There is Something About Ige.

— For Okenwa Godwin. 

I picked up the letters, the same way one would pick up the undergarment of a god—careful not to affect the slightest crease. I crept under my bunk, turned off my desk lamp; and wept on the papers all night. When it was dawn for others, it was night for me. Ige.

When I was thirteen, I knew less than a goat, but Ige was the kind of girl that knew everything — she knew that using grinded charcoal to scrub your teeth made them whiter. She knew that the leader of a ship crew was called a captain, she knew words like procastination and cumbersome. Ige always knew where her life was headed — she would become a writer and get into the WAEC curriculum like Amma Darko. Ige was like an arrow in the bow of a great archer—certain. 

When I was thirteen, I lived to play, eat and excrete; and to also never do what was expected of me. Inside of me was a mass of unreasonable rebellion, I did nothing when I was asked to do something; and did everything because I was asked to stay still. When my mother would be plagued with complaints of things I had done, she would just shake her head and say, "This child has become what she wants to become, a fool." And she would say nothing else, as though there was no redemption for me. 

I can liken the first day I met Ige to a miracle, or a transfiguration of some sort. I was kneeling in front of the class, with a boy named Chijioke, who had the dentition of a rabbit. I was struggling with an erupting fit of laughter. I was expected to be solemn, so I was not. Our government teacher, Mr Fabode, was teaching us about pre-colonial governments and Dan Fodio's Jihads, when our principal's cooking-pot stomach announced his arrival. The class was expected to drown in awe and reverence, and to put our lives on the line to impress him. The biggest mistake our government teacher made was to ask me to recount the Jihad story in front of the class. I had it all in my head, but saying it would be dilapidating my personality, so I looked him dead in the eye and said to him:

"I no know sir,"  and it was beautiful, the confused contortion of his face when he screamed at me:

"You no know?!" 

"Correct sir, I no know," I repeated with an amused face. The class should have laughed, but they were all scared and respectful wimps.

"You fool!" Our principal bellowed, his sleek head shone under the cold glow of the fluorescent bulb. Apart from his stomach, I found the principal's head quite comical. It was soft and foldable that if he ever fainted, you could feel for a pulse on it. 

"You think we came here to play?! Get on your knees and show me that your big head!" He came closer, the heels of his shoes clicked on the concrete floor, and then he gave me the knock he was known for — the earthquake.

"Ayayaa!" I screamed. Everything had suddenly multiplied before my eyes — the letters on the board, the limbs of my classmates, and the approaching teacher followed by a girl my age.

"Now, what is your name?" asked the principal, with fury on his extra-white teeth.

"My name is Ifeoma sir, but you can call me Fifi." I replied.

"I must look like your mother! Do I look like I'm smiling with you?! Fifi, efichala sense gị! Idiot!" He shouted as he landed me another knock.

"Now, would you listen in class next time?" He pried, standing dangerously close to me. If I had gotten another knock, I would have died. I swear.

"I'll see what I can do sir." I murmured.

"What did you say?" I could almost see steam shoot out from his nose and from the corners of his soft head.

"I said, I'll see what I can do. Sir." I said again, there was to be no remorse — not even to save myself.

The miracle happened as I was about to get another earthquake in my skull, and an apparition of a young girl appeared with a teacher leading her. Her limbs were like toothpicks, but she had the most adorable eyes — a caramel that shone with excitement. Her hair was done into bold twists, adorned with colorful butterfly hair clips. She joined both her hands at her back like a penitent and her eyes were often locked with her polished All-stars shoe — one would have thought she was shy.

"Good morning sir, we have a new student." The teacher said, oblivious of the humongous favor he was doing me.

"That is wonderful, Mr. Jade. I was about to take my leave" Our principal retreated before lowering his gaze to my level once more,

"I'll have my eyes on you." He said finally and bounded out of the class, his stomach preceding him. Freedom tasted like salt water on my tongue. 
As I leapt up with joy to go on to my seat, I heard the thwack thwack of a bamboo cane, then I felt the stinging pain of the strokes that descended on my back. Our government teacher was so petty that he could not just let me off without retribution. He had the smile of the devil etched on his lips as he hounded me:

"You think you can disgrace me?! You little smelling thing!" He screamed at me, his cheeks wobbled with rage. I noted the part about the smelling thing, he was going to explain to my mother whose child was a smelling thing. nonsense. After all, he had a full class of thirty-two students, yet he chose to disgrace himself by asking me, Fifi. more nonsense.

"Ehem, ehem, We have a new student, Mr. Fabode. Kindly allow her to introduce herself." Mr. Jade's voice came through again.

"Young girl, come and stand at the center of the class and say your name." Our government teacher gestured to the center of the class and the girl followed, straightening her brown pleated skirt.

"My name is Ige Johnson. It's nice to meet you all."

"Ige Johnson, now look at the girl kneeling in front of the class. She is a hoodlum! Don't make friends with her, or let her influence you. Tell me, should I deal with her?" Mr. Fabode asked, already trying to make friends with the new girl like a child.

"No sir, forgive her today." Ige pleaded, and walked to the nearest empty seat and sat. When Ige winked at me, I knew she was my friend already. Freedom tasted like the sweets I bought for Ige and myself during break time.

Ω Ω Ω

Sometimes, I thought Ige was too philosophical for me, we would be walking down to the dining hall with our stainless plates and spoons when she would look up at the night sky and say to me;

"Fifi, God must be so beautiful, look at all the colors. Look at the remnants of the sunset." 

At that moment, the only things I found beautiful were Ige, and the steaming pot of oily beans in the dining hall. Her daywear was a stylish straight cut, that had zippers by the sides. It was a red checkered dress, and mine was a purple checkered loose dress with no fittings whatsoever. 
While I wore a low-cut, Ige's hair was braided in a face-cap style with some of the braids falling across her right eye. I don't know how else to say that Ige was beautiful. Whenever I thought of Ige, I affirmed that God must be so beautiful so as to reflect his beauty on a thirteen year old girl.

Ige was the one who sat me down and taught me that the moonlight was simply a reflection of the sun's light. I had wanted to swear on my dead grandma's grave that this was a lie, but Ige took me to her corner and opened a wide colorful book that read, "100 unbelievable facts about the world!" and read it out to me. That night, I opened my corner window and stared at the crescent moon until I fell asleep.

Ige frightened people with the way she spoke of the world with so much insight, as though we were not all children. There was something about Ige that made people fall silent when she spoke. Whenever she was called upon to answer a question in class, the class would grow silent; the slightest of noises might have tainted her speech. 

I remember during Agric class, when the old teacher droned on about photosynthesis—how the sun gives the plants its light. Ige looked at me and whispered, "This is a better definition of love; to give a part of yourself to another." 
We had both been lying on her bed the day before, when she asked me to define love; I thought that perhaps she was just a girl who watched too many Korean series. She whipped out her pocket dictionary from her cupboard, and sought love. When she found it, she shook her head in discontentment, "this would not do."
I thought of how Ige always sacrificed a portion of her food because mine was never able to fill me. I thought to myself, "Ige loves me, but how have I loved Ige?" 
When next I resumed before Ige, I took my pair of favorite stockings—long, furry, and pink-striped, I placed them under her pillow with a note that read: "To love is to sacrifice." Days later, Ige ran to my hostel, squealing with tears in her eyes—she had always loved those pair of stockings. 

Ω Ω Ω 

It was a long vacation break, and we had no phones so Ige and I would make use of our mothers phones to talk to each other. I  no longer had any time for my bursts of rebellion, as I was always reading a book Ige had recommended so we would have discussions on it.
The last book Ige and I read was Ige Adubi, a book that left me both scared and hungry. I felt like there was a hole in my chest that needed filling, but no matter how many different endings and plot twists I wove in my mind, nothing was ever  enough. That night I was so excited as my mother allowed me her phone and I ran to the balcony where I would get some quiet. But when I dialled the number a woman that was neither Ige or her mother, would announce like it was nothing,

"Sorry, the MTN number you are  trying to call is currently switched off, please try again later, thank you." 

I tried later. Believe me, I tried, and I tried. But nobody ever answered. I could no longer go to my rebellious ways because there was no longer any taste to it. I wanted to read, but there was no longer any meaning to reading if Ige was not there. So I wandered about the house like the shadow of a ghost until it was time to resume school again. I was sad that maybe Ige had found a boyfriend, and no longer found any need to converse or read with a low-life like me. I felt bitter and dejected, and I wished Ige had just left me the way I was — with my bloodstream of rebellion and defiant ignorance. Now I couldn't help but notice the sky. I was outside every evening to watch the sunset, and the moonlight, knowing that the sun never truly left. I likened it to the memories of a loved one. I likened things to other things now, like Ige's smile to the warm butter my mother melted for pancakes, and her teeth to my father's ivory beads.

I resumed school and Ige was not there. Two weeks, three weeks, and Ige was not talked about or discussed. A fresher anger was birthed in the depths of my stomach. How could all these people act like nothing was wrong? How could they ring their dining bells with the same enthusiasm? How could they not wait like I waited? Was the air not as stiff in their nostrils as it was in mine? I myself, was something I no longer understood. The absence of Ige coupled with the painful intrusion of my menarche greatly devastated me.

I'll be like a dead person if I keep living with this terrible absence of yours — anonymous.

Dear Ige,

Even if I do not say who is talking, I know that you know, you also know that I know that you know. You know everything, that is why you are Ige Johnson.
There's a joke I have to tell you Ige, it's so funny that I am trying my best not to stain this paper with my tears. Yesterday night, Mrs. Mgbeke, our hostel matron, led us in night prayers. It is something she hardly does. She said we should pray for our friend, Ige Johnson, who had been diagnosed with advanced leukemia and was at the brink of death. There was so much chaos; if you were here, we would have snuck back into the hostel and hid under our beds until the prayers were over. But you were not here, so I had to endure it all. Please come back, nothing makes sense anymore without you.

Ps. I'm sure you must have seen your first period too, don't listen to anybody that says you are a woman now, we are girls for as long as we want to be.

With love, Fifi (Your best friend.)

Ω Ω Ω
 
Dear Ige,

I wrote you a poem, but I'll read it to you when we next meet. It is too beautiful a poem to be conveyed on paper. See, It's okay if you cannot come back but at least reply to my letters. I hope you know that I have tried to be angry at you, but I just can't. Everything inside of me is just so quiet that I am so scared.

I have another funny joke for you. Yesterday, when I snuck into the bathroom after lights-out to shower, Mrs Mgbeke bursted into our hostel, bawling like an overgrown bush baby. She was screaming your name again and again, and I wanted to slap it out of her mouth. She had not waited like I had. Who gave her the right to come and announce what she called your death?

Can you imagine that our classmates all filled the halls and wept like idiots?  I am not sure they know that I am your best friend, you would never do something as important as dying without telling me.

Don't mind the tear-stains on the pages. I just get so angry these days that I end up crying.

With love, Fifi. 

Ω Ω Ω

Dear Ige, 

Now you know death. 
Can you tell me what death is like, its shape or its color? I reckon that it must be a beautiful thing to be able to contain you. 
Can you tell me what death is like? Is it like kneeling in front of the classroom with Mr. Fabode at your back? where you can see everyone but everybody is scared to look you in your eyes to avoid joining you in your distress. Or is it simply like oversleeping on an assembly day, and you awake alone in a hostel — you can hear from a distance, the marching-in songs of your mates. You are both happy and sad.

How long did you know you were going to die? Was it what made you so philosophical about life?  If so, come back and let us be dreadfully foolish together. We do not have to know everything or anything at all. We can take the simplest meanings of love, and just let sunsets be sunsets, and butter be butter.

With love, your foolish friend, Fifi.

—
I want to hold you like the moon holds the reflection of the sun.
I will write about you again and again, until my pages become a mirror so vast and bright that you cannot ignore the magnificence of your absence. If love was a tree, then we've switched places yet remained the same thing — you've been planted, and I am dead.


