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Synopsis:

A coming-of-age travel adventure of an Anglo-Caribbean man who flees Britain in the early 1980s, in search of his African identity and discovers the nature of his character through his love and life experiences & encounters.
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​Prologue

“My name is...M-Mani,...M-Mani.” Struggling to rescue the sounds from your dry throat and shape words, your Anglo Caribbean features: fluffy black curly hair, sad brown eyes, and athletic build reflect from the mirror, displaying lines across your brow, around your eyes, down either side of your nose and mouth. Your once vibrant bronze skin is dull. Your voice is silent, absent of the once resonant sound of words. 

You dress for work and exit through the bruised wooden paneled doorway. The narrow room contains a bed next to the window, a closet pushed against the wall pinning a chair stacked with books, magazines, and clothes, wobbling precariously under the weight at the bottom of the bed. The bathroom is a stuffed cubby hole with a mirror, sink, shower, and commode you brush by as you exit the door.

Outside, rain sprays icy rays upon your black homburg, squeezed down on your ears as you lean into the freezing assault. You pull your black trench coat tight around your body. Yesterday’s sodden shoes squelch with every plodding step. Dampness seeps through the pleated fabric and chills your bones. Pulling the coat tighter, you trudge on, gasping for air between the icy kamikaze pellets.

Stomping through ghetto streets, 1000 paces to the office, you trembling as you clutch at the door handle, drenched and exhausted. Your heart beats as you climb the stairs, and a jarred memory pierces like a pained dagger from the desert prison where you had to scurry daily to the bathroom, hiding, sweating, and filled with fear. The narrow stairway closes in, stifling your breath. Emptiness in your stomach freezes each breath as your body recalls the blows to your body in that hellhole. The next tread paralyzes your feet which refuse to go on. Choking on your dry tongue, you swallow the vomit advancing up your windpipe. 

Warmth and darkness comfort you momentarily as you enter and close the door. You turn on the lights and go to your desk set up in the kitchen. Peeling off your trench coat and hat, shaking off the raindrops, you hang both under the skylight’s rattling rhythm of teardrops. Lighting the small stove, you fill the kettle with water, set the kettle over the blue flame, and lay out the cups.

You begin your voice exercises. Standing in front of the mirror, you bend from the waist, releasing one vertebrate at a time. Knees bent; you touch your fingers to the floor. Raising your trunk slowly, vertebrate by vertebrate, making a HA sound on every outbreath as you reach full height. You repeat the HA sounds in a series of hums and singing tones by opening your mouth wide and feeling the sounds rise. After ten minutes, your throat, tongue, and lips are flexible and prepared to ‘speak words.’

You read aloud a stanza by the Jamaican poet, H.D. Carberry: 

“I think they will remember this as the age of lamentations the age of broken minds and broken souls. The age of hurt creatures sobbing out their sorrows to the rhythm of the blues. The music of Africa’s lost desolation becomes the music of the town....”

The poetic cadence resonated through your body, stimulating warm feelings of hope. You’ve read these lines before; they have become your daily ritual for success. 

Barely 25 years old, you once wallowed in the idea of the 25-hour-day, when everything could be tried, failed, and tried again without fear. When everything is possible, and life’s promise is timeless without accountability. But over the past year, fate had interceded, throwing your sense of self-sufficiency into chaos. You’ve become a chicken lost in a strange and alien compound, flaunting all conventions and advice from those who loved you. You now face the consequences of your actions. Yet it began so auspiciously, born from a passion for traveling, exploring, and discovering the world, like your heroes in books who followed knowledge like a sinking star. You wanted to leave behind your bitter battles with miscegenation and find a world wherein you could live as an equal and respected human being sharing your professional and spiritual talents with all. The dream appeared viable; you had left the country before and traveled across Europe where you were treated as an equal, if not sometimes an oddity. But unlike in Britain, your oddness wasn’t a handicap.

But the barrenness of the African desert had silenced your exuberance for travel and tested your character and purpose. Your inability to speak words has confined you to dungeons of despair. The rhythm and cadence of your voice are numb, bottled up in your throat, fearful that the terrible ache of abandonment would flood your feelings with the smallest of sounds. How, you asked, can you put your life back on track, fashion clarity out of despair, and believe in hope again when your life has fallen apart? You’ve been hiding, all this time, from yourself in plain sight, with nowhere left to run from yourself? You had to re-create your life before, recasting the template and living the life you want; it was time to do it again and have faith in your heart and soul.  This traumatized, aching face staring back from the mirror is no longer the man that left London a year ago. His experiences forced him to confront his true nature and learn to live with himself as an imperfect being. He died and needs a resurrection and recognition that only he can save himself from himself. You discovered yourself for the first time during your travels, beyond imitation and color-coding, as a universal man free from the moorings of state prejudices. You’d entered Fortuna’s spirit and learned to take the good with the bad allowing yourself to bathe in the joys of life. But wicked men are on your trail; you have their diamonds. They will track you down unless you stay hidden, off the grid, and one step ahead until you’ve had time to understand the nature of your Fortuna. Staying ahead will require flexibility and courage to navigate this one-dimensional world where success is measured by imitating others. However, the spirit of Fortuna can go either way, and your faith in good fortune has always been your greatest strength and weakness.

“Mani, is the tea ready?” Came a strident command from Shereef, one of the senior engineers who’d just entered the office. By his admission, he was a Pakistani prince. “Bring it here now!” 

“Yes, Mr. Shareef. I’m coming.”  Responding mechanically, you snap out of your reflections. Viraj Patel, the other senior engineer, passes the kitchen, offering a bright, 

“Good morning, Mani. How are you today?” His smile lit up his dark coffee complexion, and his brilliant, clear eyes sparkled with empathy and reassurance.

“Er...good morning, Mr. Patel, thank you.”

“Mani, please stop by my office when you have a moment. I have some books that may help you with your studies at night school.”

“Thank you, Mr. Patel.”

“Mani, haven’t I told you before? You can call me Viraj. There’s no need for formalities here; there’s just the four of us.”

“Okay, Mr....Viraj. Thanks” Mr. Jones-Brown, the chief engineer, strode through the door, removing his hat and coat and shaking off the raindrops in one sweeping movement.  He nodded to you and called out: “Shereef, Viraj, I need to see you, pronto. We have a new project.”

1 – Dr. Elliott Coleridge 

My name is Dr. Elliott Coleridge, I knew Mani before he went out to Africa, and he confided in me as his mentor.  He had limited contact with any family members, so I became something of a surrogate father. He was a curious fellow who could pass through many cultures and societies but remained apart. I had some experience with cross-cultural lifestyles as I shared African and English heritage. I had not heard from Mani for over a year when he suddenly arrived on my doorstep.

“Dr. Elliott, thank God you are home.”

“What is it?” I asked.  “Are you okay?” Mani rushed into my apartment, almost knocking me over. I directed him to my living room. He took a seat. I offered him a drink, but he shook his head, sat down, and pulled his ruffled trench coat around him. He cradled a weathered leather sachet under his left arm, and his right was locked in his pocket, holding a bulbous object.

“Dr. Elliott, do you remember I wrote to you about the Lebanese family whose daughter I nearly married? 

“Yes, what of it.”

“Well, I think I’ve got myself into some trouble.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m not sure, but I think evil people are after me.”

“What for, and how do you know?”

“Well, that’s just it, I’m not sure. All I know is I was lucky to get out of Africa alive. I’ve been in hiding since I returned.

“From what?

“Edgar Dirkz and Mohamed Ismaili’s got something to do with it.”

“You...you mean Dexter Wilson’s business partner Edgar Dirkz. Dexter, one of my oldest business partners? I sent you there to work with him. What happened? What proof do you have?”

“I... don’t know. Dr. Elliott... I’m scared.”

Mani didn’t stay long. He kept looking out the window; I couldn’t get him to give me a straight answer. I noticed Mani wore a dirty grey shirt with a dark patch on his right side. He winched a few times when he sat down, and a pained look flashed across his face whenever I mentioned Edgar or Ismaili’s name. Finally, when he returned from inspecting the street for the third time, he pulled a package from his sachet and hastily pressed it into my hands. 

“It’s all there; I hope you can decipher what it means.”

I took it reluctantly, wondering why the drama! When Mani left, I reflected briefly on his strange behavior, but I was preoccupied with a business phone call, which prompted me to get him out quickly.  Later, after hearing of Mani’s room catching fire in a house in south London full of black Africans, I thought perhaps he did ‘go native’ despite his natural English arrogance and pretensions.

I recalled how he’d set out to ‘discover’ himself in Africa over a year ago. I’d told him rather brutally, now that I reflect on it, that he was wasting his time; he was British, no matter what illusion he had about discovering his black African nature. Later, I learned from my contacts that he’d got stranded in the desert in the dead zone of southern Algeria, where the French tested their bombs. 

I was absent specific details, but I wondered if what government civil servants said years ago was true. In the early colonial days, the medical staff of the British government would measure the size of colonial officers’ heads before they went out to the colonies. They would also measure the size of their heads when they returned, though few did. Nothing conclusively was discovered; people were changed more in their behavior than in any physical change. Quick to anger, depression, and nihilistic thoughts predominated those who returned.

Today it’s called post-traumatic stress disorder (PTMS) or “culture shock.”  These dissonant responses are behind populism and tribalism that parade across our daily newspapers and are endemic to a particular stage in the devolution of nations, historically speaking. Few politicians or civic leaders are conscious of these destabilizing factors, nor how their behaviors contribute to their demise.

I empathized with Mani because my mother was Scottish and had married my father, a creole from West Africa, which allowed me dual citizenship. I was fortunate enough to attend a fee-paying school in Britain. I was bullied extensively at prep school. It didn’t get much better in university, even though I got a first in Science and Mathematics, or perhaps that was the reason, along with my color. 

Unfortunately, racial discrimination prevented me from following my first preference in the medical field. So, I applied my energies to a diplomatic career. Paradoxically, I found myself promoting Britain’s culture in Africa, and after my disappointing personal experiences, it could be seen as schizophrenic behavior. But that would be wrong; it allowed me to encourage young Africans to spread their wings in the West and fulfill their destinies. 

Sacrifice for someone, and something other than oneself was a characteristic of my generation. Unfortunately, it is sadly lacking today. Nevertheless, I always believed, and still do, in Britain’s unique contribution to the world, its democracy, education, fairness, and discipline. Yes, Britain’s horrendous crimes against humanity were condemned by the British government and its people, then and now. But the central moral compass of the British nation is that every man and woman is entitled to freedom from fear, hatred, and discrimination. And my opinion has not changed despite my own experiences.

I met Mani Beckford two years ago at the Africa Centre in London. I made it a habit to visit the center and support its activities at least once a month. I’d been a trustee in 1964 and helped launch its programs. Over recent years it has become dominated by radical black power groups, which I don’t support. But I’m realistic enough to acknowledge that times change with new information, and London has become a hotbed of radicalism for people of color. The Africa Centre also allowed me to stay connected with government officials and businesspeople in various African countries and the changing dynamics of Africa’s constantly changing political and economic realities. I was on the board of several British conglomerates with business dealings across Africa, so this was not entirely altruistic. 

When I first met Mani Beckford, a tall, ruggedly handsome bronze-colored man of 23, his bushy hair curled around his ears. I quite envied him, as it reminded me of what my hair was like when I was young. He had an easy smile and an outrageous laugh that lit up his eyes, transforming his face into a beatific mosaic of wellness. But he laughed infrequently. 

His usual manner of intense introspection darkened and deepened his eyes. Deep lines indented his brow and bunched his forehead in spasmic ripples. He had a Rasta Tammy cotton cap of yellow, green, and black cradled on one side of his head and wore a grey bespoke suit, an incongruous dress combination if there ever was one. He said his father was from Grenada, and his mother was from England. He spoke well as if he’d been to public school, but I couldn’t pinpoint his origin for the life of me, which I’m usually accurate at detecting. However, he was English culturally. 

Over a year, I got to know him and slowly prized out him his story, which had all the elements of cultural alienation. He reluctantly showed his feelings and was guarded and cautious. He would sit stoically, refusing to ask for a drink or something to eat when his eyes and mouth betrayed his need. He warmed slowly to any acts of relaxation. I had to probe him constantly to get minor personal details out of him. He struck me as a man lost in deep emotional isolation, and I was never sure I had helped him.

“This school you went to,” I once asked him after he gave me only half-hearted descriptions of his school years as some idyllic world. “Were there any other black kids there?”

“No.... Ah, yes. There was a kid a year younger than me. But we never spoke, “he said.

“Why not?”

“Why would I?” Mani said. “I had nothing in common with him. He was in a different year, a different schoolhouse, and lousy at sports!” He casually offered, seemingly unconscious of his arrogant tone.

“Did you have any contact with any other people of color?”

“Not as such. I was curious about colored entertainers and sports figures in movies and TV. But no.” He shrunk back in his chair, afraid perhaps he’d given away more than he wanted to tell.

“So, you had no connections with people of the same color as you?” I stated bluntly.

“Well...eh...I see why black people in London act like brothers or something. But I never could see what black skins had in common.” He raised himself in his chair, gathering confidence as he spoke with heat.

“Don’t you think it’s a cultural thing or a way for like-cultural people to bond?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. But this color thing... Grenadans don’t get on with Haitians. They don’t like each other culturally, and nobody likes Barbadians; they’re just Black Englishmen! Defining people by their skin color is racist! I don’t trust it; I never have. Who says skin color means someone is or is not human?”

“Interesting point, young man, but I think you’ll learn that you need to bind together with like-minded people and those with similar cultural backgrounds to survive as a minority in this world.”

“We’re all minorities, Blacks, Whites, Jews, and Gentiles.” He blurted out, defending some point that I’d not made. “All groups have fanatical faith-based obsessions that benefit the group leaders!”

“What happened to you at that school to give you such bitter ideas?” I said, quite astonished at his articulation and his sweeping generalizations.

“What do you mean?” he said, shifting in his seat as if he’d said something wrong.

“I mean, how did you survive?”

“I survived, that’s all.” 

2 – meeting Nina

I love Mani, and should that love, burning in my heart, follow me to death, my life would have a purpose. I genuinely believe that love is self-rewarding, or as the poets say: as you give, so shall you receive. 

My name is Nina Ngozi, and I love Mani. As he gathered his bags to leave, I still loved him on that damp, drizzly afternoon. Perhaps even more now. Now that the past six months have suddenly arrived, he is doing what he said he would. I love him for his dream and for following through on what he said. 

Did Mani love me? I never could tell. But I was always in rapture in his presence. Mani was always attentive and mindful as if practicing to be himself. In intimate situations, he giggled a lot. Mani made love-making funny, joyous, and non-serious. But he could be fiercely proud when challenged—a rebel without applause who transformed attraction into devotion.

“Mani, why are you doing this to me?”

“Doing what? Nina. I told you that I would leave in six months. Now I’m leaving.” He held me in his arms and kissed my ear tenderly. I wrapped my arms around him feeling his warmth enfold me. I suppressed a tear.

“But why now, and why Africa? You’re not African; you’re English. I’m more African than you; at least my parents were born there.”

“A brown Englishman, my love.” He looked at me with pained kind eyes. “I must do this.”

“Nobody cares about Africa these days; that’s why my parents left Nigeria and brought me here. And anyway. I love you.”

“And I love you too, Nina, but I must go. I must find out who I am and if I can be someone in this world. I can’t do that playing the assimilated wog here in Britain. Particularly with the prospects of the Tories extending their control in the next election.” I cringed at his deprecating characterization. I held him tighter.

“That’s a bit dramatic. Who calls you a wog, a blackie, or a foreigner in our world? You’re British through and through. All our friends love you for who you are, not what ‘the others think of you.”

“And what am I? A confused colored boy in the colonial heartland of the greatest duplicitous nation in the history of humanity, trying to make a life for himself, within a system where racism was invented, developed, and exported to the world.”

“Now you are topping yourself. ‘Woe is me.’” I pulled away from him and held him at arm’s length. “Shall I call in the violins to play a lament for you? I love you, you big dope! Doesn’t that mean anything?” He pulled me back into his arms and gripped me tightly. His heart was mine, but his head was already hitchhiking down the red-earth roads of Africa. He released me but continued to hold my hands. 

“Just when I thought I’d assimilated, got my degree, a professional job, and a chance to advance myself. Fuck ‘em! Let me not wait for others to reward me with their two-tone fig leaves of shame. Let me stand alone and see what I’m made of and find out if I have an African side to me or whether I’m just a painted prop forever having to see my humanity through the Whiteman’s burden.” 

His explosive diatribe wounded and made me proud, all at the same time. But I couldn’t let him go just because of a good cause. I wanted him. I wanted to be his worthy cause!

“Then go to the Africa Centre, meet Africans from all over Africa.”

“They’re the ones that got out. I want to meet those who remained behind. The real Africans.”

“Again, you’re being melodramatic. There are no real Africans, any more than there are real Englishmen and women. We are products of our environment, forever changing. And today, we all have access to information from around the world to make decisions that better serve us. One doesn’t have to go somewhere to understand other cultures and people.” I spat out.

I met Mani at my favorite book/coffee shop, Pergolesi’s, in Chelsea over eight months ago. I had only recently moved to London from Leicester, where I lived with three sisters and my mother and where I’d managed to become a sales representative for ‘Victoria Secrets’ despite being the only ‘colored’ girl on the staff. Over the past five years, I fought to become the lead salesperson in the store, and I applied for a transfer. My manager passed it on, more out of envy than encouragement. She told me on handing me my transfer request,

“Ms. Ngozi, I’m so-o thrilled for you and know you’ll do so-o much better in London than in this dusty old town. Please don’t forget us because we will never forget you.”

My two older sisters got married soon after high school. While my closest sister, Norma, remained at home looking after our mother. They preferred a life of monotonous security to the curiosity of being alive.  While working my way up in Victoria’s Secrets, I lived at home and ran the daily gauntlet of sibling rivalries. My brother and father worked in their transportation business, and neither spent time at home because they were always on the road. My father and mother had stopped pretending to be in love soon after I was born, the last of five children, and he only visited on holidays. 

Once I got my transfer to London and discovered, in Chelsea, no evidence of the ugly tenement rows that had blighted my hometown, it was a liberating inspiration. After three years, I got another promotion to head rep and went out on sales calls to important clients. I loved the job, and I was good at it. Being black made me different, as many clients had never before met a black professional woman. It gave me a peculiar advantage, but advantage or not, I always worked hard, which consistently made me one of the best sales reps at the London store. As a result, I was well paid as a single woman and proud of my position, which promoted my professional advancement in sales.

I enjoyed my apartment in Chelsea, my friends, and the time to do what I wanted and when I wanted. I recall having fears about moving to London, fears encouraged by my family and friends in Leicester; I realize now they were trying to hold me back because of their worries. I didn’t have any more ambition than they did, but I wanted to do something other than repeat my parents’ lives. I wanted to discover myself as a conscious human, free from childish habits and prejudices. 

I was sitting writing in my diary when I first saw a tall and elegant bronze-colored man wearing tanned tailored pants made of brushed velvet. He wore a blue and white striped dashiki embroidered in silver, highlighting his bronze chest. The waitress at the counter was mesmerized by his warm, resonant voice. Men and women looked sideways at him. Yet he seemed oblivious to the effect he had on people. His stressed brow oozed a sense of paternal concern, and his precise articulation of words conveyed assurance and strength. As he spoke with the waitress, he brought a smile to her eyes and marked him as a man more interested in communicating than flattering. 

Suddenly he was next to me, asking to sit with us. My girlfriend, Jenifer, had just arrived from the Art gallery next door, and I witnessed the charming English exercise we all have of saying “excuse me” ad infinitum. Mani allowed Jenifer to win, and she took the seat next to me.  Mani sat, facing us. Everyone felt embarrassed until Jenifer offered her hand across the table and introduced herself. 

“This is my friend Nina. What’s your name?”

“Mani. Mani Beckford, a pleasure to meet you both.”

3 – Dr. Elliott narrates

From personal and professional experience, I tried to counsel Mani to be prudent and cautious and put his faith in trusted contacts that could help him. With that in mind, I connected him with family members in West Africa and my business partner there, who I knew would be able to keep an eye on him and perhaps get him a job. Both would benefit, I reasoned. Often indulged in pontificating to Mani, my ideological notions gathered from sixty years of life, for I saw Mani as a tabula rasa in many ways.  

“Many people carry slave ships in their shoes and are stamped with their religion, nationality, culture, and sexual preference by age 16. The turbulent teens are an unsteady time that attracts strict rules of conformity by societies for that very reason. The battle for ourselves as individuals starts in our teens, which is why the challenge of living a responsible life requires we wipe the slant clean of our youthful conditionings and stand on our own two feet. It is the first step to becoming a free individual.” 

“The experience of puberty, for boys and girls, is understood to be a primal force that can ingrain, cement, undermine or break habits of acculturation. I learned during my psychology residency - before my world turned upside down - that change is only possible when subjected to a profound emotional upheaval. People repeat patterns throughout the lives they learned in their teens, which is why leaders today rehash the childish ideas forced on them during their youth.   

“Such upheavals,” I continued. “of a personal nature are fraught with profound risks to the psyche. Parents and authorities hope to contain this primal force by imposing rules to control youth. Sometimes these rules are draconian, but mostly they are good intentions righting mistakes made in their past. However, these rules often don’t work and can cause more harm than good. 

“Added to drugs, the damage is multiplied and devastating, leading to possible madness. Without an ego,  individuals see themselves without a mask or embellishments in the cold light of day, and madness can ensue. Many studies have documented the failure to overcome challenges with youthful naivety that end in lives overwhelmed by emotional and psychological pain.” 

After six months, I talked him into introducing me to his mother. He’d abstractly spoken about her but without any heat. He said she lived in the south of England and would descend on him from time to time. For some reason, he felt guilty and sorry for her simultaneously. We met at Mani’s place in Wandsworth, a one-bedroom apartment with steamed-up windows, a bed, closet, table, and chairs stuffed into an airless room. 

She was a small, shy, and hesitant woman and wore a thick brown and green tweed jacket and matching skirt with a ruffled brown bow tie and a pink blouse. She was my age, around 60. Her eyes constantly darted around the room, at the furniture, me, Mani, and the door, as though she wanted to get out at any moment, or perhaps she felt claustrophobic.  She wouldn’t hold my eyes and the confused look on her face conveyed the idea that she wanted this over with, whatever it was, as soon as possible.

Mani introduced me as a friend from the Africa Center, which I could see she disapproved of, which gave legitimacy to our association. At one point, Mani stepped out to get something, and I put it to her that Mani was a young man deserving of love.

“I don’t know what you mean,” She said, “I’ve loved him the only way I can. It’s not been easy for me, you know. Nobody understands what it’s like to lose everything, be shunned by your family and friends, to lose one’s home.”

“But it’s more than that, Ms. Beckford, isn’t it?”

“You mean that he’s a half-cast.”

“No, I mean, Mani needs your love!”

Mani returned to the room, bathed in silence. I later found out he’d had a difficult time at his school. It was an all-boys school, and he had been the victim of some of the older boys and house masters who subjected him to beatings and sexual abuse.

I continued to ply him with alcohol to encourage him to relax and speak about his past. He’d pulled a curtain down over much of his life, and it was with great difficulty I got the merest fragments of his story. Piece by piece, he revealed some of his school life in his senior year; principally, the school expelled him. The circumstances were vague, but it appears that a housemaster had sexually compromised him, and Mani paid the price of the cover-up. 

Such events were all too real in Britain in the 1970s. I had a wretched time myself with bullying at school. The British education system is rife with hypocrisies. Its indelible etched into my experiences of being a man of color in Britain. So, I could only offer Mani my deepest sympathies for what it’s worth. Mani, however, seemed dislocated from any acts of tenderness, and after meeting his mother, I understood where the roots of the problem lay. But there was something more; he’d had an experience that had wiped the slant clean.

However, despite my counsel, Mani’s determination to go his way and discard all sensible advice was a factor I failed to acknowledge. Not having had his background, I didn’t fully appreciate that when the world shows nothing but pain and suffering, there’s an unconscious desire, even for someone as charming and desirous of love as Mani, to repay like for like. 

The instinct for revenge is strong within each of us. Mutual self-interest and caring friends and family can offset these instincts, but our reptilian inner selves must be satisfied or quelled to find peace within ourselves and our neighbors. Mani took that long, painful road to self-knowledge that few seek, let alone follow. Having to pass through one’s dungeons of despair and cross the deserts of unforgiving self-pity is not for the faint-hearted. Sometimes you meet your destiny on the road you sought to avoid.  

Despite my misgivings, I insisted on giving Mani some contacts if he was determined to travel to Africa. I wanted to be sure he had some backup in case of the worst, and in Africa, the worst is a daily occurrence. So, I provided Mani introductions to my business partner Dexter Wilson, a teacher and business broker working with business people across West Africa. Dexter had gone out as a colonial officer before independence and had established himself as a conduit between the authorities and the various European carpetbaggers. They followed in the train of the colonial powers—entrepreneurs providing services and foodstuffs, hotels, and mechanical equipment. The Lebanese dominated this trade throughout much of Africa, from north to south. 

All the factions that separated the Lebanese in their home country – the Christian Maronites and Shia Muslims – were represented in Africa. Dexter’s talents kept these groups from killing each other while still making money. I hadn’t heard from Dexter for a while, but coincidentally, I recently heard from him while being Mani’s mentor. Dexter wanted someone, a European, to come out and help with his various enterprises. He needed someone with the willingness to learn and work with Africans. His last manager, a white man, had run afoul of a native woman who had cracked him over the head with a bottle. Some ‘love tryst,’ Dexter mentioned. The man was in the hospital and advised to leave the country as his health was deteriorating rapidly.

4 – setting out

Leaving London in the full glare of its bland, depleting climate, Nina begged you for months not to go, but you left on that grey, drizzly day, Nina clinging vine-like to your backpack as you fought her out the front door and into the taxi. 

“I was not running away from you,” you said, “I’m running towards my destiny.” 

Later, while waiting for the boat train to France at Dover, the words of Nina and Dr. Elliott echoed in your brain. “Mani, you’ll never find anything better in Africa than what you have here in London.” Dr. Elliott opined. “If you believe you can discover yourself in Africa, you’re committing cultural suicide. Whatever you feel you lack here, in Britain, the material and intellectual benefits are ten times more beneficial here than there. If you have a problem in Britain, you should stay here and change it, not run away, and besides, you’ll always be a foreigner in Africa!”

“Nina, I don’t deserve you,” you once confessed. “I’ve never known someone who could care so deeply.” Yet you side-stepped Nina’s love even as she prayed you to trust in the love she offered. She saw compassion buried within you that would expand if you let her in. Nina offered to counsel and help heal the pain covered by the mists of your unhappy childhood. But you denied yourself the tools to believe.

“You are loved, Mani. Please accept my love; it can heal you.” Nina’s words vibrated through you as you listened to the repetitive click-clacking of the rail lines and the spikey raindrops peppering the window. You looked out across the passing hedgerows, the forlorn bovines chewing the cud, and the patchwork neatness of the fertile farmlands hurrying by and wondered whether you’d ever see these green lands again. The wavering steeples flashed their lights as you burrowed through dark tunnels that sucked the air and light out of the shuddering carriage. When you emerged again, England’s pleasant rich green lands shone brightly, and you wondered if you could learn a new way to see.

You heard a story years ago of a man from the desert coming to the city, unable to orientate himself in the concrete jungle. He couldn’t navigate the tight streets lined with cars, the narrow sidewalks bustling with people, the gloomy thin patches of the sky above monstrous buildings that reached into the clouds. Hocking horns, screeching wheels, wailing sirens, and the constant babble of people talking and shouting next to him left his ears burning with a dissonant hum that even the night hours couldn’t diminish. 

The constant noise pollution continued assaulting his ears from all sides. The open spaces of his desert had given him dimension, perspective, and identity, and the waves of the wind educated him about his shifting environment. He did not have the emotions to ‘see’ and ‘feel’ in the city. 

When the train brought you to Dover, expending fumes with final exhaustion, you walked the old town’s wet cobbled streets until you saw lights spraying out of frosted pork-pie windows. The Black Bear’s swinging pub sign rattled in the rain. An aggressive joyous gathering sucked you into its community as you took cover in a corner, with your Guinness stout, waiting for the boat to Calais. 

A challenge to a Guinness Book of Records (GBR) was in process. Appropriately, it was drinking a yard of Guinness ale from a 1-yard (90 cm) long thin beer glass with a bulb containing two-and-a-half imperial pints of beer. The GBR record was 7 seconds. The cozy alehouse resonated with celebrations as the local men tested their masculinity in this drunken sporting challenge. 

John Bull, a manly farm laborer, who swallowed his weekly wages in those 6 seconds, reached the zenith of his life. Forget the 15 minutes of American fame. John Bull had created a highlight for his life that would resonate for his remaining back-breaking 40 years. 

As a witness, you signed the register receiving a backhanded compliment for your fine handwriting! It felt like another dagger to your dignity as embarrassment and confusion flooded your senses. Is it reasonable to be complimented on your writing ability? Would he have praised a white man? You felt your integrity questioned, undermining your ability to accept praise for its own sake. It made you feel like you needed childish compliments, or was there a notion of nefarious intent? The evil of racism is it creates doubt over the most mundane comments and actions.

The stormy winds during the crossing to Calais jerked you awake. The weariness of travel: the changing vistas through narrow portholes; new people slug-like before your eyes; the emotional distance separated you daily from those you love; the frustrations of multiplying desires that rise and fall within you; your body weakened by the new food, air, and constant movement, finding comfort only in sleep.

The freighter hopscotched the turbulent waves of the English Channel, from Calais to Le Havre, Cherbourg, Jersey, and the Blight of Brest. You rushed on deck to watch the exotic people getting on and off the vessel. But you are refused a request to disembark and see these foreign cities. You smell burnt coffee and Gauloises cigarettes wafting up from the lower tiers. The freighter had been at sea for a week now, and you are still in the English Channel. It’s stopped at every trading post along the coast. It will be more than twenty days before you reach your destination, located mid-point between the Tropic of Capricorn and the Equator.  

It was twenty days of belching smoke and clanging mechanical pregnancies. Your cabin was next to the engine room. The Captain, a Greek, wants you to deliver a package to his brother who travels in Koranko, he thinks? General directions make all distances appear near. And he was sure you’d find his brother. How many Garoppolo’s’ can there be in Koranko? 

A French couple joined at Cherbourg, going to Dakar, but you avoided them; you are still too English to abide the French! The crew of twenty is an assortment of Balkan nationals, Serbs, Romanians, Bulgarians, and Turks. At least that is what you believe them to be, having no idea how to distinguish the many languages of Balkan nationals. You haven’t yet developed prejudices for the crew whose foreignness confuses you. However, your British training soon dismisses’ all these foreigners as heathens and aliens. 

The heat exacerbates you, and the vile effects of seasickness bring out your prejudices. You are comfortable calling the crew ‘scum’ after a few days of heated irritation with their failure to bring you ice on call! You hear the captain’s catholic prayers and pleadings with the cantankerous old vessel to battle safely through each wave one at a time. Now you know you are doomed. You realize that your attitude towards the crew marks you as a British bigot. You are horrified. 

It was an eternal journey. The rolling nature of the freighter through the rough seas of the Bay of Biscay made you sick, confining you to your cabin. Sailing beyond the Bay, skirting Spain, you passed Cape Finisterre and saw numerous sloops, schooners, and yawls, the vessels of Spanish and Portuguese fishers.  

The coast hovers in mists and clouds dissolving each morning, revealing a thick green undulating line peppered with white boxes. There is a European steeple here, with a mosque dome catching the sunlight there. White dots disappear in the dense green hills swallowed up by clouds. The constant clanging engine rings like a tolling bell, breathing heavily, belching loudly, desperate to reach the journey’s end. And the heat! The heat increased exponentially daily, soon boiling your temples and sprouting pains over your head in places you’ve never felt before. 

First, the sun was a beautiful bright orb shining in its open amphitheater. You enjoyed the perfect Mediterranean evening ambiance of fresh winds and calm breezes as you rounded Cadiz. You realized then you hadn’t brought appropriate clothing. You’ll buy what’s needed; you tell yourself when you settle in Africa. Your current black denim jeans, shirt, straw hat, and cowboy boots have already proved inappropriate for travel?
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