared taxi that took him most of the way before traffic locked solid near the hospital and he abandoned it, running the last four streets on foot, his lungs burning, his mind refusing to settle on any single thought long enough to be useful.

	He arrived to find Amara already admitted, lying in a hospital bed too big for her, an IV line taped to the back of her small hand, her eyes finding his the moment he came through the door with an expression that mixed fear and relief in equal measure. He crossed the room in three strides and took her free hand, and she gripped it with more strength than he expected from someone who had, an hour earlier, been unable to hold herself upright.

	The next three days were tests, an unrelenting sequence of them that Tunde would later remember less as individual events and more as a single, blurred stretch of waiting rooms and plastic chairs and the fluorescent light of hospital corridors that seemed designed to make time move differently than it did anywhere else. Blood was drawn so frequently that Amara developed a small constellation of bruises along the inside of her left arm, which she bore with a stoicism that broke Tunde's heart every time he saw it, a mixture of scans, a liver function panel, a kidney panel, an ultrasound that took nearly an hour and that Tunde was not permitted to watch, standing instead outside a closed door doing the arithmetic of his own fear, over and over, without ever arriving at an answer that satisfied him.

	Eventually a specialist was brought in from a private hospital in Victoria Island, a careful, soft spoken man named Dr. Nnamdi Eze who had a reputation, Tunde later learned through a nurse who mentioned it in passing, as one of the better pediatric specialists working in Lagos in his field. He had a way of explaining things clearly and without false comfort that Tunde came to appreciate deeply over the following years, even when what he was explaining was the last thing Tunde wanted to hear.

	Tunde sat outside the ward on a plastic chair for most of those three days, unwilling to stray far enough that he might miss a doctor coming to update him, eating one meal a day from the canteen downstairs, usually rice that had gone slightly cold by the time he remembered he was holding it, tracking the passage of time not by his watch but by the changing light in the corridor, morning light through the east facing windows giving way to the flatter, harsher light of midday and then the long gold slant of late afternoon, an entire day measured out in shadows moving across linoleum.

	On the third day, Dr. Eze asked to speak with him privately, in a small consultation room off the main ward, and something about the careful arrangement of chairs in that room, the box of tissues placed within easy reach on the small table between them, told Tunde before a single word was spoken that whatever was coming would not be simple.

	Amara had a rare autoimmune condition affecting her liver and kidneys, the doctor explained, her own immune system mistakenly identifying tissues in both organs as threats and attacking them with a slow, cumulative aggression that, left untreated, would later cause organ failure. It was treatable, he said, and Tunde felt a brief, involuntary surge of hope at the word, quickly tempered by the doctor's next sentence. The treatment was long, spanning years rather than months, involving a combination of immunosuppressive therapy, regular monitoring, and periodic interventions that would need to be adjusted continuously based on how her body responded. It was also, he said, watching Tunde's face carefully as he delivered the number, expensive. The full course, based on typical progression and the protocol her case would require, would cost approximately one hundred million naira.

	Tunde heard the number and his mind went blank for a moment, a total blankness, as though the figure had simply been too large for his brain to process alongside anything else, the way staring directly at the sun leaves a white afterimage that blots out whatever you try to look at next. He asked the doctor to repeat it, not because he hadn't heard correctly but because some part of him needed to hear it twice before he could begin to accept it as real. The doctor repeated it. The figure was the same.

	"There is no way to reduce that cost significantly," Dr. Eze said gently, apparently anticipating the question forming behind Tunde's stunned silence. "There are government hospitals that offer subsidized treatment for some conditions, but this protocol requires medication and monitoring that, frankly, is not reliably available outside private care in this country. I wish I had a gentler way to tell you this. I don't."

	"What happens if we can't afford it?" Tunde asked, his voice sounding, to his own ears, like it belonged to someone else entirely.

	The doctor's expression, already careful, grew more careful still. "The disease progresses. Organ function declines over time. Depending on the pace, we're likely looking at somewhere between five and ten years before it becomes life threatening if there's no treatment at all, though partial treatment, even inconsistent treatment, would likely extend that window by years. I don't say this to frighten you unnecessarily. I say it because you deserve to understand exactly what we're working against."

	Tunde thanked the doctor, in a voice he barely recognized as his own, and walked back into the ward. Amara was awake, sitting up slightly against a stack of pillows, looking smaller in the hospital bed than she had any right to look, her eyes tracking him across the room as he crossed it and pulled a chair up close beside her. She reached for his hand, and he gave it to her, and held it the way you hold something you're afraid of dropping.

	"Am I sick?" she asked, her voice small but steady, the voice of someone who had already gathered, from the tone of the adults around her and the sheer number of needles that had gone into her arm over the past three days, that something was wrong, even if nobody had yet explained precisely what.

	"You'll be fine," he told her, and meant it as completely as he had ever meant anything, though he had, at that moment, no earthly idea how he was going to make that sentence true. He had no hundred million naira. He had no way, based on anything he currently possessed or earned, of imagining a path toward that number that didn't sound, even in the privacy of his own head, faintly absurd. But he said it anyway, with as much conviction as he could put into his voice, because she needed to hear it, and because some part of him understood, sitting there holding her small hand in a hospital room that smelled of antiseptic and something else underneath it he couldn't identify, that the sentence had just stopped being a comfort and started being a mission, an organizing principle for every single decision he would make from that point forward.

	She looked at him for a long moment, searching his face with the perceptiveness that had always set her apart, and whatever she found there seemed to satisfy her enough to let her eyes drift closed, exhaustion finally claiming her after three days of tests and needles and fear she'd been trying, in her own small way, to hold together.

	Tunde sat beside her bed long after she'd fallen asleep, still holding her hand, watching the slow, steady rise and fall of her breathing, and did the arithmetic in his head over and over, the same impossible arithmetic he would return to countless times over the following years. One hundred million naira. His warehouse wages, even stretched to their absolute limit, might net him a few hundred thousand a year if he lived on almost nothing. At that rate, treating her would take longer than the disease would give her.

	He understood, sitting in that plastic chair through the small hours of the night, that whatever version of himself had existed before that morning, the young man loading trucks and quietly saving toward a slightly better future, one naira at a time, was no longer sufficient to the task in front of him. Something else was going to have to take his place. He didn't yet know what. But he understood, with a certainty that settled into him like a stone dropping into still water, that he was about to find out.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 9

	Five Jobs

	 

	He did the math on the way home from the hospital, sitting in the back of a shared taxi with the city blurring past the window in a way he barely registered, tore the calculation up mentally and did it again, and arrived, no matter how many times he ran the numbers, at the same discouraging answer.

	Even working every day without rest, his warehouse wages alone could not get him one hundred million naira in any timeframe that meant anything for Amara, whose treatment, Dr. Eze had made clear, needed to begin within months rather than years if it was going to have the best chance of managing the disease before it caused lasting organ damage. He needed more income, much more, and he needed it starting immediately, not after some gradual process of promotion or saving that might, in an ordinary life, have made sense as a strategy.

	He added a third job within the week, a delivery position with a small logistics company operating mostly in Apapa and Ijora, running packages between businesses and customers on a borrowed motorcycle that belonged to a cousin of Baba Ismail's who was willing to rent it out cheaply provided Tunde covered his own fuel and any repairs the bike required. The pay was based strictly on deliveries completed, no base salary, no guarantee, which meant the only way to make the arithmetic work was to complete as many runs as physically possible in the hours available. He rode before his warehouse shift began, squeezing in whatever deliveries he could between five and seven in the morning, and again in the evenings after the warehouse released him, weaving through Lagos traffic with a recklessness that frightened him in retrospect but that felt, at the time, like the only rational response to a hundred million naira deadline hanging over his sister's head.

	Then a fourth job, arranged through a neighbor in the building who mentioned that a mechanic two streets over needed help on weekends. Tunde had no formal training in vehicle repair, but the mechanic, a patient older man named Baba Fatai who was, coincidentally, related to the landlord who'd first rented Tunde and Amara their room, was willing to teach him the basics of oil changes and simple repairs in exchange for cheap labor, and Tunde absorbed the skill quickly, the same way he absorbed most things by then, out of necessity rather than any aptitude, driven by an understanding that every additional skill he picked up was another small lever he could pull toward the number that mattered.

	Then a fifth job, the most humiliating in some private, unspoken way, though he never let himself dwell on that feeling long enough to examine it properly: washing cars for a wealthy businessman two streets over who hosted frequent guests and wanted his fleet of vehicles cleaned at all hours, sometimes calling for the work to be done at midnight if a gathering ran late and he wanted the cars presentable for morning. Tunde took the calls without complaint, arriving whenever summoned, working under floodlights in the businessman's compound while the sounds of a party he would never be invited to drifted out from the house behind him.

	He slept roughly two hours a night in that period, sometimes noticeably less, the five jobs interlocking in a schedule so tight that any single delay, a late delivery, a stubborn engine, an argument at the warehouse over a discrepancy in a manifest, threatened to collapse the entire fragile structure holding his week together. His eyes developed a permanent redness that strangers occasionally commented on, asking if he was unwell, and he learned to deflect the question with a simple, practiced lie about allergies, unwilling to explain the actual cause to people who had no stake in the answer and would likely have found it either alarming or, worse, pitiable.

	He grew leaner in those months, the constant physical exertion combined with irregular and often insufficient food burning through whatever reserves his body had once carried, his cheekbones becoming more pronounced, his frame taking on a wiry, sinewy toughness that would, though he had no way of knowing it yet, prove useful in a different arena of his life not many years later.

	The hospital bills arrived monthly, itemized statements that Tunde read with the same grim attention he'd once given his father's shop ledgers, and the figures went up with each cycle, treatment costs compounding as Amara's protocol progressed through its various stages, medication adjustments, monitoring appointments, occasional additional interventions the doctors deemed necessary when her numbers shifted in a direction they didn't like. Every payment he managed to scrape together bought another few weeks of treatment, and then, inevitably, the figure grew again, the goalposts receding at roughly the same pace he managed to close the distance to them, a treadmill dressed up as progress.

	Tunde understood the arithmetic of it clearly, understood that at his current combined income, even working five jobs simultaneously, he was treading water rather than actually gaining ground, and he kept working anyway, with the grinding persistence of a man running full speed at a wall because there is nothing else useful to do with his legs in that moment. He had considered, briefly and without much conviction, whether there was some faster path he was missing, some job he hadn't thought of, some scheme that might close the gap more quickly, but every avenue he explored in his exhausted, limited free time led to the same conclusion. There was no legal, ordinary way for a nineteen year old with no capital, no education beyond secondary school, and no family connections to raise one hundred million naira on any timeline that mattered.

	He didn't tell Amara what the treatment actually cost, unwilling to place that number, with all its crushing weight, onto a child's shoulders on top of everything else she was already carrying. She asked him about it once, sitting on the edge of her hospital bed during a follow up appointment, her eyes serious in a way that made her look, for a moment, older than her years.

	"How much does it cost?" she asked. "The medicine. I heard the nurse say something about it."

	"It's being handled," he told her, keeping his voice light, deliberately vague. "Don't worry about the money. That's my job, not yours. Your job is to get better."

	She looked at him for a long moment, the same searching look she'd given him after the initial diagnosis, and then she nodded, slowly, and let the subject drop, and Tunde understood, watching that decision play out on her face, that she was smart enough by then, at eleven years old, to know that some questions had answers you shouldn't push too hard for, that some silences were being maintained for a reason, and that trusting her brother meant, in part, trusting him to carry the weight he'd decided not to share.

	He continued jotting figures into the back of his notebook during whatever scraps of downtime he could steal, the same rough calculations about markup and import costs he'd begun idly during his warehouse shifts, though now the exercise had shed whatever purely academic feel it once carried and taken on a sharper, more urgent edge. He couldn't act on any of it. He had, at any given point in that grinding year, perhaps a few thousand naira of free capital, nowhere near enough to import even the smallest test shipment of goods, let alone build anything resembling the kind of business that might one day generate the sums he actually needed. But he kept the notebook anyway, kept doing the sums in idle moments the way another man might have prayed or meditated, a private ritual that gave shape to a hope he otherwise had no outlet for.

	Late one night, after finishing the last of his five jobs and lying on the floor beside Amara's mattress with his body aching in a dozen locations, he found himself staring at the water stains on the ceiling and thinking, not for the first time, about his father. About a man who had started with a single suitcase of radios and built something out of nothing through sheer stubborn persistence, a man whose entire life's work had been stolen away by relatives who felt no shame in taking it. Tunde understood, lying there in the dark, that five jobs and a small notebook of speculative arithmetic were not, on their own, going to be enough. The math simply didn't support it. He was going to need something else, something faster, something that didn't depend on the slow, incremental accumulation of naira one exhausting shift at a time.

	He didn't yet know what that something would turn out to be. He only knew, with a growing, uncomfortable certainty, that the version of himself currently working five jobs on two hours of sleep was running out of road, and that whatever came next was going to demand something from him that none of his current jobs had asked for yet.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 10

	The Gun

	 

	On a Thursday night in November, three years into the hospital bills, Tunde sat on the floor of the apartment at two in the morning and stared at the wall, unable, for the first time in longer than he could remember, to summon the exhaustion that usually pulled him under within minutes of lying down.

	Amara was asleep on the mattress a few feet away, her breathing steady, a fact he'd taken to monitoring almost unconsciously in the months since her diagnosis, counting the rhythm of her inhales and exhales the way another man might count sheep, comforted by its evenness on the nights it was even and unable to sleep at all on the nights it wasn't. Tonight it was steady, which should have been a small mercy, and in a distant way it was, but it did nothing to quiet the circling desperation that had been building in him for weeks and had finally, that night, reached a kind of critical mass.

	He had done the arithmetic so many times by then that the numbers had lost some of their original power to shock him, but the underlying reality they described had not softened at all. At his current combined income across five jobs, working every available hour, he was falling further behind rather than catching up. The most recent hospital statement had arrived that afternoon, a figure larger than the one before it, and Tunde had looked at it for a long time before folding it and putting it away, understanding with a coldness that frightened him that the current path, however hard he worked it, however many jobs he added to an already impossible schedule, was not going to get Amara through the full course of treatment before either the money ran out or her body did.

	He took out his phone, an old, cracked device that had survived several drops and one memorable incident involving a puddle, and began searching, at first with no direction, simply looking for anything that might suggest a faster path than the one he was currently on. He told himself, in the beginning, that he was just looking, the way people sometimes read about extreme or dangerous things they will never actually do, a kind of morbid curiosity rather than intent.

	Nevertheless, he kept reading. He found a forum, buried several layers deep in searches that grew progressively darker, populated by young men in circumstances not unlike his own, trading stories and, occasionally, contacts, in language coded enough to avoid drawing obvious attention but transparent enough, if you already understood what you were looking for, to be legible. He found a contact within that forum, a username that responded to a carefully worded message with a location and a time, and from that contact, over the following days, an address for a market he'd never visited, on the far side of the city, known among circles for selling things that weren't advertised on any sign out front.

	He went the following afternoon, telling Amara, who was well enough that week to attend a few hours of school, that he had an errand to run for work, a lie that came easier to him now than it once would have, evidence, though he didn't let himself examine it too closely, of exactly how much the past three years had already changed him.

	The man he bought the gun from ran a stall that, on its surface, sold secondhand tools and car parts, a legitimate seeming business that provided cover for whatever else moved through it in quieter transactions conducted toward the back, away from the main thoroughfare of shoppers. Tunde had rehearsed, in his head, on the danfo bus ride over, some version of an explanation for why he wanted what he wanted, but the man behind the stall, weathered and incurious, asked no questions at all, simply named a price, and the transaction took less than five minutes from start to finish, the entire weight of the decision compressed into a span of time far shorter than it deserved.

	The gun was an old hunter's rifle, single shot, worn but functional, repaired at some point by someone who evidently knew what they were doing with metal and wood, the kind of weapon Tunde imagined belonging, in some earlier life, to a farmer protecting livestock rather than a city boy contemplating something darker than pest control. He paid the agreed sum, most of a week's combined wages from his five jobs, an irony he registered distantly, the same money meant for Amara's treatment now funding a weapon he was telling himself might one day help him raise far more than it cost.

	He went home and sat with it on the floor after Amara fell asleep, the weapon heavier in his hands than its actual weight suggested, wrapped in a cloth he'd bought specifically for the purpose, hidden beneath a loose floorboard he'd noticed months earlier and filed away as useful information without knowing, at the time, what he'd use it for.

	Over the following week, he chose a bank, a mid sized branch on a commercial street not far from where he made his motorcycle deliveries, a location he'd noticed in passing dozens of times without ever consciously registering it as anything other than a building. He watched its entrance from across the street at different times of day, timing his observations around his existing job schedule, learning the rhythm of the branch the way he'd learned the rhythm of every job he'd ever held, out of a grim, methodical necessity rather than any natural aptitude for the task.

	He noted when the security guard changed shifts, an older man in the mornings replaced by a younger, more alert one in the afternoons, a detail that mattered a great deal to whatever plan was slowly assembling itself in his head. He noted where the cameras were positioned, or at least where he could see them positioned, understanding there were likely others he couldn't identify from the street. He noted which door the staff used for their own comings and goings, separate from the main customer entrance, and filed all of it away with the same careful, exhausted diligence he brought to every other aspect of his current life.

	He bought a black mask and a pair of dark gloves from a market stall, along with a long sleeved shirt in a nondescript grey that would draw no attention on its own but would, combined with the mask, transform him into something anonymous and frightening, a version of himself he had never once imagined becoming and now found himself deliberately constructing, piece by piece, purchase by purchase.

	Every night while he prepared, lying awake beside Amara's steady breathing, he asked himself what kind of person he was becoming, turning the question over in his mind with a bleak, unflinching honesty that offered him no comfort at all. He didn't have a good answer. He knew, with total clarity, that what he was planning was wrong in every conventional sense of the word, that it risked violence against strangers who had done nothing to deserve it, that it risked his own life and, by extension, Amara's future if he was caught or killed in the attempt, and that even in the best case scenario, where everything went exactly as he'd planned it, he would be crossing a line he had no way of uncrossing afterward.

	He kept going anyway.

	He told himself, in the small hours when the doubt grew loudest, that he had exhausted every other option, that five jobs and three years of relentless effort had left him further behind rather than closer to the goal, that Dr. Eze's warnings about the disease's progression were not abstract, that every week he delayed was a week closer to the point where treatment might no longer be able to fully undo the damage already done. He told himself that desperate circumstances required desperate measures, a phrase he'd heard somewhere and now repeated to himself like a kind of grim liturgy, a justification he needed to believe to keep moving forward through the preparations, one purchase, one reconnaissance visit, at a time.

	But underneath the justification, in a part of himself he tried and largely failed to keep quiet, he understood that he was terrified, not just of the physical risk but of what he was about to become, of the possibility that the boy who had once promised his sister he would never let her be waited for by vultures was about to transform himself, deliberately and with premeditation, into something worse than a vulture. Vultures, after all, only fed on what was already dead. What he was contemplating required him to potentially create the devastation he claimed to be trying to prevent, aimed this time at strangers who had no connection whatsoever to the injustice that had put him in this position in the first place.

	He didn't sleep at all that final night before he chose his date. He lay on the floor beside Amara's mattress, the gun wrapped in cloth beneath the floorboard a few feet away, and watched the ceiling stains slowly become visible as dawn crept into the room, and understood, without yet fully admitting it to himself, that some part of him had already begun looking for a reason not to go through with it, even as the rest of him kept moving forward, methodically, toward a Wednesday he had already circled in his mind.


cover.jpeg
HE’LL FIGHT ANYONE FOR HER FUTURE

~L

CHIKA ARIBEANA





