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The Burning Man
Short Story
by Deborah K. Durojaiye
Ole, ole!

The mob moved and chanted as one. Faces were contorted with anger, fists raised in the air. A few fists were empty; others clutched misshapen pieces of firewood and the neck-ends of broken beer bottles. They brandished these items like patriots waving flags at an Independence Day celebration. Their wet foreheads glistened in the hot afternoon sun as flies buzzed around their faces. Some of these faces belonged to market women, who stomped, barefoot, behind the men. They came in all shapes and sizes, these women. The only thing uniform about them was their intent. Their wrappers fell repeatedly as their heavy bosoms heaved from the physical exertion of shouting and stomping. A few had babies strapped tightly to their backs, some of whom were crying from the noise and heat. Little boys waving sticks ran alongside the crowd. With dirty faces and scabby legs they danced crazy little jigs before playfully beating each other with their flimsy weapons. The more daring ones darted around the mob, weaving in between legs, and tried to catch a glimpse of their prisoner. Leading this horde of furious, and mostly indigent, people were the men. Their voices carried far, almost drowning out the shouts of the women. There were bus drivers and conductors, who had abandoned their buses in the garage. They wore cut-off shorts, mismatching slippers and vests. There were also traders and passers-by who had decided to join in for lack of better things to do. A few money changers had also decided to pitch in and do their bit. Their usual cry of “you wan change dollar?” had been substituted for that two-syllable word.

Ole!

They yelled, dispelling mists of saliva. Their eyes were wild. Oily sweat ran down dirty white vests and bare chests in tiny rivulets. It was noon and the sun was as high as it would go. Its brilliant golden face seemed to grin down at them, half-amused by the spectacle. In a way, I supposed, it was funny. Funny that such a wide demography of people could find anything in common. I realized that in the instant it had taken the mob to form, its members had somehow lost their sense of individuality. As they approached the market square I knew, without a doubt, that blood would be spilt this day.        
*

I had loved the market as a child. Its vibrant colours and exotic smells had roped me in from the first time I had gone with my mother. I was seven when she believed me old enough to experience it first hand and not through the goods she brought home. She took me on a Saturday (the best day to shop, she said), a very hot day. Most days in Africa are but, somehow, weekends are always the worst. It had rained the day before but the clayey soil of the market square was baked solid. It cracked beneath my feet as I walked behind my mother. She told me to keep close. She said people were sold in the market if they weren’t careful. I believed her.

 Soon traders were pulling us in all directions.
 ‘Auntie come buy my own, my own na better one,’ a young girl said, pointing to a stall filled with beautiful textile material and pulling on the edge of my mother’s wrapper.
   ‘No mind her, her own too cost. Auntie I go give you betta price,’ an elderly lady said to her. She pulled on my arm thinking that if she led me in the direction of her shop my mother would surely have to follow.
   ‘I no dey buy material,’ my mother shouted at both of them, disengaging herself and me from their eager hands. I hardly noticed. I was entranced by the almost endless spectrum of colour the market possessed. From the bright red tomatoes to the vivid green of fresh vegetables. They rippled in the heat, their colours simmering like a reflection in a puddle. Fruits were stored in large heaps like ant hills, yams and sweet potatoes were stacked one on top of another creating the image of Egyptian pyramids. Butchers were busy slapping slabs of brick-red meat on their chopping boards trying to emphasis the thickness and freshness of their wares. The coppery smell of blood hung heavy in the air, along with a dozen other smells I could not easily define.
 The market was alive and I could feel each breath it took. I could feel the hot earth shake and rumble under the weight of huge trucks as they drove into the market square. They bore on their backs large white sacks of rice and beans from the northern part of the country. The oversized crowd in the market parted like a miniature red sea to make way for the chugging machines. Shirtless young men followed closely behind these trucks. They would later unburden them and carry the sacks of legumes to various stalls for a nominal fee. My steps faltered a little as I stared, spellbound, by this almost magical community I had just discovered. My mother, obviously in a hurry, pulled on my arm. ‘Bisi walk faster,’ she said, ‘in the market walking slowly will not only waste your time but make you a perfect target for pickpockets.’ 

I found this bit of market trivia to be the first in a long line of my mother’s how- to- shop-successfully- in –the- Market speeches. She explained to me how shopping was more complicated then it seemed. She described the art of haggling- mock indignation over a traders high prices, she showed me how to hold my handbag (not dangling over my shoulder but fixed firmly under my arm). I was told never to appear too interested in any item I wished to buy- the trader would see it and increase the actual price. She had learnt all this from her mother. As her first child and only daughter I had to learn these things also. ‘So that you too can shop wisely for your family,’ she explained.

As the years wore on the market began to change. It soon lost its allure. Its once beautiful colours faded and turned brown depicting the poverty of the traders who inhabited it. These traders became more aggressive, fighting each other for prospective customers. Shopping had become almost as brutal as warfare, and as with warfare there were casualties. The market grew congested due to the new stalls which were erected every other week. The roads that ran through it, once meant for large trucks, had shrunk in size with mini-stalls (basically a table and a high stool) hugging its sides. Truck drivers, who had little patience for market people, blazed their horns without stopping as they ran along these tiny roads. The traders had to scuttle to clear their wares least they be trampled by the large revolving tires. Even the friendly haggling between customers and traders had been dispensed with. The sellers now had very little tolerance for people who tried to talk them out of a profit. My mother, stuck in her ways, still haggled as though her life depended on it. We had been sent away from many a stall with abuses trailing after us because of it. The more frequent this became the less my desire to shop with her was. 

Today, she finally suggested that we should each shop separately. She would buy the more expensive things like textile material and kitchen utensils while I would handle basic items like foodstuff.
After an hour of shopping I had had enough. I looked up at the sun and wished that I could smite it, that I could knock it of the sky for just an instant.  It bore down on me mercilessly and the heat from it made my neck prickle. People moved around me like mindless drones. They walked with glazed eyes and their flimsy shirts stuck to them like second skins in the process of peeling off.                  
I guessed that mother was just warming up wherever she was so I had decided to wait for her at our agreed meeting point- a shop that sold soft drinks and snacks. I’d been waiting there no more than fifteen minutes when I heard the first cries of 

Ole!

One of the first things I’d learnt about the market was that if you were going to steal you had better be good. The second thing was most market thieves usually were. I’d only witnessed a thief being arrested once. He’d tried to pinch an overly vigilant woman’s purse and had quite literally been caught in the act. She’d grabbed his wrist, which disappeared into the bag, and had shouted for help. A few male traders came to her rescue, subdued the struggling pickpocket and summoned the police. He’d been slapped a few times by them and taken away to spend, perhaps, just a few nights in gaol. Nowadays thieves were not treated as kindly. The harder things got in the country the tougher the people became. Thieves were now more likely to injure their victims and if caught they were more likely to be brutally beaten themselves. Recently I’d heard of a spate of killings that had been taking place in some parts of the state. The reports said that due to the increasing number of fatalities caused by armed robbers, any thief caught was being burned. At first I’d thought these stories to be slightly overdone, no pun intended, until I began to see the pictures in the morning papers. ‘Jungle justice’ it was called, carried out by little cells of vigilantes. They argued that the police had become lax in dealing with criminals, that they were too busy collecting bribes to be concerned with protecting the public. Hence, the public was going to protect itself. It seemed the average man on the street agreed with this form of punishment. It was swift, precise and it served as a deterrent to would-be criminals. 

*

The mob slowed and finally came to a halt not far from where I stood. In their midst was their prisoner of war, a thief. Both his hands were bound tightly behind him with the same raw-hide rope used to tie up sold cattle. There was a huge mound of bloody flesh where his right eye used to be and it was strange to see him blink rapidly with just one eye. It almost seemed like he was winking lewdly. His misshapen mouth dripped thick red saliva and through its partial opening I could see it was missing a few teeth. What was left of his clothing hung on him in tatters. His grey shirt was streaked with mud and blood and his denim trousers had been roughly reduced to shorts. There was a large gash that ran from the front of his bald head to just above that right unblinking eye. Even though his mouth was incapacitated he still managed to talk, or tried to.

  ‘Ejo, ah ejo. E saanu mi,’ he burbled. Almost as soon as the pleas were uttered a man reached out and slapped him. The thief lost yet another tooth and some shouts of

 Ole!

Were let loose. 

‘Why should we pity you?’ an overweight woman screamed. ‘You’re a thief. If we leave you, you go thief again.’  Cries of agreement filled the air.
A man who seemed to be leading the crowd (he was the one who had slapped the thief) raised a hand for silence.

    ‘Wetin make we do with am?’ he asked the crowd and several suggestions were rendered.

    ‘Make we beat am some more,’

    ‘Take am go polish station,’

    ‘Je ka jo, ole sha ni.’  

It was this last, incendiary suggestion the mob had been waiting for. The words ‘Let us burn him’ had been spoken at last and it was those words that appealed the most to the crowd. Let us burn him. He is, after all, only a thief.
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