SOLDIER ON GUARD

Tadashi scampers around, lifting up her furniture and stooping to peep beneath them. 'I'll grow
old searching for this purse,” she moans and sighs heavily. 'My ATM card, spare keys and
sizeable wads of one thousand naira notes,' she rants and sits on one of the cozy armchairs with a
loud thud. She mops the balls of sweat gathering on her forehead, lifts her chin up with her finger
on her chin, rolls her eyeballs and squints her face. "The dining table!" exclaims Tadashi, in
excitement and scurries off to check the dining table. Her excitement suddenly fades into a frown

as she scans through the table.

Tadashi seems unable to fathom how frequently she loses things especially in the last few days.
Just then, Rufus, a tall and muscular guy in his late twenties strolls in. They exchange warm
pleasantries jocularly. She explains her confusion to him and he joins her in the search that
seems like an eternity. After a while, Tadashi says she is perceiving the aroma of beans from his
flat and that he should hurry back to check it before it gets burnt. Rufus tells her not to bother as
someone is already in charge of that. ‘How are you sure that we’re still going to find your
purse?’ Rufus asks after about ten minutes of rigorous searching. Tadashi shrugs trying hard to
control her already swaying emotion. She had always assumed that living in an Estate can
absolutely make up for her security consciousness lapses.



‘Many times, I remember that | have had to draw your curtains and lock up your door for you
whenever you’re out on an outing of some sort. Every human being should be a soldier on guard
at all times; you have to be sensitive, security conscious and stop giving a cold shoulder to these
things. You do not necessarily have to be in the Military before you can be your own soldier in
this regard. I'm not happy with your carefree attitude and you're a lady for God's sake! You need
to change.' Rufus blasts.

Tadashi remains stare fixed and dumbfounded. She realizes how carefree she has always been.
Just last week, a clever rouge had stealthily entered into her living room and made away with her
stereo set. Sadly, she had failed to notice until six p.m. in the evening when she wanted to listen

to the network news.

‘I think someone in this vicinity must be aware about my missing items, it sounds quite
ridiculous though, because everyone living in this Apple Estate is relatively rich. Maybe there is
an insider helping some rogues into the estate or what do you think?" Tadashi asks, wearing a

puzzled look.

Rufus shrugs and encourages her to report her missing ATM card to the bank and to the Police
station as well as change her house keys for security reasons. He also promises to carry out some
low-key investigation on who the criminal could be. Tadashi thanks him profusely. He had
always been there for her even in her careless moments without requesting for a payback of some
sort. 'l need to leave now; | have some students coming over for home lesson." Rufus declares.



Tadashi smiles. | pray God will bless you accordingly for all that you do," she whispers. Rufus

grins, pats Tadashi's shoulder and leaves. Tadashi continues with her normal daily routine.

It is a Friday and she remembers a couple of friends who had invited her for a weekend hangout.
She will have to spend it catching fun with friends but she will do well to squeeze out time to
sort out her missing items because she had failed to take prompt action the last time her ATM
card was stolen and the thief had not hesitated in draining her account. For her, it is 'once bitten,

twice shy'.

Growing up, Tadashi had lived as the youngest of four children and the only female child of her
family. Hence, she already seems used to having people ensure things are done appropriately for
her. Her parents seemed very skeptical when reality dawned that she would have to relocate
outside their residential state because of her job location. However, they had to embrace the fact

that it is not possible for Tadashi to continue to remain under their roof for the rest of her life.

During the first month of Tadashi's relocation into Apple Estate, she had felt so homesick and
really nervous until Rufus moved into the apartment next to hers. Rufus had been like a brother
to her and what seemed so special to her about him was that he had never asked her to be in a
relationship with him and he also did not act in any way to suggest anything of that nature. He

had been simply a big brother to her.

Most times, they would chat about how their day went at evenings and keep each other's
company while going to buy groceries. However, Rufus leaves his apartment sometimes and
stays away for a space of time. During these moments, Tadashi takes solace in her bedroom,
seeing a movie on her Laptop while munching popcorn or listening to music and dancing in her

space.

Tadashi leaves her house to spend quality time with her friends after which she returns home at
9pm and goes straight to her room. She had enough to eat at the hangout and will not consider
going to the Kitchen for anything at all. She falls on her bed with a thud, wearing a tired look.

Going out for social activities drains her most times but she is trying to get used to it.

After a long refreshing sleep, Tadashi wakes up at ten a.m. Being a Saturday, it is her usual
practice to wake up around this time. For her, Saturdays are meant for paybacks of sleeping



periods that get cut short during weekdays due to the need for getting early to her workplace.
Suddenly, she hears a knock on her door. She strolls into her living room and freezes in shock.
'What! My T.V!' cries Tadashi.

She had returned from the hangout yesterday with sleep on her mind that she did not notice her
missing Plasma screen. She opens the door in confusion and Rufus peeps in. 'Hey Tadashi, are
you okay?' he asks. 'How can | be okay when my possessions are getting missing in rapid
succession?' She asks. Rufus places his hands on his waist as though lost in thought. 'We need to
do something about this mess and we need to think very fast. | suspect the Estate Manager has
access to some of your keys, don't you think we should change the keys? Did you even bother to
change your keys at all when you initially moved into the apartment?' he asks. Tadashi replies in
the negative. Rufus offers to help her cut new keys that will prevent anyone from having an
access into the house. Tadashi had entrusted some of her spare keys with Rufus because of
occasions when she forgets her home keys in the office. In times like that, Rufus has been her

life saver; as he is always readily available to help her get into her house.

Rufus continues to assure Tadashi that the situation will soon be brought under control. Just then,
Amaka, a young teenage girl, walks in to join the duo in Tadashi's living room. ‘Amaka! Get
back inside and finish your food!" Rufus orders. He had earlier introduced Amaka to Tadashi as a
child of one of the estate occupants who registered for his paid home lesson. 'Wow! You cooked
for her. That's really nice of you, your future kids will be so lucky to have you as their father,'

she says. Rufus smiles and beckons on Amaka to leave. 'No, let her stay here since you're still



here. Don't you think she'll be too lonely in there?' Tadashi asks. Rufus giggles and states that he
has bought her several cartoons to watch already and that she really loves them as she watched

several of them the previous night before going to bed.

Tadashi jolts a little bit. 'She now stays with you?' Rufus stares at Tadashi for a while and
playfully bites his lower lip. He clears his throat. 'Well, 1 meant to say that she had a lot of

cartoons to take home yesterday,' he replies.

Tadashi shrugs and gives a wry smile. 'Let the girl be here except you are ready to leave with
her," she says. 'Amaka, how are you doing?' Tadashi asks, pulling her into an embrace. 'She is
doing very well" Rufus quickly replies on her behalf and stylishly tries to take her away from
Tadashi's grip. Amaka stares vaguely at the duo without saying a word.
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After what it seemed like forever, the weekend comes to an end. These moments are
the most dreaded by Tadashi because her weekdays are always extremely busy. Tadashi takes a
shower and dresses up for work. She puts her load in her Toyota Corolla car and is about to hop
in it when she hears some loud musical sounds. However, the music seems clogged by some kind
of underground yelling noise. She traces this music sound to an apartment opposite a shopping
mart within the neighborhood and returns into her own compound. Her hand quivers in fright as
she wonders what in the world goes on in that house. She receives a call from her office, quickly
hops into her vehicle and zooms off in time to beat the usual heavy traffic with its attendant

hustles and bustles.

Tadashi arrives late in the evening and to her greatest surprise, the same sounds are still
emanating from that apartment. Hence, she quickly wears a dark sunshade for identity sake and
hurries out again to inform the Estate Security. For her, this is not a time to be sluggish or dull at
all. She must be aware of her environment and perform her duties as a good citizen of the
country. Naturally, she believes so much in minding her business but something gives her the
creeps about that apartment and its hooting sounds. After all, Rufus had given her the vibes to be
a vigilant soldier on her guard. She will not only be doing herself good but everyone around her,

she refuses to be vulnerable anymore.



After thirty minutes, she returns to her neighborhood with two police officers and they match
down to the noisy apartment. The officers knock on the door and a tall, muscular guy in his late
twenties opens the door looking very irritated and furious. ‘So, you wanna break my door?’
Rufus asks, eyeing the trio. 'Rufus!" Tadashi yells and continues, 'l thought you live next to me,
what the hell are you doing here?" Rufus gazes at Tadashi as though possessed with a devil. His
facial hairs arise in unison like pupils in readiness to greet their Principal, his eyes turn red as
blood and his veins show up as though they could burst out of his skin. 'l am not Rufus, 1 do not

know who you are and don't you ever act familiar to me," he declares.

The police officers show Rufus a warrant to search his house. He stubbornly barricades the
entrance, insisting that there is no entry for them but the police officers shove him aside and they
proceed. What they begin to discover is quite unbelievable: Dangerous weapons such as
machetes, snipers and pistols as well as other demonic black powers for protection. They bang
into his bedroom only to find Amaka in a pool of blood. She obviously was not his first victim.
Many times, he would rape his victims before sending them to the land of the silent ones but he
will never forget to increase the volume of his stereo set to prevent their shrieks from being
heard. The sight of the dead victim makes the officers fly off the handle as they quickly handcuff
the criminal and whisk him into the waiting patrol vehicle.

Tadashi shivers like a leaf upon this horrific discovery. She had never noticed any criminal
tendency in Rufus to have thought he could engage in such terrific acts. As one of the police



officers return into the house and contacts the nearest hospital to send an ambulance, Tadashi
looks around Rufus' dining room, only to discover her once missing stereo set and her large
plasma screen, including her purse laying on the bare rug. She screams in shock and opens the
purse to check if things are still intact but discovers it bare and empty. So many things begin to
run through her mind. Rufus had been the rat under her grains, the stone in her shoes, the prick in

her eyes, the thorn in her flesh.

Troops of people begin to gather in front of Rufus' house. Some of them enter the house and
begin to discover some of their missing items as well. Many other people who had also
experienced similar cases of fraud reveal the fact that Rufus is their next door neighbour and that
he had been very nice. A grey headed woman began to curse under her breath. 'This same man
once offered to be teaching my granddaughters free home lesson in his house but | bluntly
refused because | felt inward restrictions, thank God I did not offer up my children to the hands
of this evil man. Only God knows how many apartments he has rented in this Estate to achieve

his evil aims,’ she says.

Tadashi walks out of the house briskly, howbeit with shaky legs. Scary occurrences always leave
her numb. Everyone begins to express their heartfelt appreciation to Tadashi for helping the
community to discover the culprit. Thus, she also seizes this opportunity to sensitize her
neighbors on the importance of always being alert and conscious of their environment, she tells
them to always summon the courage to wisely report any suspicious movement around them as

good citizens and ambassadors of the country.

Seconds roll into minutes and soon, the ambulance arrives with hospital attendants
to do the needful. As the troops begin to disperse gradually, Tadashi discloses her intention to
relocate to another location entirely so as to prevent Rufus from reaching her sooner or later for a
revenge. The Police Officers allay her fears by assuring her that the Estate will definitely eject

the criminal from its environs.

As the police van zooms off with its blasting sirens piercing through the air, Tadashi shakes her
head in disbelief at how the world is such an irony. 'Will you blame me if I refuse to trust anyone

so easily anymore?' she asks rhetorically. She makes up her mind to be always be a soldier on



guard in her space and this time, it will not only be for the sake of her possessions but also her

sanity, her emotion, her heart.
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