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PROLOGUE

There are times when, upon the occurrence of a certain event,

Time itself will seem to stand still; it would seem to be suspended above the

specter of space. That is the feeling I have in the pit of my stomach at that

moment when I watched the life leave the body of a man, when the life

seemed to seep from him. It was a big moment and I thought in mind: Oh

my God, Phoenix what have you done?

And there was the guy himself, standing still and erect, and he

looked beautiful; in the flash of the light, the guy was a stunning beauty, and

the Angel of death itself. In the stillness of the night Phoenix seemed to be

the very embodiment of the things that was scary about the night. He was a

murderer, one without a soul, and he had killed someone who loved him

dearly. It was a man who had loved him enough to think to die for him. But

the society would not have understood that kind of love, that love which

existed between two men, one that may be pure and yet misunderstood in

every way.

Phoenix, you are a murderer. I know what you did, and I think I

will tell on you. But from the look on that stunning face which had been

calculating enough to take the life of another person, there seemed to be

nothing that the guy could not handle, no scandal he could not take and

then turn to his own advantage and popularity, the love of the screens, the

siren that drew all in and left nothing of you when he was done with you.

It takes a special kind of person to think to take the life of another
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person, and Phoenix was that kind of special person. He had the guts and

the special kind of mercilessness to do it, and there was that look in his face,

that cold dead look of triumph in his face that showed that the guy knew

what he was doing. And what if he was caught? What would happen?

‘He was trying to forcefully have sex with me, and that was the

reason why I had to defend myself,’ he would probably say to the screens as

the throng of the masses that loved him and yet hated him would weave a

massive demonstration in his favor.

But I know what you did, Phoenix, and though you may hide

behind the mask of your beauty and your good show of yourself to the

world, I know you, I know what you did.





PERIOD ONE: 1977-1999; forward and backwards
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CHAPTER ONE

Henry closed his eyes to shut out the light, his nostrils drawing in a

lungful of breath into his body as chaotic thoughts raced through his mind. He

could hear the incessant annoying drone of the ceiling fan in the room as the blades

churned out cool breeze in the hot air of the afternoon. That was precisely why he

sometimes felt that he hated Nigeria; sometimes the afternoon weather in Lagos

could be so atrociously hot, the sun beating down on the inhabitants of the

country’s most populated city with a feral ferocity that burned at the skin.

And his mother’s refusal that he could attend the Business Executives

Convention which was hosted in Cairo, Egypt, with her when she was planning to

go compounded his problems. He’d always wanted to go and see the cradle of

civilization with his own eyes; to see the very magnificent pyramids; watch the

artificial irrigation methods that had been utilized by them in the ancient times, but

Rosalie had been adamant. According to her, if he went, then he’d undoubtedly

miss out on a lot of his lectures on campus because of the fact that the new

semester was already around the corner. So he was left here in Lagos with his

friends, all of whom were the spoiled sons and daughters of the elite social class

like he was.

He made a snort of annoyance and buried his face into the feathery

softness of his pillow. Oh, the hell with it.
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‘Henry Johnson.’

He squeezed his eyes tighter, pretending to be asleep so that Richard, his

best friend, would vanish into whatever thin air he’d materialized from and leave

him alone to enjoy his dejection. He was in a foul mood, the implication being that

he was not in the mood to see anybody and be forced to engage in idle chatter.

And who was it that had dared to let the guy into the house without first consulting

him in order to ascertain whether he was in the mood to entertain any visitors? He

was wondering this as he drew his knees up to his chest, curling into a fetal

position that he hoped would convince Richard’s hawk-like eyes that he was asleep

so Richard could turn round and leave.

‘Henry Johnson,’ Richard called out in his unmistakable voice, and this

time, it sounded closer.

Henry peeked at the guy surreptitiously from underneath his lashes and

saw the slim-fitting jeans that were in the field of his vision, then he shut them

again, and his mind willed the guy to go away. He wanted to stay right here in the

comfort of his room and be left alone with his thoughts without the constant

yapping of the voice of his friend disturbing the flow of his thoughts. Though his

lids were squeezed shut, he could feel the shadow of Richard’s body leaning

forward; he inhaled the scent of his cologne, and then he felt the shadow receding,

heard the tread of boots moving across the red carpet and then out of the room.

With a heartfelt sigh of relief, he opened his eyes and swung his tired feet

off the bed to the floor. Moving swiftly but silently, he went to the window, parted

the thick brown curtains that shut out the penetrating rays of the sun, and then he

peered out into the garden, his eyes fixed on Richard Oke as the latter walked to his

compact car.

Henry sighed and shut his eyes, his fingers balling into fists as a wave of

emotional pain swept through him with the piercing precision of a surgeon’s scalpel.

As was customary with his body whenever he encountered Richard, hot desire and

revulsion simultaneously rippled through his frame and he shuddered. He could
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never fathom why he found the guy so darn attractive, and what made his dilemma

worse was the fact that Richard was his closest friend; they did everything together.

And every moment he spent with Richard, every moment that Richard stood so

close to him, their bodies touching, sent hot flashes of lust assailing his senses but

he was always unable to do anything about it and this was torture to him. It drove

him crazy. It was a prospect that thrilled and repelled him－being sexually attracted

to his fellow guys was something he’d never envisaged at the onset of his puberty

years, and being attracted to Richard specifically filled him with annoyance and

emotional pain.

‘Henry? I thought you were asleep.’

Henry spun round to the sound of the tentative female voice. It was Mrs.

Oyono, the woman who had worked for the Johnson family as a cook and

housekeeper for as long as he could possibly remember. She lived in the servants’

quarters with her family, and her jovial nature, plus the motherly influence she’d

asserted over Henry, endeared her to his heart. However, what she didn’t know was

that he’d had sex with Linda, her eldest daughter. He’d done that because the chit

had come on strongly to him, and he’d also needed desperately to reassure himself

that he wasn’t queer; that he couldn’t possibly be gay. Such a thought was

inconceivable; not in his father’s house, and certainly not in the Nigeria of his time

which viewed her gay citizens as demon-possessed souls who had to be either

committed in a psychiatric ward or delivered into the hands of pastors for exorcism.

‘Richard dropped a note for you on your dresser,’ the woman continued

quietly. ‘You should call him later today.’

As the woman turned to leave, Henry almost called out to her to have

some lunch sent up to him in the room, but the truth of the matter was that he

couldn’t bear to choke down whatever morsel of food that would be served to him

into his mouth. He was loaded with dread due to the fact that he was the only son

of his father and the sole heir to the sprawling Johnson family estate which was an

import/export conglomerate that had ruthlessly swallowed up its less prosperous
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rivals. They had over a thousand employees nationwide, and they conducted their

business with countries across the globe. The Brian-Johnson Ltd earned the bulk of

its money by doing business with countries where the labor was ridiculously cheap

so as to maximize profits and expand its horizons. They were a very rich and very

powerful family with connections in all the right places.

‘We want you to know the real value of what we have in this family,’ his

father had said succinctly. ‘A man must appreciate what he has in order to be able

to use it properly. So, you’re going to study Business Administration.’

That had been in 1997, when Henry was twenty, and he’d gone to the

University of Lagos. Now, two years later, he could feel everything moving on

more swiftly; he was now becoming more actively involved in the business of his

family; he attended a myriad of business conventions and worked in the family

offices during the semester breaks. . . It was a fast-paced, heady life, one that was

filled with fun and excitement, pleasure and responsibility. But he was dreadfully

scared because he knew that very soon; he would have to start a family of his own

so as to ensure the continuity of the Johnson family name. Their legacy must live

on.

But, deep in his mind, he felt that he could not be what everyone

expected him to be. He had no sexual feelings for women; his liaison with Linda

had thought him that lesson. It had made him aware of where his sexual fantasies

really lay.

THE ROOM WAS very vast and filled up with young men and women

who were all dressed to kill. The men were all smoking and chattering and drinking

and the women were sipping their drinks from tall glasses and flutes with the

sophistication that could only be achieved by wealth.

It was the third day of April, the first Saturday of the month, and the rich

youth of Lagos society all wanted to celebrate it grandly. There were female belle



BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

5

dancers standing on raised platforms, all of them scantily dressed in shimmering

bras and short skirts and they were all twisting and shimmying seductively to the

tunes of the Eastern music that wafted forth from concealed speakers. They were

all magnificent creatures, their lithe bodies swaying and turning to the beat, all to

the lascivious stares of the entranced audience.

The tunes of the music changed dramatically. The lights were turned

down to a dim intimate red color, and there was an air of anticipation hanging over

the room. The dancing young women moved together in one body towards the

main dais which was now lit up with bright lights that hurt the eyes. They formed

themselves into a circle around someone who had materialized from behind the

curtains, and as they danced, they spread out their arms wide which were covered

with shawls. The light reflected on the materials, captivating the audience further; a

hush had descended over the room.

‘What is going on?’ Henry Johnson demanded in a low voice to his

companion, Richard.

‘The main act of the night is about to begin now,’ Richard replied,

chuckling. He pointed one long finger to the girls who were slowly executing their

sexy dance. ‘They are hooking our attention so we can be prepared for what’s

coming next. Watch now, Henry; they’re almost done.’

And then the throng of dancing women parted, revealing a figure that

stood there with the deathly stillness of a marble statue. Simultaneously, the entire

assemblage in the room gasped, Henry included. The person whom the attention

was reverted upon was a young guy. He was slender, and was wearing nothing

other than g-string parties and a strip of shimmering red material that barely

covered his buttocks. He had light brown skin that glowed with good health, round

feminine hips that was greatly accentuated by his near nudity, and deliciously long

legs that belonged on the catwalks.

But it was his face that held the most attraction. It was a stunning face,

with the chiseled features framed by a shoulder-length black wig, a small straight
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nose that looked as if it had been chiseled by the hands of Michelangelo himself,

exquisitely shaped pouty lips, and high cheekbones. He was the most beautiful guy

Henry had ever seen.

‘Wow!’ Henry exclaimed, part in fascination and partly in scandalized

horror. A huge python was draped around the shoulders of the guy, and it was

hissing and slithering through his chest and stomach as if it owned him. Henry

couldn’t stifle a shudder.

Richard had seen his reaction, and he laughed heartily, enjoying himself.

‘That’s shocking,’ he said. ‘The guy is marvelous. He’s a belle dancer that really

knows what he’s doing with his craft. He’s more spectacular than the women

dancers, and so everybody comes here to watch him dance and do his thing. I hear

that he also doubles as a whore, selling himself to the highest bidder－ to the

highest man or woman that is ready to pay for him.’

The young dancers had flanked the young guy, and the lights had dimmed

once again to a dull intimate glow. The guy danced in a synchronized move with

the women, and with each twist of the sensual hips, the snake moved on him. The

guy and his giant plaything moved together with perfect symmetry, one move

flowing seamlessly into the next, and on the guy’s face was a look of total rapture,

as if he was engaged in a sex act, orgasms ripping through him. Every single move

executed by his incredibly lithe body captivated the entire audience who watched

him with a mixture of fascination and scandalized horror.

As they watched, the guy gently unwound the snake from his shoulders,

and the animal turned its head back to his neck. He emitted a low laugh before

prying the animal loose from his neck and handing it over to a dark man who had

appeared behind him. The sensual beat of the music changed, and became a little

faster, and the dancer smiled, revealing a set of white teeth. His eyes scanned the

beer-drinking crowd slowly, before swiveling to Henry with a mesmerizing intensity

that almost made him squirm. He found himself looking into luminous brown eyes

that were as expressionless as a china mask, and as hard.
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The dancer moved forward, all eyes fixed on him, and then he stopped

before Henry’s table. His dancing began again, and the club lights played on him,

lighting him up in different shades of color as he effortlessly did his belly rolls,

backbends, a walking shimmy; he whirled like a dervish. His choreography was

superb; his emotional expression was one of languid sensuality and confidence in

his abilities, and Henry was so entranced, he could not take his eyes off the guy. He

could swear that the guy was dancing specifically for him, turning him on, sending

waves of heat through his body as he stared at the provocative hips which were

encircled with the tattoo of a snake.

The sensual moves, the beautiful body, were all playing tricks on his body

and his senses, and he could feel the stirrings of an erection in his pants. It was a

feeling that astounded him and filled him with anticipation of what would happen

if he were to meet the dancer, for he knew that what he was seeing was a hustler

who was on sale and no doubt hawking his wares.

Abruptly, the music came to a halt, with the dancer turning in a backbend

with perfect form. Screams filled the room as all clamored for more.

‘You’re wonderful,’ Henry said breathlessly, and the beautiful dancer

smiled at him. That smile nearly made him lose his senses, and he quickly withdrew

three bills from his loaded wallet and stretched them out to the guy. ‘Here, take this

for your performance.’

The dancer smiled gratefully in thanks, and as he took the money their

fingers brushed and their eyes met. It was only for a brief moment but within that

moment, something deep inside Henry snapped. It could be called attraction, it

could be called lust, but right at that moment, he knew that this was what he

wanted, this was how his body worked; he wanted to go to bed with this dancer.

He couldn’t keep his eyes off the guy as the guy made his way across the room,

collecting tips from adoring male and female fans as they stuffed money into his

palms and rubbed their hands all over his body as if they had the right to do so.

There were other delights for the night, but Henry was not interested in
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them. His thoughts were centered on the dancer. He could remember the moves,

and that stunning face, plus the snake . . . he could think of nothing else, and when,

fifteen minutes later, a girl with long lacquered nails tapped him on the shoulder

and gave him a note which read: ‘Meet me in Room 106’, he was filled with elation.

‘I think it’s time for me to go and fuck some ashewos,’ Richard announced,

rising to his feet and chuckling. He was half-drunk, though still in control of his

body, and he was now impatient to go and fuck some of the female whores before

the faster guys took over the more beautiful ones. ‘You can come too,’ he told

Henry. ‘The girls are marvelous.’

But Henry was not even listening to him. He was waiting for his best

friend to go out so that he could go and meet the dancer whose face and body now

occupied his fantasies. When Richard left, he stood up and went down the long

corridor with rooms flanking it left and right and the numbers pasted above them.

When he got to the door marked 106, he stopped and then knocked on

the door. Hearing clear instructions to enter, he opened the door, went in, and then

closed the door softly behind him. The room looked comfortable enough, with a

large bed, two chairs and one mahogany table on which reposed back copies of the

raunchy sex magazine Rebecca. The carpet was worn, though it still looked

presentable, and the huge pictures of naked models on the walls were rendered

somewhat ethereal by the red lights that shone from the ceiling.

The beautiful dancer was seated on one of the chairs, sipping milk from a

plastic cup. He was now wearing a tight-fitting tank top, and he’d divested himself

of the long dark wig he’d been wearing earlier, and Henry thought to himself that

the guy looked so incredibly beautiful. That kind of beauty had always disturbed

him deeply, and even when the dancer waved him into a chair, he was so aware of

the guy’s beauty that he looked down so as to avoid looking into his face.

‘So you came here,’ the dancer said. His voice was pitched low, a

decidedly feminine voice. ‘You were looking at me as though you were ready to

devour me, so I had to get the message across to you for you to come and see me
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here in this room.’

‘Was my attraction to you that obvious?’ Henry asked uncomfortably,

shifting in his chair, his eyes looking everywhere but at the guy. He was not a

naturally shy person, but he found out now that he was at a loss for words.

‘Oh, but it was,’ the dancer said, emitting a low laugh of private

amusement. ‘There was a way you looked at me. Many men－ young and old, rich

and poor－ have looked at me in that way. I know I’m beautiful, I know what

power my beauty has over many men and women, and I know when someone is

itching to lay his hands on me. And my name’s Phoenix. What’s yours?’

Henry looked up at the guy and saw the red light shinning down on his

skin, cloaking his light brown skin color. He felt an urge to touch the guy seated

before him, to feel the brush of his lips, to touch his skin. However, in the back of

his mind, he was horrified by his reaction, shocked that he could dare to sit down

here and be ready to have sex with a prostitute and a male one at that too! But

instead he replied, ‘My name is Henry. What’s your price?’

At last, they were getting down to business. It had all boiled down to this

very moment: Phoenix and his entrancing sexual dance; his note, their final meeting

in this room.

‘Basically, I do not collect money,’ Phoenix said, running long slender

fingers through his jet-black hair and flashing a smile at Henry. ‘Let us face it,

Henry. What you’re asking of me is totally frowned at in this country and we could

be mauled if we’re caught at it. I have to make the benefits worth the risk, so I

think I’ll collect that ring.’ He pointed at the ring on Henry’s third finger.

Henry looked down at his hand, thoroughly horrified that the guy would

want to collect the ring that was the most prized possession he had on his body at

that moment. It was a ten-carat diamond ring that was in an amethyst setting, a

birthday gift from his aunt when he’d turned twenty. The ring was nothing to him

in terms of money because of the fact that he had access to the expensive jewelry
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of his parents, but he didn’t want to give it to some low-life male whore simply

because of the fact that the guy was a beauty to behold.

But what about what he was about to experience? That was the thought

that hovered at the edges of his consciousness. This was perhaps a lifetime

opportunity for him to really be his true self, to hold another guy in that way, to

really feel the forbidden sensation of making love to another man. There was

always a battery of young women that flocked to him; his parents’ wealth made him

every woman’s wet dream come true. But there’d never been any single guy to

indicate any modicum of sexual interest in him nor had he ever summoned the

courage to do the same to another guy because he feared for his life. Now, here

was this very stunning young fellow who was offering to him what he’d always

wanted in his entire life, and all for what?

He made up his mind immediately. He slid the ring off of his finger and

placed it on the table, and then he stood up. There was absolutely no need for

words between them because they knew what they were going to do then. As

Phoenix rose up, he drew the slim guy to him, inhaling the perfume of him, and

then he claimed the lips of the guy in a kiss. At first, it was a mere tentative brush

of his lips against the other’s, and he savored the taste of it greatly, fulfillment

rippling through him, and then he was swamped by desire and he became more

demanding. His tongue plunged into Phoenix’s mouth and he let his fingers trail

down the smooth chest of the dancer to rest on his crotch, making Phoenix to

relax and rub against him like a cat being thoroughly pampered.

‘I have never done this before,’ he whispered into Phoenix’s fragrant hair.

‘Oh, don’t worry about it; you’ll know exactly what to do,’ Phoenix

replied, smiling at him.

They undressed slowly, their eyes fixed on each other’s face, and Henry

could feel the bang of pure desire beating at him with the force of a sledgehammer.

He drew Phoenix into the bed and began to kiss him again; he kissed his neck; he

kissed the guy’s breasts and nibbled at the pointed nipples; he licked at Phoenix’s
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belly button and his flat stomach, holding down Phoenix’s hips firmly to the bed as

his kisses went farther down. Then he drew away from the guy, and it was a silent

command for the guy to worship him. He sighed with pleasure and closed his eyes

as Phoenix kissed his lips first, and then his nipples, and when Phoenix wrapped

his tongue around the shaft of his erect phallus, he gasped in shock and gripped

Phoenix’s shoulders.

An involuntary cry escaped from him as the tongue over the length of his

maleness, and he felt so shocked at the act, so heady with pleasure, that his load

came pouring right into the mouth of the dancer. Then he collapsed on the bed.

‘Oh dear . . .’ he murmured, at a loss for words, and almost embarrassed

at his inability to hold his load. But the young dancer was smiling at him with the

sweetness of warm candy, the smile conveying to him that it did not matter at all;

that he had no control over the workings of his body. And instantly, he began to

feel his deflated thing rise up once again, swelling with blood, and he pulled

Phoenix down, turned him over so that the dancer was now on all fours, and he

lubricated the entrance to his zone with the lubricant that was at hand, slipped a

condom on, and then he slipped into him. The pleasure that swept over him was

the purest sensation he’d ever felt. It was like having the taste of heaven right there

on his tongue, and he could swear that there was nothing like it he had ever had, or

maybe would ever have.

He couldn’t get enough of the guy. He kissed Phoenix as they moved in

their sexual dance, and his fingers caressed the body that was yielding and pliant

under him. He moved his hips like he had never moved it before; he moaned like

he had never done before, and it was all new to him, something to be savored at all

costs. He had to turn the guy over so that he could look into his exquisitely

sculpted face, kiss his lips, and with their eyes locked together, he came finally, stars

exploding in his vision.

‘That was great,’ he said afterwards, after they’d cleaned up and were now

reclining opposite each other. ‘I’d like to see you again.’
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Phoenix agreed, as Henry was sure he would, after all, the guy had no

choice really other than to say yes. Henry was a little unhappy to leave that room

with that stunning fellow reclining on the bed like some seductive model on the

Vogue covers, but he had to console himself that there would be more nights like

this, nights which were filled with passion and blissful pleasure and heady

sensations and no talking about wealth, family problems. He would steadfastly

explore this avenue that had opened up to him, and he was buoyant, filled with

happiness and joy, his mind floating weightlessly in the clouds.

However, his feelings of euphoria did not last. When he drove back to the

family’s luxurious mansion at VI, he saw his mother’s Mercedes parked beside the

main entrance doors up from the long driveway and frowned. Cutting the car

engine, he stepped out of the car and let himself into the now-darkened mansion

with his own key and walked past the elegantly-appointed foyer into the massive

living room which was a museum showpiece of surpassingly beautiful furniture,

expensive oil paintings by famed international contemporaries; two exquisite carved

bronze works of semi-nude women with bowls balanced on their heads which had

been hailed by the Daily Trust as one of the very best works of the century, an

outrageously thick blue rug that was a perfect match with the ceiling-to-floor

curtains; a well-stocked bar which had a vintage collection of the best wines money

could buy.

Customarily, at this unholy hour of the night, the room was supposed to

be engorged in penetrating darkness, but the lights were on, and Rosalie Johnson

was seated on a sofa, staring listlessly into space. Henry frowned at her

countenance, his heart wrenching with unhappiness: what was wrong with her?

As he stared at her, he had to admit to himself that his mother was a

ravishing beauty. Even at the age of forty-three, she still retained her slim figure,

her fair-complexioned face still had the healthy glow and beauty of an adolescent’s,

and her stunningly beautiful face which had won her seven beauty pageants and six

positions as first runner-up from 1974 to 1986 was still painstakingly maintained

with beauty treatments and diets. But as she sat there, staring straight ahead, there
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was an unbearable blankness in her face that twisted Henry’s heart with pain for

her.

‘Mother . . .’ He rushed forward and dropped to his knees before her, his

fingers reaching for hers and clutching them. ‘Tell me what’s wrong. Did

something happen?’

As if recovering from a deep trance she had been steeped in, Rosalie

turned her wide-set kohl-darkened eyes to her son, her dark, shoulder-length hair

tumbling into her face; she was a woman who abhorred artificial weaves and braids.

‘Your father is at it again,’ she said. Her voice was pitched low, like a

bewitching musical instrument. ‘He is trying to destroy me and you too. He’s trying

to re-write his will.’

Henry squeezed his eyes shut and heaved a sigh of frustration that was

intermingled with pure grief. He grieved that his mother was terribly lonely, that

her marriage to the acclaimed business tycoon was a dismal failure. In spite of her

stunning beauty, in spite of the staggering national popularity she had received

because of her beauty contests’ winnings for twelve years and still received because

of her numerous charitable efforts, and in spite of the fact that she was the envy of

her friends, she was totally miserable in her marital life. And it was her misery, the

dark shadows which hung over her, that had drawn him perceptibly closer to her

from his childhood. Their relationship was more of that of very close friends than

family. They were bound to each other by bonds that seemed to transcend the

bond between a mother and her son.

‘How did you know he was trying to re-write his will?’ he asked slowly, his

eyes searching her face for any signs of shiftiness.

‘Yesterday, I received a call in my hotel room from a lawyer who’s a close

friend of your father and a very dear friend of mine, though your father does not

know it. Your father intends to write us out of his will. Do you know that your

father never took me to the Marriage Registry for a proper marriage under the Act?
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He only had a customary marriage with me so he’d be free to do what he wants

with his life, including the right to marry other wives and disburse his wealth the

way he wants to. Now, the news is on the grapevine is that he’s gotten a girl

pregnant, and he’ll be making the requisite provisions for them in his will.’

Henry felt a sickening feeling of disgust well up within him, coupled with

fear. He knew how hard his father was, how unbearably cruel and manipulative the

man could be and really was, and how the great Chinua Johnson held a grudge

against Rosalie and despised his only child. He said, ‘But that’s really not possible,

is it?’

Rosalie laughed, but the hollow sound was a mere echo of the sweet trill

she usually emitted. ‘Everything is really possible, my dear child. For years, your

father has been looking for a way to get rid of me because of the fact that it was my

pregnancy, coupled with the strong muscles of my father, which had compelled

him to marry me. He’s made it perfectly clear to me that he does not love me, has

never loved me; though he admits he has grudging respect for me because of the

fact that I usually bring in business for the company. My father died three years ago,

and the implication of that fact is that he cannot protect me anymore. Chinua can

do anything he really wants to do, and I am powerless to stop him.’

A black fury welled up within Henry and it burned at his chest with such

feral ferocity that he gripped his mother’s hand strongly for support. ‘He can’t do

that!’ he hissed venomously, his lips fluttering with excited furry, his chest heaving.

‘He has no right to disinherit me!’

‘But he has that right,’ countered Rosalie gently as she gently disentangled

her fingers from his and rose to her feet. ‘Your father can do all he wants to do so

long as he has no one to stop him. I am but a mere woman and there is nothing I

can do neither can I keep on running to my family for support because they’ll be

filled with scorn at my inability to handle my marital problems. You are his son,

Henry, so I think you may be in a better position to handle his bullshit since you’re

now an adult. But if the man was dead, I won’t be having this problem.’ She bent



BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

15

down, planted a kiss on his forehead, and then she headed up to her room.

That night, Henry could not sleep a wink. He lay on his bed, tossing and

turning, Rosalie’s outpourings ringing on his ears. But beyond the sad tale of his

father’s betrayal, he knew everything about his parents’ rocky marriage because he

had pried the information out of his mother.

And from there, at that moment, he stumbled out of the confines of the

opulent room, out of the time he was in, into the distant past, into the lives of his

parents.

The past became the present and the present was melded into the past; all

became one.
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CHAPTER TWO

Back in 1976, when the beautiful Rosalie Johnson was twenty, she had

met Chinua Johnson at a friend’s birthday party in Surulere, Lagos State. By then,

she was already a popular Face in the national dailies and the TV screens, and her

beauty had totally captivated him and entranced him, ensnaring him in a chain of

irrepressible desire that bound him to her more strongly than iron binds ever could.

His pursuit of her attention was relentless, and finally, she had to succumb to him,

and their romance moved at such a fast pace that before she knew what was

happening, she was already pregnant for him.

To him, the notion of becoming bound to her was unspeakable, and it

had caused such a big problem between them, culminating in a bitter battle of

words of threats between Rosalie’s wealthy father and Chinua’s equally affluent

family. Rosalie’s father had a lot of clout and guts, and the man wasn’t ready to see

his daughter give birth to a child out of wedlock. He made it abundantly clear that

Chinua must marry her or be ready to have both him and his entire family

destroyed.

And for the persons that knew the man well, they knew that he was not a

man that was given to idle threats; once he said he was going to do something, then

there was nothing in this world that would stop him from getting and doing what

he wanted to do. If you were the unfortunate person that he’d turned his attention

on, then you were dead meat.
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The man prevailed, and Chinua and Rosalie contracted a customary

marriage back home in the East, and it was the most colorful marriage ceremony

ever to be celebrated back there. The gift that Rosalie received from her father was

the merger of one division of the Brian Group of Companies which was

threatening to swallow up everything in its path with the Johnson Empire which

paled in significance. Because the man was not a fool, Rosalie kept the controlling

stock of the company that had been merged with the Johnson’s. Chinua wanted her

to give up the stocks to him, but she’d bluntly refused to do so.

There was a big church ceremony in Ikeja, with all the lavish trimmings

that money can buy, and the marriage was the talk of the crème of Lagos

fashionable society for several months afterwards.

‘And that was the beginning of my problems,’ Rosalie had told Henry.

‘Your father was furious that I had dared to refuse him the control of my stock. He

had thought I was depressed, or it was because of my pregnancy, but he failed to

understand that I was only safeguarding my own interests. I could never allow him

to have such control over me.’

And so her life was a living hell. Her husband swore never to give her a

marriage at the Marriage Registry which she craved, and he hated her guts for

defying him. His attitude towards her was one of indifference. He stayed out late at

night; he refrained from eating her meals, slept in a separate bedroom and treated

her like a stranger.

When Rosalie went and complained to her father, the wily fox told her,

‘Do not wash your dirty linen in public, my dear.’

It was a warning and an admonition to her rolled up into one package in

that simple sentence. She had learnt her lesson, and, determined not to wallow in

self-pity; she got herself involved again in TV, doing commercials that were so

popular. By 1978, she had gone back into the Beauty Pageant world after her two-

year hiatus, and her winning streak continued. She was the toast of the NTA.
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Chinua, a very jealous man by nature, had his indifference towards her

petrify into a harshness that culminated in violent quarrels between them, and

subsequently, fist fights. By 1986, he had started to slap her even for the slightest

perceived slights, and she couldn’t turn to her family for help, neither did she

confide in her friends. She played the role of the dutiful wife and a woman who

remained undaunted even in the face of the worse danger she had ever encountered

in her whole life. She was the gracious, graceful hostess whenever Chinua threw his

lavish parties, and his guests were always pleased with her charm and intelligence,

her beauty, and her perfectly preserved form. At those parties and in the Society

pages of the papers, they were the perfect couple, but behind closed doors, she

lived in bondage.

By the year 1990, when Henry turned thirteen, the real beatings started.

Once, right in the full view of the extended family members of the Johnson family,

Chinua hit Rosalie across the mouth. Two weeks later, he mercilessly beat her up

because there had been a little delay with his dinner. He tore up her expensive

Chanel gown, dislocated one of her fingers, and kicked her so thoroughly and

viciously that she could hardly stand for three days, and gave her bruises all over

her chest and her back. Henry was then too little to be of any help to his mother,

and his teary complaints to his maternal grandfather earned Chinua a mere warning.

But the fact was that the mere warning from the man that was Rosalie’s

father was more than enough to stall the man from his continued mistreatment of

Rosalie.

For some months later, they lived in relative peace. There were the usual

quarrels, the smashing of plates, but Chinua refrained from hitting Rosalie. Then, in

the middle of January 1991, when they quarreled bitterly over Rosalie’s inability to

conceive again after the birth of her only child, Chinua struck her in the face.

They were in the dining room－ Chinua, Rosalie and Henry were eating

when the quarrel broke out－ and when Chinua punched her beautiful face Rosalie

flew to her feet, grabbed a ceramic bowl in which reposed chunks of fried turkey,
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and smashed the thing over his head. For a moment Chinua sat in stunned silence,

and a trickle of blood ran down his forehead from a cut in his head, and then he

flew up in a fit of fiery rage and grabbed his wife. Through the hours she put in her

gym working on her body, Rosalie had a trim, strong body, but she was

unfortunately no match for her possessed husband. One heavy clout knocked her

to the wall, but she was extremely quick and light on her feet; she flew at him, one

clenched fist smashing into his jaw, sending one teeth and a spray of blood out

through his mouth. However, his heavy punches knocked her flat.

Henry was there, a witness to the shocking brutality of his father. He

watched in paralyzed horror as his mother was knocked to the ground, and then

Chinua lifted a heavy brass chair and began to hit her prone figure with it. Over

and over did he hit her on the back with it until Henry snapped out of his lethargy

as his sanity snapped and he grabbed a knife from the table, flew at his father, and

then he stuck the thing in Chinua’s thigh. With an enraged bellow, Chinua knocked

the boy off of him and the chair dropped from his hands. Rosalie was lying there

on the floor at a grotesque, unnatural angle, blood trickling from her mouth to the

floor, her clothes soaked with her blood. She looked dead.

Chinua picked up the telephone and called the family doctor. ‘Come as

quickly as possible,’ he said into the phone in a calm, eerie voice. ‘My wife is lying

here on the floor and I think I killed her. There’s also a knife stuck in my thigh.’

Rosalie was hospitalized for a week. There were eight stitches done to her

back, one on the back of her neck, and she had contusions all over her body, plus

one under her left eye. When she was discharged, she called her father, and this

time he did not display his habitual indifference. The insult was too great; Chinua

Johnson had to be paid back in full. Seven hefty young men came to the mansion

and beat him till he almost went into a coma. They would have broken his bones

had Rosalie not called a stop to it.

And the truth was that Rosalie had almost been tempted to let them do it;

break his bones so he could learn the biggest lesson of his life and learn how to
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treat her like a human being. But she knew that she would never want to have her

husband emasculated in that way; the insult to his sanity would be too great.

Henry loved what they’d done to his father; it would serve the bastard right

to hit his mother again. It was then that he realized that he could hate his father

with an animal intensity that almost scared him because he knew that he could kill

the man. All it would take was one slip, and his father would be dead and there was

nothing more there was to it.

It was Chinua’s cruelty and his tenacious love and pity for his mother that

formed his character. His father inflamed in him a cold hatred for violent men and

an unreserved tenderness for women. He loved women with a tenderness that

bordered almost on reverence; they were not to be touched. That was what he

suspected had formed the basis of his homosexuality. But then, he could never be

sure of anything because things were not written in black and white.

Chinua’s act of brutality against his wife hardened Henry, turned him cold

and almost unfeeling towards the man that gave him life. He became noticeably

cold and very distant towards the man, arrogant to his paternal relatives because

they knew of their brother’s cruelty and had never bothered to call him to order.

He felt sheer contempt for them and he never bothered to disguise it and he was

sure they knew it. They tried to pamper him with gifts, they tried to make amends,

but he would have none of it. He was an only child, and therefore the gifts that

poured in from his parents were more than enough for him. Instead, he turned his

attention towards working out his body so that he could be strong enough to save

his mother from the clutches of the lunatic she’d married.

Sometime in 1993, Chinua hit Rosalie again because a servant had dared

to burn his shirt with a pressing iron. She did not retaliate because she was just

recovering from the flu. Instead, she sat there stoically. She had never looked more

beautiful or sad, ever. At that moment, seeing his mother so broken and helpless,

Henry ran to the kitchen, picked up a knife, and returned and stabbed it at his

father. His intent had been to kill the bastard by sticking the object in his head, but
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the man had thrown up his hands to shield his face and the knife went into his

hand, sticking in straight to the bone.

‘If you ever lay your hands on my mother again, then I am going to kill

you,’ Henry said to him in a voice of icy coldness, his demeanor one of frozen ice.

‘I will let you beat her, but afterwards, when you’re in your bed; I’ll drive a knife

into your skull and kill you. You won’t even know what had hit you.’

They stood there staring at each other, father and son. Chinua appeared

strangely calm even with the knife sticking in his hand and the blood that trickled

down to the floor. Finally, he let out a bellow of laughter. ‘You’re the true son of

your father,’ he said, and there was obvious sincerity in his voice. ‘And I know that

you’ll make a very good businessman one day. However, what you’ve done is

unpardonable, and I will not let you go unpunished for it. When the time comes, I

am going to make you pay for this. I promise you that.’

And Chinua never hit Rosalie again. He would rave and rant like he was

always apt to do, but he never physically assaulted her again. Instead, he channeled

his aggression into infidelity and acquired a string of beautiful lovers for his use. He

took them with him on his business trips abroad and plied them with very

expensive gifts. Occasionally, he bought gifts for Henry and even started to involve

him gradually in the affairs of his business empire although Henry was still very

young－ barely seventeen. The young son felt the shift of the family power to him,

but he was very wary of his father because the man’s threats still rang like bells in

his ears, a constant reminder that he still owed Chinua a pound of flesh. Chinua

Johnson was a man who never forgot nor forgave a slight, and since he’d promised

retribution, Henry knew that he meant it. There was to be no middle ground on

that score.

Now, six years later, Chinua was about to fulfill his promise: he was going

to erase the name of his only son from his will and turn his entire wealth over to

some nameless, faceless stranger who had mischievously gotten herself knocked up

so she could wrap the Johnson family fortune around her pinkie finger. Henry
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burned with fury against his father, and he knew that he was going to fight his old

man tooth and nail for the wealth that was rightly his. The family wealth had soared

to unimaginable proportions because of how much Rosalie Johnson had

contributed to it, and for him to be denied that wealth was to cheat him out of his

birthright.

He had to do anything to stop his father from carrying out that objective

even if it meant killing him to do so.

AS WAS CUSTOMARY, Henry went to the early-morning Sunday mass

service with his mother at the St. Charles Boromeo parish, Victoria Island, and then

he came back to the house. Rosalie herself prepared the Sunday meal, and she

spent three hours in the kitchen displaying her culinary skills much to the

consternation of the gentle Mrs. Oyono who was fluttering around the whole

house like a butterfly, dusting non-existent specks of dust from the impeccable

furniture and muttering to herself and grumbling as if her employment had been

terminated. ‘I wonder why she even keeps me here,’ she kept on saying over and

over again.

Henry spent his own time before the TV, watching an episode of the

extremely popular La Usurpadora, though his mind was only half on it because he

kept on wondering about his father and what his mother had told him about the

man trying to write him out of his will. He had to find a way to confront his father,

he knew, and that meant that he had to cancel the sex appointment he had with the

sexy dancer, Phoenix.

He wrote out a note, put the note in an envelope along with some money

and gave it to Andrew, the son of the gardener, to go to the Drummer Club at the

Oniru Beach side of Victoria Island and give it to Phoenix.

‘There will be something for you when you return,’ Henry assured him,

winking conspiratorially. Then he went up to his room to get ready for the child-



BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

23

naming dinner party they were intending to go to at their uncle’s breathtaking

home at Ikeja. He had to hurry to join his mother who was complaining about not

wanting to be trapped in the traffic jam. It was really unfortunate, but the truth of

the matter was that the traffic situation in Lagos was ten times worse than in any

other part of the country.

When they got to the house, Rosalie drove her Bentley coupe up the

curved driveway to the front entrance, and as they got down from it, she was

waving and talking to acquaintances and friends. The house was magnificent,

modeled by a French architect after the stunning homes of the French upper class

and it was elaborately furnished with imported French walnut furniture and rose-

marble floors bordered with sienna-red marble.

The dressing code for the day was blue gowns and expensive lace dresses

with pink scarves for the women, blue tuxedoes and expensive native Agbada for

the men. Henry had complied with the code, but Rosalie, always the social deviant,

had donned on a sleeveless, velvet sheath dress that hugged her trim figure and was

slit up the front to reveal some long legs that had been the sensation during her

time on the screens.

‘You look wonderful, dear,’ Alfred Johnson beamed at her, and, having

spent several years in London and imbibed some of their cultures, he kissed her on

the cheeks. ‘Your husband is here with a young woman who says she’s here at your

invitation. She’s a real beauty, but she can’t light a candle to you, yes?’

‘Yes,’ Rosalie replied, smiling tightly. But it was obvious to Henry that she

had no inkling about what Alfred was talking about. Though she remained

outwardly calm and in control of herself, Henry could sense her recoil into an inner

shell, her face an artificial mask that hid the inner terror within.

The party was held outdoors. There were bars and buffet tents and

dancing tents spread out over the grounds, and there was a highlife band playing.

But the house itself was off-limits. The mansion, the guest bungalows, the tennis

court, and the swimming pool were all roped off and barred by security men.
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The guests frolicked on the lawn, eating and dancing, plus gossiping for

the obligatory four hours. The younger generation of the Johnson clan congregated

together, leaving the older ones to discuss their business and their stocks and their

love affairs and their women and the problems that came with being among the

members of the upper echelon of the society. There was Cilia, the cousin who

schooled in England; there was Dominic, the post-graduate law student at the Law

School in Victoria Island, Lagos; there were so many of them. They chatted merrily,

the young adults sneaking beer around under the censorious eyes of their watchful

parents, the older youths swigging theirs without a care in the world.

‘What’s happening over there?’ asked Janet, nudging Henry with her

shoulder. She was the daughter of Chinua’s younger brother, a sweet-faced girl with

a sunny disposition and an easy manner. As kids, they’d played together, and even

now, they were still very fond of each other and still met for drinks and the

occasional dinner whenever they could.

Henry looked in the direction she’d pointed which was bathed in the

artificial glow of electric bulbs and what he saw made him to frown with

apprehension and disapproval. Chinua was standing before Rosalie, with a young

woman on his arm. He lurched forward, and it was obvious that he had gotten

tipsy, and he was speaking loudly, gesticulating wildly at Rosalie and the young man

that stood beside her. The other family members were talking, and from the look

of concern on their faces, which was mixed with malicious expectation, it was

obvious that something was going down between him and his wife.

‘I married a whore!’ Chinua stated loudly in a drunken voice as Henry

reached them. The merriment had been suspended, and everyone were about to

witness a squabble. ‘She thinks she’s something because she’s appeared before TV

once or twice, but I tell you that underneath all that bones and fair skin is a

nonentity.’ He lumbered forward but was restrained by the young woman who was

planted firmly by his side. ‘She’s nothing, so I’ve decided to get myself a real

woman.’
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‘That’s enough!’ Henry bellowed savagely amidst horrified murmurs and

the exchange of glances. ‘You shall not insult my mother like that again!’

‘Do not interfere, Henry. Let him rave; he’s perfectly drunk and does not

know what he’s saying now.’ Rosalie’s voice was low and perfectly controlled but

her eyes looked deadly.

Chinua let out a harsh bark of laughter that seemed to reverberate

through the grounds. He was feeling buoyant with his intoxication, and the

retaliation of his son goaded him further. ‘Rosalie is a prostitute,’ he snapped, his

voice deadly, his face excited. He was drunk, and high too, angling for a fight with

his son and his wife.

Rosalie smiled, and it was as much for the absurdity of the statement as

for the assemblage that was soaking up everything that was going on. ‘He’s talking

about me being with the son of his uncle,’ she said. ‘And that is ridiculous.’

And then Chinua swung one fist which caught the shell-shocked young

man beside Rosalie squarely on the jaw, and there was a collective gasp from the

family. At that moment, something snapped within Henry, and he felt a feeling of

pure unadulterated hatred sweep over him and he lunged forward, one hand

knocking the young woman who was his father’s date－ oh, the cheek of the man!

－ out of the way, his right fist connecting with his father’s jaw. Even as the man

let out a bellow of rage, he continued to swing his fist, and one by one, his blows

flew out and thumped into Chinua’s body. He continued to punch and yell, never

letting up. He wanted to kill the bastard because the man was a disgrace to the

family; a womanizer who had dared to bring an outsider into the family gathering, a

man who had dared to accuse his wife of infidelity when he was the unfaithful one.

And then Henry could feel a million hands on his shoulders, peeling him off the

body of his father, and he fought and kicked against the hands that held him, but

they held him fast.

‘You son of an ashewo!’ Chinua raged as blood poured from his mouth.
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‘You ungrateful son of a whore! You shall pay for this!’ He swayed unsteadily on

his feet, and then he drew the young woman to his side roughly. ‘Do you all see

this woman?’ he demanded. ‘I will marry her and get this whore and her filthy son

out of my house and my life.’

A wave of astonished murmurs rang through the family, including Henry.

Chinua was smiling winningly now, as though savoring his victory. Then something

seemed to happen to him. Suddenly, the smile was wiped from his face so fast,

there was no expression waiting to cover the ensuing blankness. He seemed to be

suspended between the world of the living and a dream of unreality. A great spasm

rippled through his frame, and then he stumbled forward and collapsed on the

ground.

‘She’s poisoned him,’ Rosalie said quietly but succinctly, one long finger

pointed towards the young woman. ‘That wine in her arm must be poisoned.’ Her

face was as blank as a china mask, and as hard.

For a long moment nothing happened, and it seemed as though time had

been suspended. Then a scream erupted from a female throat, and, as if acting on a

signal, the other women began to scream, each voice screeching with the loudness

of an Irish Banshee, all of them wanting to outdo the others.

Though struck dumb by what had transpired, Henry looked at his mother,

and there she stood, her face emitting no emotions whatsoever, her face a frozen

mask of total blankness, her eyes narrowed. And from within the depths of her

eyes Henry could almost swear that a light of triumph shone in her eyes, and that

coldness seemed to seep from her towards him, enveloping him. He had the

thought then that if indeed the young woman had poisoned his father－ the young

woman stood there petrified with shock, a look of terror on her face－ there was

no doubt that Rosalie had done something too.

There was no way on earth that the look on her face could be mistaken;

she had done something.
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One of the older men－ a distant relative who was a general surgeon－

bent forward towards the body of the man which was contorting with spasms, and

then he shook his head sadly. It was a sign of doom, an indication that death

loomed threateningly. Already some of the women were wailing like sirens, and the

men were shedding silent tears and shaking their heads in the way only a man can

do.

Henry stood there, thoroughly shaken, sobs racking his body. To his eyes,

everything seemed to be happening as if through a great mist, and then the

implication of the death of his father dawned on him with great force. He was now

the man of the house, the heir to the empire. And through the loads of kohl that

darkened her eyes, they shone out at him like lighted orbs, and she was nodding at

him, a sure sign that it was all over now; they had won the battle against Chinua

Johnson.

‘How could this have happened?’ he asked of no one.

‘Thank the lover of your father, my son,’ Rosalie replied quietly, but her

voice rang with clarity, and then the young woman who had been basking in the

glory of being declared the wife-to-be of the great Chinua Johnson spun on her

heels and fled. Nobody tried to stop her flight; nobody touched her; there were no

screams to the guards to block her exit from the compound; there were no

restraining hands to hold her slim figure back, no accusing tongues to yell at her to

confess her sins. She just fled, and was never seen nor heard from again.

CHINUA JOHNSON WAS buried two weeks after his death at his home

town, Nri, in Anambra State of Eastern Nigeria.

Besides the burying crew, there many people in attendance at the funeral:

there was the governor of the state along with his entourage and hangers-on; there

were throngs of people from the business world of Lagos, and the entire

community turned out en masse to the funeral; journalists and gossip columnists
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thronged the place. Due to the severe head infections she used to get when she cut

her hair as a kid, Rosalie refrained from shaving her head bald as was customary;

she had her jet-black hair hidden under a huge scarf and wore a very simple black

dress. She stood there, tall and very elegant, chic and beautiful, withdrawn and

remote, with Henry standing behind her. He made no attempt to comfort her

because he knew that she needed no comforting about the death of the man who

had chained her down into servitude.

He felt within him that she did not need the comfort he could give

because she felt that there was none needed from him or any other person. She was

free now from the clutches of the man that had been abusing her for years.

Rain was pelting down to the earth, and as the polished coffin which was

now splattered with rain and mud was lowered into the ground, Henry felt the tears

spring to his eyes. He had been at war with Chinua, but the man had been his

father, and in his own twisted way, he loved him.

Then there were the condolence visits from the friends and the in-laws of

the Johnson family, and Henry and his mother had to entertain them all. Rosalie sat

in a huge chair in the magnificent living room of the house of her late husband, a

stoic statue, her eyes hidden by huge Gucci sunglasses that masked her face, leaving

Henry to nod and smile as the people came in with their gifts of clothes and drinks,

all saying: ‘Sorry, ndo o,’ and some of the women had to shed the obligatory tears

for the widow of the great man.

‘Nwam nwoke, ndo,’ they all said to Henry, meaning: my son, sorry. And he

was nodding his head at them and accepting their handshakes. He was the man of

the house now, and it was his duty under the native law and custom of the people

to receive the people that had come to cry with them then as they were crying and

grieving over the death of the great man.

Then when all was finally over, they went back to Lagos. The lawyer that

had managed the affairs of Chinua Johnson called the family over to the Chinua

mansion for the reading of the will, and Henry had to come down from campus to
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be a part of it. Then they all moved to the Probate Registry of the Ikoyi High Court

were the Probate Registrar supervised the activities since the will had been filed

there. There were bequests to family members and charitable organizations, but the

real bulk of the estate － the mansion at Victoria Island, the house at their

hometown back in the east, the block of flats at Ikoyi and Surulere, his shares in

various multi-national companies, and the ones in the import-export business the

family ran, excluding the controlling shares that Rosalie had－ all were turned over

to Henry.

Later on, when they went home after the lawyer had assured them that he

and the other executor of the will were already applying for probate, Rosalie told

him, ‘There’s one more thing, Henry. If you were to drop dead at any time－’

‘I am just twenty-two,’ Henry protested.

‘You can die at any time, Henry,’ Rosalie countered. ‘Never forget that. If

you die, then everything your father left for you will be gobbled up by your uncles

and their families. They are all vultures, and they won’t hesitate to grab everything

that your father had left behind at the slightest opportunity they get. They will try

to grab the company, though they cannot dare try to touch my share of it－ my

lawyers will rip them to pieces if they dare try. I may get to keep this house, but

what about the other houses and apartment buildings? I am nothing but a woman,

and in this country, the odds are stacked high against me. You see the point now,

don’t you, Henry?’

He nodded. ‘What do you propose?’

With a small smile, Rosalie leaned forward and patted his arm, strands of

hair falling into her face. ‘You are going to produce a child, Henry.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Henry gasped, and his eyes were almost

popping out of his head in undisguised shock.

Rosalie nodded, and her stunning face was wreathed in smiles. ‘I do not
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care if you are not in love, or consider yourself too young and unprepared for the

task. But the point is that you shall sire a child, and I hope it will be a son.

Afterwards, you can feel free to divorce the girl you married and I will arrange a fair

settlement with her. Now, there is this list of pretty girls I would like you to see.’

And Henry knew that the net had been drawn tight. He’d always known

that one day, he would be expected by the society to get it down with a woman, but

what he had never expected was that it was going to be so soon, right after he’d

truly lost his virginity to Phoenix at the Drummer Club.

He knew that he would never go back to that club to look for the

beautiful dancer ever again because the bell of responsibility was ringing, and he

had to answer to it.

That night, when he went into his room and lay on the bed, he cried

bitterly.
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CHAPTER THREE

Phoenix was seated before the vanity table of the dressing room of the

Drummer Club, preparing to get ready to go onstage for his performance. As he

plied black kohl on his eyelids with meticulous care, the diamond ring on his right

hand flashed, catching his attention. The ring had been a stupid mistake on his part,

a temporary aberration that was never to be repeated again. But he had been unable

to stop himself from seeking for that ring; the ring was too beautiful and it had

caught his fancy, and it was so obviously not a fake. The other guy had been very

willing to part with the thing after only a moment’s hesitation when he could have

refused to part with the thing, so it meant that the guy was obviously loaded with

juice. Phoenix had not spent the months at the Drummer Club without developing

a well-honed instinct for detecting the signs that emanated from the guys of the

upper echelon of the Lagos society.

The young man who owned the ring was obviously new at the altar of gay

love because of his insatiable need for their tryst and the fact that he had

subsequently written a note to Phoenix, along with some money and an apology for

being unable to honor their second appointment.

‘Phoenix.’

He looked up, dragging his traitorous senses from its contemplation of

the rich enigmatic stranger to focus back on his immediate surroundings. A tall

dark man with a sculpted body and a finely chiseled face was standing behind him.
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It was Ali Hassan, the Northerner who owned the snakes Phoenix usually used for

his acts.

‘Can you handle the cobra even with the fact that it has had its poison sac

removed?’ he asked.

Phoenix nodded, a smile appearing on his lips. His eyes met the eyes of

the man through the mirror and their gaze held, and he knew that when his act for

the night was over, he’d have to show the man his gratitude in bed. Without

another word, Phoenix stood up and walked away from the room, and in his mind

which was a large labyrinth of memories and a long corridor of events, the past and

the present began to merge into one incomprehensible whole.

PHOENIX.

That was his name, the name that he’d chosen to merge with his identity,

but it was not the name that he’d been born with. He had been born as Tochi

Okoh in 1981 to Andrew and Andrea Okoh. His father was a commercial bus

driver in the teeming city of Onitsha where he’d pitched tent after walking away

from his life in Lagos working as a factory worker in Ikeja and his mother was a

small-time seamstress with very little prospects of advancement. There was his

older sister and older brother, and then his kid sister who was conceived three years

after his unceremonious birth.

His earliest memory of himself was a little boy with the plump face and

the very quiet disposition who people loved to carry about. As he grew up, he

skipped some classes, advancing forward, and, by some twist of fate, he found

himself in the same class with his older brother after he’d lost all his set mates who

were not skipping up to the higher classes like he was.

Phoenix came from a higher lower-income earning family by the then

Nigerian standards, with a plethora of aunts and uncles. Then, in 1990, when he

became enrolled in for his junior secondary school alongside his elder brother
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Matthew, his problems really started. Already, he’d lost his chunkiness and the

plumpness of his baby years, but his body was round, his legs curved like a girl’s,

his ass full and very round, and his face was very delicate-looking as to render him

very feminine, making people to wonder sometimes if he was really male. From

that age of nine, his effeminacy had become really apparent, too pronounced, and

he was often bullied by the boys of the school because of his fragility, and because

he was too young to be in their midst.

‘You really must stop this stupid feminine behavior of yours,’ Matthew

would admonish him in anger. ‘It is ridiculous.’

But Phoenix really couldn’t stop it. It was a part of his genetic make-up,

and there was no way he could control that behavior. It was a deeply ingrained

feature of his psyche that couldn’t be dispelled even via his greatest efforts. He was

relegated to the background, a nondescript fellow who lacked the commanding

presence and the hyped sense of masculinity of the other boys. He was the isolated

one at school, the one no one would really associate with unless where absolutely

necessary, and at home, he was treated with open contempt by his brother and the

kids of the neighborhood because of the fact that his behavior was unacceptable.

Due to the crushing loneliness that engulfed him, a loneliness which

survived even till his adulthood, he turned to books as an escape route. He

devoured all the novels he could lay his hands on, and, as each tale unfolded before

him, he got lost in the lives of those he knew nothing about. But the problem was

that he never had the money to buy all the books and the novels he needed. He was

also among the very last to pay the school fees in the class and was often sent

home because of his inability to pay the necessary fees.

All these contributed to crush his spirit and whatever faith he had in the

human factor. It was then that he learned that you had to only look out for yourself

and for no other person, that it was a man-eat-man world out there.

During the lunch times, when the other students went to the school

cafeteria to buy assorted snacks and drinks and stuff themselves with it, only
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Phoenix and his brother bought nothing more often than they did, because they

didn’t usually have even the paltry change it took to buy a bottle of yoghurt and

doughnuts. In their home they ate breakfast at the crack of dawn, ate nothing in

school, and by the time they returned home in the evening and did their house

chores, they ate their dinner. Lunch was such a foreign concept to Phoenix.

By the time Phoenix started maturing into puberty, he turned quite

beautiful. His physical details were becoming more pronounced; his looks had

blossomed rapidly. He was a stunning beauty, what with his luminous brown eyes,

light brown complexion, and perfectly chiseled features. It was a look that would

have rendered a woman to be a stunning beauty, but in a man, it was a lethal

combination that exposed him to abuse and lots of stupid questions about his

sexuality.

On January 1994, his elder sister Vivian got married. In her own way,

she’d been close to Phoenix, though her sanguine nature kept her from being too

attached to him, and he missed her. But the life had to go on and there was nothing

to be done about it.

The taunting continued.

‘Oh, Tochi baby, dance for us and shake your ass so we can see what

you’ve got . . .’

‘Tochi, walk again like that dancer you try so hard to emulate . . .’

‘Tochi, I know you’re a kpokpo garri, so I’d really like to stick a piece of

wood in your ass. Kpa gi homo . . .’

The taunts were malignant, and they crushed Phoenix’s spirit like nothing

else ever could, and during the nights, when the entire family was in bed, he sat

down and cried, tears of pure sorrow cascading down his eyes. His life was a living

hell, and he could remember the times when he thought of committing suicide,

though he of course could never dare to try such because of the fact that his

culture totally forbade it. And besides that, what would he use to realize his plans?
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He had no access to guns; knives were too painful, too direct, and not even

foolproof. Slitting his wrists with a razor involved a lot of blood, and so was out of

the question. He wanted to just go away, to become detached from his physical

body and float weightlessly to a place where there’d be no more taunting, a place

where he wouldn’t be an embarrassment to the masculine gender.

However, all that was impossible and so he turned to physical exercises.

He started to jog, and then he turned to more taxing pursuits; he turned to yoga.

He drew inspiration from the Chinese martial arts movies that thronged the market

in those days: Twin Warrior; The East is Red . . . he remembered the taunting he

always had to endure from the guys he knew and pursued that part of fitness with a

serious passion. At first, everyone thought he was crazy, but after he’d thrown one

balletic kick too many, they all learned to be very wary of him.

One day, in 1995, Phoenix got the gay insult from Matthew, when the

latter called him a kpokpo garri right in front of one of his friends, and it hurt him so

bad, to be insulted like that by his own family. He knew that Matthew and all the

other guys were wrong in one respect: no guy had ever touched him in that way,

though not for their lack of trying but because he’d halted the advances firmly and

very stubbornly.

His preternatural feminine looks, coupled with his voice and that slightly

swaying walk rendered whatever assertions he made pertaining to the fact that he

was not gay totally unbelievable to his peers. And now that even his own blood

brother had called him out on it, it cut him to the core, and it was an event he

vowed never to forget, even to his dying day.

At last, by that ripe age of fifteen, he came to a realization of the way guys

acted around him. He grouped them into three categories. Those in the first

category were those who did not mind his effeminacy and tried to be good to him

everywhere. They enjoyed his wit and his honesty, and his company, though he

never really became good friends with any of them. The second group was those

who were polite to him in public, shunned him socially, but they were always
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coming around to ask for sexual gratification from him. They begged, they cajoled,

and some even threatened him with threats as they plied him with gifts. The third

group shunned him in every ramification of the word. Some were closet gay cases

who did want to appear safe in the light of the homophobia in the country. And

then there were those that were so thoroughly confused about who and what they

were that they did not know how to act around him.

When he took the Senior School Certificate Examination with his brother

and they both passed, Matthew elected to go into business because there was no

money for them to go to the university. He had expected to be relieved that his

brother who was always at his throat was now gone from the house but the truth

was that he wasn’t. He was now basically left with no one to talk to.

In 1997, when he turned into the ripe sweet sixteen, Phoenix was sent

over to Calabar to stay with an aunt and her family who would see to his tertiary

institution training.

‘We do not have the money to train you up to the level you’d have wanted

to go to,’ Andrea, his mother, informed him. ‘You are very young, but you have

the wisdom and the knowledge of an old man. Agatha my sister is quite wealthy,

and so she’ll be in the better position to help you than we will here. Let me handle

your younger sister, Juliet. I hope you understand.’

He was no fool; he understood her perfectly well. He had the grim

determination to succeed, and then he went off to live with Agatha, her husband

Ezekiel and their son. Their home was exquisitely furnished, with the touch of

elegance and opulent beauty he’d always dreamt of. He marveled at the white walls,

the exquisite paintings that decorated them. There were very beautiful works of

pottery that dotted the house, stainless cooking equipment that filled the kitchen

and left him feeling awed and terrified at the same time. It was as if he was in

another world altogether.

And he felt that here, at last, he would have what he wanted and be the

person that he was meant to be with his life.
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Unfortunately, he was wrong about that.

IT WAS ON the second day that Phoenix spent in the exquisite

apartment he was now a part of that he realized that his time in the home of his

aunt and her family would not be spent in luxury. She had woken him from bed at

four am－ he knew what the time was because he’d sneaked a look at the wall

clock in the parlor when they’d walked past it on their way to the kitchen. Agatha

plunked herself down on a stool and began to reel off a list of tasks that he was to

perform.

‘As you know, Larry has an intense aversion to kitchen work, so you will

have to fill in on his behalf, wash the used dishes from the previous night, make a

cup of warm coffee for my husband, a cup of very sweet tea for me and a cup

freshly squeezed oranges for my son Larry. Every day when you finish cooking,

scrub the countertop, scrub the sinks, keep everything in this kitchen sparkling

clean; make sure you check the vegetable and meat compartments in the fridge to

make sure that nothing there is rotten or needs to be thrown out. All the washed

dishes need to be meticulously arranged in the cupboard. Everything is to be neatly

stacked and arranged; never misplace anything or break anything.

‘Wash all the dirty clothes belonging to my family and iron them all. Place

mine in my walk-in closet, Ezekiel’s in his, Larry’s in his too. Wash the blankets and

the other stuff at least once every week, and keep them all tidy. Every morning at

six, rush downstairs and wash my car, my husband’s too; make sure everything in

them is very neat and ready for use. I will teach you how to start a car so you can

also warm my car while washing. I will show you how to top up the brake fluids

and power steering fluids, and to check the tires too. Every day, I will write down

the list of things for you to buy－ Larry will be made to show you the market.

Sweep the whole house every day and dust the cobwebs; clean all the electrical

gadgets once every week. Wash the toilets and the bathrooms with liquid cleaner

and a can of Hypo bleach－ please remove all spots. Did I make myself clear?’
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Still recovering from the shock at the avalanche of chores that had been

heaped on him as if he was a slave, all Phoenix could do was to reply: ‘Yes.’

‘Yes what?’ Agatha said in a cold flat voice that was alien to her usual

exuberant tones. There was a hardness to her now, something different in her

attitude towards him.

‘Yes Aunty.’

And then she proceeded to teach him how to use the various appliances

in the kitchen and around the house. She pointed out the sockets and switches; she

showed him how to operate the telephones in the parlor and the master bedroom.

When the three pampered owners of the house subsequently left, Agatha

to the company where she worked as an accountant, Ezekiel to his own workplace,

and Larry to God-knows-where, Phoenix sat down on the tiled floor of the kitchen

and wept. Hot tears of crushing bitterness swept down his cheeks, uninhibited.

What a stupid, unrealistic fool he’d been: how could he expect Agatha to train him

in school and for her and her over-pampered idiot of a son to treat him like family?

From the unending litany of chores the woman had heaped on him, it was

obvious that the woman did not want a guest in her polished home; she wanted a

slave! And she was demanding his services, not asking for them politely in this

beautiful flat of hers!

At that very moment, he cursed his life; he cursed his unlucky fate for

thrusting him into such an unfavorable position. There he was; an extremely

intelligent straight-A student who had a very strong yearning to complete his

education, but due to the fact that there was not enough money to see that through,

he’d been sent here to be helped by his aunt. But she was first trying to subject him

to the indignity of being the slave of her family.

Well, he could live with that. With a burning determination to win her

approval and her love for him through his hard work, he set about his tasks,

washing and dusting and cleaning and polishing till he almost dropped to the
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ground in sheer exhaustion. But as the day grew into days and the days into weeks,

it became obvious to him that nothing he ever did to please his aunt ever did please

nor went noticed by her. She was very quick to criticize even the smallest mistake,

no matter how slight, but there was not to be any praise from her to him no matter

what he did for her and her family. She was a monster, an impossible woman to

please.

Once, when she was seated at the kitchen table, reading the beauty section

of the morning paper and sipping a cup of yoghurt as she waited for her breakfast,

her husband came in and sat beside her. ‘What are we having for breakfast?’ he

asked her.

‘Pancakes,’ she answered flatly. She looked up at Phoenix, her eyes cold

and hard, her face and demeanor ruthless. ‘Okay, cook.’ She snapped her fingers at

her nephew.

Phoenix set about preparing her request, icy fear beating at his chest. He

put in too much sugar in the creamed coffee because he had no idea that it was

already pre-creamed before the packaging; he botched the poached eggs. The burnt

oats and the badly fried pancakes were the last straw. They were meant to be

perfectly round and brown; the shape of his pancakes were uneven and a mixture

of brown-and-black, thanks to too much heat from the gas cooker and too much

sugar in the mixture which caused the pancakes to burn quickly. In a flash Agatha

was on her feet and across the kitchen floor, delivering to his face a stunning slap

that jerked his head back with a snap. Wham!

‘You demon child!’ she screamed at him, her body shaking with the force

of her rage. ‘Any idiot can prepare these meals but you destroyed everything. Do

you know how much you just wasted? Andrea did not train you well, she didn’t.

You’re just a useless piece of baggage like that your mother is.’

‘I am not useless, and neither is my mother.’

Slap, slap, slap!
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‘Do not dare talk back to me, you untrained monkey!’ she screamed

savagely at him. Pulling him savagely by the arm, she shoved him into her chair and

frowned severely. ‘I will do them today, but heaven help you if you dare to waste

my money again. I’ll kill you and cook you for dinner! All your mother knew was

how to make useless babies. She cannot do anything, and you took right after her!

Idiot!’

That was the beginning of a new ordeal. It became palpably obvious that

Agatha had never loved his mother; she had taken him in so as to appear charitable

to her less fortunate elder sister, but deep down in her heart, she hated having him

under her roof. He remembered the different stories his mother had told him, of

how often Agatha had humiliated her when they came together for family

gatherings and meetings, and he knew that even though his aunt swam in a pool of

money, she hated her elder sister and was insanely jealous of her. However, since

she could not make Andrea to feel the brunt of her anger, she had to take it out on

her nephew.

Phoenix woke at four every day, and did the chores in the house until they

had all left, then he’d go and sit in the living room and switch on the TV even

though his aunt had barred him from ever switching on her TV set whenever she

was away from the house－ as if he even watched the thing when she was home－

and then he turned to the soap operas and the Mexican dramas. He soon became a

soap opera addict, and as he watched the beautiful people on the big screens, he’s

always convince himself that one day he’d be like them, a Face to be recognized

wherever he went to, a force to be reckoned with. He would become a movie star

like they were, with beautiful clothes and expensive things all around him for his

use. He would make it and this same woman would be forced to watch his movies

and applaud him on screen, but then it would be too late for her—he would never

acknowledge her as his blood relation. She could enjoy her mistreatment of him

now. His time would come. He promised himself that.

The house was an extremely lonely place for him to be in; he had neither

friends nor companions, and even though Larry was his set, the guy never stayed at
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home and even when he deigned to be there, he took pains to avoid Phoenix. He

made lots of acquaintances, but there was no time for him to solidify their

relationship into friendships because he had so much house work to do and so little

time for himself, and Agatha had barred him from daring to bring in any ‘riff-raffs’

into her house. The only person he ever felt a little close to was his aunt’s husband,

Ezekiel. He always came to talk to Phoenix whenever he had the time to spare.

‘I’m really sorry about your aunt,’ he told Phoenix one hot Saturday

afternoon. He had returned home because he had a pounding headache, and,

seeing Phoenix planted in the kitchen, preparing a chocolate cake for Agatha and

her girl friends that would be coming over in the evening, he had sat down to keep

Phoenix company. ‘I know that my wife doesn’t treat you well.’

‘She treats me the way she’d treat any other person,’ Phoenix countered

uncomfortably, because he found it awkward to be discussing his aunt with her

husband. What if he said the wrong thing and it reached his Dracula aunt? Then

she would kill him for sure.

‘But she doesn’t treat Larry the way she treats you,’ Ezekiel persisted,

fixing his eyes intensely on Phoenix’s face. ‘You have seen how useless the guy is,

how he sits down and then watches the opportunities of life pass him by. And his

mother does nothing.’

As he continued to prepare the batter, Phoenix merely lifted his shoulders

in a small shrug. ‘He’s still a kid and he has the time to adjust, so . . .’

The timer on the oven went off and he turned towards it, away from the

eyes of his uncle in-law. He extracted the greased tin from which wafted forth the

very strong aroma of a freshly baked delicacy, and then he placed it on the table. As

he dipped a knife into the middle of it and extracted it, looking for any crumbs that

may cling to it, an indication that the cake was not yet done, he felt Ezekiel

embrace him from behind. He stiffened, alarm bells ringing in his mind.

‘You are very beautiful well-behaved boy with great intelligence,’ Ezekiel
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whispered into his hair. ‘You were not meant to suffer like this, not when you have

people around you who should be helping you to achieve your dreams. I promise

to help you in whatever way I can, but you must understand the fact that if I were

to dare to interfere too forcefully, she’ll turn more mean to you when she has you

alone to her clutches.’

Phoenix was really reassured by the kind words, but the expressive love

and the affection this man had for him made him uncomfortable. It was the kind of

thing he was unused to, some alien concept to him. But he knew that he needed all

the love he could get because of the fact that he felt caged as if from all sides.

There was his monstrous aunt on one side; there was Larry and his supreme

indifference on the other side, and then there was Ezekiel . . . and what did Ezekiel

want?

His life was an ordeal that he had to live through every day. He became

aware that Ezekiel had gotten kinder towards him, more attentive to him as a

person not as the unpaid help of the family; there was the occasional body contact

between them which was prolonged by the man; every eye contact they had was

some kind of challenge that begged for a release. It was something that petrified

Phoenix with a nameless terror, one that kept him awake some nights. At the back

of his mind he felt that he knew what his uncle wanted, but he dared not put a

name to it so he wouldn’t have to face it.

Everything that happened around him in the home of his aunt was a

source of apprehension to him, and he often found himself hurrying through his

house chores so he could get out into the streets and be free from the suffocating

family he’d gotten himself entangled with. He admired the men in their flashy cars

as they swept past on the streets; he admired the flash of their wealth, and he

always told himself that one day, he’d be like them, that his own time was coming.

He had that faith in his life, that something would change, and then he would be

way better than his aunt and what she had to offer to him, which was nothing, by

the way.
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One day, when he had heaps of laundry to do and subsequently grew very

fatigued about it, he went into the living room, and sat down on one of the plush

chairs after he’d flicked on the TV set. There was a Mexican soap playing on the

TV, and it was raining, and he felt so tired his eyes were already closing before he’d

seen two scenes in the movie.

A loud clap of thunder that flashed across the sky made him sit bolt

upright in his chair, all the sleep scrubbed from his eyes. His gaze flew to the clock,

and he discovered that he’d been asleep for a little over three hours on the chair,

and that he’d left more than half of his daily chores untouched. Flying to his feet as

if he’d been stuck by a sharp needle, he hurriedly switched off the TV and turned

towards the door. And then he froze.

Standing in the doorway, water dripping down her expensive suit, was

Agatha. She looked deadly, her eyes glaring at her nephew with a coldness and

hatred that was almost palpable. ‘So you’ve been busy watching the TV all day

long,’ she said in a cold flat voice as she stepped into the room, closing the door

behind her. ‘Disobeying my instructions, that’s what you’ve been doing.’

Phoenix felt his muscles clench with fear and apprehension, his mind

wondering why his own aunt would like the wrath of Hades on earth. ‘I can

explain,’ he said.

‘There is nothing for you to explain, you little devil. I told you what to do

before I left here in the morning. You left my things untouched!’

Phoenix opened his mouth to say something in his defense, but a crushing

blow from Agatha’s fist sent him reeling back, a wave of pain assailing his senses,

blood sputtering from his mouth. Agatha then pounced on him like a tigress,

throwing strong punches at him like a professional boxer. She struck hard and

mercilessly, over and over again, her fists hitting at him with the force of a

sledgehammer, her long acrylic nails scratching at his neck and face. She was

kicking him, hitting him, until he fell to the floor, and yet she continued her

merciless attack on him until he blacked out . . . mercifully blacked out.
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It was that particular episode that made him to lose whatever love and

empathy he had in him. The woman had not even bothered to see that he had the

requisite medical care after her assault on him, and threatened to throw him out

into the streets if he dared to divulge the occurrence to her husband when he

returned from work.

‘Remember your education,’ she warned.

Hence, he’d been forced to dish out some trumped-up excuse about some

stupid mistake he’d made during the day that had caused his fall and injury, but he

could see that the man did not believe him, that Ezekiel was no fool; he knew what

had happened. But since there was a conspiracy of silence, he knew that there was

nothing he could do about it.

A week later, Phoenix overhead the couple arguing in their room about

him in the middle of the night. He’d been sleeping when he heard the sound of

raised voices, so he’d crept out of bed and tiptoed silently to the door of their room

to know what the problem was.

Ezekiel was speaking, his voice low but intense and furious. ‘That boy is

your own nephew. He’s your blood, yet you treat him no better than a slave you

have in the house and you look for ways to degrade him as if he was nothing. All

he’s ever done was to try and show you some love, but all you do is to hate him. I

wonder why you went down to Onitsha to get him.’

‘I was doing my stupid sister a favor,’ Agatha snapped, he voice like a

whiplash. ‘She wants me to finance the education of her son whereas she could

have just sent him off to someone as an apprentice to a businessman so he can

learn a trade. Instead, she wants to send him to school.’

‘And is something wrong with that?’ Ezekiel demanded.

‘Of course not, but the point here is that I do not want to spend my

money on that woman or any of her offspring. She always thought that she was

better off than any of us, that she’s got better kids than any of her other sisters.
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Now, she’s foisting her brat son on me and I am not happy about that.’

‘Are you jealous of your sister?’ Ezekiel asked in a voice so soft that

Phoenix had to strain to hear him well.

‘We’re not discussing that woman here, so let it rest. Just know it that I

don’t intend to send him to school with my money. He can stay here and rot for all

I care.’

Phoenix had heard enough. He stumbled back to his room, tears filling his

vision, rage and sorrow welling within him. Every day, he slaved for this woman,

ran her errands, served her and worked for her till it felt as if his fingers were about

to fall off. She had treated him cruelly, doled out the worst punishments for him,

and he had done all she ever asked for. But now, she’d said it plainly, that she

would rather die than help him see his dreams up to fulfillment. Now, she was

treating him very badly, and all to spite her elder sister whom she hated and was

jealous of, and that elicited a bout of laughter from him because he knew that, of all

her kids, he was the least loved by his mother. The silly woman had chosen the

wrong candidate for her wicked acts; she should have chosen his elder brother.

That way, she would get her revenge against his mother.

He had no prospects of being anything other than a house servant in this

house if he continued to stay there, so he knew that he had to escape from here

and find his way. He’d spent seven months here with them, and he hoped they

would take him with them when they were going back for the Christmas holiday.

Then he’d wave goodbye to them and go his own way. But Agatha later announced

to him during the start of December that he was going to stay back in Calabar and

start reading his books so as to get ready to take the JAMB exams for his admission

into the university the following year. But he knew that she was lying to him; he’d

heard her conversation with her husband and he knew what she had planned for

him.

How could he escape from that house?
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Then, out of the blue, like the flash of white lightening on a dark night,

the answer came to him. He remembered that during the third month of his stay

there, he’d gone to the market, and on his way back home, he had run into a man

as he’d just turned into their street. The man seemed to be having a very difficult

time changing the flat tire of his car because his left arm was in a sling and he had

to work only with the right one. There was something obviously foreign about him;

he was enviably slim, with jet-black hair that must have received a fortune in

expensive treatments; there was this boyish handsomeness in his face and a delicacy

of his features that captivated the senses, and he looked perfectly groomed.

Phoenix had stopped and then had fixed the tire for the man because he knew how

to do it; Agatha had forced him to learn the mechanics of a car so he could be

changing her car oil and fixing tires whenever the need for it arose.

The man offered him money, but Phoenix had coolly waved the money

away. ‘Sorry, I don’t accept money from people when I help them. I helped you

because you’d needed my help.’

‘Thank you,’ the man had replied, surprised. Without hesitation, he

whipped out a leather wallet from his pocket, extracted a blue card from it and

headed it over to Phoenix. ‘You’re a very good guy, and if you need anything, call

the number on this card. Ask to speak to Lawrence if someone else answers the call.

Remember, anything at all.’ And with that he’d entered his car and had driven off.

Phoenix had dumped the card into his battered suitcase and had forgotten

all about it. Now, his heart racing in his chest, he ran for the case, looked for the

card, and when he found it, he flew straight to the telephone in the living room. He

knew that he’d struck gold when Lawrence himself answered the call. That soft

voice with the carefully modulated tones was unmistakable, that even after the

passage of some months here, he could still remember the sound with perfect

clarity.

The man listened patiently, and when Phoenix had finished explaining his

plight to him, he said, ‘Oh, that’s too bad. You know I cannot pay your fees－ it
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seems too inappropriate. However, I have another suggestion. I want you to come

to Lagos. Come there, and then I will help do something for yourself and then

you’ll be able to send yourself to school and do what you want. Can you do that?’

Of course he could do that! With a silent prayer to the gods for his

protection, Phoenix flew around the house on butterfly wings, packed up every

single thing that belonged to him in that expensive apartment, and then he was off

to Lagos with the last cash he had in his pocket. He wished that there was

something bad he could use to repay his aunt for her cruelty to him, but then he

felt in his heart that his future success would be enough punishment for her when

he had made something out of his life.

LAWRENCE LIVED IN a three-bedroom flat at Lekki phase 1, and he

was in his early thirties, a man who had been divorced by his wife; the woman had

gotten custody of their two sons and lived with them now in Abuja. Lawrence

would never say what had prompted her to divorce him and Phoenix never asked.

The man would tell him if he wanted to.

Phoenix spent the remainder of the Christmas holiday with him, and in

January 1998, he started to work for Lawrence in his beauty salon which was

located at Ikoyi and there he learned everything there was to learn about the

beautification of the female form. He learnt everything from tint and dye jobs, to

perms and artificial hair extension weaving; he learnt how to plait hair. Lawrence

encouraged him to make the much he could from the rich pampered wives and

girlfriends of the Lagos elite, and to save what he could for the purpose of his

schooling. He worked there full-time for a year, and was always sending money

home to his parents whenever he could.

One burning Saturday afternoon, a man came to the salon, accompanying

a young woman who wanted to have her hair layered and then dyed a dark brown.

The man was tall, dark and lean, and he gave Phoenix a very long probing look as

Phoenix set about working on the hair of the young woman as best he could. Later
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that night, as Phoenix locked up－ Lawrence had already left hours ago to go

clubbing at Ikeja－ the man came back into the salon.

‘My name is Ali Hassan,’ the man said succinctly, his voice cool and

impersonal. ‘I have a snake farm where I have dozens of the most exotic snakes

you’ve ever seen, and I think that my creatures will love you very much. Can you

dance?’

Phoenix frowned. ‘You want me to dance for you and your snakes?’ He

thought that the man had taken leave of his senses.

‘No. I want you to learn how to handle the snakes, move with them, and

dazzle people with them. You have very graceful movements, like a dancer; all very

seductive. And you’re also one of the most unarguably beautiful men I have ever

seen. I want you to take that beauty and talent out into the streets, where you can

add to the money you make for that man you work for here. Are you interested in

exotic dancing?’

Phoenix could see the challenge in the dark eyes that was watching him

like a side dish, and then he felt something in him responding to the challenge,

rising to the bait. This would be the very first step towards his glory. He did not

know what made him to think that, but he felt it strongly in his bones. He nodded.

And that was how he found his way into the expensive, exclusive interior

of the Drummer Club as a dancer, catering to the tastes of the super-rich fun-

chasers of the Lagos elite. It was a club that sold everything conceivable, from

marijuana to nubile young women and young boys for the sexual entertainment of

its clientele, and that was where the Fates had planted Phoenix. He entered the club

through the connections Hassan had, though it was after he’d first shown his

gratitude to the man with his body, allowing the man access to every part of his

anatomy that he’d kept sacred.

Ali Hassan was the person he lost his virginity to in the real sense of the

word, and it was all for the purpose of him getting to the top of the game. It was a
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painful, body-tearing experience, one never to be forgotten.

When the manager of the Drummer Club asked for his name, he said,

‘Phoenix,’ because that was who he was now; Tochi Okoh was buried somewhere

within him.

And then he’d gone on the stage and had made a performance that was

jaw-droopingly perfect in the dimmed room, with the red lights aligned in such a

way as to shine on him with reptilian spots all over him, making him look like a

human reptile. The club really wanted him, and he had to keep on going back to

them, and then came the subtle hints from the manager that he was wanted in

more ways than he was giving to them, and he was no fool; he knew that there

were men there who would want him for sex since he was the physical stereotype

of the gay male. Many wanted him, but he was selective and very picky. He wanted

to be more than some exotic dancer with the snake and the hot tongue that gave

pleasure to rich young men and married men who left their wives at their expansive

homes in VI, Ikoyi, Victoria Garden City, and all came there for some sex and fun.

He began to plot, to make plans, a plot that would catapult him into the

glare of the big screens, one that would revolutionize his name.

He knew that he wanted to be an actor, and he was working towards it.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Henry Johnson had to continue with his schooling though he knew that

he was no long the carefree guy he used to be; he now had a lot of responsibilities

resting on his shoulders. He had tried to beg off, but Rosalie reminded him that all

his life he’d had everything easy, that now was the time for him to make his bones

in the family; he had to show that he was strong enough and ruthless enough to

take over the family business when the time came for him to handle it. And so,

every Friday afternoon, after his lectures, he’d drive down to the family house in VI

from his rented two-bedroom flat off the main campus gates in Akoka Yaba, in the

Lagos Mainland, and then get himself immersed in the business, attending meetings

and signing documents and brainstorming with the marketing team.

He knew that his mother had her list of the potential candidates of his

would-be wife ready with her. He was very close to her, but he could not possibly

divulge to her that he was gay－ the ravishing ex-beauty queen would definitely

freak out, and so he had to live this secret burden. There were cute athletic men

everywhere on campus, guys with very hard bodies and beautiful packages under

their shorts which he often glimpsed. He was a very athletic guy and so was well

known for his prowess in the sporting arena, so he moved with the ‘boys’ and was

thus subjected to the humiliation of looking at their bodies without touching them,

and even touching them without daring to fondle them in the way he’d have

wanted to.
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He wanted nothing more than to have one of them as a permanent

fixture in his sex life, but he dared not reach out to any of them for the fear of

rejection. It was true that they all played together, drank together, even showered

together after their sporting activities, but they were all beyond reach; so close, yet,

so far away. And he kept on wondering about what it would be like for him to take

one penis and put it into his mouth－ what would it taste like? How would the

other guy feel?

What made matters worse was the fact that he was from a rich family, and

that he was the only son of the well-known Rosalie, and he’d inherited her stunning

physical looks, so the girls flocked to him in droves. He tolerated them with an

amused indulgence and carefully veiled contempt. Sexually, he wanted to have

absolutely nothing to do with any of them at all. Their sexy bodies, low cut bodices,

perfectly rounded butts, alongside their feminine allure, did not turn him on in the

least. If anything, he felt disgusted at the thought of having even anything slightly

sexual to do with any of them.

One day, tired after the grueling but very necessary hectic schedule

Rosalie subjected him to whenever he came home during the weekends, he went to

visit his closest friend Richard. The guy was always dressed in very skimpy nothing

briefs that hugged his manhood tightly whenever he was at home, and so Henry

had his view of what the guy had to offer, making him to crave the beautiful dancer

he’d met at the Drummer Club passionately once again.

‘Let’s go clubbing tonight,’ he told Richard on a sudden impulse.

Richard laughed. ‘Is it to the Drummer Club? But it’s far from here, and I

think it must be because of that dancer with those snakes of his that you seem

anxious to go back and see him. I keep on thinking to myself that one day those

snakes are going to bite him or squeeze his thin body to death.’

‘We’re going there tonight,’ was all Henry deemed necessary to say, for he

knew that his friend needed very little or no conviction to get him to do what

Henry wanted. Besides that, they had just finished their semester exams that
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afternoon and everybody needed the time to unwind and relax after the all-nighters

and cramming.

Later that night, they drove out to Victoria Island, to the club.

It was a Friday night, and the strippers, the whores, and those seeking fun

were out in full force. The white wine, the beer, the hard liquor, and even the sex at

the club came at a ridiculously expensive price; that was to be expected as the main

aim of the club was to keep low-lifers out of its plush interior. There was no

definite report on the amount of sexual coupling, but the smell of hard sex and

semen seemed to drip into the hallways, along with the smell of expensive

perfumes.

The men and the women were all drinking and talking, watching the

nubile female strippers perform as they all waited for the stunningly beautiful

effeminate dancer to make his appearance and dazzle them with the spectacle of his

snakes. However, the young guy did not appear. Rather, the more audacious female

strippers were out in force, and for the money that was being pelted at them, they

stripped and danced and stripped some more as the money kept on coming until

they were naked. The men were hooting and screaming for more, gripping the edge

of their seats, while some of them had to flee to the private urinals and masturbate,

get the load off before they raped someone there in the main entertainment parlor.

‘Is our dancer not coming tonight?’ Henry demanded impatiently, though

he feigned nonchalance. ‘Why is he not here tonight?’

Richard slid out from their table to go and make the necessary enquiries.

Five minutes later, he was back to the table with two scantily dressed young women

who smelled of cheap perfume and cigarettes that were to join them at the table.

‘The rumor is that the guy is gone, some say, for good,’ he explained. ‘He

left here weeks ago, and even the manager doesn’t know what became of him.

However, he left some gifts for his loyal fans to remember him by.’ He pulled a

brown envelope from his pocket and dropped it to the table. ‘By the way, those
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pictures are expensive.’

Without another word, Henry took the envelope and slunk out of the club,

ignoring the entreaties of his friend that he stay back with him and the girls with

their slinky bodies. Thankfully, they were in VI, so it was not difficult for him to

get a cab to take him down to their family home. He had locked up his room,

because he knew that he may not be returning there for some time, so there was no

need for him to go back to it.

He was furious that in spite of the fact that he was very rich and could

have anybody he wanted; that he couldn’t get the one thing he really wanted. He

had come to terms with his homosexuality some time ago, though for a very long

time before then he’d been in denial of it, and even now, he had not totally

accepted it. He remembered the news article he’d read, about two men that had

been caught having sex in a motel room at Mile 2, and one of the men, the fast one,

had fled out through the window; the other, not so fast, had been caught and

beaten so severely that he’d died a few days later in the hospital. The other, a man

of affluent means, had fled the country and sought for asylum in the UK, and he’d

never returned.

Henry did not want to become a fugitive in his own country where he had

so many assets that had been bequeathed to him in his father’s last will and

testament. He had no brothers or sisters that would take over the wealth should

anything happen to him, and it would surely break his mother’s heart if it was to be

discovered that he was a homo and was on the run from the hands of homophobes

who were out to get him.

When he got home, he went straight to bed and slept till eight the

following Saturday morning. Then he went about his bathroom duties before he

went down to see his mother. And there she was; the epitome of beauty, forever

trim, forever beautiful, and he couldn’t help but smile as he thought how they were

so like two friends than like mother and son.

‘It’s so nice to have you back here with us,’ Rosalie said as she turned the
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fashion magazine she’d been looking at closed and beckoned at him with one long-

nailed finger to some and sit with her. ‘There is something I would like for us to

discuss.’ She smiled with the sweetness of honey. ‘It’s about those girls that I told

you about. It is time for you to meet them and make your choice.’

‘How many girls do you have on your list?’ he asked, and there was a

sickening feeling of dread in his stomach about the plans she’d undoubtedly set in

motion.

Rosalie flashed her winning smile, her jewels flashing as she flipped a lock

of hair from her flawless face. Her eyes shone with the light of unconcealed

excitement. ‘I have seven girls on the list. They’re from families that are not as

affluent as ours, or else they’ll be more unavailable to you. And you know that we

don’t have much time on our hands. I’ll be inviting the girls over for a little get-

together here so you’ll finger the one you want. Just like that, and it’ll be all over.

See you later.’ And with that, she stood up, went out to the garage, and then

zoomed off in her glittering black Bentley coupe.

Henry went back into his room, locked the door, and then he took out

the picture of Phoenix that Richard had given to him. He stared at it, his fingers

stroking the smooth surface; it was a picture of the dancer, and he lay back on a

thick velvet material, stark naked, his face turned up to the camera, an enigmatic

smile on his lips. There were snakes on his chest and his stomach, with one

strategically placed on his crotch, and he looked so preternaturally beautiful, it

almost hurt Henry’s eyes to look at it.

Henry felt the rush of hot tears flow down his lids, running down his

cheeks as he felt his manhood hardening with desire. But there was nothing he

could do about the fire that was burning in him, and so he steeled himself, and the

following day he had to play dress-up to meet the silly, simpering fools his mother

had lined up for his scrutiny. It looked like a small party, and the girls had come

with their parents of course. Rosalie stayed beside him, all smiles, and he knew that

he had to choose. He hated them all.
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Then he saw the most beautiful girl of the group, Fiona Davis, but from

what he gathered from his mother she was also the poorest of them all, and it was

obvious to him that his mother did not like the girl.

When she saw the two of them together talking about sports, she came

over instantly, an icy smile on her painted red lips. She told Fiona to go over to her

parents; that maybe they wanted to see her, and then when the girl had left, she

turned to her son and said, ‘That girl is athletic and very good, but I seriously don’t

like her background. But she has a good head on her shoulders.’

Henry frowned at the cryptic remark, his head turning to stare at the

pretty petite girl that was heading in the other direction. ‘Isn’t that supposed to be a

good thing?’ he asked, slightly annoyed when she patted his arm and flashed him

one of her famous smiles.

‘Well, I never said it wasn’t!’ she said pleasantly, waving one bejeweled

hand dismissively. ‘Fiona is a very fine young woman of course, but I have others

in mind for you. Now there’s Yvonne over there, for instance. . .’

But Henry was no longer listening to her ranting because, over the past

one hour, he’d analyzed the girls that had been playing their mating dance around

him; he’d analyzed them as if they were fish on display for sale, as they were indeed,

and he was the potential buyer. They were trying so hard to please, and it was

obvious that they knew why they were here today. They did not even like him; they

just wanted to be associated with the Johnson family money. Even the Yvonne girl

his mother was talking about was acting like a dog on a leash, all so eager to please.

But the petite Fiona stood out from them, a nice gentle girl who had taken genuine

interest in him and had not tried to shower him with cheap flattery and praise.

He turned to Rosalie. ‘I choose Fiona,’ he told her quietly, so only she

could hear him, and she opened her mouth to speak, but there was finality in his

tones and that silenced her, brooking no arguments from her. And he was glad

when she looked away from him with a small nod of acknowledgment of his choice.
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What he did not know was that Fiona was really the girl Rosalie wanted

for him. She knew the history of each of the girls she had brought to her house that

day, down to the hairs they all had on their private parts. She knew that her son had

made the right choice. Yvonne was a slutty little whore who had done three

abortions; Fiona would give her only son the kids he so rightly deserved and help

to dispel the restlessness she sensed in him.

All the other girls were little bitches with little or no morals in their bones.

Fiona was the obvious choice.

Now what she had to do was get her son married to the girl.

IN HIS FAMILY, Henry knew that there was no decaying memory, and

everything that had been done, every syllable spoken, were living specters that were

hidden from view in the minds of those involved. A web of lies had been spun by

his parents about their life together, and so he decided to spin his own history, to

make his own music; he hid his homosexuality. Behind the flash of a dazzling smile,

behind the well-toned muscular body he possessed, he hid the dark secret of his

confusing sexuality. And then he went down and got himself married to the girl he

had chosen. Their wedding was a quiet affair, attended only by the immediate

family members.

Henry had an intimate knowledge of Family Law, and he knew that if he

was to make the marriage one under the Act, then should there ever be a divorce

between him and Fiona, then he would be forced to maintain her, and it would be

ridiculously expensive, gobbling up a lot of his inheritance. He was ashamed of

himself for thinking that but he could not help it, and he hoped that it wouldn’t

come to that. But still, if shit the fan, he needed to have some leverage, some way

to leave without too much blood on his shirt.

For now, he had to forget about that dancer, but it was difficult, as after

he’d become an item with Fiona and he wanted to have her, she showed her
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inexperience. Her sweet, innocent responses to him was different from the feral

pitch that Phoenix had driven him to when they’d had each other in that room that

smelled of cheap perfume and sex and the heady smell of the dancer himself. To

him she could hold no flame to the male lover he’d touched, to what Phoenix had

given him, the heady delights the dancer had introduced him to.
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PERIOD TWO; 2000 UPWARDS
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CHAPTER FIVE

Phoenix had decided to become an actor, and so he had to leave his life at

the Drummer Club behind, and by the New Year 2000, he’d almost already

forgotten that he was ever a dancer and a paid runs-man at that seedy club, that he

had fed the fantasies of a thousand men and women. But yet, the brand of liquor

and the hard sex, mixed with the odor of dank sweat and cheap perfume, with the

touch of roughened hands and the wet tongues were etched deeply on his mind.

The club had marked the beginning of his life as a fighter for survival; it had been

the place where he’d been betrayed by the angels that were supposed to have

charge over him. He was innocence betrayed, and that showed in the shadows that

haunted him in the depth of his eyes, because in their depths burned a fiery

wariness.

He had broken the vows he had made to himself, that he would never

have to stoop so low as to get himself used for sex; he had become a veteran at the

sex act. It was his job to give the men that came to him the pleasure they paid for,

and there were those that had been the embodiment of sexiness and temptation.

And he had had them all; they had fucked him, they had tasted him. And the truth

was that he could never get their smell off of his skin.

On that fateful day after the New Year, when he walked into the salon, he

was swaddled in fitted black silk, from neck to toe, and he could feel the eyes that

were on him as he made his way in, a vision of beauty, and he knew it. He said
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nothing to those he passed on the street, his face a careful mask of blankness, and

nobody said anything to him. But he knew that many of the people he passed on

the street were aware of him, of his beauty.

Lawrence was heating up some needles in a steaming pan that oozed with

hot steam, and he said succinctly to Phoenix, ‘You like someone in mourning.

What’s with the black attire?’

Phoenix gave a non-committal shrug. ‘Nothing.’

But the older guy had gotten used to him, and he loved him, so he knew

when to get past the bravado to get to the vulnerable person beneath. He was no

fool about the issues regarding his younger friend. ‘I know that you want to go high

up in this life, but then I want to ask if you’re ready to take all the heat when the

time comes. You want to be an actor, I see, but what about what the society thinks?

How will you cope? And will you be able to make to it there?’

Phoenix smiled, but it was a rueful smile that was devoid of all warmth.

He knew what his beautiful friend was alluding to. He was the living, breathing

stereotype of the gay male in the country. And in Nigeria nobody would really care

about whether he was really gay or not because of his feminine looks and

disposition. And if he were to take that look into the big screens like he was

planning to, would he be able to stand firm under the crushing weight of the

society’s criticism of him?

He said, ‘That’s a bridge I intend to cross when I get there. What’s really

important now is for me to get there; let the tongues wag. I do not give a fuck

about them. You’ll see for yourself that I have it in me.’

Thankfully, it was a Saturday, and all the hot women of the Island would

be coming out to have their hair and their faces done for the following week, so the

place was packed to the brim with gossiping women who had come to have their

hair done, their nails fixed and lacquered, and receive the pampering spa treatments

that left them glowing for their men, and their women. For everything had a price
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here.

Then Phoenix later stepped into the main parlor to work, with its pink

leather chairs, hidden lights that made everything to sparkle, elaborate beauty

equipment which the sexy male employees used on the women, and many of the

women were receiving facials in tiny cubicles, with the guys using magnifying

glasses to see every perceived imperfection in the complexions of the women and

fixing them up. He was looking very slender and very beautiful, and also very

flawless in his black attire. A hush seemed to descend on the room as he walked in,

and there was expectancy in the air, like a hum in the cold, heavy air. He moved

gently towards the chair on which reclined a woman who was a top executive in

one of the top firms in VI. The hand he held out to her looked slender and ended

in long tapering nails that had been painted a nude shade of nail polish.

His brown gaze shifted from the woman to the faces that were staring

around him, and he felt them all being roped one by one. His eyes searched

through their expensive couture for something he craved, and he could see that

they were positively stunned at the sight of him. With a shy, tentative smile, he told

the woman that he was sorry for having to keep her waiting, and he could feel

necks almost cracking as they strained to catch every word. He could see Lawrence

too was looking a little stunned, a hair brush held aloft in one hand, his body still

and unmoving.

Phoenix knew that he had won; Lawrence would help him in whatever

way that was needed.

THAT EVENING, AS they reclined together in the living room, with

plates of fried yams and vegetable stew before them for their attention, Lawrence

flashed a dazzling smile through his cosmetically whitened teeth.

‘Chief Derek will be coming around this evening, and he knows the man

that owns the famous Ethnicity Studios,’ he said, full of happiness. ‘I will try and



BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

62

pitch in a word or two for you, but you have to promise me that you will be on

your best behavior, that you intend to do whatever it takes to achieve what you

want, even if it means that you have to dance naked like an ape for him and his

wife while they have sex in their room.’

Phoenix understood, for he knew that beneath the politely couched terms,

Lawrence expected him to do whatever it took, that he had to score with Chief

Derek when the man came around. And when the man finally came in his

chauffeur-driven Toyota car from Okota where he’d gone to transact some

business, Phoenix really studied the man for the first time. He knew that the man

was loaded with juice, money that he spilled into the political game where he was a

high player, a big wig who was good at making things happen the way he wanted

them to. He was forty-nine, lacked the beer gut sported proudly by the average

Nigerian man of his age who took such to be the sign of affluence, and he was

perfectly groomed, with hair that was stylishly barbered and dyed, and aristocratic

features.

The man had a very sterling reputation, one that he steadfastly maintained

and upheld in the eyes of the public by presenting himself as the perfect husband

to his wife, the perfect father to his children, and the perfect public gentleman who

fought for his constituency with all his power. But behind closed doors, he was a

thief who embezzled public funds and laundered them to foreign bank accounts in

Switzerland, a bisexual who came around to have sex in the apartment Phoenix

lived in with his benefactor and had sex with Lawrence two or three times a week

before running back to the home front.

With eyes that were cold like that of murderer ready to devour his next

victim, Phoenix watched Derek Ossai like a hawk, and the man in turn did get in a

very good, long look at Phoenix when Lawrence had told him what they wanted

from him. His presence really disturbed the peace of mind that Phoenix had

because he could see what lay behind the man’s cool gaze; he knew what the man

wanted. And he felt frightened, not because of the wrongness of it, but because it

would be totally unfair for him to try to take what belonged to his benefactor.
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Life is very unfair, a small voice hissed in his consciousness. Life is not fair;

deal with it the way you see it and be done with it.

‘So you want to become an actor,’ Derek said.

Phoenix nodded, and he was thinking in his mind that this was just one

man, right? So, what he wanted could be easily met and then they would be done

with it. He would get what he wanted, and the man would also get what he wanted,

and that was it. They would be done with each other. That was the rule of the game,

and there was nothing to be done about it except to tow the line.

Derek threw his head back and laughed, and his strong throat muscles

moved up and down with force of his laughter. ‘The man wey we dey talk about

here na the man wey own Ethnicity Studios,’ he said, and there was the gutter man

in his voice; gone was the polish of the public figure and in its place, was the gutter

fighter that survived years of drudgery in Lagos Island when he was working as a

book salesman. ‘He has a lot of directors in his pockets; he made stars like Liz

Benson, Bette Soleye. There are so many people that would gladly eat his shit if he

was to spew it out here right now. He is the most influential man in the industry,

and I can get him to look at you. But the question is: are you ready to do what it

takes?’

And so it was to be arranged, that Phoenix would get to meet the persons

that would really catapult him into stardom if he had the skill and the talent and the

good luck to survive where so many others had failed dismally. Phoenix knew that

one day he may have to pay for this favor; soon, the good man with the four

beautiful kids and the adoring public would turn to him.

One week later, Phoenix received a printed script which was delivered to

him by Derek’s chauffeur. He took the day off from work at the salon, went home,

and then he sat down to read the manuscript. It was a very horrific story, about a

woman who had gotten her children with the help of voodoo, and one of the twins,

a boy, had been dedicated to the goddess for the entire duration of his life. His

service to the gods consisted of human sacrifice which he accomplished by working
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as a stripper-dancer in a club, feeding the unholy fantasies of the people that were

out in the night for the good life of the night, and then smiting them down when

they were in bed with their women, their whores. It was a story with a very tragic

ending, because, in the end, both the woman and her children had to die. Then, the

sacrifice she had made to get them would have all been for nothing since she was

to lose all in the end.

Phoenix was touched by the tragedy of the story, at the desperation of a

woman in the contemporary African society where a woman with no children in

the home of her husband was considered to be nothing and had to sell her soul to

the devil in order to be fulfilled. He knew that Derek had pulled strings so he could

be auditioned for the role of the young voodoo boy, and he was ready for it.

He would do all it took to get that role. It was a game of blood, and he

was ready to do what it took.

ETHNICITY STUDIOS HAD been hailed as the best movie production

studio in Nigeria. It had been founded in 1993 by one American man, Anthony St.

Claire, and two Nigerian businessmen who had subsequently sold their share of the

business to the white man and split their own separate ways in 1997 and 1999

respectively, with the resultant effect that Anthony St. Claire controlled the studio

now. It had four addresses, one in Abuja, the other in the city of Aba, one in the

notorious Onitsha, and with its headquarters located in Lagos.

The studio was an awe-inspiring sight, soaring twelve stories high into the

Lagos skyline, dwarfing the surrounding architecture where it was located at

Victoria Island. There was a very spacious parking lot where the most expensive

cars lined up and glistened in the hot sun, and there were huge dogs and security

guys patrolling the grounds. When Phoenix entered into the foyer, he felt the

wealth of the place hit him in the face like a physical blow. There were movie stars

milling around and talking to each other; there were A-list directors who looked

bored out of their skins, and there were the upcoming and struggling writers, all



BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

65

waiting to see the king and showcase their talents.

Phoenix showed the fashionably thin, elegant receptionist the script,

telling her that he had a meeting with the Big Man, that he was to be announced

the moment he arrived at the complex－ of course there was the signature of the

Big Man signed at the back of the thing with a flourish. That should be enough to

dispel whatever notion she may have that he was some kind of imposter, trying to

wangle his way past her on some false premise. She directed him to take the

elevator up to the tenth floor and then present himself to St. Claire’s personal

assistant. Oh wow. How the rich and mighty live. Different assistants on different floors to keep

the riffraff out.

Phoenix did as he was told, emerging on a floor with sepia-toned

expensive tiles on the floors, expensive art paintings hanging on the walls and plush

leather chairs on which reclined three slim, stunning women in their thirties,

wearing snug-fitting Prada and Chanel gowns and real jewels that flashed in the

fluorescent lights; they looked totally bored. Phoenix recognized one of them as the

first runner-up in the 1996 Miss Intercontinental Beauty Pageant. The other two

looked like the two immediate past Most Beautiful Girl in Nigeria for the last two

years.

The same formality of showing the script and explaining his mission was

replicated here. He gave the bulky manuscript to the gorgeous secretary with the

high-piled dyed brown hair and red-lacquered nails and then he waited patiently

while she thumbed down the intercom and announced his presence. Looking up at

him with a small smile on her lips which bore the red stamp of Indian Summer

lipstick, she waved him into a plush office that was heavily and elaborately

furnished more as a living room than as an office. A large, glass-topped desk filled

one corner of the room and behind it, wearing a perfectly tailored blue suit, was the

Big Man.

The man had steely grey eyes that were as blank as it was piercing, widely

set eyes that sat above a small thin nose, and small thin lips that were pursed as if in
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annoyance or contemplation as he regarded Phoenix. He appeared broad-

shouldered and muscular, even though he’d turned fifty-six, and his jet-black hair

which had a few streaks of grey in it was still generously spread on his head. He

was good-looking, and Phoenix couldn’t help thinking to himself that the man

must think him to be some piece of shit that was begging for favors, for leftovers.

‘T. O. Phoenix,’ the man said in a crisp American accent that had old

world courtliness in it. ‘My friend had told me all about you, and I must say that

you weren’t what I had expected. However, I must tell you that in this business,

there is no room for people like you.’

‘In this world, there is no room for anybody; all you have to do is to make

enough room and then squeeze yourself into it. And it doesn’t matter that you’re

not wanted there; you just do it.’

‘And you think you can just walk up here with your beautiful face and

your big words and lovely accent and think you think you can impress me. Is that

right?’

Phoenix laughed, but it was not from amusement because he was using

the sound to cloak the anger he felt at this man. ‘I am not here to impress you, Mr.

St. Claire. If I were, then I would be dressed in a short skirt and makeup. I’m here

to get myself a job, that you can help me with a role if I was able to prove myself.

But how can I prove myself to you when you’re just laughing at me?’

The Big Man leaned back in his chair, his steely eyes dilating at the sheer

audacity of the guy who stood there, and instead of groveling at his feet like so

many people did, this one proved to be very proud and very stubborn, with a smart

mouth on him. ‘I thought that letting you stand there on your feet will make this

interview very short as possible. As you can see, I’m a very busy man.’

‘So you’re saying that our conversation is over? That you won’t give me a

chance because there is no room in this business for people like me?’

Instead of answering him directly, Anthony St. Claire asked wryly, ‘Did
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you notice that the manuscript I had sent to you bore no title? Can you tell me why

you think that’s so?’

Phoenix frowned. ‘Well, that’s because either you or the writer of the

work could not find a title that was good enough to describe the plot and the

underlying theme behind it in just one or two words that will hook an audience

immediately, draw them in, make them to ask questions about whether one can be

desperate enough to go and sell their souls to the devil, and all for what? Children

that were meant to be a curse to the world? That’s what you’re looking for, Mr. St.

Claire, the perfect title.’

‘Since you’re so smart, why don’t you suggest one?’ the man snapped

rudely.

But Phoenix merely smiled inwardly, thinking in his mind: oh you think

you’re so wonderful and full of yourself, with the entire people in the movie world

in this country floating around you like your loyal subjects. But I will show you a

thing or two.

‘Title the movie Desperate Mission. That captures the entire work perfectly.

I know you must be asking yourself whether you should listen to me, this lowlife

idiot who’s here at your door, bugging you for favors, but I will have you know that

during my high school days, I was a straight-A student and the best Literature

student in my set.’

Anthony St. Claire’s lips lifted in a small thin smile that didn’t quite touch

his eyes; it could have been a sneer. ‘And yet you were unable to continue with your

education with all your big mouth and smart brains. That defies logic.’

Phoenix was now angry, and he tilted his chin up proudly, refusing to

quail before the devil he could see in the eyes of this man. ‘Maybe to you, it does

defy logic, but if you’ve had to live in poverty for the better part of your life, asking

yourself where your next meal will come from, then you won’t be saying that. You

will then understand why I’m no longer in school, why I’m here asking for this.
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What’s it going to be, Mr. Big Man: do you ask me to leave, or are you going to call

in your cast directors for them to make me prove myself to them and to you?’

‘I’ll do neither.’ The man leaned forward, his elbows resting on the desk,

his fingers linked together, showing off a huge diamond ring that glittered on the

third finger of his right hand. ‘You will do something for me, young man. I want

you to seduce me, and I want you to really do it, not pretend that you’re trying to

do something. Show me what you’re made of.’

Phoenix kept his expression shuttered, and it seemed that Anthony St.

Claire had pressed a hidden button, for the curtains slid close, giving the room a

dim look. A slow, sensual music filled the room, and Phoenix slipped into the role

of the wanton seducer, the enigmatic dancer that had set many a person aflame

with desire for him.

He moved to the man’s table slowly, with a slow languid fluidity, and then

he swiveled the chair round so that the great man was now facing him, and then he

unbuttoned his shirt and let it fall to the floor. He was now the smooth, bare-

chested guy of the clubs, and he turned to the beat of the music, his eyes watching

the reaction of his sole audience. But Anthony St. Claire kept his face blank and

was staring at him intently, and he slipped out of his trousers, revealing the blue-

and-black checkered underwear he wore underneath.

‘I like what I see,’ Anthony St. Claire told him.

Phoenix smiled, and then he was sinking down slightly, and his hands

drew the man’s knees apart. He slid his fingers along the long lean thighs, moving

upwards to the crotch, all the while his eyes fixed on the face of his audience. He

could see the beginning of an erection stirring in the pants, but he did not stop

because he was past the point of no return. Then he was unbuckling the belt, his

eyes fixed unwaveringly on Anthony’s face, and he had the feeling that the man was

not expecting him to continue past that point. But what the man failed to

understand was that he was a little wild and a little crazy, and unless he received a

sure command to stop, then he would continue with what he was doing and even
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suck the bastard off.

He was now really crazy, going to the point that he had perfected in the

club. He was too desperate here, too in need of the job to do anything but do all he

could to get the role he wanted. And there was nothing to stop him from getting

that role.

He turned down the zipper of the trouser, and he was working on the

elastic band of the underwear, pulling at them to get them down. When he freed

the man’s now throbbing cock, he felt the man shove forward as if he’d been

doused with a gallon of petrol, but Phoenix gently pushed him back.

‘You wanted me to seduce you,’ he said, and then he stroked the cock

gently, making the great man to emit an involuntary moan from his lips. ‘That’s

what I am doing, seducing you . . .’

‘But . . .’

‘And you’re enjoying this, aren’t you?’

Before the utterly stunned man could answer, Phoenix was already

searching for sores in the organ, the sure signs of disease. He had learnt to protect

himself during the time of his life in the club, and there was no better way to check

for the existence of disease other than to look the organ over first. Then he

lowered his head to it, and his lips connected with it, wrapping around the head of

the tumescent organ. And he pulled his head further in, the large cock moving

further and further into his throat. He sucked on it without fear, for he knew what

he wanted, and he could feel the thing growing fuller in his mouth, and he felt the

fingers of the man become entwined in his hair.

Suddenly, Phoenix stood up, and there was a hard cold look on his face,

etched into his features. Hurriedly, he began pulling his clothes back on again. ‘You

wanted me to seduce you, and now I have,’ he said coldly. ‘You will have to make

up your mind about whether or not to hire me, with no pleas from me. Oh, and

besides, the job I just did on you is on the house. I have to go.’
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Anthony was still looking at him, and he was still hard as ever, but there

was nothing to be done about the hardness. The man had a very stunned

expression on his face. ‘That ring you’re wearing . . . it looks very familiar,’ he

managed to say, though his voice was husky. ‘Are you related to the Johnson

family?’

Phoenix shook his head, and then he was out of the office, off to go and

await his fate. He felt a crushing weight on his chest, that instead of snagging the

role, he had been a flop, made a piss-poor job of really impressing the man that was

the one with the power to either make or break his career, and now he would be

booted out the door even though he’d not even stepped in it.

And what the man had said about the ring he was wearing got him

thinking. For several months, he’d had the feeling that the ring he had taken from

that guy Henry was the real deal, and he’d even dared to go to Yaba and had the

thing valued. Now, this Big Man had wanted to know if he was related to the

Johnson family, and he knew that he’d heard of that family many times, that they

must be one of the old families of Lagos, with all the money and juice to burn.

Days after the interview in the office of Anthony St. Claire which he

believed was now gone down the drain, Phoenix set about riffling through the

bundles of old glossy magazines that Lawrence had in the apartment, and that was

when he came across the face of Rosalie Johnson. It was the beauty of the woman

that had leaped out at him at that moment; the way she was smiling into the camera

as she stepped into the driving seat of a sleek BMW car, and there was her slim

figure. That made Phoenix pause. There was something about this woman,

something that nagged at him, something that seemed there but he was unable to

find. What was it?

He carried the magazine to the kitchen; he fixed a cup of cool milk from

the stocked fridge, and then he started to read the article. And that was when a

statement leaped out at him, and a flash of memory swept through his mind. It was

the golden moment when they had mentioned her son and he also remembered the
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very beautiful face of the lover that had given him a diamond ring.

Rosalie had one son; Henry Johnson.

And Phoenix felt the magazine slip through his fingers to the floor as a

gasp escaped from his lips. The shock was too great, for, not so long ago; he had

slept with the son of one of the most influential female figures in the Nigerian

screens.

That was why he felt that there was something about the woman that had

been nagging at him from the moment he saw her picture. She and her son looked

really alike; it was from her that Henry had gotten his stunning good looks. There

was no mistake about that.

‘ANTHONY ST. CLAIRE called here when you left to go and visit your

parents down in the East,’ Lawrence was saying, and there was this infectious

happiness that was sweeping through him. ‘He didn’t relay the message through a

secretary; he called here in person. It was his voice. He wants you to call him back

as soon as you got his message. Isn’t that exciting?’

Phoenix shrugged. ‘I guess. But the point be say na I no care,’ he said,

reverting back into the gutter bastardized pidgin English of the uncouth.

Lawrence sobered up, his infectious excitement developing wings and

fluttering away. His face was now a mask of concern and worry. ‘Isn’t getting into

the movies the best thing you always wanted?’

Phoenix laughed bitterly, his face a cold mask. ‘That is not what I always

wanted for my life. I had wanted to be a lawyer, but then there was no money to

help get me through to that, so I had to go and live with an aunt who treated me no

worse than garbage. So I had to run away from her in order to go find my fortune

here in Lagos. Oh, and guess what; I went to see St. Claire and the man had me go

down on him. And please don’t even pretend you don’t understand what I mean.’
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‘That’s appalling,’ Lawrence exclaimed, and his voice rang with his

indignation. ‘Derek never told me that the man was going to make horrible

demands on you. Anyway, if you end up not getting the role, then you can always

turn around and sue him for sexual assault. You have paid him with your sex

services; now he’ll have to give you the job you asked for from him!’

Phoenix knew that Lawrence was right about what he’d said－ in theory

that is. He could never ever think of going to sue the great man for there was no

way he could live with his life should he try such. He called the man, and imagine

his surprise when the Big Man told him that he’d gotten the job and they should

meet to discuss it.

When they met at the Four Points by Sheraton in VI, Anthony St. Claire

was brimming with good humor and as they ate their elaborate meal, he enthused

about the project with an almost child-like enthusiasm that rendered him very cute.

He told Phoenix that after their meeting in his office, he’d had a spark of creativity

and had now decided to broaden the story into a trilogy.

‘You will be in the first two films of the trio, my boy.’ Anthony St. Claire

forked some shrimps into his mouth and pointed the fork in the young guy’s

direction. ‘I hired a team of the required writers, and they had to brainstorm about

this, deciding that the influence your character would exert in the movie would be

too destructive, plus the fact that you’re an unknown. You are what I call a very

risky investment that may rake in millions or have my money washed down the

drain.’ He gave Phoenix a shy, tentative smile. ‘But I have no doubt that with your

beauty and your sex tricks you’re going to make an instant hit. By the way, I did my

research on you and found out that you were once a dancer.’

‘I am a dancer,’ Phoenix corrected him frostily.

Anthony waved one long arm dismissively. ‘Whatever. You used to do

your act with live snakes, so my boys had to incorporate your acts into the movie. I

suggest you go and start brushing up on your dancing skills, plus, we’ll need those

snakes. Soon, you shall dance, and it will be on TV.’
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FILMING FOR THE Desperate Mission trilogy began in early May after

two weeks of intense rehearsals. The main stars of the movie were the A-listers,

those who felt they ruled the industry, so they kept to themselves and chose not to

mingle with the smaller ones, the ghosts, as they were called. But Phoenix had

absolutely no time nor wished to fall over them in a bid to please them. He had his

snake handler Ali Hassan, and his hectic dance routines and his lines to perfect.

And surprisingly, the cast and the crew looked at him in awe, and he was baffled,

but it was one of the less pompous stars who went by the stage name Bella Brown

that told him point blank that he was one of the movers of the movie and he’d

have to deal with it.

Filming began in Lagos, and then was moved down to PortHarcourt, and

from there Phoenix and some of the members of the cast flew to South Africa to

complete some scenes there. By Mid-July the first film had already been to the

cutting-room of the Censors’ Board, certified public-worthy, and was released. On

the jacket poster was a picture of Phoenix, the devil-son, half-naked, with a huge

python draped around his neck. When the movie trailer hit the screens, the people

went berserk in Lagos and the other mega-cities, and they clamored for it. But

Anthony St. Claire merely released some thirty thousand copies into the market of

some countries in Africa, forwarded them to the cinemas of the UK and North

America, but none was released in Nigeria. The copies released sold out within

sixteen hours.

Phoenix was shell-shocked at the publicity, and when the movie finally

premiered at the Silverbird Galleria on Ahmadu Bello Way, VI, the size of the elite

crowd and the youngsters that attended was a shock. They were all screaming as he

climbed out of the car that had conveyed him to the venue, and they were chanting

his name: ‘Phoenix!’ They went on screaming, and it only got louder as he stood

there staring at them all, and the camera lights were popping off everywhere, and

he was finally smiling and lifting his hands in a wave. It was unbelievable that he

had outshone the stars of the movie with his incredibly lithe body and his fluid
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dancing moves with the huge snakes. The people were shocked and horrified by

him; he was a dream and a nightmare, something they had never seen before and

would never see again.

And there were tears in his eyes as he watched the people and smiled his

thanks at them, for, without them, he was nothing. Now, he was something; he was

a Face, something he had always wanted to be.

Finally, at last, he had arrived.

After that premiere there were pictures of him everywhere, and when the

second film of the trilogy was out, his name was everywhere, and the movie raked

in millions both on the home front and in the foreign market.

By December 2000, the third film was out, but it was a flop when

considered against the backdrop of the staggering success of its predecessors.

Anthony St. Claire sent out his people to go and find out why, and they came back

and reported to him that it was due to the fact that Phoenix was not in the movie;

the people wanted only him.

Phoenix . . .

That was his name, the name people now knew, and he had become one

of the super A-list actors in Nollywood. In 2001, he would play the movie that

would catapult him to the rank of one of the most Bankable Stars in the whole of

Black Africa.
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CHAPTER SIX

Henry Johnson had really hoped and even prayed that the marriage he’d

contracted with Fiona would help to cure him of the homosexual urges that always

swept over him at the sight of a very attractive male. But he was wrong. Everything

seemed to have gotten worse than before, for he found himself fantasizing about

every good-looking guy he came across. So he channeled his energy towards the

family business, a young man driven by anger and frustration.

His opium was his work, and he worked himself tirelessly to the bone,

though he customarily made out the time to hang out with his wife and eat her

food and ultimately have sex with her. His mother, Rosalie, had practically vacated

the family house, now choosing to spend most of her time in a bungalow at Ikoyi

which his father had purchased in 1986, and she was always commenting about the

fact that he was a workaholic and a man dedicated to his wife. But she was

blissfully unaware that all he did was just a ploy to hide the identity crisis he was

dealing with.

Fiona was finally pregnant, and by March 2000, her pregnancy was already

showing through, and Henry could not help but heave a sigh of relief when they

put off sex till the birth of their baby so that she could rest because she’d now

gotten clumsy. He was happy about it, but he was filled with real loneliness, and a

hunger and longing that gnawed mercilessly at his soul, a roaring void that

demanded to be filled with the touch and embrace of a male lover.
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Fiona later gave birth to a set of fraternal male and female twins in July,

throwing his mind off the tragedy of his life. When she returned from the hospital,

Rosalie dropped by for a visit. As always, she was elegantly dressed in an

understated yet very stunning black sheath dress, and her hair hung free around her

shoulders. Her makeup was flawless, her French manicure had no chip in it, and he

suspected that Fiona’s mother must feel much disheveled in her presence, for she

was indeed magically stunning to look at. There was no two ways about it; Rosalie

was one stunning woman.

Rosalie laughed and smiled as she was used to, and there were tears in her

eyes as she looked at her grandchildren, but then she got all serious. ‘I am very

happy that this has happened,’ she said as she bent forward to kiss the forehead of

the sleeping male, her Chanel No 5 oozing off her. ‘Now, Henry, you must come

with me. There is something I have to show you.’

They went up into the smaller living room upstairs and sat down on

upholstered chairs, facing each other. Rosalie pulled out a folded magazine from

her alligator tote bag and placed it on the table before Henry.

‘That is the next big thing that is about to happen in the movie industry,

and you have to see this.’

Henry leaned forward to the thing on the table, picked it up, and then he

looked at the headline. He could make nothing of it, at least not until he saw the

picture the covered the entire glossy front page of the magazine. Incredibly, like a

dream come true, it was Phoenix, the beautiful Phoenix from the Drummer Club.

The guy looked so stunning, that for a moment he hardly believed that what he was

seeing was the truth, and then he saw the ring that the guy was wearing on his

finger, and then Henry knew that this was no illusion. Then a small passage leaped

out at him from the pages:

“In Nollywood, we thought that we’d seen it all, what with the likes of

Liz Benson and her ilk taking the country by storm. But now, T. O.

Phoenix is here and, with his new movie, Time seems to stand still. He is
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inarguably one of the most beautiful and most talented young actors in the

industry.”

So Phoenix had gone and gotten his little ass into the big screens and had

parlayed his talent for the whole world to see, Henry thought, and he felt a deep-

seated sense of pride and a pang of longing for the guy engulf him.

He looked up at his mother, frowning. ‘I see we’ve gotten a new big thing

out in the industry, but what has that got to do with us?’ he asked.

‘Everything!’ Rosalie exclaimed. ‘This guy has the attention of the whole

world now and we must see to make some money out of this. We can get into

Ethnicity Studios and strike up a deal with them about being the ones responsible

for the financing of every new movie he’ll be appearing in. We will help to get him

the publicity he needs, we’ll be the ones to ok whatever scripts he’ll be doing for

them, and then there is the hefty six-figure salary that he cannot possibly resist.’

‘And then what?’

‘It is very simple, my darling! Then we’ll sit back and enjoy the money he’s

bound to make for us, smiling our way to the bank with our cheques all week.’

‘Aw, Jesus.’ Henry groaned and then stood up to prowl around the room

with his hands jabbed into his pockets. ‘What you seem to be insinuating is the fact

that we’ll own the guy and be controlling everything he does. That is ridiculous.’

‘No it’s not ridiculous, my boy. I spoke to Anthony St. Claire and the man

told me that he had already set a team of very aggressive writers at work, all of

them spinning classic tales the guy must play next year. There are other studios out

there, and they’ll all want a piece of the guy, and it’ll be a battle now that the young

man knows his true worth. He’ll go to the highest bidder, and the white man had

told me already that he doesn’t wish to invest so heavily in the work of the guy, that

he’s got so many other Talents out there lined up for his attention and all bitching

with jealousy that their spot has been taken over by the unknown guy. I told him

not to worry, that I intent to put my own money into the young man so that should
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anything happen with him, then it’ll be my money on the line, not his. We will

bankroll some of these movies, have this Phoenix star in them, and then we will

make money.’

Henry was still totally bewildered. He threw up his hands and demanded,

‘Then why are you telling me this?’

Rosalie shook her head as if she was talking to a developmentally retarded

child. ‘It’s because I want you to handle him, that’s why. Talent is like dynamite

which you can love and nurture with love and the greatest care ever, but when it

blows, it’ll be right in your face. You’re young and I’m old, so when it blows, I

want you to be the one to take the fall, not me. Besides, I am a beauty queen. I

should not have some sort of scandal touch my face. I will leave all the fighting to

you young blood.’

‘You’re not old, mother.’ Henry meant it totally because he’d never seen

another woman her age who could contrive to look so stunning and ageless. She

was a hard and very disciplined woman, not only with those around her, but also

with herself. In a perverse way he was very proud of her.

Rosalie flashed a dazzling smile. ‘So you promise to go and see the guy in

action and then later make the choice?’

Henry could never refuse her anything, so he invariably agreed. And when

the movie was premiered at the Silverbird Cinema, he was there with his mother to

see it; and darn if he did not gape at the size of the crowd that filled the entire place

to the brim. There were the sugar daddies with their sugar daughters; there were

the big campus babes from UNILAG and LASU; there were the playboys and the

other rich players of Lagos society. Darn if they didn’t call out and cry out the guy’s

name as Phoenix climbed out of the sleek Lexus that had brought him there. And

then as the movie played, it was as if the guy was feeding the screens with fire and

life, his magic to the world.

Henry felt all these emotions and more. He felt the feral hunger of a
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starving man, a passion that seemed to defy all rational explanation. His blood was

stirred once again at the sight of that guy, and right then he forgot that he was

married, he forgot that the society frowned severely on the kind of thoughts he had

for Phoenix－ his entire being desired the guy anew. And he knew that he must

have him, and there was nothing anyone could do about it.

After that night it was Phoenix everywhere; the media seemed to derive

some kind of mad joy from peddling his face to the public. And what made the fact

more painful was that there was no deliberate ploy involved to get his face out

there to the world; the media and the online people just plain loved the guy’s face,

plus the fact that the word-of-mouth marketing they were doing on his behalf was

not hurting him in any way.

Henry wanted the guy very badly, so he gave Rosalie the ok to go and

pursue the movie business with Phoenix because he knew that once he had the guy

in his pocket it would mean that the guy was in his arms too. That was the truth

that he hid from his mother; that he wanted to have the actor’s delectable body

wrapped around his forever.

It was now a waiting game; one that Henry knew how to play very well.

THE GUY WALKED towards Henry slowly, the mystery figure dressed

in the all-white ensemble that made him look ethereal. It was one of those lazy days

in April, after there’d been a light drizzle and the air was cool and unsaturated. The

guy looked like a mirage, with his beautiful face and his light brown skin that

looked like some light sepia-toned photograph.

Henry smiled, and remembered that it was just a few days past the

anniversary when he’d stood before Phoenix in that sex room. He was seated in the

office of Anthony St. Claire with his mother and his friend Richard, the guy who

had originally introduced him to the club where he’d met the beautiful dancer.
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‘I think you’re getting on my nerves, Henry,’ the guy said softly as he

stopped before them, the scent of Coco Chanel dripping off him.

‘You two know each other?’ Rosalie asked with a lift of her perfectly

arched brows.

‘We met briefly, on April 3 1999; two years ago,’ Henry replied drily.

Phoenix settled down into a chair, and then he waved a bulky envelope in

their faces. ‘You people are trying to control me, to have a say over my career and

control all I do. It’s like modern slavery, and it is a slap in the face.’

‘No, my dear,’ Rosalie cut in. ‘What we’re trying to do is to help keep you

afloat and keep you earning a lot of money and then we earn our own money from

the arrangement. You’d wish to get only the very best, and I can help you with that.

There are several producers and directors who want you and they can exploit you

because of the fact that you don’t have an agent, and they will be making very

tempting offers.’

‘I am considering those offers, madam,’ said Phoenix and then he threw

his head back and laughed, laughing so hard, did Phoenix, that Henry wanted to

throttle him to cut out that infernal laughter.

‘We have something better to offer to you,’ Henry said, sparing a smile.

‘We’re offering you twice what the highest bidder intends to offer you. You can go

and hear the other studio heads talk their crap. If they have something to say to you,

then by all means hear them out. They may give you their scripts and offer you

their money, but I’d like for you to come and then I will give you a script three

times better than theirs and offer you a price twice as hefty.’

Already, Henry could feel the wheels turning in the mind of the guy, and

he refrained from smiling at the thought that his ingenious mother had been right

all along; that they could buy Phoenix and stuff him deep in their pockets. She was

a woman who knew the price of everything and everybody and the value of

nothing. She had been able to tap into the guy’s mind, to see the world through his
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eyes in order to know what his price would be. And she’d offered it to him.

Phoenix finally agreed, just like Rosalie had predicted that he would, but

he refused to sign anything, choosing to keep his options open. Their lawyers had

already drawn up a contract that would keep Phoenix glued to them for the next

one year—if he decided to sign, that is. The actor wasn’t biting, sadly.

‘Of course, dear,’ Rosalie agreed with him, and then she was on her feet,

and having said her goodbyes, she swept from the room with Richard in tow like

her slave puppy.

Since the whole conversation had been centered on Phoenix, Henry felt

that there was no need for him to keep his attraction at bay now. He had thought

the guy too sweet and pretty before, like the face of an ethereal being on a card and

he liked it even better now. It was too finely defined and very beautiful even now,

but there was cockiness there now, a sure belief in his power that had seemed

lacking when Henry had encountered him two years ago.

Phoenix must have felt him staring, for the head of the guy jerked up

suddenly, and their eyes met and it was the same as it had been the first time he’d

accidentally stuck a wet finger into a lamp socket; it was a physical jolt that left him

shaken. He looked away first because he trusted Phoenix to be bold and daring, not

looking away demurely.

Without saying anything further, he excused himself and then left the

plush office. He rode down in the elevator, and then he went to the parking lot; his

mother and Richard had already left, so he had to go too. He felt a hand touch his

shoulder as he was turning the key in the keyhole to open the car door, and he

stopped and turned around.

Phoenix was standing there smiling at him. ‘Hello, Henry Johnson. So,

after two years, we meet again, you and me. I was a broke young fool with nothing

to fall back on, but now, you and I seem to be on equal footing. You’re offering me

tons of money to do what I would gladly have done for free then.’
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Henry said nothing to this admission; instead, he said, ‘I had always been

thinking of you, Phoenix. Remember the old saying, that a guy never really forgets

the first person he has sex with. Every night for these past years I have lain awake

in my bed, thinking of you. I remember how you seduced me and got me into bed.’

‘I am a movie star now; I am somebody, and by that fact I know I can get

any person I want. I know you surely understand that, don’t you?’

‘Yes,’ Henry replied quietly.

Phoenix had seen the ring he sported on the fourth finger of his left hand;

his wedding band. ‘You’re married,’ Phoenix said.

Henry shrugged in resignation, because he felt that there was no use

denying the telltale indicator of the fact that he was encumbered. ‘I am married, yes,

but it’s only because of the fact that I have to fill the house with children since I

was the only issue of my mother and there had to be a way to continue the family

line or have the family wealth run into the hands of strangers. But surely you know

that I still want you, don’t you?’

‘I know that; I am not as stupid as you seem to think I am. However,

there is no way I can encourage whatever it is you feel for me because of the fact

that I do not want it too. I want nothing to weigh on my career and get tongues

wagging with gossip. Don’t you just get the message? We can never be together,

and I may want you, but then so what? There are many people out there who want

what you want but they keep their feelings to their hearts because this is taboo. So

make you go carry stick fuck your nyash, Henry Johnson.’

And with that, Phoenix turned around and walked away, leaving Henry to

stare after his departing figure in frustration, emotional pain sweeping through him.

He knew that he had glimpsed the attraction the actor felt for him; it had seemed

to boil and sizzle in the air between them. And he believed too that there were

other things the guy was hiding from him, masking it all with that blank expression

that looked so tragic. What had changed him? Because, when they had met, the guy
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had been the coy seducer, initiating the first move. But now, the guy was pulling

away.

He wondered why.

LIKE THE CINDERELLA of the fairy tale, Phoenix had gotten his wish;

he was now somebody to be reckoned with in the movie screens. He was a known

star, loved by those that really did appreciate the efforts he was making to entertain

them and have them carry his face in their promotional campaigns for their

products; one company had even bought him a car. But there was the negative

attention he’d incurred; many men, young and old, rich and poor, were all seeking

for him for sex. Secretly, they came, with their fake smiles that were more of a leer

than real smiles, all hinting at what they wanted to do with him in bed. And then

there was the media that seemed to have sworn to sell their papers with his face

and the insinuations they made as to his sexuality.

What do those bastards know? He was wondering this as he drove to

Lawrence’s beauty salon. They were now confusing his natural effeminate behavior

and gender presentation with homosexuality, but he knew that the two of them

operated on entirely different pedestals. Oh, they were bastards all right, saying it in

such a way that rendered it impossible for him to drag them to court and then have

them sued for libel.

He stopped the car in a parking slot that had just been rendered empty by

a convertible BMW that had just pulled out, and then he walked to the salon and

sought Lawrence out in the small private office he had. The man was there, eating

chocolate.

‘Have you noticed something about Dan?’ he asked as he plunked his ass

down into a chair. Dan was one of the very handsome guys that Lawrence

employed to work for him.

Lawrence seemed to be more interested in the chocolate than in the

question. ‘Have I noticed what?’ he asked in annoyance.
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‘The guy is some kind of gay queen though he seems to be oblivious

about it.’

‘As if I didn’t know that,’ Lawrence snorted as he shoved a piece of the

delicacy into his mouth and threw his head back to savor the taste of it. ‘In case

you haven’t noticed, I employ only gay young men to work here. I have my own

special ways of sniffing them out. That way, there won’t be any problems of them

going around trying to get in the pants of my female clients－ they just won’t be

interested in the women. That way, it keeps a lot of problems at bay.’

‘But I am not a homo,’ Phoenix protested.

‘Who cares if you’re not? The point is not whether you’re gay or not but

that you fit in perfectly into the stereotype of who is to be pointed out to be gay

and everybody will be just happy to pick on you for being the way you are; after all,

you are the embodiment of what they detest in gay people. You’re way too

beautiful, with those perfectly defined features of yours, and I think you know what

they say about very beautiful men being almost always gay. In your case, add in the

effeminate behavior and the perfect gay man is out.’

‘You dey craze,’ Phoenix said disgustedly in pidgin, though he knew his

mother would have wrung his neck if she’d caught him saying that. But in a way he

felt very badly shaken. ‘Who says that an effeminate man has to be always gay? You

really are very crazy.’

‘I dey talk true,’ Lawrence replied, leering at him with faux-annoyance.

‘You know how homophobic this country is, and all the brunt of their anger and

their hatred is dumped on you guys. Those guys who act normal－ whatever that

means－ have no way of being beaten about their sexuality unless they’re outed by

people who caught them in the act, so effeminate guys are the worse hit. And

besides that, there is the theory that effeminate young men grow up with a high

capability of being considered gay or at least bisexual. You fall into a stereotype and

nothing you say or do will convince people otherwise.’
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‘Do not spit science at me with whatever it is you’ve eaten that has addled

your brain,’ Phoenix snapped angrily. ‘Those kpokpo garri scientists are not the ones

that wear the shoes that pinch; I do.’

Lawrence conceded, and then they laughed it off, but he knew that

Lawrence was right about what he’d said. Two days later he received a bouquet of

roses that had been ordered from a very popular florist shop in Lekki and was

signed H. J. and with a laugh he threw the thing away. Then there were the letters

from anonymous men who wanted to have him over for drinks, and then there

were those that accosted him physically on the road and in the places where he

loved hanging out at the Alpha Beach and the Lekki Beach. But he ignored them all.

There was Henry Johnson too. Somehow or the other the guy had

managed to get the phone number to their apartment and was always calling him

and mysteriously appearing when he was least expected, badgering Phoenix with

invitations for lunch, and what about dinner? But Phoenix would merely smile at

him in that faux-perfect way he’d perfected in front of his mirror and decline the

offer. He did not hate the handsome guy; rather, he just wanted to be left alone.

Shortly after his third movie, Darkened Hearts was released, he received

another call from Henry, and when he heard the voice on the other end of the line,

felt like hanging up.

‘Phoenix, you really hate me.’ It was the voice of Henry Johnson, low and

calm, and also wounded. Phoenix almost rolled his eyes. ‘You treat me like vermin.’

Phoenix sighed. ‘Don’t you ever let things rest? You are married, and you

are also the son of one of the biggest female names in this country; plus the fact

that this is taboo. You know that.’

‘I know that, but it never stopped you from collecting my thing and

having sex with me. I keep on hoping and praying that one day you’ll say yes, that

you’ll choose to be mine again. And I know that I am ready to give you anything

you want.’
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‘What do you want from me?’

‘You know what I want, Phoenix. All you have to do is to say the word

and anything you want from me will be yours for the taking.’

Without saying anything, Phoenix hung up. He was shaken about the fact

the young tycoon liked him passionately and wouldn’t take no for an answer, but

he wasn’t ready to give it to hmm. He wanted to make his bones, not go about

spreading his ass for anything with a dick or jump into any crevice that looked like

a woman’s shoki. Even the women wanted him. God, it was so disgusting. And the

reason why he felt so was because of the fact that he just wanted to be left alone to

pursue the career that he had always wanted without the pressure of having to deal

with the sexual attraction of so many people.

HIS LATEST FILM had been released, and so Phoenix was the toast of

the media; they wanted him on the face of their magazines, they wanted exclusive

interviews with him, and he was happy to give it to them. Then he received a new

script for a new role and he forwarded it to Anthony St. Claire. The man replied by

sending him a script for a new line-up, Innocence Refined. It was a movie that traced

the lives of two twins, one male and the other female, both of them having been

separated at birth. The male had become a soft hustler when he grew up in the

slums of Lagos, and the female had the life of a pampered princess. She was hard

as nails, cruel, and sublimely evil, an angel-faced monster that wanted to destroy

everything thatever stood in her way. Before her mother died of cervical cancer,

she told the girl and her father that the girl had a twin brother, and she’d given the

baby away at birth in order to safeguard his life then because there’d been a very

serious problem in the family. The man had sent off men to search for his son

because the woman had died before she could have said the location of the boy.

But then his daughter poisoned him to death before he could find the boy and then

set out on a quest to find her brother, this mirror of her life, and to destroy him

when she found him. She was ready to kill and destroy anybody that stood in her
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way for the wealth her father had left behind.

It was a story that was filled with moral depravity. Nude scenes and sex

scenes were to be amply supplied, and Phoenix was up for it, so he notified the Big

Man that he was interested. The man then told him the schedule for the rehearsals,

and then he added his own terms: he would play a double role in the movie; he’d

play both twins. And he also needed the rich, glamorous ass of Rosalie Johnson in

the movie as a secondary character to play the role of the glamorous close friend

and confidant of the evil twin.

‘You’re joking!’ Anthony St. Claire exclaimed when he heard what

Phoenix had in store for them.

‘I am not joking,’ Phoenix replied seriously. ‘I have thought about this

very seriously so I know that this is the very best thing I could think to come up

with. No man has ever played a double role in this industry before, and that will

make this a very big smash. And then when you put in Rosalie Johnson as a bonus,

one of the biggest faces ever to appear in the Beauty Pageant world, then you have

the biggest smash movie of the year on your hands. Don’t worry about the money

you intend to pay me; think about all the money that you’re going to be making

from this. I am the one who has to be split into two, the one who will put on the

heavy makeup and short skirts, plus the uncomfortable breast padding, not you.’

And that was true too, but that was not the main reason why he had

wanted to do what he was trying to sell to the Big Man to allow him to do. He

wanted to be among the very best, the Face among the Faces in the industry.

Anthony St. Claire was very silent for quite a while, and then he laughed, a

loud braying sound that grated on Phoenix’s nerves. ‘You have a big head on your

shoulders, and I like that, young man. We will have to see what they have to say

about this when I call them to tell them what you think about what we have for

you.’

Phoenix waited, and, the following day, he received a call from a woman
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with a nasal accent who told him that Henry Johnson would be happy to see him at

the Brian-Johnson Ltd offices. Phoenix knew where that was, he knew that it was

one of the biggest establishments in VI, and so he got into a taxi and went over to

the place. It was huge, occupying the top five floors of the Vanilla Building which

was just beside the prestigious Churchgate Building in Churchgate street, and there

was the cars, the beautiful people stepping out of the stunning multi-million naira

cars, the sweaty employees that were lifting heavy crates of very expensive

merchandise out from a van and carrying it to the warehouse.

On entering into the building, he rode up in the elevator to the requisite

floor where he met a stunning receptionist wearing Sleek makeup and expensive

designer labels. He told her his mission, but he’d hardly let out the magic words

from his mouth when a door opened and Henry Johnson stepped out. The young

man’s face lit up as if with an inner fire when he saw Phoenix, and the latter felt

touched that someone felt for him in that way. Without any verbal exchange, they

went down a long corridor with faux imported marble on the floor to Henry’s

office which was outfitted with every kind of luxury and electronic equipment

imaginable.

‘You sure do know how to keep entertained,’ Phoenix said as he settled

into one of the high-backed stuffed chairs that faced the polished oak table that

must have come straight from the IKEA offices.

Henry sat on the other chair so that they faced each other. ‘And you sure

as hell know how to milk people dry with your stupid demands,’ he retorted sharply.

‘What have you been thinking in your addled mind? Don’t you know that the figure

you’re asking for is reserved only for the Bankable Stars?’

‘What you will pay me is pittance compared to what I will earn for you

and your mother.’

‘You cannot guarantee that,’ Henry snapped irritably.

Phoenix smiled at him, this very handsome man who had the hot feelings
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for him. The man was a very stunning guy, the perfect male, very chiseled, with

those lean muscular features. Henry was the perfect man, and why such a man

could ever be gay was totally beyond him. But that was not what they were there to

discuss with each other; Phoenix wanted the money, and he was willing to play

whatever cards it took to get it.

‘I can guarantee that,’ he said in a low voice, the kind that always had

people turning around to stare at him in the streets. He was doing the fantasy

thinking; he wanted Henry to cough up the six figures he’d named because he

wanted to leave Lawrence alone and stop being the parasite he was to the man and

move into his own apartment either in Lekki or Ikoyi, and how else could he do

that except with a very loaded paycheck? Why would the hot babes of UNILAG

have to live in the expensive apartments and drive the flashy cars while he who was

working his ass off for the country was staying with someone? It was unfair.

Slowly, he was leaning forward, his eyes fixed on Henry’s generous mouth

and the face that had become frozen with expectation. He smiled then, for he knew

that Henry had fallen for him like a sack of potatoes. How many real men are

homos in this country? How many of them had wives tucked away while they

enjoyed the fun of the flesh with their male lovers? He was thinking this as his face

inched forward. This had been building for some time now, and everything was

really ready to explode.

Phoenix kissed him.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

To Henry, the kiss tasted like honey on his tongue, and also the touch of a

burning brand on his skin. He felt the shock as it rippled through his frame and he

shuddered, his fingers drawing Phoenix even closer, his nostrils inhaling the rosy

smell of the guy’s body. It was like a fire had been burning within him, rendering

him senseless with the exquisite sensation of the heat and preventing the common

sense he had from intruding. For the second time in his entire life he was kissing

another guy and he loved every moment of it.

There was nothing but the pleasure of the kiss for him to feel and he

could not even make the effort to try and feel even slightly guilty because of his

wife. He had never asked for this, but now that it was here, there was nothing for

him to do except to welcome it with all he had in him.

He pulled closer and held the young actor tighter, and he was touching

every part of the guy’s body which yielded to him like butter melting in the heat of

the frying pan. He wished the guy could really melt more, and then he was pushing

the guy down to the tabletop, his fingers brushing away the files and folders that sat

on the table. He was unmindful of what he was doing; all he knew was that he must

have Phoenix in the here and the now, and there was nothing more to it.

‘I have dreamt of this moment for so long,’ Henry murmured, and then

he was loosening his tie and flinging the thing away as if it was on fire. He was

unbuttoning his shirt and pulling at it, freeing it from the waistband of his trousers
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and then shoving the thing away from his hips so that it slid down. He stepped out

of the material and then pulled his boxers down from his lean hips, and his

tumescent organ sprang free and full, ripe and begging for action. Then he bent

forward again, lost to his passion, and he was kissing his old lover again, and he

knew that he could never get enough.

There would never be enough of the actor for him, of that he was sure.

Phoenix was stroking his hard butts and he emitted a low moan of pure

animal passion, a torture to his mind, and then he was fumbling with the

elaborately designed buckle of the guy’s belt. But Phoenix laughed and stayed his

hand, and then proceeded to unbuckle it and rid himself of both his corduroy

trousers and his sexy underwear; everything about Phoenix was really sexy.

There was a wild look in the eyes of the actor as he said, ‘Isn’t this crazy?

You cannot really be doing this.’

But Henry only laughed and felt the need to educate the guy about the

fact that it was nearing dark and his employees would never dare to disturb him

when they were supposed to be getting ready to go home, some of them living as

far as Ajah. Then the play resumed, all initiated by him, and then he felt Phoenix

moving down to his penis which was really and truly painfully erect. He felt the

rush of hot tears to his eyes as Phoenix took the thing that seemed to have a free

will into his mouth. There was the prick at the back of his mind, telling him that he

was married, but he was really past caring now because of the fact that he felt that

was trying to only be the person he’d been pre-conditioned to be by forces which

were beyond his control.

Henry had never been this wild with desire in his whole life before, one

that had been repressed for a very long time and was now trying to explode out of

him. He was gay, and no amount of pussy and sex from his dutiful wife would ever

take that fact away, for there was no way he could be expected to change who he

was for a society that glorified murderers and gave them chieftaincy titles when all

they really and truly deserved was the electric chair or imprisonment for all eternity.



BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

92

These were men that stole the money of the country away from here in their

Ghana-must-go bags, to different countries, and the people were all suffering. Yet,

nothing was done to them; instead, they were all patted on the back as if they had

done great.

How he found himself on the floor of the plush office, with Phoenix right

there with him, kissing and stroking him, he did not know. He was wild, and then

there he was, getting a condom on－ had he been anticipating the fact that one day

he would take Phoenix here one day?－ and then he was sliding into the guy. Tears

were flowing from his eyes as he felt the tightness of the guy closed around his

shaft, and he felt the rush of pleasure zapping through him. This felt so right to

him. It felt as if he was entering home, and to hell with the consequences of what

he was doing here.

It was as if he was finally home where he belonged and with whom he

was supposed to be with.

That was all there was to it.

PHOENIX WAS KISSING him and making sounds of endearment in

his throat, and Henry was laughing, holding the guy close and stroking his hair.

They lay there on the floor for several minutes before Henry found the need to

stand up and start getting dressed. The air around them was heavy with the smell of

their perfumes and the unmistakable smell of sex. There was nothing like it in this

world, that was for sure.

Then the telephone on the table rang, and Henry picked up the receiver,

knowing that it was Fiona and that, for the very first time since their marriage, he

would have to lie to her about what he was doing at the office. But what was a little

lie in the grand scheme of things?

‘Baby, I am still at the office because I have a lot of loose ends to tie up
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with some of our suppliers in China who emailed me minutes ago. Then I may

have to go to Obalende to see someone, so I think I will run late tonight. I miss

you already, darling.’ He listened to the usual words about being careful on the

treacherous Lagos roads, and then he bade her goodbye and hung up.

He turned around.

There was Phoenix standing there, and in the light that was filtering in

through the window, there was something about his expression that made Henry to

pause and look at him closely. The guy’s face was a blank.

‘Now, you’re in the office,’ he said. ‘What will you say about the fact that

you may have to tell her one day that you’re cheating on her?’

Henry smiled and said nothing because he felt that there was nothing for

him to say because he knew that words were not needed. He had what he always

wanted; he had Phoenix now. And he was not letting him go.

AS IT HAPPENED, Henry released the money that Phoenix had asked

for, and then the shooting of the movie Innocence Defined began. He just delegated

the power to supervise and control the workings of the production to his mother

and then faced other things he had to do.

Even though he saw a lot of Phoenix, and was able to take him out for

lunch and dinner whenever his busy schedule could allow, he also found that he

was in some unexplainable way, afraid of the guy. He was really terrified of the

feelings that Phoenix evoked in him, and he believed that the young actor was toxic

to his sanity. The guy was a beauty, one with the ability to charm and worm his way

into receiving whatever he wanted from anybody. If the guy had been a woman he

would have been a femme fatale and a heartbreaker. But he was a man, a very

controversial one that sparked furious debates about his sexuality in the tabloids,

and Henry was always thinking that he had to stay clear from the guy.
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But I am gay and I want him, he always admitted to his mind vehemently. He

had read somewhere that once a person accepts a particular facet of one’s life, then

there would be an accompanying self-acceptance. He had riled at his soul for his

homosexuality, he had cursed his nature for making him what he was. But all that

had not worked; instead there was the raging fires that burned in him, and he had

to admit that part of his life to his soul, and fuck all the homophobic bastards out

there who were nothing but self-righteous pricks that had nothing to do with their

lives save to look for those they would destroy their lives.

In the early days of June, with the rains beating down now to the earth

with a vengeance, Henry decided to go one day and visit the set of the movie where

his mother and his lover were working. There was the usual crowd to be seen at

any movie location; there were the actors, the crew, and the makeup artists and hair

persons. Rosalie Johnson was there with the rest, but she was on the lawn, dressed

in sweatpants, and she was skipping rope.

Henry made to go and say hi to her but she shooed him off and continued

to get on with her routine, and she was tossing the words over her shoulder that he

would love to go and see the things he had paid for with his money. But she had

gotten the point across that she was not to be disturbed from her routine for

anything in the world, and that included him. Her body was more important than

anything.

When he went into the house, it was the voice of two persons talking

from the direction of the kitchen that drew his attention, so he went to that

direction, and then he stopped short. Standing in the middle of the room was

Phoenix, and the guy was dressed as, and looked like the most beautiful woman

Henry had ever seen. The guy was dressed in a long sheath dress that accentuated

his long frame, and the length of his glossy black wig cascaded down his back; the

line of his natural brows had been altered with eyebrow pencil. He looked very

beautiful as a woman, and his new eyes were decidedly blank, and narrowed－ he’d

gotten himself new hazel contacts that looked magnificent with his brown face. He

looked shockingly beautiful there.



BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

95

But there was nothing much for them to say to each other because of the

crowd of persons that were around the house. So, he stood by as the actors

performed, and he had to say that Phoenix was truly good at what he was doing

even if he had to say so himself. There was the cloud of perfume permeating from

him, and Henry had to swear right then that he had fallen truly and irrevocably in

love with the guy, and if he wasn’t careful, then that could be his doom.

Later on he drove back home, and there was Fiona in the living room,

eating a bowl of fruits, her eyes fixed on the TV set before her, though she

occasionally was able to tear her eyes away from the screen to look at the twins

who were crawling all over the floor, playing with the innocence and joy only a little

kid can emit. For several moments he stared at his wife, feeling very sorry for her,

that she had to deal with his sexuality which she knew nothing about, and he felt

his mind clouded by the restrictions imposed on him. But when she looked up and

saw him, he had to plaster that fake, happy smile on his face.

She was flashing him that dazzling smile of happiness when she asked,

‘How is your mother? I haven’t seen her in a while.’

Henry frowned. ‘How did you know I’d seen my mother? They’re

supposed to be on location shooting some flick she’s gotten her ass involved in.’

What he failed to add was that he’d been there hoping he could find an empty

room where he could have Phoenix and play some sexual games.

Fiona stood up to face Henry, a smile of amusement curling on her lips. ‘I

can smell her perfume on you, Henry. What did she do, crawl all over you?’

Henry managed to laugh and his wife laughed with him, and Fiona was

then talking about seeing more of Rosalie. But he knew better: Rosalie was as un-

African as a Spanish heiress who had come to the country for a short visit. He kept

on thinking that one day she may just pack up and leave the country, calling from

some exotic location and telling him in her lilting nasal accent that she wasn’t

coming back, and that was it. She could not be expected to leave the things she

considered to be important to her to play the role of grandmother. He had seen her,
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yes, but she had been all sweaty when they’d talked, so it couldn’t be her sweat that

clung to him; it had to be Phoenix. But he’d had no contact with the guy, and that

was the truth.

‘I’d love to see your mother soon,’ Fiona continued gaily, and this time,

the smile that broke out on her face was sunny.

On a whim, Henry said, ‘Why don’t you go and see her? It will give you

the time to unwind and gossip the day away instead of being locked up here with

the kids all day long.’

Fiona looked at him, askance. ‘Geez, do you think you can handle them?’

Henry nodded, and, with a squeal of delight, Fiona rushed up and planted

a kiss on his lips. Then she drew away, her nose wrinkling. ‘But you sure do smell

of your mother strongly.’

Henry took a playful swipe at her ass but she dodged away, laughing and

giggling to herself at the fun. He then scooped up the twins and headed for his

study where he sank into a chair before the computer which glowed a deep blue in

the dim room. With a few clicks of the mouse, a picture of Phoenix came up; the

one Richard Oke had given to him after Phoenix had disappeared from the

Drummer Club. There he was, lying there like a stunning Playboy centerfold, with all

those snakes on him.

Henry felt his guts burst with an emotion so raw and powerful, he

squeezed his eyes shut to block out the images. He felt the passion stirring in him,

felt the irresistible pull of attraction pulling at him, and it all was for the guy who

had somehow managed to crawl under his skin and stay there. He wasn’t sorry that

he felt something real for Phoenix; instead, he wished that they were someplace

else, a place that was not like Nigeria where being gay was a sin worse than

siphoning billions of naira and sending it off to other countries for safekeeping

while the masses went hungry and naked. It had always been a pain for him to see

hard male bodies when he was in school, and there were the penises swinging by
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his sight, the heady masculine smells that had all always sent his senses operating in

overdrive.

Now, he had found passion in the arms of this actor, though he was

encumbered, as his lawyer friends would say because of the fact that he was

married. He was a multi-millionaire, one that had parlayed his inheritance into huge

expansion, and here he was now, sneaking around and cheating on his wife with a

guy who must feel nothing for him. It was true that he gave very expensive gifts to

Fiona, but these were the gifts of a master to his slave. It was his own way of

offering up apologies to her for what he was doing to her, that he’d allowed his

penis to fall for a movie actor who was jaw-dropping in his beautiful looks.

INNOCENCE DEFINED WAS released in the third week of August,

right after there was the new introduction of cell phones into the country and the

little, ridiculously expensive playthings filled the Nigerian markets. Henry bought

four immediately, giving one to Phoenix. They had cost him and he was also glad

that he’d done so, for now he could reach Phoenix whenever he wanted to do so

because the actor was becoming increasingly difficult to reach. He missed Phoenix

terribly whenever they were not together.

Once, he went to the Ikoyi Tennis Club for a round of tennis with

Richard. They played hard, unwinding in the hot humid August afternoon after a

full week of working their asses off. When they were done, they went together to

the locker room, their fluffy towels wrapped around their necks. They got into the

shower together, and Henry found his eyes straying to Richard’s long, sleek body.

He was wistful that he could never have the guy.

‘I saw the movie that you got that effete guy to do,’ Richard said, leering

at Henry through the spray of cold water that enveloped them. ‘It was a terrific

movie, and the guy was terrific, both as the male and as the evil female twin all

rolled up into one. Have you seen it?’
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‘No,’ Henry said curtly.

‘You should see it. Phoenix was terrific, and he is a bloody homo if I ever

saw one. It is there in him; it poured off him like steam. I would really like to see

what his face would look like when somebody shoves a penis into his ass. How I

hate that his stupid face. Guys like that really piss me off.’

Henry went cold immediately. He knew that Phoenix, with that slim body

of his, that feminine beauty, his allure, and swaying gait, what with the curved bone

structure he had like a woman, and coupled with the fact that he had a very well-

honed sense of fashion, made him a living, breathing stereotype of a homosexual.

Except that the guy was not gay. Henry knew that months ago; he knew that he

was just being nice to Henry for the sake of being just so. And he really hated it

when people attacked the guy and called him gay just because of the way he looked

and acted and spoke.

Henry shoved Richard hard against the wall and then imprisoned his

flaccid penis in a hard grip. He tugged on the organ and the other guy emitted a

moan of pain. ‘Let this be the very last time you’ll ever say anything evil about

Phoenix,’ he said coldly, his eyes blazing with anger. ‘He is a human being just like

you are and I have invested a lot in him. The next time you’ll dare to say something

bad about him again, I will tear out your penis and shove it so far up your ass you’ll

taste blood in your mouth.’

‘I was just joking with you, man,’ Richard groaned. ‘Can’t you even take a

little joke from me?’

But even later on that night, as the whole decent world was asleep and he

was watching the new movie Phoenix had appeared in alongside his mother, he

kept on thinking about what had transpired. He hated it that Phoenix was a mark

because of the fact that he stood out easily from the rest of the people, and that

they were always asking unnecessary questions about him. His heart was knotted

with pain for the guy, and he thought it cruel that Nigerians were ever so

unsympathetic to people, that they took out their hatred on innocent guys like
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Phoenix who wished for nothing more than to be left alone.

He put the movie on pause, picked up his phone, and then speed-dialed

Phoenix’s number. The guy picked up after the fifth ring.

‘Henry, I hope nothing’s wrong,’ the guy said by way of greeting. He

almost always had the habit of asking if something was wrong whenever he was

called. As if Henry should not be calling him except when something was seriously

wrong in the scheme of things.

‘No, babe; I just wanted to hear the sound of your voice. How are you?’

Phoenix laughed. ‘You didn’t call here just to hear the sound of my voice

and I think we both know it. So wetin dey happen?’

‘I want to have you here in bed, and I want to do a lot of things to you,

Phoenix. I think you know that already.’

‘I do,’ Phoenix agreed. ‘But you’re not supposed to be talking like that,

you know. By the way, they nominated me for Best Double Screen actor －

whatever that means. Will you be there on the day of the awards? I think even your

mother got nominated for something too. I should be thanking you for making me

better by giving me your mum to help shove my career up to the top. I should be

thanking you, I think.’ And then he hung up.

Henry put the phone down, a small smile curling on his lips. He felt it in

his bones that Phoenix was a truly dangerous thing for his own peace of mind, a

smooth operator with the foresight and the ingenuity to make the best out of every

situation. He had handled a lot of persons, a lot of greedy bastards who wanted to

get their hands on his juice, and he had ripped them off. Plus, he was totally

besotted with the guy, and that presented a huge problem. As a businessman, he

was very analytical, cold and detached, but with the actor, he was involved at all

levels. It was obvious that Phoenix knew this and was using it against him.

And yet he fell for it; he savored it actually: why?
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With the passage of the weeks, Henry indeed realized that Phoenix had

been right about getting Rosalie Johnson into the screens as an actress. The cash

flow was heavy, an endless supply of it, with him smiling to the bank on a daily

basis. Originally, when they had rolled the flick out into the market, they had

estimated that the movie would make fifteen million, twenty tops. But it grossed

over fifty million, all to Henry’s open-mouthed astonishment and Rosalie’s assured

acceptance of it as something that was meant to be. And when he saw the cult that

had formed around Phoenix; closeted persons in the gay community all hailing him,

the ceaseless mention of his name in the media, Henry knew that Phoenix had

finally made it: T. O. Phoenix was a Bankable Star. People had never seen anything

like him before, and they probably never would again.

Henry was filled with euphoria for the guy, and though he tried to contact

the guy severally, he was unable to talk to him because his phone was always

switched off. He felt downcast about this, thinking that maybe Phoenix had gotten

what he wanted and so had backed off from him. It was obvious to him that

Phoenix merely allowed his advances because of the position he occupied and

because of what Henry could help do for his career; had the guy now considered

nothing and was saying bye-bye Henry, that it’s over? I have gotten what I want

and you have what you want, so that’s it?

On the night of the Best Screen Wonders Awards that was held in Accra,

Henry went there, knowing that he could not possibly stay away. There were

thousands of persons there, all gathered and packed like they would be at a final-

day World Cup tournament match. There were movie stars from the entire Black

Africa there, some of them from Hollywood. And then Phoenix appeared, looking

stunning and glamorous in his tailored couture, with Rosalie Johnson clinging to

his arm like a Kate Spade Original clutch bag. They were the ones responsible for

thrusting the country into heavy international limelight, and Time seemed to stand

still as the people roared and clapped.

When Phoenix went up to that podium to receive his award for Best

Actor, Best Debut Actor, and Best Double Character, Henry watched it all through
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a wash of tears that scalded his eyes. And he knew that he had lost it for this guy;

he would kill for T. O. Phoenix if the time called for it. He also knew that his lover

had gone on and become something bigger and better than Cinderella. There was

no denying it: Phoenix was a made man now, a Face.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

From the Vanguard newspaper, Sunday Edition, 19 September 2001:

“In recent times, the country has seen an influx of moral

decadence in the thin fabric of the society. Now, such

decadence has reached its peak in the form of T. O.

Phoenix who breezed into Nollywood last year with his

shocking act in Desperate Mission. Then, we never knew

what the guy had up his sleeves until he recently showed

his face again in a more shocking role, and guess what

this time: HE PLAYS A WOMAN. And that, readers, is

pure decadence on the part of this actor, with the

hypocrite flaunting his homosexuality for all to see. That

is－’

Henry Johnson flung the copy of the Sunday Vanguard down to the desk

and then he went to stand by the window and looked down into the busy street

two stories below the private dining booth of the four-star hotel where he was

having lunch with Phoenix. He felt hot all over because of the sweltering heat of

the September sun even though the air-conditioning system in the room was

working. Now, he’d lost his appetite because of the offending article he’d read, and

he felt suffused with an overwhelming sense of anger against the sleazy reporter

that had written that article.
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‘If they keep up with this nonsense, they will ruin me,’ Phoenix said, his

voice pitched low. ‘Just yesterday I went to the Jacande market to buy some

groceries and an elderly woman was screaming abuses at me, calling me an ashewo

and a homo. And it was right at the bus stop too. I almost died with shame there.

And this is all because of what they are writing about me in the papers. People were

trying to calm her down, letting her know that I was just an actor, but the woman

would have none of it.’

‘You’re getting aggravated over such a small issue.’ Henry turned back and

went into his chair to sit down.

Phoenix laughed, and gone was the assured movie star with the

overwhelming sense of charisma; he seemed insecure now. ‘Call me crazy, but if

they don’t try to stop what they’re doing to me now, then I fear that one day

someone may get a knife, box me into a corner and then start hacking away at me.’

‘You knew what could come of this when you refused to let an actress

take that role; you were ready for this.’ Henry gestured with his fork.

Phoenix picked up his own fork, jabbed it into his plate, and came up

with three triangles of chocolate pancakes which he shoved into his mouth. ‘I was

ready for something akin to this. What I was not ready for was for some persons to

take it as their God-given mission to try and run me to earth. If they succeed, then

I will be dropped like a hot potato and may even get seriously bashed up by some

persons who may feel me to be a threat to them. Or it could be by some persons

who hate me because I remind them of their own homosexuality－ which they

keep thoroughly repressed just for the record－ and they will then wipe me off the

earth.’

Henry let his fork drop as he gawked at Phoenix with eyes that were

round like saucers. He leaned forward in his chair. ‘Do you mean to tell me that

you fear for your life?’ he asked incredulously.

Phoenix’s perfectly arched brows rose up as a smile curved on his lips,
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and Henry knew then that Phoenix was a guy that loved flirting with disaster. With

his angelic, incredibly beautiful face, he was a mirror of beautiful tragedy, one that

begged you to believe in him; the guy was a disaster magnet. He had toyed with

death by strangulation when he’d played with Ali Hassan’s snakes, and he’d courted

danger when he’d accepted the roles that would make him a Bankable Star in the

industry. Henry knew that Phoenix was right about the fact that he could be in

danger, so it was not something that he could overlook, at least not by a long shot.

‘I am on your side,’ Henry said.

‘I don’t need a knight in shining armor,’ Phoenix snapped, and the sound

was like a whiplash to Henry’s mind. ‘If I were you, I would run as far as my skinny

legs can carry me off. But thanks for being there.’

And with that Phoenix was on his feet, and he walked around the table to

stand behind Henry. Then his arms enclosed around Henry’s neck, his cheek

pressed against Henry’s hair. Henry squeezed his eyes shut and inhaled the rosy

fragrance of Phoenix’s perfume, and deep within his heart he wished that this

moment could last forever, and darn anybody who said he couldn’t be gay and be

proud of it.

Slowly, he stood up and turned to look the actor squarely in the face, and

the sadness he saw in those brown eyes were burned into his mind. And then

Phoenix turned and walked away, his body looking so slim and firm, yet very fragile,

like a baby’s.

Henry waited for a few minutes after his lover had left and then he took

his car keys and went down to the street. On the drive back to his office he was in

a very contemplative mood. He knew that he had to do something to those that

were trying to destroy his boy. On reaching there, he called two men into his office.

They were the men Chinua Johnson used as his Muscle when he was still alive and

Henry now wanted to put them to use. They were muscle-bound, both of them,

and they had the menacing air of men who had seen virtually all there was to see

and more too.
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They were perfect for the job.

ANTHONY OCHUDO WAS a correspondent in the Life and Arts

section of the Vanguard newspaper, and, over the years, he’d garnered a lot of

respect and accolades, not because of his contributions but because of his daring

and open criticisms against the reigning governments of the times. He was

extremely radical in his opinions, and he was often on the lookout for policies to

lambast.

Now, he’d found the perfect victim in the movie actor, T. O. Phoenix.

Lately, he had been complaining that there was nothing new and juicy to add to the

column, and then when the stunning actor cropped up on the screens, he knew that

he’d found the perfect face for his column. At first, his criticism of the guy was

mild, but then, the derogatory opinion many people had of the guy then fuelled

him on and he went on to write more saucy and damaging opinions of the guy.

And his ratings went up with people.

As he wiped his lips with his paper napkin, Anthony belched with

satisfaction. The meal he’d just consumed was extremely satisfactory, a token from

some anonymous person who had requested to meet him. Already, the door was

swinging open, and Anthony’s lips curled into smile and he relaxed back into his

chair.

Three men stepped into the room, the door snapping shut behind them.

There was a very noticeable disparity between them, because, even though they

were all very well dressed, the two muscular guys flanking the younger man

appeared to be bodyguards. They were both huge and beefy, but their hugeness

was all pure muscle, not fat; their chests were roped with heavy muscles. The

younger man in the middle was a beauty to behold, with a very well-sculpted, trim

physique, hair that had been very professionally barbered, well-defined features that

rendered him beautiful without being effeminate and a very sensuous mouth that

rendered him a killer for the female folk. When he smiled, revealing a row of strong
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white teeth, he looked almost ethereal. He was that handsome.

‘Anthony Ochudo,’ the young man addressed the journalist in a very

cultured voice. He moved forward towards the table, and the two other men hung

back, confirming Anthony’s suspicions that they were just the bodyguards, hence

inconsequential. This young man was the main koko.

Anthony was now fidgeting nervously with his hands, for there was this

slight prickling at the back of his neck, telling him that there was something off

about them. Even though the sculpted Adonis standing before him was smiling,

there seemed to be an undercurrent of hostility flowing from him.

The young man’s smile turned into an O of surprise as he remembered

something. ‘Sorry, but I forgot to introduce myself. But I feel it’s unnecessary.

However, you remember T. O. Phoenix, the actor? I know you remember him

quite well.’ And then theyoung man turned away from the room and faced the

window as a babble of loud voices floated up from the street.

Anthony was unnerved by the sudden silence, so totally unmanned by the

loaded menace that seemed to radiate from these men that he started to talk,

supplying answers to questions that had not been asked.

‘If you’re talking about the articles I had written about the guy, I want you

to know that I never intended to smear his character. As you know, people always

love a little scandal, a little that’s out of the ordinary, so I try to supply them with

what they want to read to spice up their days. The articles are all a joke.’

The young man who had remained fixated on the window turned to the

room again, and this time, he stroked his smooth chin, his finger flashing a ring

with a diamond as big as a mango. ‘I agree with you that it was a joke,’ he said, and

then he smiled. ‘So is what I intend to do to you.’

As if from an unspoken signal, the two hefty men who had remained still

and silent like marble statues surged forward swiftly and silently. Before Anthony

could draw away from them, they were upon him and he felt hands as strong as
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iron grips grip him, and he opened his mouth to scream, fear ripping through him,

but one powerful blow landed on his forehead, freezing the scream on his lips. He

felt very dizzy as a pool of blackness rushed up at him, and then, through the fog

of pain that clouded his mind, he felt his hands pinioned behind him. The young

man who had the beauty of a Greek god was smiling at him now.

‘Now, let us get down to business. Phoenix is my dream pet, the guy I

have personally invested a lot of money in, someone who is making millions for me.

It would be extremely bad for me if I lose him, yes? And I do not want to lose him;

make no mistake about that. Now, I have a new problem. You have not asked me

what the problem is.’

The dapper reporter paled a notch, knowing deep within him what the

problem was without having to be asked. He was the problem and he knew it. They

were here to handle his fuck-up.

‘I stand the chance of losing the guy, Mr. Ochudo, and you know what

that means, don’t you? It means that my millions will be washing down the drain.

That will be very bad for me, and it’ll be because of all your insults. Now, if you’re

piqued with him for his effeminate behavior and believe that he does not deserve

the attention he’s getting, that’s understandable. But you go about calling the

innocent guy a homo, a guy who has sex with other guys, yes? Nod your head

please.’

What Anthony had felt previously was plain fear, but now, that fear was

mingled with a bone-chilling horror at what he felt was coming to him. Still, he had

to nod his head like the young man had instructed him to do. He felt within his

bones that if he was to deviate from their script, then they may not hesitate to

knock a few teeth loose from his mouth.

‘That’s perfect. What you’re doing is bringing him to public ridicule. You

are setting the guy up for the public ridicule and the insults that will be heaped

upon him. If you were Phoenix, would you like to have your mother reads the kind

of articles in the papers about him? Answer me, please.’



BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

108

Anthony swallowed past the lump that had risen in his throat and the

sweat that was trickling down his back. He shook his head, meaning no. And he

knew that he was sealing his fate.

The young man smiled, but it was a very cold smile, and though he still

appeared very cool and controlled, the look in his eyes was of a maniacal variety

that scared the living hell out of the reporter.

The young man nodded. ‘I wanted to hear that.’ And from within his

pocket he drew out a dagger that gleamed silver in the hard light of the sun. ‘Now,

I am going to play a little joke on you, one that will prevent you from ascribing

such libel to the name of the actor again.’

Knowing that this was no joke, that he was trapped in the hands of those

that may do him great harm, Anthony felt the primal need for survival kick in. With

a surge of adrenaline, he lunged forward, his mouth opening to let out a scream of

desperation, a call for help. But the man standing in front of him sucked him so

hard in the solar plexus with a soccer punch that would flatten a wrestler and he

nearly passed out as he collapsed back into the chair like a rag doll.

The young man smiled ruefully. ‘It is too bad that you’re making this

hard,’ he said. ‘But don’t worry; it’ll be over before you know it. Now, I am going

to cut off your balls.’

Anthony let out a sobbing breath and squeezed his eyes shut as he felt a

pair of iron hands fumbling with his zipper, pulling at his boxer briefs roughly, and

then pulling his flaccid penis out. ‘You cannot do this!’ he cried out, but one iron

blow to his mouth shut him up fast as he tasted the blood in his mouth. He could

swear that some of his front teeth had come unglued from their gums.

‘Your thing looks good,’ the young man continued almost pleasantly,

bending forward to cradle the organ in his hand. He put the sharp edge of the

dagger to it, smiling as Anthony flinched. ‘Maybe I will spare your lovely thing for

your wife and break a bone instead. What do you say to that?’
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Through the cloud of sweat that trickled into his eyes, Anthony opened

his swollen mouth to talk, but then he felt his left wrist being gripped in a vice-like

grip. Oh no, he thought, for he felt it in his bones that something really bad was

about to happen to him and screaming would only make it worse; this was Lagos,

after all, the No-Man’s-Land where everybody minded their own business and

would do nothing to help out anybody else.

‘I know you’re right-handed, Anthony, so I think I will spare that hand for

you to continue writing your wonderful articles and stories. I will break the left

one.’

‘No!’ the journalist shrieked, but it was already too late because, right then,

something big and black swung through the air, and then there was a loud snap as

the thing connected with his wrist. Scorching, unbearable pain sliced through him

as his eyes caught a glance of his wrist which had been manhandled, and then he

screamed.

The thing descended again, and his scream broke into a wail. He was on

the carpeted floor, thrashing about, his right hand clutching at his useless left hand.

He opened his mouth and the screams filled it so he couldn’t breathe, rising and

swelling in his throat like bubbles. They were hurting him mercilessly, with a

deliberate slowness and sureness that was decidedly brutal, each blow landing like

the thump of a sledgehammer on concrete. He was crying now, whimpering like a

baby, and he wanted them to stop so he could tell them how sorry he was.

Then the beating stopped, and the three men stood over his broken body.

He was trapped in the most embarrassing situation of his entire life, and he’d even

pissed all over himself to prove it. He could smell the piss on him, and he had the

humiliating question cross his mind as to when he had last pissed on his shorts as a

kid. Oh God.

‘Now that we’re done here, let me say this,’ the young man continued in

that same gratingly pleasant voice. ‘The next time you go about smearing the

reputation of Phoenix is the day I will hunt you down and burst your kneecaps so
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you’ll never walk again. I hope we understand each other well. And please do make

sure that you call the guy and apologize to him about what you did. You have just

two hours to do that. If you don’t, we’ll be back, and we’ll smash your body to tiny

bits and throw the pieces into the Lagos Lagoon. As for your arm, there is a doctor

on his way up right now, so no need to worry about it. Another thing: please go

and wash yourself up; you reek of piss. I think this discussion is over; we’ll let

ourselves out. Enjoy your meal, Anthony.’

And then they turned round and were gone.

Blood pounded in Anthony’s ears and a scream clawed at his throat. He

lay there in a puddle of his own urine, and he felt the shame for the way he’d acted;

the tears, the begging, the sweat, the moaning noises－ he was a disgrace to himself.

And he was in great pain, but that only helped him to better understand the

ramifications of what had just occurred. He had two hours to call that effete, ass-

licking, penis-sucking, gross, disgusting, ineffectual man-bitch of an actor and say

sorry, otherwise his protectors would be back for more iron treatment. He knew

that they meant it, that they would come back for more of him.

Then the door opened, and there was a man, looking kindly at him as if

he knew what the reporter had suffered but could not help him out. The elderly

man seemed unmindful of the stink of his piss as he came into the room and

started to open his white bag.

THE WHITE PHOENIX glowed with dim blue and red lights, and

gorgeously dressed men and women milled about, drinking cocktails, playing card

games, and talking. It was the hottest ‘happening’ club currently in VI, packed with

action, both sexual and otherwise. Men pulled up in their sparkling cars, smoked

expensive imported Cuban cigars, and drank up their wealth in expensive liquor,

while the women were all dressed to kill, their long, bare legs flashing with scented

oils, their high heels giving their heights more inches, their long fingers which

ended in lacquered nails clutching at tall glasses of ginger ale with the sophistication



BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

111

brought on by the wealth of their sugar daddies and loaded boyfriends.

In an earlier incarnation, the White Phoenix had been a restaurant that

catered to the hot-blooded youths of Lagos and the older generation who were on

the prowl for young women they could lure into their beds for nights of sex on the

sly in return for the cash they had in abundance. It was also the place where the

upcoming actors came to, the soon-to-be musicians and soon-to-be-hot-models

came to, hoping to get their feet into the establishments they wanted to get into.

But the casting directors were sharp, and they could easily lure the girls

and even the boys, most of whom were very pretty, into their cars or offices to be

thoroughly fucked and then dumped because of the fact that most of them had

zero talent for the screens and the soon-to-be musicians had the voices of wailing

hyenas. Occasionally though, a real star was discovered, as had been the case of the

now sensational model Tope Odusote who was now strutting the London catwalks

and earning mega bucks.

From where he stood in the wide hall, with its erotic art paintings, vases

of flowers, and the blue-painted walls, Phoenix could see into the main parlor

where the real thing was going on, where the rich men of the deliciously decadent

Lagos society and the madams paid to gain entrance so they could engage in same-

sex liaisons with the members of the younger generation. So many men had been

after him for sex and he’d politely but firmly turned them down in such a way that

there were friendships that developed, and when the White Phoenix went up for

sale, he went and acquired it. He knew the perfect use for it: a spot where the

horny people could come and satisfy their sexual urgings by picking out the legion

of youths there that were available for the fucking, both male and female, all for a

price.

It had been ridiculously easy to circulate the news, albeit secretly, in the

right ears at Surulere, Mile 2 and the other happening spots around the Island

where the gay people thronged, all hoping for fucks, and along the Lagos mainland

areas; get young men who were tops, bottoms, and everything in-between in the
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gay culture, to come to the White Phoenix, buy drinks, invite their friends, play

games, drink cocktails, and then eventually hook up with dates. It was the perfect

place for homosexuals and high-playing prostitutes to meet in the city, away from

the prying and censorious eyes of the society. If you went into the White Phoenix,

then you were sure to hook up with someone before you left so long as you’re in

the game.

Then he spotted Henry Johnson as the guy walked into the place and

stopped to take the scene in, his long trim body still, his eyes flicking disinterestedly

over the three hot guys that were standing by the entrance, eyeing him expectantly.

He’s used to being wanted, to being the ultimate specimen of the desirable man,

Phoenix thought, not without a twinge of jealousy. That Henry was so masculine,

so rich and so beautiful as a man, and then so gay, but with his sexuality masked

from the glare of the public eyes, made him all the more desirable. And he knew

that Henry felt very possessive towards him; that much had been obvious to him

the very moment the reporter called him with full apologies. It also made him to

understand the fact that he was in a way special to the young man, that Henry

would be willing to really hurt those that hurt him.

With a small sigh, Phoenix turned and headed for the small private booth

he’d had Henry installed in. He parted the long swinging curtains, his eyes

narrowing to slits as they adjusted to the dim red lights that illuminated the circular

table in the middle of the booth on which reposed a bucket filled with ice cubes,

chilling a bottle of wine. Soft New Age music wafted forth from concealed

speakers, and Henry was nodding slowly to the beats.

‘You smell of roses and peaches,’ Phoenix told him.

‘It’s my wife’s lips gloss. Fiona was unhappy that I had to go out for a

meeting with a prospective investor and so she covered me with kisses. What do

you think she’d do when she discovers that I was out meeting with a lover?’

Phoenix sat down, threw his head back, and then he laughed. ‘She’ll expire

from apoplexy, but not before she’s stabbed a knife through your heart.’
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At that moment, Dan, one of the guys Phoenix had worked with in

Lawrence’s beauty salon, parted the curtain and peered into the booth. Then he

came in, bearing plates on which reposed thick circles of pancakes with honey

dripping down the sides which he placed noiselessly on the table. He uncorked the

bottle of wine, poured two glasses, and then he disappeared again. Phoenix picked

up his glass and took a sip of the liquid.

‘You’re not drinking?’ he asked Henry.

‘Fiona will smell my breath when I get home in the hopes of getting a

whiff of alcohol on my breath so she can dole out her punishment: she’ll make me

sleep on the couch in the living room.

Phoenix let out a peel of laughter, and then he sobered up instantly. ‘Why

did you attack that obnoxious reporter?’ he asked quietly.

Henry shrugged, but there was now rigidity in his pose, plus an alertness

that was inscribed on his features, and then he spoke, his voice as hard as ice. ‘The

bastard had no right to write those things he did about you. You have done a great

service to Nollywood, and what does that bastard do about it? He goes about,

spreading vermin about you, and believe me when I tell you that I refuse to allow

anyone mess with something that belongs to me.’

The feral anger and fury that boiled beneath the cold exterior of Henry’s

face made Phoenix a bit taken aback, but he was a master actor who knew his craft

very well; he masked his features very well. It would never do to let the guy see

anything except what he was meant to see. And shock was not one of them. So,

there.

‘Do you think I belong to you, Henry?’

Henry looked at him and smiled, and it was an odd sad smile. ‘The time I

have had with you are the very best things I will cherish till the day I die, and

believe me when I say that they are good compared to what I have chained my ass

into at home.’



BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

114

‘Nobody forces a man into marriage and you know it.’ But Phoenix was

annoyed that the guy had chosen not to answer the question he was asked, though

there was nothing he could do about it yet.

Henry glared at Phoenix, and his eyes flared with annoyance. ‘In my case,

I was forced,’ he snapped, and his voice had risen. ‘You’ve met Rosalie, and you

must know that underneath all that sophistication, all that polish of public life, lies

a ruthless go-getter who knows the value of only what she wants and how to get it.

She wanted me to have my inheritance, and I must have it too since I’m the only

child of my parents. It was my mother that made me to get married to Fiona

against my nature. And did you know that it was Rosalie that had discovered your

face on the screens and then gotten it into her pretty little head that we had to find

a way of making some money off of your talent?’

‘So you managed to buy your way into my career with your hefty pay

money, but still you must admit that doesn’t make you own me,’ Phoenix pointed

out coolly.

Henry looked at Phoenix coldly. ‘Oh, I do own you; you just fail to see it

yet. I have the ability to give you anything you want, and there is the issue of the

fact that I can protect you and hit at your enemies and your detractors when they

try to strike at you. In return, I want your body and your loyalty, and you must not

go around flirting with those little boys; I find it distasteful.’

Phoenix was really beyond furious at the audacity of the guy. He tried to

sit up, but the hands of his lover trapped him there effortlessly. ‘How dare you?’

Phoenix exploded, throwing his slender arms up in the air and clutching at nothing.

‘Oh, you have the nerve! And what will you say next－ that I should stay away

from the women that interest me because you want to keep me as your whore?’

‘No, you can go to as many women as you want; I feel no threat from

them,’ Henry said with an amused chuckle. ‘When you have sex with a woman, it’s

as if you’re knitting with her; that’s no problem whatsoever to me. It will lessen the

pressure of our relationship.’
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Phoenix managed to twist around so he could look Henry squarely in the

face, and he thinking in his mind: what you want from me is done. He thought

these thoughts in his mind but he did not say them out loud because he wanted to

be the one with the power in their relationship, not Henry. What he failed to tell

the guy was that he was very much attracted to women and even though he

preferred their company to the company of his fellow guys, he was now having

really zero interest in sleeping with them because of the fact that they were cheap

lays to him. There was nothing to be done with them save engage in the ancient,

timeless rhythm of male-female coitus. And besides that, he’d been branded a

homo by the public－ he read the papers and visited the internet gossip sites

religiously, after all－ so why not live up to the expectations of what he was

accused of by people who knew nothing about what being gay really meant.

And then, there was the guy Henry. He was a handsome, sensuous young

fellow; full and ripe and yet very masculine, and very much a homo, but he was

different from the Nigerian society’s warped sense of who a homo was. They

thought that a homo was the guy with the swish, the one with the limp wrists and

the gentle voice, the purely androgynous face, and the swaying walk, but the

bastards were all wrong. The homo was the so-called ‘normal’ guy－ whatever that

was－ and they were the ones that hit on the feminine guys many of who were at

most straight as arrows or asexual; disinterested in sex.

And Phoenix was very lonely, a guy greatly surrounded by people, suck-up

young men and women who wanted to get their feet into Nollywood and wanted

to use him as the doorway; women who came to him because of the fact that he

was more fun to be with than their boyfriends. But none of these people were

really friends because they were as attracted to him as they were repelled by him;

they loved him, and they loathed and hated him, yet they could not do without him.

On the other hand, here was Henry, a guy who loved him, a guy who saw

beyond the effeminacy of his behavior which every other person held against

him. . . Henry wanted him for who he was, not for what he was; however, like the



BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

116

others, this Henry guy wanted something from him, just like the others did. And

that meant that there was no way in the world that he could let himself be taken in

totally by what the guy had to offer. He had to keep some part of himself to

himself, and that was the only way for him to stay safe and not be burned badly

when it blew up in his face.

Henry then moved in and kissed him, and there was nothing he could do

to stop the guy. He knew that Henry was a very cruel person when he wished to be

so; the brutal attack on the reporter attested to that fact. And he knew that Henry

was capable of being more brutal than just a broken arm and a few fractured ribs.

There was something that spelt out trouble and cold ruthlessness about the Adonis;

he would never have gotten to the stage he was in right now in his life if he was

nothing other than ruthless. That was the rule of the game and that was all there

was to it.

But he had to lean into the married guy that had come on so strongly to

him, and there was the silky taste and feel of the guy in his mouth, his eyes misting

with tears at the thought that things should not be like this. He felt the strength of

Henry’s rock-hard erection digging into him, and he stroked Henry’s face because

he felt starved so thoroughly of affection; everybody seemed to be fighting against

him. His mouth moved lower to Henry’s exposed neck and the latter emitted a

deep low moan in his throat, and then Phoenix reached down to the shaft of the

tumescent organ which strained against the corduroy trousers Henry wore.

Henry shot up as if bolts of electricity had been rammed into him, nearly

throwing Phoenix off to the ground. He jerked away, panting hard. ‘We can’t do

this here,’ he panted. ‘This is a public place.’

Phoenix grinned like a Cheshire cat. ‘This is not a public place, Henry,’ he

countered. ‘It is a small world inside this huge city. It is a place where people like

you can meet and hook up without any fear of being caught. Outwardly, this place

is a high-class restaurant, but during the weekends, it turns into the gay hangout of

Lagos, and this fact is known only by those who wish to really know. Even the
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ministers available come here.’

Henry’s eyes popped open.

And Phoenix laughed softly at the naivety of his friend, rolling his eyes at

how ridiculously innocent Henry was. He went on to explain more to the

befuddled guy.

‘This is enabling environment for the homos available to meet each other

with no inhibitions. And then there is the big price to be paid, of course. Last night,

a call came in from this high-ranking government official in Ikeja who wanted me

to send over two young men to him for the night. This man is really loaded with

the needed heaps of cash that’s been piled up for ten generations of his family to

use. Then he sent over this young guy with the heaps of cash I need to set things

rolling for him. I sent the guys over, with a promise squeezed out of them that they

will tell me of their adventures when they return from their adventure.

‘When they came back, they told me that the man had sat down on a huge

chair in the he’d had them taken to, and do you know the funny part of this? The

man wore a mask to cover his face.’

Henry, though filled with disbelief, was enchanted with the story. ‘The

man wore a mask?’ he asked as he burst into laughter.

Phoenix nodded. ‘Yes, and this was a married man we’re talking about

here. Then this man made them touch and kiss themselves, and then he had them

fuck each other and come in each other’s faces. There he was, seated there on the

chair watching them, and then he pulled his pants down and jerked off, getting his

own release. When they were all done, he told them to dress up, that he’d enjoyed

their live performance, and if they were able to keep up with the good work then

he’d take them places. Then he paid them their cash and they returned here and

regaled me with the juicy tidbits. And it’s a bit surprising, isn’t it, what with this

man being a politician and all that?’

Henry was nodding, trying to digest the knowledge that Phoenix was



BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

118

trying to impact into him. ‘So what are you trying to tell me?’ he asked finally.

‘All I am saying is that behind closed doors, anything can happen. Men

sleep with their wives’ sisters; men sleep with their male apprentices who they keep

in their homes; women have sex with the sexy younger brother of their husbands;

men fuck their male lovers who they keep in their homes as hired servants, and all

these is done in the dark. But the truth is that, on many occasions, it never even is a

secret. But then what is the other spouse to do? Then I appeared on the screens,

the beautiful guy who is the really the stereotype of what the gay man is in Nigeria,

and they all came for me. But then I can never be interested, so there arose the

need for me to open the White Phoenix.’

‘In other words, you’re a whoremaster.’

Phoenix ignored the barbed taunt of his lover and said nothing. He

couldn’t say he knew what the guy was that angry about due to the fact that he was

only rendering a service to those that were in need of his services. But above all, it

provided a new insight into the feelings that Henry Johnson had for him. He

realized that Henry really did care for him, perhaps even more than Henry was

aware of. And even though the guy was glaring at him, Phoenix wanted to reach

out to him and to touch him; he tried to, but the pampered son of Rosalie shrugged

him off.

And that had ruined their night beyond redemption because the things

that they held between them was too much.
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CHAPTER NINE

Phoenix was seated at a table in his plush restaurant with Lawrence, and

they were eating heaped plates of pasta which had been flavored with hot spices.

The air was heavy with the simmering heat of the afternoon which baked the

streets as if on a mission of vengeance and retribution, and Lawrence was

perspiring heavily, and from his mouth burst forth a lot of profanities against

NEPA. They had the annoying habit of giving electricity only when it pleased them,

and today, they had deemed it fit to keep the lights off, and the people of Lagos

had to make do with their generators or else roast in the heat.

Phoenix kept himself totally engrossed in a spell-binding Anne Rice

vampire novel, happily oblivious to the heat. He was used to Lawrence’s incessant

babbling and unceasing flow of complaints; after all, he’d been living with the man

for years, so he ignored him.

‘What is Ali Hassan doing here?’ Lawrence asked as he licked at a forkful

of pasta with his right hand while his left travelled to his face with a handkerchief

to dab at the perspiration on his brow. ‘And, from the look of the man, he looks

furious. Did something happen between you and him?’

Phoenix looked up towards the swinging glass doors of the restaurant and

saw Ali Hassan walking in with the assured grace of a dancer. His lean frame was

outlined with muscles, and he seemed very alert, as though ready to strike. The man

had come from a place where he’d struggled hard to survive, and even though he
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had managed to put polish on his manners, there was a coldness in his eyes which

was frightening to behold. There was this look of sadness and anger in his features,

and Phoenix thought that this was the kind of man that would weep even as he

killed you.

Ali stopped before the table, his tall frame towering over them. ‘Hello,

Lawrence,’ he said with a smile, but it was one that failed to touch the corners of

his eyes. He then turned to Phoenix. ‘I’d like to talk to you, Phoenix.’

Slowly, as if he was royalty deigning to allow his stunning self to be

bothered by mundane matters, Phoenix slowly looked up from his book, his eyes

swiveling round in the direction of this man who had been his lover once upon a

time and had exploited his body. He smiled. ‘Sit down, Ali, since you want to talk

to me, and then we must eat as we talk.’

‘You know what I want to talk to you about, and you know it’s not

something to be talked about right here now. We need some privacy together, so

why don’t we go to that small hole you call your private office so we can talk about

this.’

With a sigh, Phoenix stood up and followed the guy to his office where he

closed the door behind him and sat down in the swivel chair there, crossed his legs,

and then he looked up at the man to talk. He knew what this talk would be about

without having to be told about it; he had sent a message to the man’s voicemail

box some hours ago, and he’d been expecting something like this to happen.

‘I have been good to you, Phoenix,’ Ali Hassan said, his voice pitched low

and dangerous. ‘I had always shown you the goodness of my heart and I wish to

believe that you and I had the perfect romance. Now, because of your fame, you’re

casting me away.’

‘I am not casting you out because of the fact that I have achieved fame

and fortune and I think you know it. Right from the very beginning, our

relationship had been one of mutual need: you wanted my body and I wanted your
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help. You got what you wanted and I got what I wanted; it was the perfect setup,

one that worked wonderfully well between us.’

A look of sheer, unadulterated, albeit carefully controlled anger, swept

over the features of the older man; he looked filled with rage. ‘You can’t toss me

out of your life. I know that with you it was pure fun, but you were the only one I

had then; the only one I have now. It meant a lot to me then; you gave me life; you

gave me something to think about when I went to bed at night. And when I go on

my travels, there are always pictures of you with me, and then there are the movies

you had acted with such skill and grace－ it was as if you were often right there

with me and that we were never miles apart.’

Phoenix gasped as the man leaned forward suddenly and grasped his

wrists in a crushing grip. ‘I know that you must have thought a world of good of

me when we were together,’ he snapped, now getting angry with the Hausa man. ‘I

am cutting this relationship off because there is nothing in there for me to hold on

to now. You and I are now separated by a very big chasm that can never be crossed.

You’re a man, as am I, and this is taboo!’

‘We can still be together!’ Ali said, and his voice was a hoarse whisper.

‘Never mind what people say about us; never mind what the bastards in this

country think of our union. We can still be together.’

Ordinarily, Phoenix would have been impressed by the impassioned

speech, but his years of suffering at the hands of those who were stronger and

bigger than he was had hardened him, rendered him cold and cruel when the mood

was upon him. It was true that Ali had been kind to him, but it was also true that

the man had been able to hook him because of the fact that then he was a Nobody,

and he was desperate. Now, there was nothing to bind them together; didn’t the

man just get it? He was a Face now, and there was nothing to be between him and

this man again.

‘We will never be together . . . again,’ he said in the coldest and hardest

voice he could dredge up, his demeanor steely, all these lending a very harsh truth
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and emphasis to the words. He then yanked his hands away from Ali’s, because, in

spite of the fact that he often appeared deceptively weak, he was very strong. Hours

of yoga and strength training had rendered him strong. ‘You should go, and please

do not come back here again. It is over.’

Ali Hassan drew himself to his full impressive height and it seemed to

Phoenix that the blood had drained from the man’s face. ‘I’ve known you for years

so I know that you always mean the words you say, so, I will go. But I want you to

mark my words; you’ll come back to me of your volition or else I will destroy you. I

promise you that.’

Phoenix closed his eyes as the older man walked away, and then his eyes

flew open at the sound of wood banging shut against wood. He was not in the least

perturbed by the words of the man because he knew that if push came to shove

that he would be able to hold his ground against the man. And yet he felt that there

was going to be some sort of showdown one day, one that would be cruel and

would require blood.

When the door opened again, he was not surprised to see Lawrence come

into the room, his brows creased with worry. And when the older man asked him

what had transpired between him and the other man, Phoenix said matter-of-factly,

‘I asked him to go away and never come back. That’s the end of the story.’

Lawrence seemed to pale a notch as the words hit him, and he stood there

with arms akimbo, sweat trickling down into his shirt from his sweating face. ‘I am

sorry to hear that, but the both of you had always been so good together. Why did

you have to be so cruel to the man?’

Phoenix looked at his friend fiercely, his eyes blazing with emotion, but he

kept it all in check with the ruthless cold-bloodedness he was known for. He was

never one to snap and be angry, saying things he may regret later on.

‘Do not be sorry, but at the same time, do not try to judge me because

you have no idea what it’s like being me! I was just a pretty face he had in his zoo
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of pets, one to be used when he wished, but now, I am somebody, and he just has

to go.’

‘Not all men are like the people that have been using you and tying to run

your life all these past years.’

Phoenix let out a small laugh. ‘They’re all the same; Anthony St. Claire

wouldn’t give me a role until I had his unwashed genitals in my mouth. Derek

Ossai－ your lover－ gave me an introduction that would help me get to see the

big St. Claire, and he had his own catch. Right from the very moment I got that

part in the movie St. Claire had cast me in, the man has been silently after my little

ass so he can stick his thing in there, but he dares not tell me that to my face

because I am no longer the little thing I used to be back when he helped me. I want

him to die in his silence.’

‘You are a little bastard, do you know that?’ Lawrence hissed in a shaky

voice, his fingers balling into fists at his sides.

‘I am a bastard,’ Phoenix said coldly, his expression deadpan. ‘But at least

you have to admit that I tell you what is as it is in black and white without trying to

sugar-coat anything for you, so that makes me a good bastard. Well, come on, admit

it!’ Phoenix threw his hands up in the air. ‘You know I am very beautiful; it’s plain

for everybody to see. You know that Derek had always liked me but he’d never

made his move because of you.’

And then Phoenix got his act of laughter up and told Lawrence that there

was nothing for them to be fighting about and the other man agreed that it was

true. There was no way in the world for them to be fighting because of the fact that

they had come a long way together through the times they had been living together.

The issue of Ali Hassan was not something that could try to come in the way of the

friendship they had developed for each other.

But in spite of the fact that they both tried to down-play what had

happened, the day was ruined for the both of them. There was a lot going on now,
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and there was a wedge being driven between them.

HENRY WAS IN love with Phoenix, so he got to be extremely

possessive of the guy. He felt now, by a reason that totally defied rational

explanation, that Phoenix was now a part of him. The passion he felt for the guy

transcended anything he’d ever felt for any other person, and the guy’s exquisitely

beautiful looks always got the better of him whenever he saw the guy. He felt that

Phoenix was the most beautiful guy he’d ever seen－ maybe he was exaggerating,

but the fact was that Phoenix was a true beauty, and that beauty always got to

Henry.

It was as if Henry was bound to him in a way that defied logic. But he also

felt that Phoenix was a little crazy, that some nuts had been unscrewed from his

brain, and even though the guy was always filled with charm and true good humor,

there was something frighteningly cold and closed off about him. It seemed as if

the guy hid a lot of secrets behind those sparkling mud-brown eyes of his, that he

was a permanently closed book. You could never get that close to him; he had a lot

of shields up, and there was no way to penetrate it and get to the core of the person

within.

And Henry loved him. He’d come to that shocking realization on that day

after Phoenix had disclosed stuff to him about the kind of persons that sought the

favor of his boys. He was hopelessly, totally, and madly in love with the guy, and

because he had fallen in love, he started doing those little things that men in love

were prone to do. He began to spy on Phoenix and regard every look and every

smile his lover gave to another man with suspicion. Was Phoenix cheating on him?

Did he have a stunning, sexy Lagos babe from either LASU or UNILAG doing

him the honors of warming his bed at night? The guy was often pictured with very

beautiful women; past and presents flames of the silver screens, fashion models,

and even ex-beauty queens who often clung to his arm. But everything he thought

was all based on irrational speculation because Phoenix was a guy who was never
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forthcoming with answers, a blank when it came to answering personal questions

about his love life.

Henry was furious and almost crazy about the fact that there was nothing

he could hold against Phoenix. He had his connections in the movie world which

Phoenix was steeped in, so it was easy to get them to spy on Phoenix for him. They

were the ones that told him whether the guy he loved was engaged in affairs with

other actors, whether he was flirting with the female casts, etc. But the reports that

he got about the guy were all a bit disappointing because, for a movie star who had

a lot of women at his beck and call, Phoenix was a celibate who had no time to

look at anybody twice, and he worked with a cold single-mindedness on the sets

that was as endearing as it was infuriating. Phoenix was the complete workaholic

who had no time whatsoever for partying, or drinking, or chasing after the fairer

sex, an insufferable perfectionist who met anything short of perfection with iciness

and a coldness that was freezing.

It was freaky to Henry that Phoenix was too . . . perfect, the rare celebrity

whose name was untarnished by rumors and scandal. And quite inevitably, Henry

began to compare his wife to his lover; why didn’t Fiona depict the high level of

sensuality that Phoenix depicted so easily? Why would Fiona let her nails go

unpolished? And so on.

Henry could feel the hold he had over his marriage slackening, and he felt

that he was sliding from the high pedestal he’d placed himself. Everything that his

wife did seemed to be inferior to what his lover could do; Phoenix was a better

cook, a better lover than Fiona ever was. But he knew that the young woman was

trying the very best she could do for him, and so, one, on one the lazy last days of

November, he took Fiona and their two kids for a late evening ride around VI. It

was an evening of pure fun, of them eating skewered meat from the Hausa vendors

who sold the delicacy in front of the entrance to the 1004 Estates on Adetokunbo

Ademola Street, and then they zoomed off to go to the Blue Bell restaurant at the

Oniru Estate for their dinner.
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They chose a choice table by the window where they could see the entire

action with a little privacy, and then they ate and chatted amiably. Then suddenly,

Fiona looked up, right past Henry, her eyes widening with surprise and recognition,

her spoon of lasagna suspended in midair.

‘Is that not Phoenix?’ she asked in a hushed, awed tone.

Henry felt the blood in his veins turn to red ice, making breathing

impossible. The entrance glass doors had been swung open by the security man

manning it, and sure enough, there was Phoenix walking in. The guy was a vision

of pure elegance and beauty, clothed entirely in black, dazzling jewels shimmering

on his thin wrists; his black hair was gelled to perfection, and before him wafted

forth the alluring smell of Chanel No. 5. In a roomful of stunning, beautiful

women, Phoenix stood out, and he seemed to be naturally oblivious to the

attention as he paused to greet an older distinguished couple. Everybody was really

staring, as if he was a wild rose that had been thrust into a field of plain white

daisies. And Henry stared with the rest of them, and he could feel the icy chills that

were whispering up his spine at the sight of this guy who he loved.

Then, as if sensing the pair of eyes that were fixed on his back with

unwavering intensity, Phoenix looked up, and his intense brown eyes were fixed on

Henry like pinpoints of laser beams. And Henry felt his heart skip a beat, his eyes

widen with love and happiness at the sight of this beautiful fellow who had stolen

his heart away, and he couldn’t look away; he dared not look away from Phoenix. It

was the bold look of the actor that did him in, and he knew without missing a beat

that he would kill for the guy if the need ever arose for it to happen. And then the

stunning actor turned towards their table, and the other diners were staring like

morons, some with pure fascination, others with a mixture of annoyance and anger

at this guy who had dared to steal their thunder. The world stood still.

‘Ah, but if it isn’t Henry Johnson,’ Phoenix said, one gloved hand

shooting out towards Henry. But for some strange reason Henry did not take the

proffered hand; he sat there frozen like meat in a fridge. And then, without missing
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a beat at the snobbery, the actor scooped up Henry Junior into his arms and the

boy giggled. ‘You’re the mirror image of your father,’ he told the kid, smiling.

But Henry still sat there like a thunder-struck zombie, lost totally for

words because the sight of Phoenix lifting up that boy with genuine tenderness had

touched a spot in him and he felt like dissolving into tears. And then he felt the

heeled foot of his wife stomping discreetly on his foot, yanking him back to the

present. But Phoenix had already turned round and heading off straight for the

stairs to go upstairs.

‘That was rude,’ Fiona snapped, disapproval etched into every cold line in

her face.

Henry gave her a perplexed look. ‘What was rude?’

‘He came in here, ready to go upstairs for a drink, and then he saw you

and stopped, his celebrity status notwithstanding, and then you cut him and let him

stand there like some fool from the circus. Everybody was staring at you－ at him

－ and yet you left him there hanging.’

‘It was nothing,’ Henry snapped irritably.

‘Nothing? From what your mother had told me, you had the guy in your

pocket and the guy’s made a load of money for you. Basically, the guy is your

money machine, yet you treated him like trash. I demand to know why.’

Henry turned a cold look to her, his eyes flashing with anger. Usually, it

was Fiona that was the fighter in their marriage and she’d rave and rant, and then

he’d cut her down with a few words that would devastate her. But tonight he was

not in the mood for anything that came from her.

‘That’s enough!’ he snapped and she jumped in her chair, her hand

knocking off the glass of water on her side. The liquid soaked into the tablecloth

and then spilled down to the floor.
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And that marked the end of their happy evening. They drove back home

in stony silence, with Fiona at the wheel, Henry seated at the back of the SUV with

the twins. There were tears in Henry’s eyes, clouding his vision. He felt sorry for

what he’d done to his lover, and he also felt very sorry for Fiona. But never in a

million years would he ever have anticipated the fact that he could ever run into

Phoenix just like that. However, he believed deep in his heart that he’d spared

Fiona the humiliation of sitting at the same table with the young man who held his

heart and loins captive more than any other thing else had ever done. And if Fiona

ever found out what was really going on between him and his ‘money machine’,

then all hell would break loose.

He would lose all that he held dear to his heart. There was no doubt that

he would lose her love even if he ended up not losing her. For divorce was a taboo

in its own way in Nigeria, and there was a serious stigma attached to those that had

gotten divorced from their spouses, especially if they were women. It was a world

of unequal opportunities.
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CHAPTER TEN

That night, the wind came up, surprisingly strong, a phenomenon that

shouldn’t occur on the last day of November, the dry season. Thunder cracked in

the black sky, and the blanket of the heavens trembled with lines of lightening that

zigzagged across the black night like the crackle of electricity.

The electricity had gone out, but there was a full moon, the light strong

enough to illuminate the room. Henry stood there in the middle of the room, water

dripping from his clothes. Before he’d gotten to the apartment building from where

he’d parked his car, he was already soaked to the skin from the fury of the water

that sliced at him even though he had run as fast as his athletic legs could carry him

to the place where he was now standing.

Phoenix stood facing the window, his back to the door, and was once

again dressed all in black. He was watching the fury of the storm, and, without

turning around, as if he’d sensed the presence of Henry there, he ordered him to

take off his wet clothes.

Henry complied, and then he stood there nude, his body shivering with

the cold that had seeped into his bones. Phoenix then turned round to face him,

and he could see that the guy’s face was blank, the way it always was, making it

possible for the movie directors to mold him into whatever they wanted him to be.

Phoenix was a very difficult person to read, and so Henry wasn’t sure what the guy

had going on in that closed-up mind of his. It was what made him good at what he
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did, because he was like plaster that could be molded into anything, to be anything

in any given circumstance. But in real life, outside the flare and the glare of the

cameras, it was something that was terrifying to behold, because you never really

knew what the guy was thinking, how he would react in any given circumstance,

because there was just no way to find out what he was thinking from the emotions

on his face. The guy emitted no emotions whatsoever.

‘I am very sorry,’ Henry said through chattering teeth. ‘I never intended to

give you the cold shoulder this evening, but then the shock of seeing you there was

too great for me; I just froze up like meat.’

Phoenix reached out with one slender, albeit extremely strong hand and

stroked Henry on the chin, and the latter could almost swear that he felt electricity

sweep through him. Now, there was a shift in that blank face; it had taken on a cast

of sadness easily, speedily. It was the incomparable T. O. Phoenix at his best.

‘You were ashamed of me, Henry. I saw you with your family there, and it

was the very first time I was ever seeing them, so I had to come over to say hi. You

just snubbed me right there in front of the entire people there. But then, I won’t

hold it against you; I understand what you did and why you did it. You had to keep

up the appearance of the heterosexual guy in public, but you and I know better.’

There was a new shift in that stunning face once again. He now looked

almost happy. It was like looking into a mirror that was a reflector of different

images from different perspectives, but it was still the same.

There was a smile on the actor’s face, one that melted away all the

resistance that Henry may have felt, and then he could feel the blood rising up to

fill the vessels in his dick. He groaned as if in physical pain, and then he drew

Phoenix to his chest, his finger digging possessively into the small of Phoenix’s

back. He felt a rush of fulfillment, one that came from being with the one you love,

of being in the presence of the person you would have wanted to spend all time

with had the circumstances been different. He could think of nothing else except

for the guy that he held in his arms; of that beautiful face that invaded his dreams
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all the time he closed his eyes. It would be his undoing, this mindless, wanton

passion he had for a guy that the society had placed beyond his reach.

He wanted Phoenix desperately, and he looked into the eyes of the guy he

wanted more than anything else and then he kissed Phoenix. Lost as he was in the

passion that had engulfed him, that had made him aflame with burgeoning desire,

he wanted the moment to last. He wanted it to be forever. But then, there would

never be a forever for the both of them, of that he was sure.

But Phoenix pulled away, the thunder and lightning flashing behind him,

and when he stepped out of the cloth he wore, Henry could see that he was

wearing nothing else. Henry could swear that the guy was the most beautiful thing

he had ever seen.

Henry laughed as Phoenix gently pushed him into a chair, turned his

eyelids close with the tips of his fingers, and then he felt the feather touch of the

kiss against his lips; there was the touch of the fingers on his cock. And then he

moaned with shameless abandon, more than he had ever shown with his wife in

their love-making sessions.

‘Let me see to your pleasure,’ Phoenix said in a whispery voice. He had

shifted now into the person of the night, an angel that was the owner of the sex

game. It was that easy for him.

With a nod, Henry truly relaxed back and freed himself to the guy’s

sensual ministrations. And darn, was the guy truly good. Phoenix knew how to use

his hands and his tongue, and even his breath to inflame the senses with his

shockingly erotic touch, and Henry could only dream, through the haze of pleasure

that had suffused him, that his wife could see his lover at work, that she could

possibly come and learn a few tricks from the guy. That way, their sex life would

become thoroughly spiced up. As it was, their sex routine was a boring run, not

flames and throw-downs like he had with Phoenix.

He wanted to really grab Phoenix and kiss him, to look into those
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bottomless pools of brown passion as he stroked the younger guy, but that was to

come later, not now, because Phoenix was working his magic, and he was reveling

in it. Phoenix was licking at his hot stomach with his tongue, and then at his

nipples, and then was moving farther up to claim the hot spot in his neck. Phoenix

moved up, and now they were looking at each other, their eyes locked together, and

Henry wished that just once, he could get a glimpse of what lay behind those

brown eyes, after all, the eyes are the windows of the soul.

It was the one lesson he had learnt from his mother, Rosalie. She had

taught him that in the most devastating way imaginable, and he owed her for that.

‘You are very beautiful,’ Phoenix said, and he sounded sad, like he always

did whenever he was talking to Henry about the fact that he found Henry’s gayness

to be surprising. ‘And it’s also a pity; all that manly beauty wasted because a woman

would never have you . . . never really have you.’

And then he kissed Henry again, and the latter thought that the guy tasted

really sweet, like honey without adulteration. And then Henry could get no more of

that silent sensual treatment that was being doled out to him; he was raging and

flaming with passion, his penis all tumescent and roaring to go. He pulled Phoenix

to the bed almost roughly and then they went into the rhythm of the passion that

was so forbidden in Nigeria, so truly hated and spat against; the one thing that

people never spoke out aloud because it was one of the main taboos of the land,

and absolutely nobody wanted to be mired in taboo. And yet, it was the subject of

one of the most heated debates in the country.

Tears rushed to Henry’s eyes as he felt the rush of pleasure that his lover

gave out, but he was a bit unhappy within him that the guy was good at giving but

seemed almost never to want to take. And when he came, he felt the stars

exploding in his vision as if there was some kind of explosion of white light, and

then they lay there together, with the sheets wrapped around them. And yet, even

though they were there together now, there was some huge gulf between them

because what they had together was something clandestine, only stolen moments.
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‘I love you,’ Henry said, because it was the truth. There was just

something about the guy that spoke to the sentimentalist in him, which made want

to come out with their relationship to the public if that was what it would take to

be with Phoenix.

But Phoenix just yawned as if he was bored to death with the drama.

‘Can’t this wait until tomorrow? I want to sleep, and besides that, I have to do

some exercises for the promotion of some health crap; it will be a long day. Do not

make it longer.’

‘This is important to me,’ Henry admonished. ‘I never wanted to fall in

love with you; I just did. You make me feel complete and happy with my life. I

wish you were mine.’

By now he was crying silently, the tears flowing, though he did not cry out

loud because such crap was out of his dictionary. ‘And then when I saw you at the

Blue Hyena coming towards me, it was as if some part of my life had become

complete. Phoenix, can you hear me?’

He gently touched Phoenix, but the guy’s breathing had already deepened,

a clear indication that he was now asleep. So he kissed Phoenix on the lips and

watched his profile as he slept. He watched his lover for what seemed to be

countless hours, and then, still naked, he padded to the window and stood there

crying. He was crying for the love that he had which was so close and yet so far

away, all because of the fact that people, in all their hypocrisy, had said that he

couldn’t have the guy. No way; he had to have only a woman and nothing more. In

fact, he could have as many women as he wanted to have and the people would

only clap him in the back and commend him for being a man.

And this guy, this stunning guy he loved who could not hurt nobody,

who wanted only to live, had to be punished for being the way he was. And

Phoenix was not even gay; Henry did not believe that the guy had a homo

orientation. The guy had just done what he had to survive years ago.
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When Henry lay back down to sleep, he found out that he was physically

exhausted and feeling very sleepy. He woke up when the sun had risen above the

horizon, the roseate glow of dawn permeating through the curtains. He ate a

breakfast of devilled eggs which had been prepared for him by Phoenix, and before

he left, they made the arrangement to meet the following weekend, but as it turned

out, Phoenix had to go down to Abuja to shoot a toothpaste commercial and then

would be unavailable for the rest of the month because he had to go and be with

his family.

END OF FREE CHAPTERS
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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

Frankly, no book I have written has ever been as personal as this one to

me, and the reason is simply because of the fact that the subject matter treated in it

is something that the Nigerian society spends a lot of their energy on.

Homosexuality in Nigeria is a topic that the government, the people, the churches;

amongst others, expend a lot of energy on. On Facebook, Twitter, on blogs, people

are involved in disputes about homosexuality in Nigeria. People bare their fangs

and show teeth whenever the word “gay” is mentioned. Nigerians are the moral

police, and that word “homo” is a taboo.

The reason? I have no idea, though what I know, I put in to good use in

the pages of this book. It was not really easy writing this work, given that the Gay

theme has not been readily explored in conventional literature coming from Nigeria.

Yes, it is true that being gay is severely frowned upon in Nigeria. In 2014,

Goodluck Ebele Jonathan signed Nigeria’s “anti-gay” law into force and it is still in

force till date. Perhaps one day that law will be revisited, or perhaps not. Only time

will tell. But you see the lives of gay men in Nigeria? It’s real. Gay men are in many

cases trapped in marriages they would never have gone into save for pressure from

family and friends. Gay men in Nigeria cannot live and love in peace—it offends

the heterosexual senses. It offends the Nigerian society as a whole. Sad as this may

seem, it is the situation on ground and many people can really do nothing about it.

That same hopelessness and anguish is fully replicated within the pages of this
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book. I hope it will not sound too gloomy for you, dear reader. Just try to enjoy the

story the best you can.

And if there are any errors in this work, please, they are all mine.

Thank you for reading, and please reach out to me via

adrianbanks2008@gmail.com if you want to talk. Furthermore, I would love to

read your opinion of Behind Closed Doors, so I will deeply appreciate it if you can add

and review Behind Closed Doors on Goodreads here .

mailto:adrianbanks2008@gmail.com
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/53792791-behind-closed-doors
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