The Artist
Osinanna’s muscles now ache as he draws closer to the red gates of his compound. A bulky man with a pair of pestle-like legs, he’s wearing a baggy short, and a faded Barcelona jersey which hugs his torso. In his left hand is a yellow polythene bag, while he holds a framed portrait against his right side with the other hand.  He extends his leg forward to push open the smaller gate and enters the compound. When he sees his wife, Ijeoma leaning backwards, her elbows on the rail top as she stands outside the veranda, her nose pointing to the sky, her fingers entwined on her stomach, he sighs, and begins to regret his early return. Why is she standing there? he murmurs. The way she’s tapping her foot, I don’t suppose it’s the bread and curryleaf she asked me to buy that she’s anticipating. Did she quarrel with anyone? God knows I am not in the mood for any nonsense talk. 
He extends his leg once more to open the rail door, and enters house, keeping his gaze away from Ije and her troubles. Inside, he drops the shopping bag on the glass centre table, walks to the dinning, places the portrait down against the wall, opens the fridge and retrieves a can of beer. He pops the can, raises it to his lips, shuts his eyes and gulps down the cold beer. After a brief moment of bliss and relief, he opens his eyes, and almost fidgets. 
Jesus Christ! Ijeoma, the husband intones as he walks past Ije, his left arm brushing against her. 
Oh, you can see me now. Was beginning to think that I had turned invisible at last, she turns, following him as they re-enter the living room.
You’ll give me heart attack in this house, he sits on the leather sofa, picks the remote and tunes to LaLiga. Did you tiptoe? God knows I did not take my father and his kinsmen to Akatta to marry a Ninja. 
Ije stands between him and the TV. I am from Nnempi, not Akatta. And I am your wife. Not a Ninja.
What is it, Ijeoma. Can’t a man return home from work at the end of a tough day, and have peace? He stands, and walks toward the dining area.
So, you came home, you didn’t even throw a single word in my direction. Me, your woman. You went straight to beer! She stops a few inches from where he stood as though inspecting the contents of the fridge. Then, he begins, his voice raised.
Osananna, son of Nnanna, Osi the Igbo Picasso, you have suffered. Your mates married from villages in Ngwa and Awka and Elele, but you decided to walk down a unique path. You carried your hard earned money to Akatta, married a woman there and took her from her father’s shack to the decent house you built with your own hands, only for her to expect you to be the one to do the greeting when you come home. Osananna Nnanna, you have eaten faeces! 
I am glad you remember you married me. You married me, and yet every girl that walks across your shop gets a free portrait. They’ve all seen the size of that restless reptile between your legs, she says, pointing at his groin.
What are you even saying, this woman? 
Do you think I am a fool? Is that why you went down to Nnempi to take a wife? I know what you do with those girls that come to your shop. Is it because I don’t let them bother me? I know why you said I should stop going to the shop, using your fake benevolence as an excuse, and now my condition... You draw them, paint them for free. Look around, she shifts her gaze, scanning the walls on which some art works hang. There’s no portrait of me on the wall!
The man begins to yell as he walks away, towards the living room. You have no respect for me, Ijeoma. Zero regard. No kilo of consideration. You’ve been to my studio, you’ve seen how they regard me with reverence. Young artists come to me, I mentor them, help them master their craft. If you follow me to Douglas, Weatheral, or even Nekede right now, you’ll see people calling my name; Pic-osi! Pic-osi! Yes! They say my art is like that of Picasso. Do you know Picasso? He was a genius. They made a movie about him. But see how you’re disrespecting me. Spewing rubbish. 
I...she begins, but Osinanna thunders on.
Artist apart, I am a minister in God’s church. The pastor at Living Martyrs Ministries never make any changes in the way things are run in the church, without first soliciting my opinion. The Bishop himself stood on the altar of God and called me a good man, honest and hardworking. The whole church was there. What would they do if they heard my own wife cooking falsehoods about me? He asks, like a teacher expecting a response from a student.
You don’t want to give me space to talk, Ije says, sitting down on a sofa, holding her forehead.
He begins yelling again, as though renewed, wagging his finger at the ceiling. I walked today, from Front Gate to the supermarket, then home. Why did I bruise my thighs walking? I didn’t make one Naira today, because instead of my client’s work, I focused on finishing my portrait of you. One of my clients, a professor of Fine Arts at the University saw the work and asked me if I was painting Mona Lisa. That’s how supremely beautiful I made you. So that when I come home today, I would finally be welcomed with peace, and not these talks about you having no portrait. It’s over there beside the fridge. Unwrap it carefully, and see how majestically gorgeous my love is. You didn’t even care if I had money, you called, didn’t even greet me properly. Osi, buy bread and curry on your way. Then, you hung up. See what you’ve turned me into, he says, looking at his arms. Sweat has dried on my skin. You didn’t even allow your husband to shower. I don’t deserve the way you treat me.
On the TV, a couple of analysts are reviewing goals scored within the matchweek. A highlight of Barcelona’s match from last night comes on, and Osinanna picks up the remote to increase the volume, but Ijeoma reaches the gadget first and seizes it.
You always do this, become the victim. Why would you have money for transport when you give away half your income to girls? If our neighbours hear you ranting, they would think I am a mad woman. But I know what I am saying, and I have a proof that you’ve been sleeping outside.
What proof? The artist inquires, his eyes bulging with rage. It seems this pregnancy of yours is loosening screws in your head.
You’ve been sleeping with a girl whose bed is infested by bugs!
This is no longer disrespect, he chuckles, standing. You’re crazy. Hold yourself together. You’re not the first woman to get pregnant. When my mother was pregnant with me, she used to...
Who is the bedbug girl? She cries.
Bed bug?
Last night, she started, her voice breaking, while you were snoring, fouling the air with your beer reeking breath, I was awake, scratching my back. I didn’t know what was itching me, until this evening while dressing the bed. I found three of them. You brought bedbugs to our bed...
Nonsense! Osinanna yells. Ijeoma begins to sob. He ignores her, enters their room, returns a few moments later with some cash and a bunch of keys, and bangs the door as he exits the house.
The artist returns home the next morning and has his bath. While his wife is still asleep, he brews coffee and then departs for his studio, having burnt his tongue with the coffee.
 Ijeoma’s room is brimming with daylight when she opens her eyes. A bedbug is crawling on the pillow on which her head rests, nearing her puffy nose. She crushes the bloodsucking devil, and it smears her thumb red. Avoiding the bed, she had slept on the floor, having spread a clean duvet on the cold tiles of the room. She had recalled an incident that occurred in her village long before she was born, but with time, became a legend which even little children now retell although with varying details. A wealthy man went and took a second wife, who, according to one account, was the younger sister of his first. Those who propagate this variant of the story insist that the man had always loved the younger sister but couldn’t marry her due to a tradition that prohibited suitor from asking for the hand of a younger daughter when her elder sister was still unwed. In any case, all versions of the story agree that the villagers worried for their well of wealth, as they called the man. They wondered if the two wives would not eventually set their benefactor’s house on fire, over issues as trivial as who gets to be his favoured woman. But unknown to locals, the new wife had unintentionally brought bedbugs from her father’s house, along with her belongings. When the bedbugs began to haunt the palatial household, as the tiny demons bred rapidly and in multitudes, the man was greatly troubled. The bugs spread all over the house, from his wives’ rooms, to his bed, and from there to the cushions in his obi where he entertained guests. Overwhelmed by their ferocity, he feared that the bugs were a manifestation of his late stepmother’s evil spirit. He began to dread night falls and the need to sleep. The elders noticed on several occasions that their illustrious son was slumbering at meetings, and suspecting that this might be a sign of an unknown distress, or a symptom of an unwanted illness, set up a committee to investigate the matter. When the man’s friends discovered the cause of his distress eventually, they began offering solutions all of which were either temporary or futile. In the end, the man asked his pregnant wives to visit their mothers for a few days, and while they were away, he set his house ablaze at night. 
Ever since Ijeoma found bedbugs in her room, she no longer thinks that story amusing. While washing the blood off her hand in the bathroom, she decides to shower instead. She leaves the house soon, having succeeded, after several trials to wear something that didn’t highlight her bump. She devoted more time than usual to applying makeup. As she did this before a mirror, she admired her dimples, her brown eyes, and her lush hair that needed neither dye nor wig. She told herself that she couldn’t be more attractive, that her husband was the problem.  
Earlier in their marriage, she had gained employment as a hairstylist in a salon at the university Front Gate, near her husband’s studio. Osinanna had tried to dissuade her, assuring that his income alone was sufficient. But Ijeoma didn’t listen to him. The job wouldn’t just keep her busy, but, according to her mother’s advice, would keep her closer to her man, where her presence would repel those girls with whom he’d often chat late in the night, his grinning face smeared with screen light, as Ije had complained to her mother. Guard your husband, Ije nwa m, just like I fought and still fight, to keep your father. If a blind man squashes beneath his sole an udara whose fall he was fortunate to have heard, he might not find another. 
Osinanna isn’t pleased with his wife’s coming to his studio, but being engrossed in a pencil drawing of a client whose portrait demands urgency and focus, he pretends not to have taken notice of her arrival. As the sun grow in intensity, Ijeoma’s stomach grumbles, and her husband’s disregard stings her, and makes her chest burn. But eventually, she buys some moi moi from a hawker, and encourages herself to eat, to be strong and fight. 
Bored, Ijeoma prays someone comes in, a client, an apprentice or a colleague. But for her husband’s desk, a bench, and the portraits and paintings hung all over the walls, the studio is empty. She is considering going back home when a slender lady whom she recognizes, from her prominent cheekbones, as the portrait’s owner enters the shop. The client doesn’t seem like a woman she should be bothered about, but when Ijeoma catches her husband smiling sheepishly as the she-devil pats his hunched shoulder, she shouts; Enough, woman. Please, carry your ugly portrait and leave my husband alone. This outburst has more damage on Ijeoma’s pride than it seems to have on the lady who burns her, hair to shoes, with her condescending eyes, as she hisses, mutters I don’t blame you, and catwalks out of the shop. Osinanna realizing that his client is leaving without her portrait, recovers from his shock, picks up the frame and hurries after the lady, his demeanor humble, his stride gentle and apologetic. Although Ije is surprised to see her husband vulnerable for the first time, she wishes she had stayed home, or at least remained silent. What is this woman I am becoming? She cups her face, Am I no longer Ijeoma who laughed at Ezimma’s foolishness in secondary school when she tore her bestfriend, Clara’s uniform because of a boy? I just abused my fellow woman over a man who doesn’t show me—his wife, respect. Ije, this is not you. 
The artist’s wife doesn’t see a plump girl walk in. The girl sits on a stool beside the artist’s desk and resumes operating her phone. When Ijeoma looks up, the girl appears to be recording a voice note. She’s kept clad by a mini skirt and crop top against which her nipples poke, and she’s scratching her back as she speaks into her iPhone: Babe! Omo, she frowns as she walks to the spot where Ije sits, and stretches her hand to the wall. Satisfied with the new speed of the ceiling fan, she returns to the artist’s desk and begins fondling with his pencils as she speaks into her phone. Those things are after my life. They didn’t allow me sleep last night.  I was up with my guest throughout the night, killing them with my bare hands. Their bellies full of blood, staining my bed and walls as crushed them.  Imagine! Man dey my room last night, and we no even knack! If I continue like this, sapa no go kill me? Abeg, do you know any insecticide I can use to get rid of those things? Coz, Omo, my bed has become hell... 
Ijeoma walks out of her husband’s studio, and hires a taxi to take her home directly. I am going to Nnempi, she says.
