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Beneath the vast and endless sky I sweat
Gazing at the hues of sunrise and sunset
Longing lingers in the heart’s gentle clutch
A place where a father’s love won’t touch
A yearning stirs within so deep and true
For faint memories when skies were blue
Beneath the cerulean canopy a journey unfolds
A silent thread of a bond untold

by Chris Marshall
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1 - The Fire

The sound of leaves rustling in the warm Nigerian breeze was a stark contrast to the muffled argument coming from inside the house. Eight-year-old Alex Stansfield sat on the veranda, his knees pulled to his chest, eyes fixed on the horizon. His parents’ arguments had become more frequent, and the tension in the air was unmistakable. He sighed, thinking about how things had changed since they moved to Nigeria.

‘Alex, you coming in for tea?’ his mother, Lillie, asked.

He didn’t move, his mind elsewhere. The move to Nigeria was supposed to be a new beginning, but all Alex felt was an increasing sense of isolation and jealousy.

In the distance, he saw his younger brother Marty and their father, Jack, returning from a walk. Marty’s laughter carried on the wind, a sound that once brought Alex joy but now fuelled his resentment. Everything changed when Alex’s brother Marty was born. He arrived with a head full of blond hair and a smile that could melt stone. Family members fought over him, their hands reaching out to tickle his feet, while Alex, older and quieter, played with his toys by himself. Not that Jack and Lillie loved Alex any less. They still held him when he cried, fed him when he was hungry, and tucked him in at night. But they seemed slower to respond, letting his cries go on a little longer before they picked him up. They sent him off to play with his toys while they fussed over Marty, who was always doing something new.

‘I’ll be there in a minute,’ Alex replied to his mother.

This was a significant change for Alex, who had once been the favoured one. His birth in 1954 was like trumpets sounding through the summer cirrus. His family filled the tiny maternity ward, crammed among nurses in starched white uniforms, eager to welcome the new life. Through the hospital window, his mother noticed a flock of starlings darken the sky, turning day into night. It was as if nature itself celebrated his arrival.

In the months that followed, Alex’s grandparents, his uncle and aunt, his cousins—everyone seemed to shower him with affection. Why not? He was a cherubic boy with wispy blond hair and sad eyes so deep you could lose yourself in them. He was the centre of attention at every family gathering, passed from lap to lap, each relative finding a new way to make him laugh or gurgle. But as he grew, all that affection shifted to his younger brother, leaving Alex to watch from the sidelines, no longer the centre of their world.

For his parents, Jack and Lillie Stansfield, their affection was thin, like they were just going through the motions. They carried Alex from room to room, afraid to let him out of their sight, but their eyes were empty. They held him close, but it looked like they were handling something breakable that wasn’t theirs.

Three years earlier, their daughter Alexandra was born. For that brief moment, there was joy, but she died a month later. Jack and Lillie never spoke of her. They kept the pain buried deep. Maybe Alex filled the space she had left behind.

As he stood up, Alex caught sight of the packet of Three Rings cigarettes, the ones he had pilfered from the pantry earlier, and had hid in his pocket.

‘What’s that in your pocket?’ Marty asked. His question startled Alex. Marty stood beside him, looking up with wide, curious eyes.

Alex forced a smile. ‘I got something. Wanna do something daring?’

Marty’s eyes sparkled with excitement. ‘Yeah, like what?’

Alex glanced around to make sure they were alone. He pulled the packet of cigarettes out of his pocket. ‘Let’s go to our hideaway.’

Marty’s eyes widened. ‘Cigarettes? You’ll get in trouble. And it’s tea time.’

Alex grinned, his voice low and conspiratorial. ‘No one will know. Come on, it’ll be our secret. We won’t be long.’

They hurried into the nearby sugarcane plantation, their sanctuary, a covert hideaway where they could be alone. Once hidden from view, Alex fumbled with the matches and lit a cigarette, taking a nervous puff and coughing immediately. Marty watched, but looked scared.

‘Here, your turn,’ Alex said, handing the lit cigarette to Marty.

Marty took a hesitant drag, coughing even harder than Alex. His eyes filled with tears. ‘It burns.’

‘Give it here.’ Alex took another drag, blew out the smoke and stomped out the cigarette butt, pressing it into the soil, entrusting their secret to the earth. ‘Okay, let’s finish up and get back before they notice we’re gone.’

They returned to their official playground, next to a big patch of parched strands of elephant grass that grew like tall weeds behind the house. Alex had an urgent call of nature, so he headed for the house, leaving Marty by himself for a few minutes. As he trotted past the lounge window, he could see his mum and dad and two neighbours yakking away over drinks and smokes. He thought to himself, ‘Tea will be late tonight.’

Left alone, Marty became fascinated with the matchbox Alex had dumped on the ground. He opened the box and removed a match. He lit the match before dropping it when the scorching tip stung his tiny fingers.

Within seconds, a blaze engulfed the hillside. Its relentless inferno devoured the parched vegetation that blanketed the slope towards the village. The crackling fire stopped Alex in his tracks. Whirling around, he spotted Marty close to the flames. Every nerve in Alex’s body tingled, as if the world had increased the volume. He raced to his brother’s side, his shaky hands closing around the matchbox in Marty’s grip. His words sprinted like the speed of the flames through the dry grass. ‘Hey Marty, we can’t play with these right now.’

Alex grabbed Marty by his shirt and dragged him away from the fire.

Villagers quickly emerged from the nearby huts and fields, scattering in all directions; shouting at each other; waving their arms; and grabbing buckets, calabashes, and anything that could hold water to quench the insatiable flames.

Alex’s parents ran out of the house, their mouths wide open.

‘Oh, Jack. What are we going to do?’

‘I don’t know, Lillie. The fire is relentless and its heading towards the village.’

Jack’s gaze landed on the matchbox, now clenched in Alex’s hand, and shook his head. This wasn’t Alex’s first time in trouble, but he feared the punishment would outdo any he’d faced before. Jack always had an air of sternness about him. His expectations for discipline and order were unyielding, leaving little room for deviation from his established norms.

Anticipating the worst and gasping for breath, Alex looked at his father. ‘It wasn’t me. It wasn’t me who started the fire.’

Despite his frantic attempt to clarify, Alex’s words dissolved in a vacuum as Jack dashed off with his neighbours to help put out the fire. With a heavy sigh, pouted lips, and slumped shoulders, Alex bolted and hid in the nearby sugarcane thicket.

Alex heard his mother’s voice, despite the surrounding noise. ‘Where are you going, Alex? It’s dangerous out there.’

A torrent of flames left nothing untouched except the sugarcane, uphill and upwind from the fire. The village stood on the precipice of destruction. The villagers faced the harrowing reality that the fire could reduce their homes to ashes, all because Alex thought it was cool to light a few cigarettes. Alex’s mouth was dry, and he could taste the smoke in the air. He kept his head low and watched the smoky chaos while he clutched the urgency of needing to pee, having missed his earlier chance of relief. The gravity of the situation sank in, knowing he had unwittingly become enemy number one. He had this uneasy trembling in his gut, and his legs danced a jittery tango of nerves. His father’s disbelief boomed in his mind, along with the realisation that the villagers must hate him. The looming possibility the entire family might have to leave hung heavy in the air. With a mix of desperation and necessity, Alex found a separate secluded spot in the plantation, unzipped his fly, and released a substantial stream. A sizeable puddle formed. He covered his splashy masterpiece like a cat buries its waste and returned to his safe spot.

He stayed put until the heat wore off, ensuring no one spotted him, and he was far from the fire. It was difficult to work out how long he stayed there—maybe an hour, maybe two—before the villagers’ cheers filled the air, extinguishing the last flame. The men looked heavenward with their arms reaching for the sky. Some women dropped to their knees, others hugged their children.

Alex drew a deep breath and emerged from the thicket. The smouldering remnants of the fire hissed accusations at him. He turned to find his father standing there, his stern look piercing through the haze.

‘You have a lot to answer for,’ Jack said.

Alex swallowed hard.

Jack’s voice was a blend of impatience and anger. ‘Tell me what you did.’

‘I didn’t do anything,’ Alex said.

Jack’s voice got louder, with little chance for Alex to respond. ‘You had the matches in your hand. What were you doing with them, anyway? Don’t you know how dangerous it is to play with matches?’

‘Marty started it. We were playing . . .’

Jack’s eyes looked flinty as Alex tried to make his case. ‘It was an accident. He dropped the match . . .’

Jack staggered as if to regain his balance. As he steadied himself, he became more sceptical about Alex’s account.


‘Don’t blame your brother. As the older brother, you should have known better.’ His powerful words burdened Alex with questionable responsibility. ‘You will have to clean up the mesh from the fire. It is the least you can do. And for now, all of your priv-uh-jees are stopped.’


Jack, nearing his forties, exuded a distinguished air with his moustache and glasses, reminiscent of the taller British actor David Niven. A touch of Vaseline hair tonic had given his hair a subtle, old-world elegance, although that day it was a little messy.

Alex recognised the familiar odour of beer and cigarette smoke lingering under his father’s breath. He knew he couldn’t win this confrontation, so he ran off to his bedroom.

At the moment of his birth, Alex’s life lay as a pencilled outline on a blank canvas, awaiting the brushstrokes of experiences and choices. It was on his parents to do the right thing, to set examples, to nurture his growth, and to shape his future. To chart a path for him—a path of success, stability, and predictability. To give him the opportunity to be something important—a doctor, a lawyer, a rock star, a sports champion, or the boss of a big company.

But Nigeria had other ideas.

After five years of moving from town to town, Alex had seen more of Nigeria than most locals. Alongside him were his brothers, Marty, five, and Guy, just two. Alex found himself living in some place that didn’t have a name, didn’t have a school, and no clear path forward, forcing him to chart his own course.

He and his brothers lived with their parents in a mud-brick house that stood on a laterite road at the top of a hill in an unnamed hamlet somewhere between Zaria and Bauchi. Jack called it Hilltop Haven. It was the largest of six houses at the end of a bumpy cul-de-sac surrounded by open grasslands. The Stansfields were the only family living there. Next door was Hendrik, a South African civil engineer who weighed over 130 kg and always wore khaki clothing with camel-coloured steel-cap safety shoes.

Besides Hendrik, there were residents from Germany, Lebanon, America, and Nigeria, but they kept to themselves. The German neighbour didn’t mind a few beers with Hendrik, but otherwise, the place felt isolated.

East of the house, a ten-minute walk downhill along a small creek led to a Fulani village with traditional round mud huts covered in thatch roofs. A stroll up from the house rose the sugarcane plantation. This is where Alex and Marty played in secret.

Despite the resentment that had grown in Alex’s heart, he was always there for Marty. When Marty stumbled on a loose stone and fell, Alex was the first to rush over, lifting him gently and brushing the dirt from his knees. The two were inseparable. Marty played the Indian in Cowboys and Indians, Robin to Alex’s Batman, Tonto to his Lone Ranger. Just like on TV, the cowboys triumphed, Batman solved the case, and the Lone Ranger saved the day. These outcomes often led to squabbles, but despite Marty’s protests, Alex usually got his way, claiming victory in their games and arguments.

Alex stared into the mirror, wondering if he would ever be good enough for his father. Feeling betrayed was inevitable, given his lack of support. No matter how much he protested his innocence, the fault lay with him. He had to prove himself. But how? He was constantly out of favour and always seemed to be on the wrong path, the belief he was a troublemaker only true in Jack’s eyes. He lay on his bed, his shoulders pinned to the mattress by an invisible force, but in his mind, he was going to break free. Break free from this cycle of unwarranted blame.


2 - The Harvest

Except for playing with the village kids, Alex had no friends his age. He had no one to confide in, nor a shoulder to lean on. He didn’t go to school, and his parents were too busy partying or going about their daily lives. Even though he thought his parents, or at least his father, had turned away from him, he remained determined to change this situation and restore their faith in him.

Nigeria was more than a change of scenery—it was a test for everyone. As the country fought for independence from Britain, the Stansfield family faced their own struggle to adapt. For Alex, the journey was just beginning. He couldn’t know it, but the flock of starlings turning day into night on his birthday had foreshadowed his stormy path ahead.

Jack barged into his room. ‘Right. You stay in your room until I let you out. No television. You just come out for your meals and the toilet. They don’t want you in the village. So stay away.’

His room was his prison for the next week. It suited him to stay out of his parents’ sight. However, once released from this exile, life no longer flowed with its familiar ease. His father wouldn’t let up on blaming him for the fire. To compound matters, his father barred him from visiting the village, deepening his sense of isolation.

As Alex stood at the edge of the sugarcane plantation, gazing from a distance at the village, his heart ached with longing. The banishment weighed heavily on his shoulders, cutting him off from the refuge he had cherished so dearly. The village had been more than just a place to escape his father’s harsh words. It was a sanctuary where the cone-shaped mud huts provided a cool respite from the sweltering heat, and temporary solace away from his strict parents.

Alex yearned to observe the bustling life of the village, to immerse himself in its lively blend of sights and sounds. He longed to watch the women as they pounded yam in their large mortars, their laughter mingling with the rhythmic thud of the pestle against the mortar. He yearned to see the young girls gracefully balancing hefty baskets of rice or garri on their heads as they returned from the periodic markets, their colourful wrappers adding a splash of vibrancy to the dusty paths.

But most of all, Alex missed the camaraderie of the men, their gentle chatter as they lounged after a day’s work in the sugarcane plantation, chewing on kola nuts. Unlike his father, the Fulani men abstained from alcohol, maintaining amiable conversations that offered Alex a sense of belonging, easing the loneliness he often felt at home.

The village was the only place he felt at peace. As he retraced his steps back to the house, he wondered if he would ever find his way back to the village.

Standing outside the front of the house, Alex surveyed the garden, devoid of any lawn but adorned with an eclectic array of pots and small garden beds bordered by weathered brown rocks. Alex’s mother wasn’t a green thumb, yet she poured her best efforts into creating a neat and charming garden space. She planted a variety of flowers, such as zinnias and vincas, that were scattered across the garden like confetti, contrasting against the rusty tones of the landscape.

In that fleeting moment, Alex entertained the idea of becoming a farmer. With resolve, he decided to grow groundnuts and maize. Selecting a spot near to one of the few trees in the yard, he armed himself with a garden hoe and carved furrows into the earth. Alongside the furrows, he positioned a garden bench, a quiet perch from which he could watch his plants flourish and grow.

As the sun settled over the horizon, Alex sat admiring his new agricultural haven.

‘How far. Hello, Masa Alex.’

Alex looked up and saw Hasan smiling. Hasan was the paid housekeeper and hailed from the Hausa community. He wore his customary collarless white shirt, along with long white drawstring trousers and a white cap. His deep black complexion radiated strength, yet his voice sounded so gentle.

‘Hello Hasan. Do you like my garden?’

‘Yes. You don try well-well.’

Alex slipped into speaking his own version of pidgin. ‘Well, I no get anytin else to do. My father no gree make I go village and e blame me for dat fire.’

‘No worry, Masa Alex. Your papa don dey drink and e dey fear say village go burn.’

‘E dey always drink. Like dat time wey e almost kill us.’

‘Wetin you mean, Masa Alex?’

‘It was in Lagos . . . before Guy was born. Na one of the most scary nights for my life,’ Alex began. ‘Mum and Dad went to party. It was real late, and Dad drive us go house. E get new car—blue-and-white Vanguard, I think. I don sleep for back seat when suddenly, the sound of tyres wey dey squeal wake me up.’

Alex’s eyes widened as he recounted that moment. ‘The car swerve enter bridge—Carter Bridge. E be on two wheels, and me and Marty throw go one side.’

‘Oh, no,’ Hasan said.

‘My mother start to scream very loud, and she hold her belly to protect the baby.’

‘Na that be small Guy?’ Hasan asked.

‘Yes. Mum and I kept yelling at Dad—go left, but he talk say we are on the right side. Then the lights from other cars dey blind us, and we all dey scream! Marty even hide him head for my armpit!’

‘You suppose don dey fear, Masa Alex,’ Hasan said.

‘I was. I was so scared. I gats turn my face away, so I look out the back window. And then, like magic, the car move go left and the bright lights go away. The road come clear. Guess wetin? The rain stop, and we dey safe.’

‘No one wound?’ Hasan asked.

‘No. But I see all these cars and trucks wey dey zoom pass us super-fast. Dem no even care something scary almost happen.’

‘Make we pray say nothing like that happen again,’ Hasan said. ‘It’s time for dinner. Let’s go inside.’

The next day, as he tended his garden, Alex heard a commotion coming from the sugarcane plantation. He followed the noise and as he got closer he heard snatches of a conversation and laughter. A handful of villagers approached him, led by a middle-aged woman named Amina. She spoke first. ‘We sabi say e no be your fault, pikin. Accidents fit happen, and we don see the true nature of your heart.’ Her voice gave him a sense of comfort.

A younger man called Musa stepped forward. ‘Correct! We don forgive you, and we see you as our person now.’

‘I no start the fire. Dem just blame me for am,’ Alex said.

Amina smiled at Alex. ‘Forget am. Chop with us and share for our happiness.’

‘But how? I am not allowed in the village. Dad talk say the elders no want make I go there.’

‘Come. We go show you one special way. Elders no go see you, and your papa too no go see you,’ Musa said.

Musa led Alex and the other villagers down a secret path close to the small creek. They reached the far side of the village and snuck into one hut. In the hut, a young woman placed two bowls on the floor.

Amina motioned with her hand. ‘Please sit.’

Alex sat on the floor with his hosts around a bowl of egusi stew and another of eba. Everyone took turns to eat, moulding the eba into a ‘swallow,’ dipping it into the stew and swallowing the whole thing without chewing.

‘Very good,’ Alex said. ‘I hope say dem no go catch us.’

In the heart of this remote expatriate community in Northern Nigeria, Alex grappled with the challenge of his family’s unremarkable life. He sensed his situation wasn’t conventional, but he couldn’t work out what it should be. How could he know? Multiplication and reading books, lying about his room, replaced the classroom. Sport had been playing football in the village with a ball made from rolled-up paper and string. There was nowhere to go except the village or the sugarcane plantation. Although he didn’t know better, he had a sense of isolation that was heightened because he didn’t have any friends who shared his background or interests. The villagers, who, based on a perceived uniqueness of his upbringing, saw him more as a cultural novelty than a companion. Jack, absorbed in his own pursuits, paid little heed to Alex’s search for belonging. Lillie could tell Alex was struggling, yet she didn’t know how to help him. For all he knew, no one would miss him if he disappeared.

A few months after the big fire, it was time to harvest the sugarcane. The villagers had done this many times before and didn’t use any mechanical harvesting machines. Instead, they used machetes and their bare hands. With the farmers cutting the sugarcane, the brothers’ hideaway faced a threat. Marty glanced at Alex as the sound of machetes swished through the air, slicing through the sugarcane in rhythmic precision.

‘I’m scared they’ll find us here,’ he said.

Alex shifted uncomfortably, eyes on the approaching workers. ‘I don’t know, Marty. It’s pretty well hidden, but with all the cutting going on, who knows?’

‘Should we move?’ His question was more of a suggestion.

Alex could see Marty getting agitated, so he tried to calm him. ‘Yeah, but where? They’re all over the place. They’ll see us. We are better off staying put.’

Both of them fell silent, wondering what might happen as the distant chatter of the villagers grew louder. Then Marty asked with the unfiltered curiosity of a child, ‘Do you think they’re still mad at you about the fire?’

Again, Alex tried to pacify him. ‘I don’t know, Marty. Maybe. But we didn’t mean for it to happen. It was just a dumb accident. I think some of them have forgiven us.’

Marty bobbed his head, although concern still lingered in his eyes. ‘What if they tell us to go away? What if they don’t like us here anymore?’


With a forced hush, Alex barked back, ‘That won’t happen, Marty. Let’s just stay low, and quiet, for now and hope they don’t spot us.’


They huddled closer, keeping a watch towards the approaching farmers, uncertain of what the harvesting might do to them and their little hideaway. Unperturbed by the recent fire, and heedless of the possibility that the smoke might betray their presence, Alex lit a cigarette. As he brought the tip of a cigarette to his mouth, a tall shadow of a figure startled him. Blinking against the glare of the sun, Alex squinted up and waited for his vision to adjust before he could discern who it was—a man with a weathered and wrinkled face. He wore a woven red-and-golden robe around his shoulder. An amulet of beads, shells, bones and feathers hung from his neck. His fingers, gnarled like the roots of a baobab tree, wrapped around a decorated walking stick. The cigarette tumbled from Alex’s lips onto his lap, although it took a few heartbeats before he felt the pain. Marty took off like only a five-year-old could, awkwardly navigating past the stranger and the cane stalks. Alex jumped, slapping at the scorching ember, smacking his shorts. All he could think of was running, but his legs wouldn’t move. The elderly figure put his hand out, palm down, waving it towards the ground in a gentle motion.

‘Please sit for me.’ His voice was so reassuring. Like an animal caught in headlights, Alex obeyed.

With a measured tone, the elderly man spoke to Alex. ‘Yú have a tick on the side of your neck. Let me take care of it for yú.’ He plucked the glowing tip of the cigarette and placed it just above the tick. Alex reeled away from the heat on his English skin, the sulphurous odour of his singed neck hairs enveloping him. ‘Hold still, yú pikin,’ he ordered.

Alex stood like a bronze statue, which made it difficult to breathe, as the elderly man removed the tick and cauterised it with the cigarette.

The old man sat beside Alex, drawing him in to his gaze. Alex fidgeted on the rutted soil. The base of his neck tingled, his lips trembled, and his little body shrunk in on itself, yet a connection between the two lingered. The old man’s voice carried a velvety baritone.

‘Abeg, no vex me! I want make you hear me well well. I sabi your matter. You gats know about your life.’ He paused, his eyes narrowing as he scrutinised Alex’s face, and he spoke again. ‘Yú no go stay for here long. Yú no go see dis village again. Yú no go fit keep these your friends; dem go be like memory wey dey far. Yú go see failure before you go see success.’

A lump welled in Alex’s throat. The thought of losing the few friends in the village, the sugarcane sanctuary, and even his garden rattled through his brain.

‘Your life experience go be your school, but e no go be the main thing wey go show who you really be. You gats find yourself, but first, you must find your roots and your purpose. Help other people. Prove yourself. E go bring you joy and happiness.’ With each solemn word, Alex felt like an invisible hand had grip on his chest, squeezing the breath from his lungs. ‘Go find your purpose. You do well,’ he concluded.

With that, the elderly man stood, paused once more, and faded away into the sunrays, leaving Alex to contemplate the words as they hung in the air.

He ambled back home, meandering through the remaining cane stalks, pausing for a moment to inspect a hole in the ground and tie his shoelace, before skipping along the path, with no rush towards his destination. All around him, rows of stubbled fields, giving off a faint scent of molasses and earth, replaced the once vibrant greenery of the plantation. He stopped to investigate a small anthill he hadn’t seen before, where the fire ants were busy transporting food into the complex chambers.


‘They seem to have a purpose,’ he thought to himself. Yet, their lifespan amounted to weeks or months, not a year, not a hundred years. So how long would it take Alex to find his purpose?


The next morning dawned bright and clear, a stark contrast to the uncertainty swirling in Alex’s thoughts. Grabbing a piece of toast off the dining table, his mind raced with newfound determination. He needed to prove himself, just as the old man had urged. Without saying a word, he skipped out the back door.


3 - The Chameleon

‘Wait for me,’ came Marty’s cry.

Alex raised his eyes to the sky and waved Marty towards him. ‘Come on, then.’

They ran to the village using the secret path near the small creek, eager to see what everyone was doing after the harvest. Alex noticed some elderly men struggling to load their carts with sugarcane. This was his chance to redeem himself. Without thinking about the consequences, he dashed over and offered a lending hand. Marty trailed behind him, his short legs doing well to keep up.

Usman, the old man with the grey hair, looked surprised to see them. ‘Wetin you dey do here?’

‘I came to help. I want to help you.’

Usman looked at the other men and raised his arms in bemusement. ‘No wahala, but make you no put yourself for problem.’

‘No, I won’t be any trouble.’

Despite the many hours it took, Alex didn’t stop for a breather, and the men looked at him with a silent gratitude. Their silence spoke volumes.

Usman thanked him. ‘You don work tire, you never stop since. You good boy, I hail you.’

Alex looked up. He was still puffing. ‘Thank you, Usman. Na, the smallest way I help.’

‘Why you wan help?’ he asked.

Alex stood and explained in his best pidgin. ‘I see one old, old man for sugarcane farm. E wear beads and feathers. E talk say I should help people.’

Usman raised both eyebrows. ‘Ahh. You don jam Boka. E be mago-mago wise man. Abeg, listen to wetin e talk.’

‘Boka?’ Alex asked. Usman gave a confirming nod.

Finally, the carts were ready to go. Alex bent over, clutching his knees. He couldn’t have lifted another thing; his legs were like jelly. Each laboured breath carried a subtle warmth, a quiet swell of contentment borne from his efforts.

The men steered their carts to the markets, casting a glance back in his direction to give Alex a wave. Alex was on top of the world. Meanwhile, after spending the day with the village children, Marty looked like he had been swimming in the dust. Thirsty, they walked to the man at the well. He acknowledged them with a weary smile as he drew water from the depths of the well. The cool liquid sloshed into their cups. Alex drank, feeling the refreshing sensation wash over his tired body. Marty used his drink to wipe the dirt from his face.

Alex finished his drink and let out a long sigh. ‘Let’s go home.’

As they walked the path up the hill, Marty asked, ‘What did Usman say to you?’

Alex didn’t know that Marty had heard him talking to Usman. ‘What do you mean?’ he asked.

‘I heard him say Boka. What does that mean?’

‘Boka means a wise man.’

‘What did the wise man say?’

Alex didn’t know how to explain to a five-year-old what he said. ‘Boka told me I will leave this home—this village—and won’t see my friends here anymore.’

Alex checked to see if Marty understood. ‘He said I will go through tough times before things get better, you know, difficult, but then happier. He said I should find things that make me happy by helping others. Boka said I have to find my purpose in life and be kind to people.’

‘Is purpose like a dolphin?’ Marty asked.

Alex sniggered. ‘No, it’s not. Purpose is what you love to do and how you make the world a better place by being kind and doing good things.’

‘What’s your purpose, Alex?’

‘I don’t know. That’s something I will have to find out.’

As they reached the house, Alex locked away the Boka’s words and the advice from Usman to take heed of what he said.

Jack’s firm built their rectangular house with painted mud-brick walls and thatch roofs. Unlike most of the round mud houses found in the nearby village, this design had the luxury of windows and doors. The house had a refreshing coolness with roomy bedrooms for each of them, although Marty liked to bunk with Alex because he was scared to sleep by himself. Despite the house being built for Jack and his family, Alex’s hair brushed the top of his bedroom doorframe, while Marty’s head reached only up to Alex’s chin. Their mother cut their straight blond hair as if she had a bowl on their head to guide the scissors. In contrast to Alex’s slender frame, Marty was moon-faced with chunky arms and legs. Alex used skill rather than strength to win his wrestling matches with Marty, and he used his age advantage to win their arguments.

Hasan lived in a mud hut at the back of the house. Like most Hausa men, he practised the Muslim prayer, Salah, every day.

‘Um, excuse me, Hasan. I see wetin you du, and it is tricky. Yú kin tell me about it, please?’ Alex asked.

Hasan smiled, a gesture that seemed to carry a serene wisdom.

‘No vex,’ he replied. ‘Dis be Wuḍū, wey be di wash-wash wey dem dey do before prayer. E start with my face, like dis three times.’ After putting up three fingers, he used them to splash water over his face.

‘Then, dey go arms,’ he said, wetting his arms. ‘Follow head, and last last na for leg.’

He kneeled on a mat and was careful not to rumple it. ‘After dat, I go arrange myself dey face Mecca, like dis. Na so my prayer go start.’

‘Wetin be Mecca?’ Alex asked.

‘Mecca na one kind special place wey dey far about four thousand miles from here. Many people like me, dey go there to pray and do special tins together. I fit no fit waka go Mecca every day, so instead, I just dey face Mecca anytime wey I dey pray.’

He repeated this ritual five times a day. Alex couldn’t help but admire and respect this devotion to his faith. He felt as though he should also say his prayers if only to ask forgiveness for his past sins.

Hilltop Haven had warm weather year-round, with a wet season lasting from April to September, and a drier season from October to March. When Alex first arrived here, the vast, dry, grassy lands and rivers fascinated him. He was expecting to find wild elephants, leopards, hippopotamuses or wild dogs roaming around, only to be met with disappointment. He thought the poachers might have arrived first, but the reality likely stemmed from the land clearing for road and railway construction. His father, a civil engineer, was involved in the expansion of the road and railway network originating from Port Harcourt in the south.

In the sultry embrace of an average temperature hovering around 28°C, and with a relentless cascade of rain for 128 days, the climate fostered a thriving ecosystem of mosquitoes, particularly during the drenched embrace of the wet months. Marty and Alex wore shorts and short sleeve shirts all the time, making them an ideal target for these flying insects. Despite taking a daily dose of Paludrine malaria tablets, Alex became sick. The sudden spike in his temperature was enough for Jack to rush him to the hospital.

Jack drove his metallic-blue Pontiac Star Chief through the winding laterite roads, and a few hours later reached the hospital in Zaria. The hospital’s weary walls, tinged with a pasty yellow hue, reflected the sickness that permeated the air. The hospital corridors echoed with the struggles of those more unfortunate than Alex—some on crutches, others in wheelchairs, some swathed in bandages, each bearing the visible wounds of their battles. Many children wailed for help, weariness impressed on their faces, wishing the torment would stop. The nurses bundled Alex into a small room and dumped him on a bed with stiff white sheets while the smell of antiseptic lingered in the air. The doctor told Jack that Alex had malaria. With that news, Jack returned home. For seven days, Alex existed within the loneliness of that room, except for the occasional doctor and the brutal head nurse. On the second day of his hospital stay, the nurse approached him. Her stern expression softened for a moment as she started a rare exchange of words.

‘Sufferin’ dis cleaning na key for ya recovery. E no easy, but e be our beta chance,’ she said.

Alex braced himself for another round of the rigorous scrubbing. Her hands, large and determined, scrubbed him so hard he thought she was going to peel the skin off his bones. He writhed around in the bath, trying to protect his little todger, and spoke in his best English. ‘Do you always have to be so rough?’

She was unrelenting. ‘We gats dey sure say we dey face the sickness head on. E go hard, but you should be tougher.’

Each bedtime, Alex endured her cleansing ritual. He was sure she thought scrubbing would rid him of the malaria. Seven days seemed like seven months but eventually Alex was cleared of the disease and allowed to go home.

Despite his clandestine visits via the creek, his father still banned him from entering the village, so he spent more time in his garden. One day, as he dug for groundnuts, he spotted movement in the nearby tree. Peering closer, he discovered a chameleon observing him from above, its movements resembling a greeting. ‘Hello there. What brings you up here?’ Alex asked.

The chameleon responded by waving its tail in the air, returning the greeting. Thus began a unique bond between Alex and the chameleon. Like Alex, this enigmatic creature seemed intrigued by its surroundings. It often perched on branches near Alex’s groundnut furrows, observing him with its keen eyes.

Alex spent many hours watching the chameleon, fascinated by its every move. He was amazed by how skilfully it caught insects and how gracefully it moved, almost like a dance on the tree branches. Sometimes, Alex would mimic its movements, turning their time together into an impromptu line dance. When he tended to his plants, he always looked for the chameleon, curious about its changing colours. To Alex, the chameleon’s colours were a way to understand the weather and its mood. He felt a special connection with the chameleon because they both adapted to their surroundings. However, like the chameleon, Alex also found comfort in being alone, enjoying his own company.

The chameleon became Alex’s silent confidant. Alex named him Magic and told him things that he told no one else. Magic’s silent counsel became a grounding force, allowing Alex to express his frustrations, concerns, and worries without fear of judgment.

One unusually crisp morning, Alex got up early to harvest his groundnuts. He ambled to the furrows with a basket and noticed Magic was not in his usual spot. A flicker of worry crossed his mind, but he brushed it aside, assuming Magic had found another perch to bask in the early sunlight.

After filling his basket with the nuts, he went back to the house. Hours later, he returned to check on Magic, but he wasn’t there. Unease crept into his heart as he combed through the branches of Magic’s favourite tree, whispering his name. Only the rustling leaves answered him.

Alex sought after Hasan, who was sweeping the front veranda.

‘Hasan. I can’t find Magic. He’s gone.’

‘Ahh, Masa Alex. No worry. Today don dey cool. Magic like heat. E don find anoda place to stay until heat come. No worry, e go come back.’

‘Okay. I hope so. He’s my friend.’

As twilight descended and painted the sky in hues of purple and orange, Alex sat near Magic’s tree, uncertain if he would ever see him again. Who would he confide in if Magic weren’t there to listen? Just when all hope seemed lost, a glint of movement caught his eye. And there he was. Magic had returned to Alex. As he looked at Alex apologetically for his sudden absence, a tear of joy escaped from Alex’s eye.

Alex reached out his hand, letting Magic crawl into his palm, its tiny claws tickling Alex’s skin. Alex felt a surge of gratitude for his return. Even in this cruel world, there are moments when special things happen, making us smile and feel good.

As the night descended and stars twinkled in the darkening sky, Hasan appeared at the edge of the garden with a knowing smile. ‘See, Masa Alex. Magic always sabi find hin way back to you. E sabi where e suppose dey.’

Alex smiled back at Hasan, feeling a deep sense of contentment settle over himself. He let Magic back into the tree and waved goodnight.

Once a month, Jack drove the family to Zaria in his resplendent Pontiac. The trip lasted well into the evening. Jack tied Nigerian flags to the car, and they fluttered on each side of its bonnet. An entourage of expatriates followed behind. In those moments, one could forgive mistaking the convoy for a procession of government officials or local dignitaries. Jack stopped at the supermarket so Lillie could stock up on groceries for the month. Afterwards, they headed to the Zaria Racecourse, where parents enjoyed champagne with other expats and watched the races from the stands. The men wore light-coloured suits with crisp white or sky-blue shirts, loosely knotted ties, and classic fedoras. The ladies dressed in colourful summer outfits and large-brimmed hats to shield them from the sun. Alex and Marty played with other expat children. Now and then, they included their younger brother Guy in their antics, but he spent most of his time with Lillie. He was two years old.

As always, Alex’s parents remained undisturbed by the children’s goings-on. Downing the last of his Fanta, Alex strolled away for a pit stop. The air buzzed with lively chatter and the clinking of glasses. The ageing planks of the wooden floor creaked under him until he reached the gentlemen’s restroom. A large black door loomed ahead that had a sign saying “GENTS” beneath an illustration of a top hat.

He pushed the door, and entered the kingdom of the restroom, the lively chatter now muted by the door’s barrier. The air inside carried the distinct scent of urine and urinal deodoriser blocks. Passing a row of chipped sinks and water-stained mirrors, he pushed open the first cubicle door, recoiling at the filth and stench. The next cubicle was more passable. He struggled with the key but eventually got the door locked. As he stood focused on the task at hand, a persistent fly buzzed round him. In his attempt to shoo it away, he shifted his weight, his aim faltering just enough to wet his shoe.

When it was time to leave, he turned the key, only for it to snap, leaving the blade trapped inside. He tried to reinsert the key’s head, but it didn’t work.

‘Is anyone there?’

There was silence. Minutes stretched into eternity as Alex pounded on the door. His cries for help resonated wastefully in the empty restroom. With each passing moment, the air grew heavier, suffocating him in its stagnant embrace, thick with the nauseating stench of urine. The more he convinced himself that no one would come to his rescue, the tighter his chest constricted, each breath becoming a struggle against encroaching panic. Marty didn’t know Alex was trapped in the toilet, and neither did his parents. No one did.

Time warped, stretching and bending in the confines of the tiny cubicle. The walls closed in around him, pressing in from all sides until he felt like he couldn’t breathe. The dim light filtering through the small window faded, casting eerie shadows across the cramped space.

As the sense of isolation and despair threatened to overwhelm him, Alex sank onto the toilet seat lid, his head buried in his hands. Flies buzzed nonstop in the oppressive stillness. Alex swatted them with his hand. ‘Get away from me. Leave me alone.’

Then, just when he thought he couldn’t bear it any longer, he heard the faint sound of footsteps. They drew nearer, echoing through the tiled restroom.

He shouted out to the stranger. ‘Is there someone there?’

The approaching footsteps quickened. Someone arrived at the cubicle door. The gravelly voice of an elderly-sounding man called out, ‘Are you okay?’

‘The key broke off. I can’t unlock the door. Can you get me out?’

The man fiddled with the lock and muttered something unintelligible under his breath. A click. The door swung open. Alex burst out of the cubicle and ran to find his parents. As he approached his mother, eager to explain his ordeal, she absentmindedly glanced at him before returning her focus to her conversation. His father, likewise, barely acknowledged Alex’s presence. No one missed him it would seem. Not even Marty.

Alex sat for a moment dreaming up a story, a tale that would defy their indifference and make them see him once more.


4 - The Invisible Man

‘Mum. Dad. While I was in the toilet, a monkey snuck in through the window and stole the key to the door! A filthy old man smashed the door down and tried to grab me. But I kicked him in the ankle and got away.’

But instead of the reaction he had hoped for, Alex’s parents and the other adults erupted into laughter, their amusement filling the air around him like a cacophony of mocking waves crashing against his fragile hope. As the laughter enveloped him, Alex’s shoulders slumped, and the light in his eyes faded. He stared at the ground, his lips pressed into a thin line, discreetly trying to swallow the lump in his throat. He clenched his fists so tight his knuckles turned white, battling to keep the tears from spilling over. His attempt to be seen and heard had fallen on deaf ears. As their laughter continued, Alex decided it was best to avoid adults altogether.

From then on, he spent his time tending to his groundnuts and maize, playing and chattering with the kids from the village, or exploring the surrounding hills. Sometimes with Marty, and sometimes alone. Much of his time was spent with Magic. In his imaginary universe, he and Magic had deep conversations. One evening, as the full moon illuminated his garden, Alex stood beneath the tree where Magic, perched on a branch, gazed down at him.

‘Hey, Magic, want to hang out?’

‘Sure, buddy. What’s bothering you?’

‘I don’t think my dad really likes me.’

‘Why do you say that?’ Magic asked.

‘He tells me off all the time. He locks me in my room. He doesn’t believe anything I tell him.’

‘That doesn’t mean he doesn’t like you. It’s his way. Love comes in many forms, you know. It takes time to understand. And relationships, just like my colours, can change.’

‘Yeah, I guess so. But I don’t fit in with anyone.’

‘You’ve seen me change my colour?’

‘Yes. You can change from blue to green or brown.’

‘Sometimes, you need to be adaptable, like me.’

‘Yeah okay. But I don’t have any real friends.’

‘Look up at the sky. See those stars? Each one is a friend from around the world that you’ll meet someday in your life.’

‘But they won’t be real friends,’ Alex said.

‘Imagine you have friends from different places, like another city or even another country. Each friend is like a special treasure chest full of stories, games, and ideas that are totally different from yours. When you play and talk with them, you get to learn many clever things you never knew before.’

‘Wow, I never thought about it like that. You’re a genius, Magic.’

While Alex fixed his eyes on the stars, Magic crawled into the shadows of the tree. After he disappeared, Alex made his way back to the house for dinner.

Alex and his brothers sat at the dining table, and his parents came from the kitchen to join them.

‘In two weeks? That’s not a long time,’ Lillie said.

‘What’s not a long time?’ Alex asked.

Jack glanced up from his plate, meeting Alex’s eyes briefly before returning to his meal. ‘My job’s done here, Alex.’ His voice carried a note of finality. ‘We’re moving to Jos.’

Alex’s fork clattered against his plate as he looked at his father in disbelief. ‘Jos? But we just got here.’

Marty, ever the curious one, piped up. ‘Can Magic come with us?’

‘Magic?’ Lillie asked.

Alex’s heart sank at the mention of his chameleon. ‘What about Magic?’

Jack sighed, running a hand through his hair. ‘Alex, we won’t be able to take him. I’m sorry, but we won’t have a place like this for him to live.’

Alex shoved his plate away and folded his arms. Lillie shook her head, her voice a soft murmur that seemed to linger in the air. ‘It’s always the same story,’ she whispered. ‘Pack up, move on, start all over again.’

Her demeanour, resembling Queen Elizabeth II in age and appearance, showed signs of distress. Despite her strong dedication to her marriage and children, she lacked the Queen’s confidence and outgoing nature. Preferring solitude, she focused on household chores, overseeing housekeepers and caring for her children with quiet resolve. This rare moment of outspokenness offered a glimpse into her inner thoughts, contrasting with the expectations Alex’s parents had before their nomadic life began.

Three years earlier, Jack had decided to move to Nigeria as a civil engineer. During the weeks preceding their move, Jack had been constantly on the phone.

‘Hello, dear Donald, guess what? I’m going to Africa . . . yes, working on the new roads and bridges in Nigeria. Jolly good for me, hey?’

Then he had phoned someone called Terry, and next it was George.

Lillie only had the lady next door to talk to. ‘Shirley, I’m not so sure about moving to Nigeria.’

‘What’s on your mind?’ Shirley asked.

‘Well, we are not moving to a big city like Oxford. What happens if the kids get sick? Will there be any schools there? Will there be other ladies to meet?’ Lillie asked.

Shirley pressed her lips together. ‘I get that. It’s a big change.’

‘I want the kids to know their grandparents and cousins, but they’ll be far away.’

‘I’m sure it will all work out fine.’

When they had first arrived in Nigeria, they lived in Ikoyi, an affluent neighbourhood on Lagos Island across the iconic Carter Bridge from the mainland. At five years of age, Alex had no concrete recollection of their journey from the trendy house in Oxford to the bustling docks of Liverpool. He couldn’t recall the voyage to the Apapa Wharf in Lagos that sailed through the Irish Sea and the Bay of Biscay. He didn’t remember stopping at Las Palmas, Freetown or Takoradi along the way.

In 1960, following Nigeria’s independence, Lillie gave birth to her third son on Guy Fawkes Day while crossing the Carter Bridge on the way to the hospital. In the wake of Guy’s arrival, Alex’s silence spoke volumes, his eyes evading the infant’s curious gaze. His parents’ revelry at the Ikoyi Club exacerbated his detachment. In the bustling atmosphere of the club, Alex sat at a distance, his skinny frame dwarfed by the surrounding adults. His mother was the centre of attention, cradling her baby.

A boisterous voice called out. ‘Another round of gin and tonics, old chap?’ The man snapped his fingers to signal the waiter for another round.

Another noisy voice agreed. ‘Aye, that’s the spirit! To Guy’s health!’ A chorus of cheers and raised glasses drowned his toast.

Alex remained subdued, his eyes fixed on his lap, staring at the untouched Coke in his hand.

The boisterous voice called out to Alex. ‘Hey there A.B.. . . Hey, Alexander Benjamin. Why so quiet?’

But Alex just shrugged, his attention drifting to the blank cinema screen standing in the club’s courtyard. As the hours passed and the revelry continued, he could have been the invisible man, overshadowed by his new baby brother, Guy.

They didn’t stay long in Ikoyi before Jack found a new job in Ibadan, the capital of the Western Region. This bustling city became a melting pot of culture, teeming with life and energy, dominated by the Yoruba people known for their rich traditions and striking facial markings. Everywhere Alex looked, he saw faces marked with intricate patterns—three vertical lines and four horizontal stripes etched on their cheeks. These markings, symbols of tradition and identity, had puzzled him. He wondered about the pain they must have felt, especially since they did them during childhood.

Alex and his family had lived in a luxurious villa tucked away within a compound, hidden by towering trees. Nestled within the compound stood a majestic iroko tree, and home to a Tantalus monkey tied to the trunk. In the absence of friends, Alex befriended the monkey, forming a bond rooted in innocence and curiosity. One unfortunate day, his innocence shattered when he invited the son of his mother’s American friend to meet the monkey. Alex walked over to the monkey, still tied to the tree, and encouraged the boy to join him.
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