                                     Damsel In Distress 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Roro considers a rainy Saturday morning that doesn’t cause a power outage heaven on earth. Roro prepared golden brown akara balls sandwiched between the softest, tastiest bread and the sweetest chocolate beverage to celebrate this zen. She had just found the perfect romantic series to binge-watch when the sound of the rain soon gave way to a much harsher sound. Curious, She paused her movie, but her body suddenly felt like a sack of potatoes, so she could not get up off the couch. Before she could blink twice, an aeroplane crashed through the wall of her apartment.
Even though it was a cold rainy day, Roro jumped from her sleep and frowned that her face was wet with sweat. However, what Roro thought was sweat was water, dripping meticulously from the ceiling, widening the brown damp patch in her recently painted white ceiling. Roro groaned. The anger she felt before she had fallen asleep returned. She had moved in barely a week ago, and this apartment had turned into a money pit. All her complaints about clogged pipes and attempted break-ins had been ignored. 
You should have left the moment that man cursed you. 
Roro leapt from her bed and grabbed the plastic bowl she used to catch the water dripping from the ceiling, but she took a brief diversion to turn on her speakers—anything to block out the possibility that the one-eyed Baba Lati had cursed her. 
Roro had met Baba Lati when she came to check out this rental apartment. After a long day of moving from place to place on a wet  September day, one view of the apartment, and she nodded her yes to Mr Yemi’s “Aunty, what about this one.” Yemi was now as tired as Roro and had even insinuated that she had big taste without the money to back it up. “I have better places to show you, but the total package is like one million.” He had a smirk on his face that irked Roro so much. She thought he could only judge her if he could cough out the amount. If not, he better look for a house within her budget. Roro has had to fight tooth and nail with her family for them to allow her to move to Lagos from Ughelli. Her sisters before her had been driven straight from their father’s house to their ‘husband’s house.’ Thanks to her, the women after her could hire their apartments. She, however, hoped that they, unlike her, would not have to borrow money from their mothers to achieve this feat.
The apartment was not quite finished yet, but it already showed so much potential that Roro was willing to overlook the narrow passage from the lone gate. At least the landlord had no bias. Unmarried girls and non-Yorubas are welcome to rent a place. She didn’t have to worry too much about the plumbing because the building was new. She was determined to avoid having the unflattering experience her sister and her husband had after renting a place with poor plumbing.  
As she and Yemi moved to the room area away from the bathroom, they encountered Baba Lati. Yemi went on to pour encomiums on the man, which made Baba Lati abandon the cement he was mixing. Roro, on the other hand, had merely mumbled a greeting, touched the walls, and stylishly tested how solid the floor was; she was impressed. When she spun to face, both men had switched from pleasantries to Baba Lati grumbling and Yemi pacifying him. Still, Roro did not register that this exchange was about her because she did not understand Yoruba. 
Baba Lati now directed his annoyance at her, speaking in rapid Yoruba until Yemi gently told him she hailed from the East. This assumption was wrong, but Roro was unwilling to enlighten anyone about her minority Urhobo tribe. 
“What is the problem?” 
Baba Lati eyed her. “You look down on people. Because I am here, you think you are better than me. You do not know what tomorrow holds.” 
Roro looked to Yemi for help, but he did not look at her.
Baba Lati spat, “You are rude. It is why a man has refused to marry you.”  
Roro willed herself to speak but was utterly confused. 
“You should just beg Baba.” Yemi finally faced Roro.
“I don’t know what I did.” She said in her “I will be a reasonable girl voice.” Her mother liked this voice and would be proud of her if she were here. Her mother has always said to be humble so you get what you want. She wanted this apartment and did not want anything to ruin her chances. 
“He said you did not greet him.” 
“Why did you not tell him I did?” 
Yemi affirmed that he told him that, but as long as Baba did not hear, he was bent on maintaining that Roro did not greet him.
Roro swallowed hard. She loves to defend herself. It comes with being the youngest in a family of seven. You had to speak up against your older ones or be bullied. She was about to apologise, but Baba Lati held up the hand that had his trowel. Roro, thinking he was about to hit her on the head, ducked. 
The landlord came, and the exchange ended abruptly. 
Moving day was so stressful that by the time it was over, Roro fell asleep in the middle of unpacked bags. A knock on the door snapped her out of her quick nap. And when she opened the door, she was face to face with Baba Lati. Her heart drummed a rapid beat. “Good afternoon, Sir.” She added a quick genuflection to drive home her point.
He scowled at her. “So you rent this room at last.” 
Roro nodded, not sure where this conversation was headed. “You offended me that day, and I do not look for trouble.” 
Roro narrowed her eyes. She was exhausted and was tired of playing ‘malleable girl.’
 “Baba, I greeted you that day. And I even apologised on top.”
Baba Lati shifted backward dramatically, mouth wide open, frowning. “I am talking to you as an elderly, and you want to shout at me?” 
Roro let out a warm breath. “This is becoming ridiculous.” 
“You are speaking English.” He pointed a finger at Roro and said some words in Yoruba. Roro did not need to be told. His touching his finger on the dusty floor and placing it on his tongue before raising it in the air was a well-known gesture in Nigeria. This man just laid some curse on her. 
He went down the stairs before Roro had a chance to respond. The next-door neighbour overheard the discussion and emerged from her room to observe a bewildered Roro.
Roro, in confusion but grateful to see someone who understood the tongue, asked, “What did he say?” 
The woman heaved like the words were too heavy to voice. “Baba said you will know no peace in this house.”  
Roro’s heart thudded again. And sweat formed on her forehead. She quickly ran after him before he exited. She stopped at the stairs landing and yelled, “Back to sender.”
However, no amount of back-to-sender could calm the rapid beating of her heart.

                                                                              ***
“I’ve eaten, mom.” Roro sighed as her mother continued complaining that Roro didn’t call her as frequently as she would like. 
She continued, “Did your boss instruct you to stop calling your mother?”
 Roro would typically laugh uncontrollably and jerk when her mother made such remarks. Nothing was funny anymore, so she could not muster the strength to laugh. She’s been having increasingly violent nightmares. She screams herself out of sleep.
The apartment she had dreamed of owning and designing had not been decorated because she had known no peace since she moved here a month ago. The most recent was her apartment having no power supply because of some fault she could not fathom. She had decided to run her generator three hours a day, painstakingly, till she got the electricity sorted out. She returned from work one day and found her perfectly secured generator stolen. There were other generators by hers, and hers was in the middle and least flattering because her brother had previously used it. After much servicing, the generator manages to serve her just fine. Still, the thief skipped the big shiny generators and chose her little one. Of course, she did not wish her neighbors evil, but this incident had left her head swimming. The electricity supply in Somolu was fair compared to other areas in Lagos. While her neighbours barely needed the service of their generators, she needed hers. She cried herself to sleep that night. She wished she had friends in the city. She needed someone to lean on. But she could not tell her mother about all the trials she had faced since she decided to defy her. 
“Mom, hold on, I have to go pee.” 
In the bathroom, a snake was curled up and waiting to pounce on Roro. She screamed, locked the bathroom door, and fled the building. In her haste, she bumped into a figure coming up the stairs. 
She stood shaking and pointing, trying to speak. 
“What is it.” 
He put on his phone torchlight since the stairway light was out. 
“Snake!” 
He dashed past her into her apartment. Roro bit her lower lip when she remembered her apartment was in disarray. But she pushed her embarrassment aside, stood by the door, and informed him that the snake was in the toilet. 
He returned, wielding his bright torchlight in seconds. “There is nothing there,” he said calmly. 
 “I saw a snake there. “ 
He smiled as he repeated, “Nothing is there.”
“Well, maybe it left!” Roro snapped. 
He shrugged and made to leave. 
Tears formed in Roro’s eyes. “Maybe it left the toilet. And it is somewhere in the room.“ 
The thought of the snake hiding somewhere in her unpacked bags made her feverish. However, this man was a stranger, and she lived alone. He had to go. She would take her chances if the snake showed up again. She brushed off the tears, annoyed at how he was now looking at her. “Thank you for helping me.” 
“Sure you will be okay?” 
The knot she felt in her chest indicated that she was far from okay, but she nodded. 
She remembered her mother was still on hold when she had securely shut the door behind her. 
“Mommy,” She groaned inwardly, trying to come up with a plausible excuse for all the commotion she had heard, but thankfully, her mother, too, had left the phone unattended. She listened to her mother humming as she moved around in the kitchen.
                                                                                 
                                                                              ***
“How do you know that you are cursed?” Roro bit her finger as she scanned the search engine’s results. She was halfway through an article by a certified spiritualist — she never knew one could get certified in spirituality. However, the article seemed to have the answer to her probing question and how to reverse a curse. The rain pounded harder on the roof, reminding her that her clothes hanger was outside. 
She heard a voice behind her as she mindlessly tried to move her hanger. “Let me help you.”  Roro jumped and only relaxed when she saw that it was the tall stranger she had met the day she found a snake in her toilet. He quickly grabbed her hanger and led the way before she could say, “Don’t worry.” 
“Thank you,”  Roro said, her keys dangling.  
“My pleasure.” He smiled back, and Roro bit the inside of her cheeks because she had nothing to tell this stranger. Would telling him to have a nice day suffice? She contemplated asking him if he lived in the compound but discarded that idea because that, to her, was an invitation for friendship. And although just yesterday she wished she had a friend, she would rather not be his friend. She has seen how her neighbours dumped their refuse indiscriminately. She did not want to be friends with any of them.
As if reading her mind, he said, “I came to visit my friend here. My name is Tayo. We did not get to introduce ourselves because you were upset yesterday.” 
Roro nodded in agreement and cleared her throat. “Thanks a lot for yesterday. The snake did not return either.” She kept the part where she had gone on to Google the ways to drive snakes, and now her bathroom smelled like sulfur, and her toilet had drunk a lot of vinegar the last time he was here. 
“Your name.” He gently reminded her.
“Obakpororo” 
Roro’s heart danced when he frowned. She could have easily told him the short form ‘Roro’ like she did at work. But Obakpororo is a tongue twister to many who are non-Urhobos, so they tend to forget. This stranger would not make it up the stairs before he forgot her name. It is the perfect step at severing any opening to friendship. 
“No other name?” 
He sure is persistent. 
Roro smiled. “No.”
“Well, I can give you my number if you need help. Like your electricity, hanging your curtain, or you need someone to talk to.”
Roro frowned as she went over the words in her head. But she plastered a small smile and replied, “Sure, I will just drop my hanger and grab my phone.”

                                                                           ***
The knock at the door comes at precisely 9 p.m. Roro dreaded it. The knock was usually so soft that she sometimes doubted that she heard anything. But Roro knew she was not just hearing things; someone was standing at her door. She could always smell the whiff of perfume mixed with sweat. In this closet apartment where there is only one way in and one way out, she dared not respond. She was, after all, not expecting anyone. 
Coupled with the mysterious knocking, for a week now, she could not shake off the feeling that someone was watching her. This feeling heightened her paranoia so much that she carried her can of hairspray whenever she dashed out to turn off the pumping machine. 
The person knocked for a second time while she held her breath. Roro never answered the knocking, but today, she heard herself speak in her bravest voice. “Who is there?” 
There was no response, and the person knocked again.
 “Who is it?” Roro’s tone was sharper now. 
I have had enough of this madness!!
In an irrational rage, Roro leaped to her feet, seized the hair spray can, silently unlatched the bolt, swung open the door, and squeezed the nozzle with every ounce of her being. Her aim was accurate; it landed squarely in his eyes, shocking and sending him reeling down the stairs. Roro was having trouble breathing as realisation set in. It wasn’t Baba Lati who was hunched over in agony. She recognized Tayo’s face in the dim hallway light. 
He cried out for help, and Roro’s heart sank as doors started to fly open.


