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For Emeka, Chineme, and Enyinna, my siblings.
And for Amarachi, our beloved little sister.









When I awake, I am still with you.
—Psalms 139:18


The past does not change, nor our need for it.
What must change is the way of telling.


—Anne Michaels, The Winter Vault
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*This is an accurate but incomplete family tree, in part because it would be unnecessary and unwieldy to name everyone here. Not all of my paternal relatives are mentioned in this book, and some members of my extended family, whose names appear, have been assigned pseudonyms to preserve their anonymity.
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one



A year after I returned home, Lagos erupted in protests.


I checked the news every waking hour throughout those unsettled weeks of October 2020, gathering details of arrests, of ill-fated spectators hit by stray bullets, and of roadblocks set up by roving groups of begrudged young people. I understood enough of the demands being made by the protesters—for the government to disband the Special Anti-Robbery Squad, a police unit known for extrajudicial killings—to know that I sympathized with the movement. And yet during the first week of the protests, my lack of productivity hovered over my desk like an albatross. One evening, my wife Ayobami and I drove to join the crowd. It was by now the second week. Looking back, I realize I had agreed to venture out only because I could be of no use to myself otherwise, as if moved by irritability and not curiosity.


We parked behind a long row of cars two kilometers from a toll area and began to walk. The highway was full of a steady stream of people who, for the most part, seemed younger than we were. It was a popular opinion in the commentaries we read, and we could now attest, that this was an uprising by a generation born after or just before Nigeria’s return to democratic rule in 1999. They have vague or no memories of military dictatorships—unlike I do, such as of a morning in early 1998 when I was stung by residue of tear gas while crossing the road to run an errand, a definitive warning against taking to the streets in protest in my childhood and thereafter.


Approaching the tollgate, we saw clusters of idle protesters, sitting on barricades or on car hoods. Some blared music from their cars, dressed in singlets or miniskirts. The mood was exuberant; apathy toward the government had become a cause célèbre. One barricade had been spray-painted with careful serifed lettering: change is coming. A woman distributed food from a sack, for free, and she was given the most attention of anyone we’d seen by a small group of disheveled teenagers. There was a larger group in front, and a speaker who had mounted a concrete platform led them in a chant against the Special Anti-Robbery Squad: “End SARS now!” But the group seemed listless and responded with little vigor, kept their expressions blank, or chatted among themselves. It hadn’t been like that all day, if we judged from the aerial photographs circulating online, of a surging, innumerable crowd on either side of the toll area.


We had gotten there a little after sunset, twelve hours after the beginning of the day’s sit-in. Now all we saw—the only time we mustered the resolve to go outside—was the husk of a decisive moment. Despite this, when we returned home and I thought of the travels I’d undertaken months prior, I was convinced of what was set off in me: the lingering sense of being enfolded in a sequence of histories and inequities larger than all of us.
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Before the protests, I’d visited my older brother, Emeka, in Abuja, the capital city. Two years my senior, he and his wife have two sons. I usually saw him each time I had the opportunity; I’d go to him in Abuja or pass the night in his hotel room if he was in Lagos for work. During our most recent time together, I noticed his new quirks, particularly in how he carried himself as a father: spanking the older boy, named after our father, and feeding the younger boy, named after me. Some days, I was surprised by the chill of the mornings, even before it rained. I’d take in the views of the surrounding rocks, the distant line of trees. The red earth, the wide roads, the occasional bumps, the smell of roasted corn.


I told him, on the day I arrived, that I would like us to speak about our family’s tragedy during the Nigerian Civil War.


The war began on July 6, 1967, after a year and a half of cataclysms. In 1966, Nigeria had been an independent country for six years, and its three largest ethnic groups—the Hausas in the North, the Yorubas and Igbos in the South—had been faultily amalgamated, together with up to three hundred other groups, within borders created during British colonial rule. Two coups d’état preceded the war, the second, led by soldiers of northern origin, to counter the first. In the bloodletting of the July 1966 countercoup, nearly thirty thousand people were killed in pogroms in the Northern Region.


Most of the assailed were Igbo; what had begun as a mutiny by northern units of the Nigerian Army was now a popular uprising against Igbos and others belonging to the smaller ethnic groups around southeastern Nigeria. Hundreds of thousands of Igbo survivors returned to their ancestral homelands in the Eastern Region, whose government proclaimed its independence as the Republic of Biafra. Then the federal government declared war, referred to as a “police action,” to keep the country one. The military officers who led each side—Biafra’s Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu, Nigeria’s Yakubu Gowon—were in their midthirties. Boys, some barely teenagers, volunteered to fight for the breakaway republic. They imagined a nation formed by revolutionary struggle, free from the persecution of the Hausa ruling class and its British allies. Many of the casualties of the war, as it dragged out for another thirty months, were children. In September 1968, the International Committee of the Red Cross estimated that almost ten thousand people were dying daily from starvation caused by Nigeria’s blockade of Biafra.


An entire generation was wrenched from the future.


All three of my father’s older brothers fought in the war. When it ended on January 15, 1970, the second-oldest was unaccounted for. It is yet unclear exactly how old he was when he enlisted in the Biafran Army and went to the front. He did not return home, as his older and younger brothers did. I have never seen a photograph of him and cannot tell what he looked like.


What is the story of his life, since he died so young and left nothing behind?


I must have learned about the war for the first time as a preteen, or even as a younger boy, when my father told me he’d named me after his disappeared brother. Since then, I have sometimes felt that anytime my name is called, I echo a gesture once his. If that is true, then perhaps I can find out what happened to him.


The ignorance is not mine alone. Not many in my generation of Nigerians, thirty-five and under, can speak of the war beyond the cursory summation that it is an event of the past. We were not taught the conflict in primary or secondary school, and came to it through the anecdotes of family members who lived through it. We are a generation that has to lift itself from the hushes and gaps of the history of the war. Some, like me, have confronted that history by sleuthing, buying dozens of books to uncover the causes and consequences of the traumatic events. And some, stoked by the propaganda of a group known as the Indigenous People of Biafra, or IPOB, the most prominent among the current wave of pro-Biafran agitators, clamor for another secession. Their key argument is that Igbos, and all those who make up “Biafraland,” are still as victimized as they had been in the lead-up to the war.


The books published about the war, by memoirists on either side—most of which are self-published and available only in a handful of local bookstores—are written from the perspective of those who survived, those who can reflect on its horrors. The dead, voiceless, keep to themselves.


I shared that history and reasoning with my brother, to set things up. We sat in a small room for visitors in building he worked in as an executive of a Bible school. Later, listening to the recording I made of our conversation, I was impressed, first, by the timbre of his voice—familiar, because it sounded like mine—as well as the similar patterns of our speech. Then, as I continued, I was curious about the eagerness in my voice when I asked a question or paraphrased a response, as if to accept the incontrovertible truth of what he said. Yet I suspected this was something far more difficult to admit to: a cop-out. I was desperate to attribute the failings of memory to someone else, to make another narrator responsible for the gaps in my family story.


“Daddy didn’t really talk about it,” Emeka said. “Some of the details I remember are in sketches. Locations are hazy in my head. When he talked about it, he focused on his anticipation that his brother would come back. Our uncle was probably in his midteens or older when the war began. So he was old enough to be part of a troop. This is one thing we know. We also know he had some privileges, and connection to an older military officer. Oh, and he was a wrestler.”


“Yeah? I don’t remember hearing that.”


“He was Daddy’s immediate older brother.”


“I thought he was second.”


“Now I don’t know. But this is what Daddy said, that he was the one he was closest to.”


“Yes, I remember.”


“Daddy told us stories of their school days. And I hope I’m not mixing up his brothers, but this uncle you’re looking for was more athletic, more agile, less inclined to academic work. He defended Daddy during fights in primary school.”


When he said this, I recalled our teenage years. As boys two years apart, Emeka and I fought each other often, and it was almost always the case that he’d beat me up.


“Here’s the point I’m trying to make,” Emeka continued. “He was the brother Daddy loved the most. Then the war took him away.”


We outgrew our fights by my senior year in secondary school and became mellow in our disagreements, acquiring the maturity of de-escalation. Once, returning to the boarding school we both attended, I placed a notebook containing wads of our pocket money in front of my seat on a motorcycle and forgot to pick it up again. It was only when he asked that I realized I’d lost it. He said nothing to me as he walked away, bristling with rage, now penniless for the rest of the month. I still feel a throb of guilt when I remember my negligence, worsened by his unexpected decision not to wreck my face.


“When do you intend to travel?” my brother said as we spoke of our disappeared uncle. I had told him of my hope to reconstruct my uncle’s life by traveling to speak with our relatives and visiting the towns where the last battles of the war were fought.


“As early as possible next year,” I said. “My main concern is how to spend more time in Nigeria.”


By then, I hadn’t told Emeka my return would be for the long term, for fear he might think of my move as reckless. From our early twenties, I regarded him as a bastion of composure, especially once he became bespectacled, raising the bridge of his eyeglasses while he talked with the precision of a checkmate.


“If you do this right,” he said, “you can actually know the place he died. Or at least where he disappeared from. And you can follow the mystery from there. If Daddy picks up the book, he’d be shocked at what he could have done if he wanted to find out what happened to his brother.”
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How would my father have responded to my search? Each time we discussed the news, which almost always indicated the sorry state of the country, he’d end with a version of “All I pray for is my daily bread.” But that was his apathy for politics, not history. I do not think of him as a man who undervalued his need for the past: never once did he refuse to answer a question I posed about his youth or the lives of his brothers. I regret that I didn’t come around to ask him more questions about the war. That I drew out little from him before his death had more to do with my lack of persistence than the absence of his insights. That said, I found it difficult to estimate the limits of his patience. At what point would he have said, “I don’t know, Emma, I don’t know”?—steadying his eye with the glance I knew meant that he didn’t wish to speak further.


On occasion, we did speak about the war, even if I cannot recall the conversations in perfect sequence, or the context in which we had them. For one, he repeatedly mentioned that his family experienced more want in the immediate aftermath of the war than during it, due to his connection to a Biafran officer he served as a houseboy from the time he was eleven years old till he was thirteen. It is unclear how my father was hired. Yet the colonel must have cared enough for him to ensure that his family did not starve.


But then, after reading a passage in a 1972 book by Arthur Nwankwo, who worked in the Directorate of Propaganda for the Republic of Biafra, I feared that I should have been questioning of my father’s good fortune. “Food for the boys, meagre as it was, was misused by unit commanders,” wrote Nwankwo of the Biafran brass. “In distributing food, some commanders equated themselves to as many as 300 soldiers. Sometimes they divided the food into two and took one part. In 1969 one brigade commander helped himself to two-and-a-half of the four goats allowed to the entire brigade for Christmas celebrations . . . If ninety uniforms were given to a brigade, the commander might take thirty for himself and his entourage of batmen, orderlies and provosts. Usually, he surrounded himself with a platoon of relatives and friends to look after his personal needs. These men, always well clothed and well fed, never fired a shot.”


My father’s colonel, going by the tradition at the time, was almost certainly a brigade commander, and could, in general terms, fit Arthur Nwankwo’s description. What can I make of the inglorious opportunism by which my father and grandparents were possibly fed throughout the war? What can I make of it, knowing that either my dad was too young to protest the source of the largesse he received, or too concerned with keeping his parents alive to even care? I imagine Daddy as he took food to his family, walking two or several kilometers from the front, no doubt hunched over by the weight of a sack.
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If you do this right, my brother said. He was suggesting I might also go so far off base I’d uncover little. In the earliest conversation preceding my search, he had defined my goal. Yet I knew to be moderate about my expectations. Fifty years after the end of the war, after all the gaps and silences and airbrushings, as much as I hoped to get lucky, it would be a miracle if I found the place where my uncle died. He left no trail for me to follow. In my research until then, I’d stumbled on no document containing names of Biafran infantrymen, either noting the date of their enrollment or the battalions they fought with.


If an attempt to discover my uncle’s death place was a fool’s errand, I thought it might be possible to know what kind of young man he had been, to rescue his preoccupations and ambitions from the obscurity of thousands whose bodies were never found by their families. A question of recovering the origin story of my name, yes, but also a matter of locating myself in my country’s history, of traveling to the heart of the mystery that is the Biafran War.
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From my brother, I now inferred the following: My uncle was the third son of my grandparents. Likely, my brother said, the third. He was good with the use of his body. A wrestler. He was respected by many, so he would either beat up those who beat up my father, or the fear of him would keep them from beating up my father. He seemed to be street-smart, rather than book-smart, and had repeated classes more than once. When the war came, he was loyal to his officer so that he could provide for his family, and it may have been through his influence that my father got work as a houseboy to another officer. Then the war took my uncle away.


[image: Image]


I barreled through the clouds in darkness, my body hurled along an unbroken line. It was not my first time on a transatlantic trip, and yet I was alert, unable to manage sleep. In ordinary times, this could have been a measure of exhilaration, even happiness. That night, though, what I envisaged upon my arrival in Lagos was like the shimmer of light in a far-out sea, a perfect mirage. Uncertain. Each turbulent jerk of the airplane increased my sense of unease. In a haze, I felt myself careening, but just before I imagined hitting the ground, I was raised into rays of heavenly luster. A strange way to travel, I thought.


Several hours earlier, at the airport in New York, I was bumped up to premium economy as soon as I paid for extra luggage. A sign, I considered, of the mood I needed to become familiar with, the feeling of being out of place.


I was finally relocating to Lagos, a city and an amassment of questions. What would I arrive to find? As the plane hit the tarmac, for real this time, I shut my eyes, and in that hairline of space between eyelid and eyeball, I saw my father’s face in a violet vision. Then I heard the growing ruckus of grateful passengers and became conscious of a different face, its singular welcome.


Ayobami was waiting for me. We were engaged. She saw me trudging with my suitcases stacked on a trolley, and her smile grew, gradually, in radiance. Watching her make her way to me, I felt a burst of readiness for the first time since my trip began. She had come with a porter, who took my trolley and led the way. Ayobami and I embraced with hunger. I felt her face. Then we turned quickly to follow the porter.


I noticed two men, standing on the curb, who seemed to have watched us all the while. “Cook pepper soup for him this night o,” one of them said to her when we walked past. She responded with the murmur of a scoff, and I felt riled up, wanting to call back to the men with words of warning. Instead, I kissed her, then reached to knead her knuckles.


For close to seven years, I lived in New York City. In my time there, I studied for a graduate degree in art criticism, then found part-time work as an adjunct professor while I continued to write freelance. But the day came when, due in part to a death in my family, I felt ready to shirk the assurances of work and return to the country I was born in. By the morning of my flight in December 2019, I had ended the lease to my Brooklyn apartment, shipped my books, and announced to my friends and employers that my return date was indeterminate. It was the most practical thing to do in preparation for a year when I hoped to get closer to my family—both through the nature of traveling I was committing to, and by renting a house in Lagos. The greater permanence of my presence, I imagined, would give us better access to each other.


I glanced out of the taxi window and saw that we were now under the cantilevers of the Lekki-Ikoyi Bridge. I drifted into introspection. In a year or two, would I squander the straws of my resolve and think of Nigeria with a grudge, the land whose pull I’d miscalculated from afar? I also wanted to know, without equivocation, what kind of country I was returning to, what kind of investigations it required from me. I turned toward Ayobami, who I knew would be my sure companion through it all. She was watching me and had likely done so throughout the time I faced the window. I pulled her closer, and she settled her head on my shoulder. The car sped onto Admiralty Way. We entered tender into the night.










two



A video, recorded on May 26, 1967, begins with a noiseless pan of faces: mostly men who are gathered, it seems, in front of the State House in Enugu, the capital of Nigeria’s Eastern Region. They’re holding up large proclamations.


give us biafra, federation has died blessed
be the democratic republic of biafra
declare us biafrans now
biafra we want


Each man has assumed the demeanor he considers most momentous, as if readying for a snapshot—fists are raised, eyes are shaded with sunglasses, faces are held in fixed smiles. Then the camera shows another placard, which partly reads ojukwu. Then it cuts to different footage.


We’re inside the State House now. More men, a scattering of women, gathered for a meeting of the Consultative Assembly of Chiefs and Elders—a group, by some estimates, of up to 335 people. They flank a dais. From the rear, Odumegwu Ojukwu emerges, walking with his hands folded behind him, and turns to the camera just when he is closest to it. He is young enough for his stern-faced glance to seem as though he is working up resolve.


“Your meeting today is very crucial,” he says when he’s at the podium. “Eastern Nigeria is at the crossroads. Since our last meeting, everything possible has been done by enemies of the East to escalate the crisis in an attempt to bring about the collapse of this region. They have failed and will continue to fail.”


I watch the balance in the lieutenant colonel’s demeanor, the care in his enunciation, the bulge of his eyes, the movement of his brow. I consider him the type of man who understands the distinction between authority and adoration, and who can leverage the former to enjoy the latter.


The next afternoon, following a noisy session, the Consultative Assembly, made up of several leading politicians in eastern Nigeria, unanimously mandated Ojukwu to declare the region an independent state at the earliest practicable date. Its name and title would be the Republic of Biafra. Three days later, during the early hours of May 30, Ojukwu gathered diplomats and journalists to the State House and made a declaration of independence.


Then, on June 3, 1967, a soundless video montage is recorded by the Reuters news agency: The Biafran flag hangs at the entrance to the State House, now being called Biafra Lodge. A huddle of men in suits, each awaits his turn to shake hands with Ojukwu. Ojukwu, in a striped, dark kaftan, is addressing the press. He looks up half smiling and now, seen closer, brings a cigarette to his mouth, his eyes closed as he takes a puff. A poster—don’t sell your region, it reads—is affixed to a window, with the illustration of a soldier in uniform holding out a pouch marked with a £ sign. Close to the end of the video, a smiling man, wearing sunglasses and a bowler hat, holds a drawing of Ojukwu below his chin.


The rest of the seventy-second video contains footage of the Niger Bridge in Onitsha, the town at Biafra’s western border: Soldiers have mounted a barricade. A group pushing a cart with a jumble of belongings, including a bicycle, walks across in a hurry, barefoot. One woman is running. Behind her, three armored tanks are parked, squat and malevolent.
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I set out first to Afikpo, the town in northeastern Igboland where my family is from. It was a trip planned with little preparation, during my first month of being back in Nigeria. I kept most of the luggage I’d returned with in Ayobami’s flat. Yet while settling into my leased apartment and having some time to spare, I wished to know all that was known in Afikpo about my uncle. I hoped to pick up fragments of his life story from my father’s relatives, who were likely to welcome me once I mentioned my father’s name.


I say that I am Igbo, and my people are from Afikpo, yet I confess that, due to how often we moved as a family, I am estranged from this town and that ethnicity. I have never lived here, only visiting when prompted by an occasion in the family. Yet at twenty-two, right after university, I went unaccompanied for the first time. I stayed in the house of my father’s close friend, who was the secretary of one of the traditional councils and had reams of unpublished historical accounts in a back room. I spent idle hours hunched over piles of paper, realizing that I felt inclined to study Afikpo’s past more than its present, as though my chief method of belonging to the town was historical, not filial. This time, I was going to Afikpo without the illusion that my ancestry was remote.
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There is no pan-Igbo origin story. Unlike the Yorubas, for example, who claim universal descent from Oduduwa, the various subgroups in Igboland—a tropical forest region with a total landmass of about forty thousand square kilometers and an approximate population today of forty million—are not linked by a common ancestor or a linear narrative of settlement. Yet the word now standardized as Igbo—once written as Eboe and Ibo—has been in use since at least 1789, when Oluadah Equiano, perhaps the best-known precolonial Igbo man, who was sold as a slave to a Royal Navy officer, published his autobiography. Scholars take two approaches in determining a shared cultural identity for Igbos. First, an etymological approach: that Igbo is a word for ancient inhabitants of a forest area or for a community with shared values. Others focus on the geography of the area by examining settlement patterns and arguing that there was a core heartland from which subgroups originated.


There were two known attempts to found empires within Igboland, and thus create a unified political system among the Igbos. The earlier Nri empire was less politically savvy. Founded during the course of an agricultural revolution in the fertile valley of the Anambra River, it concentrated its efforts on extracting tributes and perpetuating control through rituals, eventually failing to perfect a system of profit-yielding capital required of all modern empires. The latter Aro empire, whose rise coincided with the decline of the Nri, lasting from 1650 to 1900 and based in Arochukwu, combined an aggressive policy of trading in slaves with a mercenary army to control independent communities in the area.


Beginning in the early 1900s, after a British-led expedition destabilized the Aro network of trading and patronage, pan-Igbo identity began to take shape under the rubric of an emerging pan-Nigerian one. Then came Biafra. The Eastern Region, from which Biafra was formed, included a panoply of ethnic groups. Hence it is incorrect to assume that the conflict, strictly speaking, was an Igbo one. It is not a stretch, however, to argue that in the aftermath of war—and since the final battles were fought in their shrinking heartland—the Igbos felt, and continue to feel, the vanquishment more acutely. This is why the current agitators for Biafra are often called Igbo nationalists.


The meaning of Biafra is unclear, but it began to appear on European maps in the sixteenth century. In the centuries before interior exploration by Europeans began, Biafra—sometimes spelled Biafara or Biafar—was as imprecise a location as any utopia. In the Lopes-Pigafetta map, published in 1591, it was thought to be in today’s northeastern Nigeria, near Adamawa. In Willem Bosman’s 1705 map, it was found in the grasslands of Cameroon, occupying all the areas south of the Cameroon River. Other cartographers denoted it in regions off the coast in the Central African Republic and Congo-Brazzaville. One located it north of that river, within the space of Nigeria’s breakaway republic.


I consider all those maps useful. The journey into Biafra must cover a patch of speculative, ideological territory. The war was just one of several attempts to name a place Biafra, only this time as a nation with fixed borders.
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The earliest bus, on the morning of my departure to Afikpo, was scheduled to leave the terminal in Lagos at six. Several dozen people waited beside the buses, sat under a shade, or clamored for tickets in the ticket office. All seemed uneager for dawn. They were silent or groggy. Those who weren’t passengers, wearing red T-shirts and helping to load buses, or the drivers themselves, folding their arms and barking orders to the porters, appeared even less keen for movement, disaffected by habit.


I feared I was late, but nothing in the manner of the man who handed me my ticket indicated a sense of urgency. Outside the office, I saw the minibus described on my ticket, a Sienna, parked close to the farthest area of the terminus. I walked to it. I was journeying east, to the fringe areas of Igboland. Owerri would lead me to Okigwe, and Okigwe to Afikpo.


Despite my anxiety, I was the first to stand beside the Sienna. A man arrived with an older woman a few minutes later. “Is this the car going to Owerri?” he asked, and I said yes. “Okay, Mama, let me go,” he told the woman in Igbo. “Take care of my mother,” he said to me, with the faint hint of a plea. He dropped her suitcase beside me and walked away, hurrying off to work or to get more sleep. It was the least tender of farewells, I thought. But Mama, who was likely in her midsixties, nodded at him, without a scowl or drop in her jowl to show that she judged him uncaring or absentminded.


Around me, others were also practiced in minimal affection, unwilling, as it appeared to me, to be suspected of sentimentality—such as the three men who arrived after Mama, two of whom were older and one young enough to be a son to either man. Father and son, I surmised, traveling home after a visit to a brother/uncle, who had driven them to the terminal. The uncle, perhaps in his late fifties, dressed in a short-sleeved shirt and holding car keys, counted some money, handing a few notes to his nephew, then to his brother. Right away, the father passed the money to his son, as though embarrassed by the gesture or the paltriness of the sum.


“Uncle, thank you,” the young man said. The older men, brothers, did not look each other in the eye.


The Owerri-bound man looked older by a few years. “You have done well,” he said to his host in Igbo.


In that moment, I wondered how my father might have looked at my uncle, if they had lived to the age of the men I now observed, after four or five decades together. The small arch of an eyebrow during a glance, the graze of a palm against a shoulder, the midsentence interruptions: gestures that were so natural to them they failed to be irritated or amused by them. Only when they were looked at or listened to by others did their similarities become apparent. Just as it is often remarked to me by those who know both of us that my brother and I sound eerily alike.


Around six thirty, we made our way out of the terminus. There were six of us in the Sienna. We headed toward the foot of a bridge, then made a U-turn onto a road that led out of Lagos. But when the driver got to a roundabout less than a kilometer away, he circled it, and headed back to the bus station. “You guys have to be strong,” he muttered. He made no effort to apologize. He returned to the bus station knowing what was wrong with the minibus and knowing, too, that he was unwilling to put himself at risk on behalf of his employers. No one in the minibus said an angry word to him. Perhaps I also admired his cunning, a feigned attempt to drive us to Owerri.


But if we spared the driver our frustration, we directed it at the manager, who arrived with a fussy mix of apologies and snappiness. “There is another bus going to Owerri,” he told us. “We’ll put you on it and give you the change from what you paid for the Sienna.” He seemed unprepared to handle a sudden shift in the character of his day, a half dozen begrudging customers.


“Oga,” I told him, “there is a reason we paid to go with a Sienna. You knew your car was bad, and you put it on the road!”


He began to walk away, waving his hands in the air. His paunch hung from his shirt, as if he remained committed to wearing his outgrown clothes. I took my eyes away from him, and, for a second, wondered why I had become so upset as to snap at a stranger.


This was the first impediment in my journey. I considered calling the trip off and beginning my investigation into my uncle’s fate another time. I was worried about the difficulty I’d face if I arrived in Owerri too late to look for lodgings in a town I was unfamiliar with.


That belied my real anxiety. Ten months earlier, my father had been buried in Afikpo. I was returning for the first time since then.


[image: Image]


In the early months of the war, as Nigerian forces approached their towns, boys my father’s age would join the local unit of the Boys Company, a paramilitary group that taught war songs and ran drills in school fields. The boys went into farms armed with torches, whistles, and sticks, but were enthusiastic enough to believe they could draw out the enemy. Twelve-year-old Okey Anueyiagu, one such boy, lived with his family in Awka, forty kilometers from Onitsha. Soon it was time to flee. His family packed their things into two cars. Then his father went in to fetch his grandmother, aged eighty-five.


She refused to leave. “The boom of artillery bombs sounded in the distance,” Anueyiagu wrote in his 2020 memoir. “My mother and I fell to our knees beside my father, begging Grandmother to please change her mind and follow us to safety.” They couldn’t get her to change her mind. She would remain in her home regardless of the consequences. The rest of the family joined the armada of refugees, leaving on foot, bicycles, or in cars and trucks.


A few days later, Anueyiagu’s uncle returned to check on his mother. The decision almost cost him his life: Nigerian troops were moving from house to house. When they got to his family’s home, the uncle escaped through a hole in the wall, but from the bushes in the backyard, he heard as his mother was killed. “The narration of that episode is too devastating to write about here,” Anueyiagu wrote of the story his uncle told.


I have no account of the daily grind of my grandparents as they maneuvered to survive the invasion of our hometown. Most of my family’s war stories are hidden from me, as though repressed so long ago they now seem canceled out. I know only this sliver of fact: everyone in my father’s immediate family, except my uncle Emmanuel, returned from the war.
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There were eleven passengers in the HiAce bus headed to Owerri as I journeyed to Afikpo on that first trip. I sat close to the aisle in the third row, beside a teenager who was traveling alone. Every hour or so, she asked me for our location. Her mother was calling repeatedly. I realized how the small towns that pockmarked the stretch of highways could seem undifferentiated, how she might have failed to see a signpost for a church or a restaurant as the bus hurried past. “We are in Asaba,” she relayed into the phone, then turned to confirm with me whether we had crossed the Niger Bridge. “Almost,” I replied.


The bridge is nearly a two and a half kilometers long and as high as 122 meters, with pedestrian walkways on either side of the road. After it was built in the 1960s by a French construction company, it was known as a marvel of engineering, traversing the Niger River and connecting the farthest frontier of midwestern Nigeria with the Igbo heartland in the southeast. I thought of the bridge as a kind of welcome, the point at which I was in home territory.


The teenager beside me proved more useful to me than I had been to her. Our journey had lasted twelve hours. But her face showed no anxiety about the night. She was, in fact, increasingly animated. She sang along to music from the stereo, joined other passengers in mocking the driver’s inexpert maneuvers, and when I asked her for the right place to disembark, she told me what route to take to avoid the end-of-day traffic. With her air of practiced authority, she reminded me of members of my family.


Two afternoons before my father died, I had crumbled into my bed in Brooklyn, determined not to think of his illness. My stepmother had said, “We have hope. Nothing will happen to him.” Throughout the day, I had muted my phone and kept it facedown, to see if I could keep my mind unaffected for a few hours. I drifted into a nap. It was nearing dusk when I woke, and awash in streaks of amber, the setting sun seemed to me like a dirge for passing time. I checked my phone and saw that my sister had sent a message to the family WhatsApp group: “Guys, Daddy says he is ready to go.” There was no response from my brother, even though the message had been sent three hours earlier. It was too late in Nigeria for me to call any of my siblings. I did not trust myself to hear my stepmother’s voice. When in a video call I saw her for the first time since the death, I let out a bawl. To which she replied, “If you cry like that, what do you want me to do?”


I now stood at a poorly lit bus stop, at the entrance to a wide road, where the teenager had told me to get off. I began to walk along the hilly highway. I was blanketed by a dread heightened by the oncoming sound of heavy-duty trucks and the unpierced darkness of the surrounding bush. There was no one in sight—except three men, who’d appeared as swiftly as the headlights of a moving truck. I imagined they had seen me and were now lurking behind, deliberating on how to attack.


Soon, I saw a sign for the hotel, and my fear lessened. I crossed the main road, turned onto a street, and walked to the gate, which must have been three meters tall. I was standing, it seemed, at the opening to an apartment complex. On the wall, there was a notice, written in bold red paint: under investigation.


“You have to walk down the road,” the security guard said, “and turn to the reception.”


There were no less than twenty four-story apartment buildings, painted white and purple. Judging by the notice at the gate, signed by the Economic and Financial Crimes Commission, it seemed like the place was being investigated for grabbed land and grandiose intentions—an audacious, if flawed, imagination that had made some government officials spend the commonwealth as they saw fit.


Later, as I waited for my room and dinner, I took in the purple sofas and curtains, the uniformed waiters, the empty bar. I used the bathroom. There was a dead cockroach on the floor. It took thirty minutes for my food to arrive.


My mood soured. In the whiling of time, I felt a jolt of melancholy and recognized the shape of my need: for Afikpo, my father’s beloved hometown, a place that now seemed like the crucible of my reacquaintance with what and to whom I belonged.
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The necessity of return: Once, while I was a boarding student in Abuja, I sought home with a shameless desperation, prompted by a longing unlike any other I had known. One way I could get an exeat—a card signed by the principal, the vice principal, or an authorized teacher—was to be certified ill enough to require treatment outside the school. I just needed the head nurse in the sick bay to append her signature to my application letter to guarantee my freedom. Yet, of course, the nurse could sign my letter only if I showed symptoms.


And so, under the steaming heat one Friday afternoon, I spent several minutes hammering my head against a goalpost in the football field. My hope was to get a headache, to exacerbate what was a distant, surely psychosomatic fever, to run up my temperature, making it inarguable to all concerned that I had contracted malaria. After each sequence of striking my head against the scalding metal, I touched my neck and forehead for a rise in symptoms.


The supplementary provisions with which I arrived each term—a staple of cornflakes, biscuits, powdered milk, Bournvita, sugar, and garri—ran out within two weeks. The food served by the school was almost always undercooked or bland—sometimes a plate of beans with sediments of stone in it, or yam porridge as pale as if no palm oil had been used.


The bad food was compounded by another distress: there was the matter of beatings. In theory, no senior student was allowed to punish a younger fellow. In practice, there was sufficient opportunity to be brutish without consequence, particularly when we retired to our dorms. During my first year, just a day or two after I was enrolled, a group of us were commanded to kneel and take turns approaching a senior. Then, when we were in front of him, to bend over in a pose known as “touch your toe.” His arm-length stick landed against our lower backs, and on being struck I bawled and fell over, prompting the amused senior to spare me the promised second lash.


But I do not attribute my longing for home that weekend to either the fear of a senior’s wallop or the need for a good meal. My desperation was sudden and primal, and had amassed weight over the previous weeks; I felt the fact of being away from my parents and younger siblings as a persistent threat to my well-being.


I was deemed sick enough to be allowed home that Friday. I borrowed my fare from a friend. The bus was headed to a central terminus in Nyanya, where I hired a motorcycle taxi. We drove past a rush of sparse landscape. Then buildings gathered in density. Only as I alighted in the bustle of a park did it occur to me that I also needed to convince my parents that my trip was necessitated. I scrunched my face and hunched my gait, tottering toward the compound where my family lived when my father worked as the pastor of a Presbyterian church.


To return is to be recognized, and this was what I sought during my visit now to Afikpo—to be recognized, in some way, as the heir to my uncle’s life. Yet I perceived I was chasing something illusory, like the shadow of illness that plagued me as a boarding student.
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Ayobami had booked the hotel in Owerri for me when, as we chatted during the bus trip, it seemed clear I’d arrive too late to seek out lodgings by myself. Lying on the large bed, I called her again to say good night, slurring my words from exhaustion. But once she was off the phone, I reawakened, to the thought of the sheer improbability of my good fortune, how precisely she embodied my turn from mourning to joy.


We vary on the exact moment our friendship of eleven years pivoted to romance, but we agree that something was clarified soon after my father’s death. In those early weeks of mourning, I looked forward to her calls from Lagos, her intuition that I might cope by reading Psalms—I do not concern myself with great matters or things too wonderful for me. But I have calmed and quieted myself—and the balance and measure in her voice. I knew I was in love, not merely by the frequency with which I now thought of her, but by how, truth be known, I wished to discover the extent of my need for her, for a companionship no longer supplied by friendship.


Around that time, during an hours-long conversation, she quoted from Song of Solomon—“Love is as strong as death”—and I heard in her pause a recoil from its severity. I responded with a line from an Anne Michaels novel: “Everything that has been made from love is alive.”


In our third month together, she visited New York. We were seeing each other in person for the first time under the star of unregulated affection. We were indeed alive. We kept a “diary of love in full form” during the first five days of her visit, taking turns to write, mostly, of being surprised by how quick we were to ease into physical touch. I noted how, when I’d slipped my hand in hers on the ride from the airport as we entered the semidarkness of a tunnel in Queens, I wondered about the warm tingle of her fingers, and if that outbalanced her midsentence pause at the instant of touch. In the course of the two weeks that followed, I took dozens of photos of her, and I was gigglier each time. Then I sensed the clarity of a possibility: if somehow, I resolved the then and now of our intimacy, I would ask her to marry me.


By the time I was in Owerri, we had begun to plan our wedding, detailing where, when, and how to distribute invites—practicalities that, as the pandemic approached, in the prelockdown stretch of uncertainty, never lost a touch of exhilarated wonder.
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The next morning, I left the purple-and-white-streaked hotel at eleven. Owerri was as mellow as any Sunday-stricken eastern Nigerian town. A hub of delay, unopened shops, slow-moving pedestrians, and the glimpse of a half-packed church in a shack beside the welder’s shed. The receptionist gave me directions to Afikpo. I paid for two seats on the bus she recommended, at the very back, but however hard I tried there was no respite for my legs or ankles. The bus was afflicted with long metal benches and threadbare cushions. The ride was cheap and the distance negligible. But how were we to manage?


One big-boned woman was told she couldn’t fit by the man closest to her. She sat, regardless, next to the ramshackle door, saying nothing in response to her surly neighbor. She was graceful in this way, her insouciance informed by practice, I imagined. It was a busload of displays of candor. The woman who sat in front of me had a scapular around her neck. whoever dies wearing this scapular, it read, shall not suffer eternal fire.


As we set out, we were slowed by the road, broken into chasms up to a meter deep and muddled by recent rains. Our driver called out an encouragement to his colleague in another bus as they waded along: “Jisike nna’m o.” Going requires fortitude.


I felt nondescript, as unmemorable as any other passenger. Or this was what I wanted to feel.


I read a sign on a parked truck: ejigi ike eme uwa. The world is not made by strength. I wrote this down.


And later, as the distance between Okigwe and Afikpo was contracted by the hurry of purpose, and as the hilly, winding road unsteadied my handwriting, I was stunned by the thought of how unprepared I was for what lay ahead. What enigma attended me? What would I do besides arrive?
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