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The Boy’s Mother 
Adenike was nothing like the other girls in the Scheme. Girls like Ikimo, Folake, Halimot, who followed yahoo boys like ants trailed sugar. Who dropped out of school to become fifth wives to their Grandfathers. Girls who confused our husbands. 
Adenike received home training with both hands and clutched it to her voluptuous chest. We had her in mind for our sons and cousins until Wale came from London and stole her from our very eyes. Who named their children Ola-wa-le? Wealth, Come Home. Or, if we wanted to be true to ourselves, we could say, Wealth Has Come Home. But he didn’t come, did he? His parents probably knew what kind of man he would grow to become—the kind who ran. Even our husbands, in all their recklessness and philandering, never completely ran from their responsibilities.  
We were happy for her. And then we were ashamed of ourselves. That we ever even thought Adenike was in the same league with our coconut head sons and cousins. 
We attended the wedding at the town hall, cursing Olawale under our breaths. And true to our guess, he disappeared three months after the wedding.

The Boy 
As Adenike’s eyes rested on the gooey face of her son, breath leaked out of her, whooooooosh, a balloon punctured by needle. And this, men and brethren, was how we became mothers to her son. We were wary of him, because what was so special about you that your birth meant your mother's demise?  
Without malice or anything like that, we fulfilled our duty to the departed soul of Adenike. God rest her soul. 
We called him Itunuoluwa. God’s comfort. He would grow to comfort us all for the loss of Adenike, or so we thought. 
We never let him long for his mother. When he needed to suck, our breasts found his mouth. When he needed someone to strap him to her back, we let him choose whose back he wanted. We changed his diapers, cleaned his shit. We loved that boy so much, we just wished he wasn't so 'different'.

The Boy’s Grandma
Iya wa, round and sturdy like a rock. We all wanted to be like her when we grew older. Nobody in the whole of Scheme 1 to 10 could beat her wisdom. Arrgh, we only wished she saw through Wale and his gimmicks. Or maybe she did, and when she warned Adenike about him, the girl acted like a fool. After all, girls never listen to reason when they are in love. They imagine the world, especially their parents, are jealous of them. We mean, take a look at us. Is it not that same foolishness that landed us here?   
Iya wa gave birth to every woman in the Scheme. Whether you liked her or not was immaterial. As long as you were a woman, you became her business.  
“Why do you look sad? Is your husband keeping late nights? Soji, right? I’ll talk to him.” 
“You have a degree in what again? There’s an opening in my office at the Ministry of Works. Do you know how to use a laptop, dear? Send your CV to my mail, dear.” 
“Your son was sent home from school and you’re crying? Fasten your wrapper to your waist. What can you do? Can you fry puff-puff? Yes? You have a job now.” 
We all revered her because she was all we had. She gave us her home when our husbands chased us out of the house in the middle of the night. Gave us money to start small businesses. Played Grandma when we had our children because our own mothers disowned us several years ago when we ran from home to marry our husbands. 

The Boy's Gift/Curse
For the first ten years of his life, we thought Itunu was a fairly ordinary boy. Oh, if only we knew the amount of unordinariness waiting to descend upon us. We had no idea he was pretending, hiding behind layers of cute smiles, dimples and curly hair, with his butter and cream skin like Wale’s. 
When boys in Scheme 1 gathered to play football, Itunu never joined them. We feared something was wrong with him in the head, you know, how he was nothing like any other child. 
After the evening meeting at Iya wa's, we decided to tell her about our strange son.
“Iya wa, have you noticed anything strange about our son?”
 “Itunu? No. Is there something you want to tell me?” 
We fell silent, poking one another behind the back. Waiting for who would be brave enough to speak first. 
“He walked into a wall yesterday because there was a book in his face.” 
“His leg was on a piece of hot coal and he had no idea because he was reading a book.” 
“When he slept over at our place last week, he didn’t eat anything. He was in his room eating books.” 
“Yes, you don’t even want to know what happened when I made the mistake of forcing the books from him!” 
Usually, when we whined and whined, she listened and only spoke after we fiercely nodded in answer to her, are you done?  That evening, she had nothing to say. She stood and went into the house. 
Since that day, we learnt to stifle our worries about Itunu. If our children, the ones we travailed for in birth started acting strange, God forbid, we would prefer not to talk about it with all the women in Scheme 1 either.   

Miss Faith’s Faith and Smelly Wig 
We started watching Itunu for Iya wa. Places her wrinkled bespectacled eyes could not reach, ours slithered into. Our children told us everything Itunu did in school. How he read several books from the library and then wrote in his special Hardcover book. What’s inside? We asked our children, but they didn’t know either because nobody ever opened that book. 
Well, nobody, until Miss Faith joined Precious Academy. Our son politely warned her to, please please leave my book alone ma. But she said, come on, Itunu, are you shy? I want to see what you’re always writing. 
“But I don’t want to show you ma. Please.” 
But women, it seems, who go by the name Faith always believe they could move mountains with their faith. She wrestled the book from his hand, and he jumped on her, pulling off her smelly wig from her head.  
At this turn in the story, we started blaming our son too. When a child errs, it is the duty of the mother(s) to reprimand him. Itunu went ahead to use the flame of life and death in his hand. He grabbed a chalk stick and wrote frenziedly on the board...  
Look, Miss Faith vanishes before my eyes. She becomes one with the wind and my thoughts...   
We may not have heard about it if the police did not detain our son. Poor boy. He already peed on himself three times before we got to the station. 
“Which one of you is the mother of this boy! This witch.” 
“Calm down, all of us that you’re seeing here are his mothers.” 
“Do you know what your son has done? A whole human being! This boy has killed somebody o.” 
“Hahaha. Imagine. Officers, listen to yourselves. Where is the body?” 
“Are you trying to teach me my job, woman? I am an officer of the law!” 
“Our son is barely fifteen. How can he do something like that? Besides, we are children of God. We don’t practice magic or anything like that, abeg.” 
“How do you explain the disappearance?” 
“You people should be on the streets looking for this Miss Faith. This boy is innocent and he should not even be exposed to this kind of treatment. Do you know what this could do to his mental health?” 
After several minutes, we convinced the officers that they were stupid. Lol. Some of them were our husbands. Unless they had found someone else to keep them warm, cook for them, and wash their clothes, they had to agree with us eventually. 
We then rushed back to Precious Academy with our son and made him write Miss Faith back into appearance. We warned her not to breathe a word to anybody unless she wanted us to turn her into a big fat hen. She nodded and nodded, running out of the classroom. Leaving her smelly wig behind.  
We turned to our son, pulling his ears.  
“Do you want to kill Iya wa? How could you be so careless? And on the board even? Didn’t we warn you? We raised you better than this, Itunu.” 
“I’m sorry, mummies. I swear, I don’t know what came over me.” 
“Isn’t that what you said the last time when you...when you...” 
We fell silent, forgiving, loving. Mothering. A story bubbling in the back of our minds, so close, yet out of reach. 
“Let that thing not come over you again. Or else! We have settled the principal and all the staff members. Nobody’s going to talk. So, if by some miracle, Itunu, Iya wa finds out, we will kill you ourselves.” 
“Please, please. Don’t tell her. I will never do it again.” 
“Just read and write books in peace. Don’t go about messing with things that are beyond you.” 
And that settled it. We knew what Iya wa’s BP results read. We did not want it going higher and higher. We could sense our husbands’ madnesses preparing to manifest as usual. Who would tame them for us? We needed Iya wa to be healthy so she could continue taking care of us. We could not let trivial issues like this distract her from her higher calling. 

Plan in the Mud 
Our arrangement worked well until bandits started invading our Scheme. We thought it was a one-off misfortune, but after three raids in three months, we began to expect them like our monthly periods. 
At the weekend meeting at Iya wa’s, we talked about Basira and other women who were captured during the last raid.  
“Basira’s baby is barely a month old. Who are the parents of these criminals? Why give birth to children you can’t control?” We looked at one another, guiltily, remembering that we had one, sixteen, who was beyond our control.  
“People from Scheme 6 say the police attacked the bandits' camp there, and saw all those women there. They were cooking for them, washing their clothes and doing all manner of things for them.” 
“God forbid! With my BSc in philosophy, how can I become a cook to those criminals?” 
“They rape some of the women too.” 
“Ahhhhhh!! Children that are not up to my last son’s age. God forbid bad thing.” 
Iya wa’s eyes were cast towards her husband’s grave. He was buried before Adenike learned to walk. He died fighting for our country. Would she leave the Scheme and his body here? We just needed her to say the words, the new address, and we would tell our husbands that we had decided to move to another part of the city too.  
“This is our home. I will call the Commissioner of Police to see if he can give us more reinforcement. Two officers per night are not enough for the whole of Scheme 1.” 
We helped her clean the house. We made pots of egusi and chicken stew, then washed her clothes. We sought our son and asked if his hands had been naughty. 
His lips wore an uncertain grin. “Insult me, say I'm a goat. I won’t even get mad at you at all.” 
“Yes love, you are a GOAT. Messi is a GOAT too.” 
“No, not that one…” 
His eyes sparkled as he spoke. He had grown taller now, reminding us of his father. His long nose was Adenike’s, but his mouth, talking sweet words, was his father’s. We wished we could put his theory to the test, but this was our son. We knew him like the ache in our hearts. 

Unforseen Circumstances 
Iya wa was returning from a church vigil when bandits jumped out of nowhere. They started shooting at her car until she rammed into a tree. The reinforcement police officers ran off.   
We sent our husbands out of the house to look for her. We cried, refusing food. We knew all the horrible things those criminals forced women to do. Our precious mother could never last a day in their hands. Her medication was in the car beside her reading glasses and Bible.
We ran to Itunu, bringing him slates, new books and chalkboards, telling him to use the fire in his hands. 
Write this: I want my Grandma to come back now. 
We tried different versions of the same sentence. Sometimes, adding adverbs. Using Yoruba, in case his gift wanted the lyrical drawl of our language.   
We got nothing. Even after three days.
We hated him at that moment even though we still loved him. What was the use of his stupid gift if it could not bring back our mother?
*
When those criminals saw that our mother was useless to them, they let her go. We found her by the Scheme gate. She was naked, except for her headgear which covered half of her chest and half of her bottom.  
We rushed to take her to the hospital but the police got to her first. 
“We can’t risk it. This woman is a walking piece of evidence. We need to get to the station first. All of you, follow us. You’re all witnesses too. After we get her statement, we will take you all to the hospital.” 
We begged and begged, but those officers on patrol were not the same ones from our division. Our husbands too could not help because these officers had a different uniform from theirs, with more stars. 
Itunu’s eyes were sunken, tired from too much crying. Grief had made him grow fatter. He followed us to the station, never leaving our mother’s side.  
The officers took their time, going about the ceremony of producing a paper and pen. When they finally got one, we discovered the ink had dried up.  
“Does any of you have a pen? No?” 
“That shop across the street will soon open for the day,” one of them mused. 
“Boy, take this money, go and get Lucky pen. If it’s not Lucky pen, don’t buy it.” He handed one thousand naira to Itunu, who ran out to look for Lucky pen at 6am. 
We could not believe these men. In fact, it was at this moment, as darkness faded from the sky, that our eyes began to see well. That their uniforms were nothing like we had ever seen before. That perhaps, this was not even a police station. That these men were not who we thought they were. 
“You people will pay for this in hell.” We spat, wishing our husbands had followed us. Wishing we did not come here with Itunu.  
“Has Pela returned with more fuel and supplies? Call Scuppa and tell him we have more women. Younger ones and a boy too.” 
“Yes, sir. What about the old woman?” 
“We will leave her here. She doesn’t have much time anyway.” 
We sat with tear-rimmed eyes, waiting. Listening to the trees outside whistle a mournful tune in the morning breeze. We covered Iya wa with more clothes, but she kept shaking. Sometimes, she gave in to spasms of violent jerks that pushed her off the bench to the floor.
  Itunu returned, sweating despite the cold. We tried to catch his eyes to warn him, but our son seemed to be deliberately avoiding our eyes. Would he ever forgive us? 
“This is your change sir. I got Lucky pen, can I help her write the statement sir?” 
“Has Pe...has Sgt. Pela returned?” The one who had been giving orders turned to one of his boys. 
“No sir.” 
“Okay, take. Make it quick.” He pushed the pen and paper to Itunu’s chest and began pacing. 
As Itunu sat on the floor to write the statement, we knew he was going to write more than any statement anybody had ever read. We remembered Miss Faith and others. We relaxed and smiled hope into the small room. We leaned back and crossed  our legs, whistling happy tunes under our breaths. 
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