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The Baby Who Didn’t Stop Crying
Story
by Tolu Ogunlesi
Always. I get home and the barber’s shop and CD store are blasting their hideous music. After all the noise at work (police stations are not the most serene places on the planet), I think I deserve some crime-free existence at home. Noise is a crime. But I cannot complain. They’ll say I’m trying to intimidate them with the Law. 

Being a cop, I am always careful not to be too visible. Especially since I live in a commune - a face-me-I-face-you building, 20 rooms on either side of one unstraight corridor. One toilet. One bathroom. One million dwellers. One hundred million gossips. One billion untrue, slanderous tales. And one landlord, of course.

Cosmas is my neighbour to the right. Fast living, smooth talking, bloodshot-eyed son of the devil. Instead of being neighbours at home, we should be neighbours at my office – me in my office, him in the cell next door. But such is life. He doesn’t seem to be bothered by the fact that he’s living next door to the Law. He knocks on my door once in a while to throw me a grin and ask ‘How work?’, and crack a joke or two about my job. 

Daisy, Shade, Nneka, Isioma… I’ve lost count of the number of girls he’s introduced to me. That number is just the tip of the iceberg since he introduces them only if we meet on the corridor, usually when I am on my way in or out of my room. I hardly ever linger in the corridor for anything. Paddling my own canoe, minding my own cup of tea. Chikena!

Every time I am tempted to ask Cosmas what he does for a living, I get stuck. I can’t. If I were not a cop, I’d have done so. But being a policeman, I find it impossible to put up that un-suspicious, what’s up with you look that would get me information. If 90% of the questioning you do all your life is interrogation of hardened criminals, you’d get what I mean. The last girl I asked out actually said I sounded like I was expecting a ‘statement’ from her. 

Friends. I grew up in Oshogbo. I left my life behind there. No pals in Lagos. Two cops cannot genuine friends make. I may be mistaken. But I need concrete evidence to change my mind. 

Going home yesterday evening I became a little hero. I was in my uniform. I held out my fare to the conductor. He stared at me and continued collecting money from the other passengers. I persisted. He gazed at me nervously, wondering what to do. He studied the faces of the other passengers, seeking advice. None. I decided to smile. I asked him not to worry, I felt like paying. He concluded I was mad. Policemen do not pay fares in Lagos. Or army officers. Anyone in uniform, in fact. They are known as ‘staff’. In exchange for not paying fares they protect the bus at every checkpoint. 

Hot is an understatement. The ceiling fan in the back office packed up last week. Power surge, the same evil that has damaged our fridge, and our electric typewriter. 

Inexplicably, the cell is cooler. Even with just one window, barred across very angrily. I think it is the revenge of bondage upon freedom. Or else how do you explain a fan-less, one-windowed, concrete-roofed room being cooler than a cross-ventilated, massive-windowed one. 

I’m thinking of making the next ‘suspect’ pay for the repairs of the fan, as part of the bail conditions. No money for repairs, that’s what the DPO said. After four comprehensive letters on the discomfort of carrying out police functions in those conditions. The police budget was slashed by 40%, and even the balance has not been released. 

Breaking News: The Inspector General just bought brand new Peugeot 406s for all the 36 state Commissioners of Police.

James Ugah has just been deployed to my station. He’s a constable. Big-lipped, modest stammerer, nervous shuffling. Strikingly tall. He’s a nice guy, always with a Very Funny Joke on the tip of his tongue. Has never heard of the word ‘silence’.  

Kept laughing all through today listening to James’ stories. The ceiling fan issue led him to tell the story of the baby who was born crying. That’s normal, isn’t it? But the real gist lies in the fact that this baby refused to stop crying. They stuffed his mouth with his mother’s breast, with all sorts of stuffings, yet he refused to shut up. They called the best obstetrician in the city, the best infant psychologist, the best child minder. They all wrung their hands in helplessness. They had never seen anything like this in all of their years of professional practice. 

Lo and behold, out of the blue comes this self-proclaimed natural medicine practitioner. He knows what the problem is with the baby. Very simple. But he would say it only on National Television. You are crazy, they tell him. Go to hell. The baby’s father goes to court to get an injunction compelling Newsline, one of the most watched shows on TV, to devote an edition to the man. The court grants the injunction, and the man clears his throat before 35 million Nigerians and utters his ‘cure’ for the baby’s ailment.

Martins, the crying baby, is not abnormal. His ailment is velly velly simple. The boy needs relocation to America or Britain. Or even Ghana, or Togo next door. 35 million chuckles. 35 psychiatrists searching for a name for this new disorder.

Naturotherapist explains by saying that infant is an abiku. Born before in a previous life, in Nigeria. Not just in Nigeria, but in fact in that same hospital where he has just been born again. 

Ogbanje. That’s what the Igbo call abikus. (Abiku is a Yoruba word). Martins is Igbo. Ogbanje is a cornerstone of the Igbo culture. Ogbanjes are born, die several times and return to the earth again and again. They simply can’t make up their damned minds whether they want to stay or go.

Protesting. That’s what Martins is doing. Born in the same hospital as the first time, he recognizes where he is instantly. The ceiling fan makes him recognize. It was the first thing he saw when he opened his eyes that first time. With the same dusty inscription on it. He remembers the hellish life he lived for his six years in that past life. Living in Nigeria is hell. Perhaps Nigeria is another planet’s hellfire. 

Quandary. That’s the state Martins is in. To stay or not to stay. Quack. That’s what most viewers call the traditional ‘doctor’. So what happens next? James doesn’t tell us. He stammers playfully and says he’ll continue the story some other day. Suspense kills. I know. James’ mind shifts to some other thing. He remembers the picture he’s carrying in his pocket. He brings it out, curses his pocket for roughening it, and proceeds to smoothen it out. He wants to tell us another story. It’s a picture of him and his friends.

Right – Left: Raymond, James, Cosmas, Goodhead, and The Twins. Cosmas? I snatch the picture from him and look at it. Raymond, James… Cosmas. Unmistakable. It is the same Cosmas. This picture is at least twelve years old, it was taken on the day James and his pals finished their final A-level exams at the Immaculate College, Jos. 

Same Cosmas. 12 years have only barely run past on his face. Even in the picture he looks like a teacher posing with his students. He seems to be at least five years older than everyone else. The others all have the uncertain smiles and bright-eyed gazes of teenagers, that look that claims to actually be certain that life can only get better, more fun, more successful. Cosmas isn’t smiling in that same way. His smile is wary, his gaze, five years more loaded with Insights of Life. 

The guy is my neighbour, I say to James. I stab at Cosmas’ face and hold the picture out. The room to my right. James screams. I’m kidding. I’m mistaken. Can’t be! Cosmas lives in the U.S. Heard he’s into drugs there. Used to be in Spain, but he was deported for criminal activities. I look at him wearily. Cosmas lives next door to me. It’s him. Doesn’t look like one who’s ever stepped outside the country. But I believe the criminal activities part of the story. The types I see him with – male and female – don’t look like they’d ever be up to anything decent in a million lifetimes.

Until we get to my house that day, and James meets Cosmas for himself, he does not believes me. We are not in our uniforms. As we enter the compound, we hear a voice. ‘Oga Police!’ It is Cosmas. He always wants to suck up to me. We turn. He smiles, then sees James. His facial muscles perform 12 years worth of memory-retrieving exercises. They stride towards one another with exaggerated steps, clasp hands, and embrace. 

Volumes of banter, drops of real info. That’s my conclusion, as I stand and observe. James does not seem to notice his friend’s unease. They haven’t set eyes on each other since the picture, so James’ excitement is understandable. Stories flow. Clasps of the hands. Backslapping. James is in the habit of doing that. 

What I am doing is standing on the edge of reality and watching two long-lost friends play the game of reunion. The clichés; the fresh, genuine components. I stand detached from it all. The interpreter. James is James. Cosmas is Criminal. Weaving in and out of roles and tales. I dunno if the policeman in James can see through his friend. 

‘X-ray machine’ is what best describes me, as I stand there, mind whirring. Into the situation zooms a Volkswagen Beetle. Careers triumphantly into the compound, negotiates dangerously around the well, and screeches to a halt beside the broken-down lawn mower. Four men emerge from it. Glances race around between them. One of them is clutching a Stout. Two are smoking Target. But I can smell hemp. All four are half-drunk. 

You saved my life, Cosmas explains later. The four men had come to take him away. He had been involved in a business deal with them. The deal had fallen through. They thought he had swindled them. They had come to take him away. It’s not every time they take someone away that that someone returns. Cosmas is not an idiot. As they approached him he greeted them warmly. Quickly introduced his ‘old classmate, Constable James Ugah’ to them. And called on me to come meet his ‘business partners’. He introduced me as ‘Sergeant Toye – he runs the show at the station.’ The business partners retreated with ‘smiles’. The fear of police is the beginning of re-strategising. 

Zoomed off. That’s what the Beetle did. Zapped, that’s what Cosmas did, not too long afterwards. We sat in my room, as he explained how we saved his life. What business he did, or how it fell through, he didn’t tell. He said he needed to make a call or two outside. When an hour later he hadn’t returned, I knew he had zapped. As I escorted James to the bus stop, his phone rang. It was Cosmas. Full of apologies. He said he had to be in town. Urgently. All in a bid to see if the business deal could be salvaged. He laughed and babbled. Wondered when he could see James again. Said he might be traveling to the East for a few days. It’s been two weeks now. I haven’t seen Cosmas since. I miss the click of the door, I miss his girls. I have spotted the Beetle outside the compound a few times. But Cosmas is in the East.

Copyright information: All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced, stored in or introduced to a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise) without prior written permission of the British Council. Any person who does any unauthorised act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.
© Tolu Ogunlesi 

[image: image2.png][image: image3]