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By the beard of God

Up the mountain we went, Offa was blessed with rocks, several of them, surrounding the town, painting

a canvas of rocks from the sky, each day we would trek to the top of the mountain and I would marvel at

the beauty of this forgotten city, making up several disparate little towns, torn by war, besieged by

hunger, it was beautiful. I envied the sun staring each day at this beauty.

My father would make us walk and walk, up and above to the top of Mount Lima, surrounded by

nothing but air, I would stretch out, take a scoop of the clouds and watch papa as he prayed, he would

scream at me to join him in prayer and I would, for a minute or two before returning to a more

interesting game.

After placing our lunch in the cave and covering my head with my scarf, I’d crawl to a corner by the edge

of the mountain and imagine myself as the only saleswoman who had clouds for sale. I’d scoop the

clouds with my hand and watch as it dissipated away, without a care in the world, I’d continue scooping

and selling to my invisible customers;

“How many scoop you wan buy? Oga abeg answer me, I no get time, na only 50 scoop remain, fresh fresh

cloud, fresh fresh cloud, rush am today.

“House of balloons” was the name of my store. “Freshly scooped clouds, straight from the beard of God,

there is none like it under the sun”.

At 18, with a father that dragged me each day to the top of the tallest mountain in the universe to pray

for the return of his dead wife, this was about the most normal thing in my life. Scooping clouds for sale.

My father had been praying in the church with me at a little distance, but never so far that he couldn’t

find me with one turn of his head, he kept at his prayers, minding his business, ignoring everything else

when he heard people welcoming someone, he kept praying fervently, ignoring the noise around him,

closing his eyes tighter to seal those around him beyond the gates of his lashes, he kept praying and their

welcoming chants got louder until he couldn’t take it again.



“Do you have no respect for the temple of the Lord? Is your welcome party more important than my

fellowship with the Lord, what if the angel comes now and sees this party as all that’s been done here

and ignores my prayer”

My father screamed at the top of his lungs, he did everything fervently and with all of him, prayer,

worship, love, anger, hatred and raising his only child.

Everything was done with a little extremity, there was no in between.

“Alagba, let me see you in my office please”. The thin tall head of the church said to my father and

walked away, the incense on his Sutana abiding with us even long after he had gone, my father got up

from his place of prayer and went with Olusho Agba.

I knew better than to play with the other kids when my father was in this mood. I sat, with my head

bent forward, thinking, feeling on the scars the last deliverance session had left me with, olusho told

papa that I was a member of the marine family, a daughter of the water and sister to mermaids, an

indecent creature that needed deliverance, so papa told me we were going to the beach, he dressed me

in my cleanest sutana and I walked alongside Olusho to the beach, along the way, we bought brooms

and candles.

The brooms I expected would be for cleaning the beach and hence cleansing my soul of any affiliations

with the water. Alas, I was wrong.

Papa reentered the church shortly after and told me to pick up my things we were leaving, he spoke with

a smile and I could tell that olusho had straightened things out, straightened him out, on our way home

he spoke of things in riddles, he spoke of Olusho directing him to a mountain where his prayers would be

answered, a mountain where an angel dwelled for a time, somewhere in the heart of Offa. He said

Olusho told him of an angel that was travelling the world and decided to rest on a mountain, he said the

angel dropped to the mountain, and his holiness caused his footprints to be engraved on the mountain,

explorers of the village found the huge footprints and recognized it as that of an angel and have prayed

by it ever since, preserving it strictly for prayers, not the mountain and its unbelievable proximity to the

skies, not that it’s one of the most beautiful mountains in the world, nothing to enthral tourists to this

site, only to be preserved for religious purposes.

Papa said that would be our new place of worship, and everyday since then we have gotten up at 5

am to make our supplications known to God to return my fathers wife.

It becomes hard to understand Christianity at this age, you understand the stories and enjoy them, but

do you really comprehend waking a dead woman from the grave?

My thoughts to myself, my head to the clouds and my back to my father, I’m preoccupied

with my thoughts.

“How long have you been coming here?”



I hear someone, quite low and faint enough to pass as a thought, but not audible enough to

pass as a voice, so I ignore it.

“How long have you been dwelling here, young one?”

This time loud enough to be distinguished from my thoughts, it was the voice of a person. I look to my

father, fervently raising his voice to the Lord or at the Lord, at this point I’m uncertain, his prayers are a

mixture of anger and emotions, tears and sweats. I look away and to the other side, then I hear it again

“How long have you dwelled here young one?” asked a voice

“Who is it?” I replied

“You come this close to my home and question me? I am Junaid, who are you stranger? And why does

your father bother us so, his prayers tire us out, day after day, pestering.”

I looked at my father, his forehead had gone black from hours of being pressed on hard concrete. He was

unaware of happenings around him.

“My name is Halima” I said

“Let me ask you something Halima, your father prays so diligently, so fervently, why do you think your

mother hasn’t woken up?” Junaid asked

“She is too far gone, she has gone up to heaven or purgatory, it’s impossible bringing her back”

“Up until a few minutes ago, wouldn’t you have said it impossible to converse with something or

someone you can’t see, conversing with the wind? But here you are, rather, here we are, you

against the wind”

“That’s different,” I said

“What makes it different?” He asked

“You are God” I retorted

“Ah, the most coveted of titles, I am many things, God isn’t one of them.

I ask you again young one, why does your father bother us so? Day and night he pesters, we all hear his

moaning and desperation, even his wife hears it, his prayers are as useless as shouting at a lock without a

key, but yet, shout your father does, he has abandoned his key, forgotten it and chooses instead to

grovel” he said



His words stung, I got defensive

“Isn’t that all religion is? Reaching out and shouting at a door you’re not certain will ever open, praying

to a God whose existence you’re uncertain of, live in this world, you’ll get hurt, you’ll fail, but at least

you get to do it all with a God you’re not certain about, builds hope, builds character” I retorted.

A branch broke off somewhere not too far off, I shifted in my stance at the suddenness of it, I looked at

papa, he was still wailing. If truly there were beings existing around here, they must hate him for his

disturbances.

As I looked back at the clouds, there was a twig in front of me, floating in the air, I wanted to scream,

but there was no sound.

“What have you been told should happen when something is in the air,” he asked

“It...it’s supposed to fall” i stammered

“Let’s suppose you knew nothing about that, what would you like to happen with this branch?” he

asked

I looked suspiciously at the branch and took a step back, so did the stick, I moved a bit to the left so did it,

it followed me, I stretched out my hand to grab it but it moved out of my reach.

The stick hit the floor.

“Halima, what are you doing, are you a child, is this what you’re meant to be doing? Do you not think

you need prayers too?” Interrupts papa

“I’m sorry papa” I replied

“Grab our food, I don’t feel too good, let’s go home,” papa said.

“Well that means a little rest for us here today, see you tomorrow, come with your

heart, I don’t know where you’ve been keeping it, but bring it along,” the voice said

“Shhhhh, I don’t want my father to hear you” i whisper to the clouds
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We make our way down the mountain, papa in the lead with me closely behind, I’ve wrapped our

lunch in a piece of cloth and tied it tightly to my back. We made our way knowingly down the

mountain, following the paths that have been proven most solid from constant climbing, few people

ever make it to the top of the mountain because of the difficulty of climbing, but not papa and I, no,

our faith defies this.

I wish he would just let us make a livelihood out of this mountain. He doesn’t even have to, I could help

3 people climb this mountain daily, maybe they’d patronize my cloud house.

“The simple truth Halima is that your father’s heart isn’t in the right place, his head is, but his heart

struggles to catch up, his head is light years ahead, but he can’t even pull his heart together to fathom

the thought of bringing a dead person to life, but his imagination thinks so, he just doesn’t believe,“

Junaid said the following day on the mountain.

I looked at papa all the while he spoke, then looked back at the clouds and rolled my eyes.

“Seems pretty useless doesn’t it?” Junaid asked

I nodded

“How can he want something but not believe it? That’s too much of an irony isn’t it?” I

asked

“Close your eyes,” Junaid said to me

I sighed and closed my eyes, I felt the soothing wind beneath my butt, it changed from the hard surface

I’d become accustomed to, it felt like sitting on a couch of clouds

“Open your eyes” he commanded

I did, and I screamed.

I was atop my shop, sitting on clouds, I looked down at papa fervently praying, I could still hear him

from this distance.

“You get to witness what your father puts us through,” Junaid said

“Put me down please” I requested

He did, I dissolved through the clouds back to the stony rock

“How did you do that?” I asked

“Would you learn to bring your fathers heart desires to life, or learn how to call all things?

Mountains will fall to you, water, money, even clouds?” Junaid asked teasingly.

With a wide grin on my face “Definitely clouds” I replied



That day on the beach, Olusho instructed my father to kneel and pray with me, pray that the spirits

leave his daughter alone, he held my head in his shaky hands and brought his mouth close to it, he

spoke of things I couldn’t understand in that language he always prays in, I couldn’t understand the

words, but I could feel the love with which he spoke the words, almost like I could feel his heart heave

in his chest, that, and also the spit he was baptizing me with. I buried my hands in the sand and tried to

move my head.

When he was done, he wiped his tears so I wouldn’t see, but he was too worn out to be fast, worn out

from prayers.

Olusho told him his prayers had been answered and that it was now his turn to communicate with

God and the spirits, he told my father to keep praying and that he had to take me closer to the

spirits.

Olusho picked up the brooms and took me in his hand, and started walking, my sutana kept getting

caught in the sand, so I used my other hand to hold it up. Olusho sang all the way till we got to a

dark corner completely devoid of life, and spirits I’m certain, he told me to kneel, he placed the

candles in my hands and told me to close my eyes, then he told me to open my heart so he could

sweep out the demons, I didn’t know how to open my heart, so I tried not to breathe very often,

just in case that would stop the opening.

Olusho started singing, I could feel him pacing around me, circling me, then he started dancing, he hit

me with the broom across my chest, I opened my eyes at the suddenness of it, he barked at me to keep

my eyes shut, so I did, then he hit me again, across my back, then he hit me with the broom again, all

the while shouting “come out, come out, come out!”

I fell to the floor in agony, grabbing every part of my body that had just been hit, he kept hitting, harder

than before. I kept screaming, hoping my father would hear me, he never did.

But someone did, amidst my screams, I saw someone behind Olusho, a figure, I couldn’t make out his

body because of the darkness, but I saw his head, he smiled, tilted his head sideways to look at me, then

he tapped Olusho.

Olusho stopped the demon casting to look back, he didn’t see anything, he jumped again, then he

continued his singing, the head tapped him again on the shoulder, this time hard enough for him to

recognize there was someone else with us. Still, he couldn’t see the person,

“They don come, they don dey come, Hali, your people don dey come,” he said.

He continued the beating, I continued screaming, shielding my eyes with my hands and struggling to pay

attention to the head.

The head straightened up and smacked Olusho across the neck, this he could not mistake for

anything else,



“Who you be? Come to the light make I see your face”

I wondered if demons or spirits understood pidgin English, of all the occurrences taking place on the

beach at that moment, the only thing I could wonder was the barrier in communication.

Then came the voice,

“Jesus, I know, and Paul I know about, but who are you?"

Olusho stood still, he didn’t move, neither did I, I took my hands away from my eyes, I could see the

head tilted again, smiling at me.

I didn’t notice when Olusho took off, but his broom had landed on my lap, I sat up in the sand, it was

a man, he was shaped weirdly, in all black, and bare feet.

Then he spoke again;

“Was that Cliché? He wanted a demon and I told him what one would have said”

I kept staring at him, I couldn’t fathom what it or he was.

He looked at his chest then pointed at me,

“Your spirit, it beckons unto me,” he said, pointing at his chest

“Halima! Halima! Halima!, where are you? Baba God wey my daughter” I could hear my father shouting,

there was sorrow in his voice,

I struggled to my feet and shouted “Papa, I dey here”

He ran to me and took me in his arms, without questioning me, he carried me on his shoulders, my head

bobbing off his back, I kept looking back, the head was still tilted, looking sideways at me, It was waving.

“We shall meet again, young one,” he said.


