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Foreword Dame Quentin Bryce


As you get older you think about things more deeply, you care more deeply, love more deeply. People assume you have more time but you don’t, you have less, so you distil those things that really matter – family, friends, and the beauty of the arts, the glory of nature, and the values we hold dear that we respect and admire in others.

Across my life, hope has been a guiding light. Its glimmer illuminated the path of my early career, a time when opportunities for girls were limited. Hope gave me the courage to move forward with purpose. It enabled me to translate dreams into reality, to discover my own strengths, and to work with others to create a more just and compassionate world.

In its smallest, most personal form, hope is the gentle force that encourages us to rise each morning. It reveals itself in simple joys – a kind word, a good book, the smile of a stranger. At its most profound hope emboldens us to face our fears, to walk onto stages we find daunting, to step into shoes we never imagined we could fill, and to break through barriers that once seemed impossible. Hope moves us forward.

As I read the stories in this anthology, I was struck by the talent of each writer and the beauty of their words.

Gathered from around the world they reflect diverse cultures united by common truths. The message of hope woven through each narrative and the roles of companionship, neighbourhood and kindness in shaping a hopeful outlook transcend place, race and gender.

In these stories, we witness the way our shared humanity truly matters – how reaching out when we sense need, becoming involved, and taking care of one another can make the difference between life and death, hope and despair. Over and again, the power of giving, of connection, generosity and friendship beams through, offering a path through life’s most challenging times.

I hope, that as I do, you will savour these stories and in them find the inspiration we need for a life filled with joy and contentment.

[image: Image]






Introduction Georgie Harman, CEO of Beyond Blue


Hope.

It’s a word we hear often but what does it really mean? What is its purpose? What is its essence? And how do we find it?

At a time of significant global upheaval, answering these questions feels urgent.

Because in times of uncertainty, hope can anchor and guide us. Not by providing certainty, but by inspiring possibility. Not by solving our problems, but by giving us the motivation to try. Not by denying our struggles, but by helping us persist and believe that we can bounce back.

Hope cultivates optimism in the face of change and adversity. Hope allows us to see the potential in ourselves and others. It shapes our outlook on life and influences our mental health and wellbeing in fundamental ways.

Typically, we think of ‘mental health’ as an individual phenomenon – a uniquely private and solitary experience that reflects how we think, feel and behave. This is true, yet there’s more to the story.

Our mental health and wellbeing is defined as much by the world around us as what’s happening inside us. We’re influenced by our environment in profound ways.

So it makes sense that our mental health is under pressure right now.

Globally, we’re at what feels like an inflection point for humanity.

We’re living through a time of rapid technological change, irreversible climate change and growing social and economic division and inequality. The world and our collective future seem more volatile, complex and uncertain than they’ve ever been.

For many of us, this reality – and the way it plays out in our daily lives – provokes feelings ranging from discomfort to despair. It might be undermining our sense of safety and belonging, confusing our search for meaning and identity or inciting fear and negativity which, though evolved to protect us, too often do us harm in our modern lives.

Hope. Recovery. Resilience. These were Beyond Blue’s founding principles as Australia’s national anxiety and depression initiative, and they continue to guide us today.

Since 2000, we have provided millions of people in Australia with information and support for anxiety, depression and suicidality, wherever they live, work and play. Beyond Blue is one of Australia’s most trusted and recognised names in mental health.

Our work has never been more important.

Research tells us that 1 in 5 people in Australia live with a mental health condition. At some point in our lives, one third of us will experience anxiety and 1 in 7 will, like me, experience depression. Almost half of all mental health conditions have emerged by age 14, and over 75% occur by the age 25. Preventing adverse childhood experiences could avert up to one third of all mental health conditions. And reaching a place without hope can put us in a precarious position. Nine people in Australia take their own lives each day. Seven of them are men. Suicide disproportionately affects our First Nations communities at tragic levels. And more than 65,000 people attempt suicide each year. It often surprises people to learn that suicides can happen in the absence of mental ill-health – employment and relationship circumstances can contribute too.

Yet most people experiencing poor mental health don’t seek professional support and the average delay for seeking support after symptoms first emerge is about 11 years. Many people simply can’t afford to get help. Others won’t reach out, or might delay doing so, because they think their problems aren’t serious enough or they’re fearful or feel shame. Perhaps they’re not sure where to start or what to say, or maybe they don’t feel ready for other reasons.

Once they do, though, the outcome can be transformative. Because support is there and effective.

Our experience shows that just one phone call with Beyond Blue reduces distress, helps people feel heard and understood and motivates further action.

Every day Beyond Blue offers hope by guiding people to understand what’s going on for them, to feel heard and understood, and find their path to better mental health.

We’re perhaps best known for our national support service. This free service supports more than 300,000 people in Australia each year with immediate counselling, advice and referrals via phone, webchat and email, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, right around Australia. Right now, the most common reasons people contact us are anxiety and worry; relationships; depression; adjustment and loss; and isolation and loneliness. Understandably, given the complexity of the world today, people are grappling with more than one issue at a time and their needs are getting more complex too.

It surprises people to learn that the Beyond Blue Support Service is funded entirely by donations and partnerships, like The Hope Prize. It’s a service for the community, made possible by the community.

That means over 800 people a day find connection, comfort and hope thanks to the generosity of others.

We’re saturated with news and feeds about what’s wrong in the world but reflections like these remind us of humanity, of our capacity for caring, and give me hope every day.

Every day we see the community at its best, too, in our online peer forums, which attract tens of thousands of visits each month. Here, people discuss their mental health struggles in a safe, moderated online community. Discussion is guided by people who draw on their own lived experience of mental ill-health and suicidality.

Similarly, our communities use social media to learn, share and support one another; Beyond Blue’s social media channels reach up to 8 million people a year. For all its ills, social media can do a lot of good, too.

A perhaps lesser known – though no less important – part of Beyond Blue’s contribution has been designing services that fill gaps in Australia’s mental health system. We believe that not-for-profits, governments and philanthropy can achieve great things by working together, which is what we did to expand suicide aftercare in Australia.

Before 2014, if a person presented to hospital after a suicide attempt, they would be treated for their physical injuries then sent home, back to the life circumstances that very likely contributed to their attempt. So Beyond Blue, in partnership with the community, researchers, philanthropy, and then governments, developed The Way Back Support Service, providing people with a safety plan and one-on-one practical support in the community after a suicide attempt.

We wanted to give people hope after a suicide attempt, to help them find their way back to living.

We joined with philanthropists to fund and pilot the model at a small number of sites around the country, subjecting it to rigorous evaluation. We were free to test and evolve the service in bold ways that governments alone could not.

We built an evidence base that led the Australian Government to fund the national expansion of the service, in partnership with state and territory governments.

Ten years after we started setting up The Way Back, free, government-funded aftercare services were baked into the National Mental Health and Suicide Prevention Agreement between Australian governments.

Today, Beyond Blue is sharpening its focus to prevention and a type of mental health support we call ‘earlier intervention’.

In the face of heightened community distress and stubborn rates of depression and anxiety, workforce shortages and a stretched mental health system, it makes sense to stop small problems from becoming big ones, so people don’t reach their crisis point. Because for too long, Australia’s mental health system has been crisis driven. Beyond Blue is working to support people to get well, stay well and feel better sooner, before things get beyond them.

We commence early in life. Beyond Blue delivers the national mental health in schools initiative with our friends at Early Childhood Australia and headspace.

In workplaces, we offer structured, one-on-one mental health coaching that improves both mental health and productivity. This matters because 15% of depression is related to job strain and mental health problems cost the Australian economy up to $17 billion a year.

We’ve been delivering this innovative, tailored coaching model in the community and to small business owners for several years, giving people tools and practical strategies to change their perspectives so they can problem solve and overcome the obstacles in their way.

Beyond Blue funds applied research that’s designed to find solutions to real-world issues. We advocate for changes to the systems and structures that shape our lives.

Day-to-day, we’re working to make it as easy as possible – for as many people as possible – to access mental health support. We’re using digital channels and technology to make it smooth and simple for people to find the resources they need to support themselves and others. We encourage action by acknowledging our basic emotional needs – for empathy and trust, for example. This gives me hope.

The Hope Prize promotes ‘hope, courage and resilience’ which mirrors Beyond Blue’s commitment to ‘hope, recovery and resilience’. These shared values are brought to life here, in these pages, through the power of storytelling.

Stories educate, motivate and inspire. They evoke and provoke. They promote empathy and drive connection. For 65,000 years, Australia’s First Peoples – Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples – have used stories to pass knowledge through generations.

When it comes to our mental health, literature and the arts are powerful forces. Research shows creativity can protect our mental health. Arts-based interventions have some of the highest quality evidence for improving mental wellbeing. Australian research has demonstrated that dancing is one of the best ways to beat depression. Reading can reduce stress and journaling has been shown to promote emotional exploration and support coping. As well, we know that music therapy, art therapy, and even narrative therapy – essentially storytelling – have proven healing power. Creativity brings hope to life.

Sharing stories about our mental health can help break down stigma by deepening our understanding of what it means to live with anxiety or depression.

While our stories are always unique to us, reading and listening to others’ experiences remind us that we’re not alone and there is a way through. Beyond Blue has a Speakers Program, where community members share their personal stories about the lows and highs of their mental health experiences at community events, in workplaces and in education settings.

One of those speakers is Georgie Mollison, whose depression emerged at the age of 10 in the form of thoughts that told her she was at fault and not good enough. These are Georgie’s words:


I grew up in what was seemingly the definition of the ‘normal’ Australian family, and perhaps it was from the outside looking in. I, like hundreds of thousands of children, grew up in a household dominated by extreme domestic violence. Now in hindsight I have the unfortunate but profound knowledge of how common domestic violence is in Australia and the realisation perhaps I shouldn’t have worked so hard to hide it… If there is one thing I have learnt through dealing with my depression is that I am strong. Incredibly strong and I have an inbuilt instinct to survive. It’s not like that every day, some days are wobbly and others feel like the world is shaking, but the difference is I like myself now and I refuse to bow to shame or stigma surrounding so many of the issues I have dealt with in my life.



Stories like Georgie’s offer hope. They make us feel less alone in the messiness and scariness of life. They show us recovery is possible.

Hope helps us navigate uncertainty and believe in the possibility of transformation.

I hope you enjoy this book, an anthology of hope.






The Sorrow and the Pity Ani Kayode Somtochukwu Shortlisted





Let’s say a boy is lying beneath a tall, shady tree. And that another boy is sitting next to him in a shared and serene solitude. Let’s say Boy B’s legs are stretched out so his lap can cradle Boy A’s head. Let’s say these boys have Igbo names and miraculous origin stories, bow ties and cowsheds, classrooms and sports fields, church gardens and village farms. Let’s imagine that a herd of sheep is grazing nonchalantly in the distance, under the gentle morning light.

Boy A should maybe be tall and fair in complexion so that his scars find easy contrast on his threadbare skin. Maybe the breeze sings as Boy B helps Boy A scratch and count all the blemishes they can find. Maybe his fingers tenderly caress the taut remnants of Boy A’s wounds as he tries at consolation.

‘I’m so sorry this happened to you,’ he says. ‘So so sorry. This world is so cruel.’

There are probably broken electric lines and barbed wire fences where these boys live. After all, that is how it is in all places but a few. Newly hatched chicks follow wise hens through littered gutters and dust paths; and a little girl takes her brother’s old bicycle for a spin and almost falls, near a barber’s shop. Children sent on errands by their mothers stop for pleasantries, allowing the time to fly. They live a few bus stops apart, but it’s nothing Igbo boys have not trekked before for love.



Let’s assume without conceding that these boys have mothers that still want something to do with them. That both their fathers died in the Biafran War. And that all their sisters have louder voices they never use in public.

Boy A doesn’t have brothers, but let’s imagine that Boy B has two. The brothers have Igbo names as well.

So, to demarcate these boys’ stories with names: Boy A was named Chidiebere the day he was born, but people called him Ebere while he was young and then called him Chidi when he grew older and they saw that he was funny, sensitive and beautiful in a way that was idolatrous and difficult to tolerate.

Boy B was named something more divine and cruel, like Otito, so that he would search so long for that praise, refusing to be disheartened by what he continued to find: an emptiness that frightened and baffled, a resistance that disappointed and shattered the heart.

Otito’s brothers have less ironic names like Ndubuisi and Azubike and they really don’t like sheep. Or Igbo boys that don’t know how to be Igbo boys.



Otito and Chidi take a bus together. The bus moves before they can take their seats. One falls back on the other and they laugh like the world does not exist around them. The day is probably bright, brilliant even, the sunshine rushing through the bus windows creating ethereal halos. The bus may be barely empty or half full but at that time of day they easily find two empty seats next to each other. They sit and Otito looks out the window, at the rows of shops as they speed by, the children with trays of boiled groundnuts balanced on their heads, the wheelbarrows filled with watermelons and other April fruits, or phone accessories, or tubers of yam and potatoes.

The conductor shouts Garriki! Garriki! banging the side of the bus to the syllables of his chant, in threes. On the radio, Nnamdi Kanu’s angry voice is raging. The grass is especially green today, and the sheep munch on without concern.

‘God, I hate this man so much,’ Otito says, rolling his eyes, taking Chidi’s left hand in his right. Perhaps he fiddles distractedly with it, forgetting that they are not alone. Or he tries to crack Chidi’s knuckles just to hear the pops. Chidi turns around slowly to look at the rows of empty seats behind them.

‘If his fans tell you to get off the bus, I’m not with you o,’ Chidi says.

‘O. di. egwu,’ Otito quips back, hissing with annoyance, and it makes Chidi laugh. ‘As in even with my uniform they’ll chase me down? And then me I’ll come down? Let me see it.’

‘When they come now, it’s still you that’ll be the first to say, “Sorry sir,” ’ Chidi says. He looks out the window and tries to gauge how much more time they have left with their sheep.

‘That’s if I’m alone nau. Thank God you’re here, anybody that talks to me anyhow, o.gu. immediately.’

‘Thank God who is here?’ He asks, scoffs, his gaze holds Otito’s with mock seriousness, their fingers still twiddling about.

‘Are you going to allow me fight alone before?’

Chidi laughs, so ardently. ‘Please I don’t know you o, ka m gwa gi. now,’ he says.

The conductor swings by, holding a huge wad of naira notes in his left hand. Their hands separate as fast as they can manage. If the conductor saw them holding each other, he’s probably too tired, too distracted, too overworked, to make it his concern.

‘Ebee?’ the conductor asks, and Chidi says, ‘Amokwe Bus stop na Meniru,’ reaching for his breast pocket to fetch the 100 naira note he kept there.

He finds his breast pocket empty. He looks up at the conductor, feeling his trouser pockets with his open palms.

‘Did I drop it somewhere?’ He asks no one in particular.

The conductor registers his impatience with the tap of his foot on the rusting metal floor of the bus. He shouts for the upcoming stops before looking back down at Chidi.

‘Bia this boy or girl, whichever, don’t waste my time.’

‘Do you remember where exactly you put it?’ Otito steps in, handing the conductor two 50 naira notes. Chidi finds the money in a trouser pocket he’d searched before.

‘Found it,’ he says, holding the note up between his fingers. ‘Ego Nigeria,’ he mutters, this time more to himself. ‘Rubbish money. Zoo money. Useless.’ He is rushing the words like they’re hot to his lips, the way Nnamdi Kanu always does.

Say they agree without deliberation to not acknowledge the conductor’s remark, to not let it dampen their day. Maybe their fingers even unite once again, as soon as the conductor walks off.

They start saying their goodbyes three bus stops before Amokwe. Before the bus halts at Amokwe, Otito slides past Chidi, brushing against his crotch with a mischievous chuckle. A smile remains on Chidi’s lips even after the bus continues its journey. His street is still a few stops away, past the congestion at the bustling Mayor Market, past the old walls of the Awkunanaw Boys’ Secondary School with Biafra Forever!!! still graffitied on it in white paint that dripped down the concrete wall before drying.

‘Meniru,’ the conductor shouts, looking at Chidi, holding his gaze.

‘O. ga-apu.,’ Chidi shouts back, growling his voice as deep as he could. Maybe it works. The bus stops, and the conductor says nothing else as Chidi alights onto the sun-baked tarmac.



Chidi’s family has an old faulty freezer that sits empty until there is meat or soup to freeze and keep frozen; a celebration or an expected guest, in which case bottled drinks would be bought from the store up the street where students converge after school to buy biscuits or sweets.

The fridge can only hold drinks briefly. Imagine that now is one of those times, and that Chidi’s sister who left a yoghurt drink in the fridge for days wants to know who drank it. Picture her standing arms akimbo, looking from face to face searching for signs of guilt. Everyone looks at everyone else, and then at the fridge standing inches from the wall. For Chidi’s sake, and because it is the most likely scenario, let’s make it one of those nights when the electricity is out, so that faces are not so visible in the dull yellow light of the kerosene lantern standing on a single sheet of newspaper on the wooden centre table.

‘Mee mee, was it you?’ Chinaza asks.

‘No,’ Mmesoma replies, ‘I swear. With all my truth.’

Chinaza turns to Adaku. ‘Tell me the truth, I’m not going to do anything,’ she pleads. ‘I just want to know.’

‘Why would I drink your yoghurt?’ Adaku asks, ‘I even thought it was brother Chidi’s yoghurt.’

Chinaza, still undeterred, turns to the only other younger person in the room she was yet to ask. ‘Mercy, was it you?’

Mercy looks her up and down and lets out a drawn-out hiss.

‘Mercy please if you took my yoghurt better return it. I’ll not let this one go o. Mummy,’ she turns to their mother, who cradles her head in her hands and lets out a sigh.

‘Mercy did you drink Chi Chi’s yoghurts?’ Chidi asks, resisting the smile threatening to form on his lips. He reaches for his phone, turns on its flashlight and points it at Mercy.

‘No,’ she says, shielding her face from the harsh light.

‘Liar,’ Chinaza shouts. ‘Brother warn her o, I’m older than her, I will beat her o. Nobody should say I’m wicked.’

Chidi turns his flashlight to Chinaza. Maybe he heard the beginnings of tears in her voice. ‘Is it cry that you want to cry?’ He asks, his Igbo tender and sympathetic.

‘No, I’m not crying but anything that misses from that fridge, nobody should ask me about it.’

‘Biko how much is this yoghurt from heaven? Can’t you leave it for them as an older sister?’ He says, puts his hand in his breast pocket and retrieves his remaining hundred naira note.

‘Five hundred,’ Chinaza sniffs. Chidi’s hand pauses mid-air, his eyes widen theatrically but maybe the room is too dark for Chinaza to see even that. The wick of their lamp probably burns low on the last few drops of kerosene left.

‘Mary, mother of God!’ their mother shouts. ‘You took five hundred naira and used it to buy yoghurt? Is yoghurt food? Whoever drank it did well. Serves you right.’

Imagine that she nods for emphasis, that she unties and reties her wrapper around her armpits, snaps her fingers to make sure her disapproval is heard if not seen. Chidi contemplates owning up to drinking the yoghurt and decides that it is already too late.

‘It’s okay,’ he says instead, stretching out his closed fist towards her. ‘I’ll complete it for you when next I get money.’

‘Brother, me I don’t know when next you’ll get money o,’ she retorts, shaking her shoulders from side to side instead of her head.

‘Okay, next week when Mummy gives me my transport fare, I’ll give you two hundred, then another two hundred upper week.’

She sniffs again, and reluctantly collects the crumpled note, opens it in her palm and wipes her face with her palm. ‘And tell whoever is the thief in this house to know that God will judge her.’

‘Whoever took Chi Chi’s yoghurt, please, you knew it was not your own so I don’t know what you thought would happen. That she’ll forget that she kept yoghurt there or what? Please, this type of thing is embarrassing. But it’s Mummy you people are embarrassing, not me.’ He looks at the battery life on his phone. Then up at Chinaza who is still standing there.

‘And please brother, tell Mercy that I’m not her mate.’

‘Mercy, Chi Chi is not your mate,’ Chidi says, and a giggle rises from somewhere in the room.

‘Warn her seriously o,’ Chinaza says.

Chidi hisses in exaggerated annoyance and his younger sisters laugh.

Adaku asks their mother what’s for dinner, slowly, timidly. And the room falls silent with her older siblings’ gratitude and apprehension.

Their mother raises her left hand in the air, cups the fat of her underarm, and gestures to Adaku. ‘Come and cut. No nau, go and bring knife. Mtchew.’

‘You don’t see we don’t have kerosene?’ Chinaza muttered.

The light bulbs buzz with static, and bright yellow light follows. The freezer hums on, and excited shouts of Ha e weta o.ku! Up NEPA! Thank God! thunders across the neighbourhood, even from Chidi’s sisters.

Like all other evenings like this, four sets of hands immediately scramble to find the TV remote first. Their mother smiles to herself. ‘Look at what big girls like you are doing. Shame.’

Chinaza squeals, jumping in the air, the remote pressed close to her chest. ‘God, thank youuuuu,’ she cooed. ‘God has compensated me.’



Now the boys are back out with their herd of sheep. Real sheep, in real grass, with real jackets of white wool and real flies hovering above in an idyllic swarm. Or we could say the sheep are a metaphor for beautiful but ultimately sorrowful ideals. Boy loves boy. Boy wants to be sheep with boy. Content, without worry, without haste. But of course, quite tragically, God rarely ever allows things to play out that simply.

They can only be with sheep on some days, for a few hours at a time, somewhere quiet and unoccupied. Maybe one of them really likes the story of the lonely sheep that wandered from the flock. And its kind shepherd who abandoned the remaining 99 to seek out the one that was all alone in the cold and empty wilderness. Maybe it reminds them of their love.

In another telling, the stray sheep does not exactly wander off. It runs away while its shepherd is asleep, torn apart from within by the boredom and routine. Then, lost and alone, finding there were many things worse than an uneventful life, it regrets and submits itself to its fate. Still, in all versions of the story, the shepherd finds the sheep long before it is too late.



On an indecisively rainy day, Otito sits on the sofa of the living room on a call with Chidi. His guard is down at home, as is standard practice among Igbo boys. Ndubuisi enters, hears the happiness in his voice and snatches the phone from his ear. A tussle immediately ensues.

The boys tumble through the chairs, pull down the curtain rods, and the television falls off its stand and cracks. It would remain cracked for a very, very long time. Many years, till everyone in the house forgets the type of joy it used to bring.

The fight stops, somehow. Perhaps another sibling walks in and intervenes, or a parent hears things breaking. Ndubuisi gets the bulk of their father’s punishment, for being younger and for having started the quarrel. Let’s assume he takes all the strokes of cane in agonising silence, to protect his brother’s secret, because it is the sort of thing Igbo brothers do for one another. Wouldn’t that be so kind?



So, maybe Otito’s father did not die in the Biafran War. The boys are too young to have been fathered by men that died that long ago anyway. Maybe Otito’s father isn’t dead at all. Maybe he’s a long-distance bus driver who stays out most nights on the roads between Enugu and Lagos, Enugu and Abuja, Enugu and Onitsha, Enugu and somewhere else.

Let’s make him a stern man who talks ceaselessly about respect, humiliation, and the undying dream of Biafran independence. A man who has an English name but has lived long enough to feel like he would never be at home in this country. Otito feels the same way, for different reasons, but father and son rarely talk to each other. He is not exactly cruel to Otito. He drives so many bus routes to put Otito through school.

‘Don’t worry,’ he sometimes says to Otito. ‘At least you’re a little smart. If God has his way, maybe you might even go to university.’ He says university in Igbo, not knowing how much it scares Otito. Mahadum, as if anyone could ever know it all.



But Chidi’s father remains very dead, leaving his son only a few memories to hold on to. Shadows, lurking in the corners of their flat. A figment he sees just before he closes a door. A voice, an image, a disapproval he shouldn’t have to worry about but still does. There is a collection of lesson notes too. Introductory Technology. JS1–JS3.

However, it is more likely than not that Chidi is unable to picture his father teaching a class of rowdy secondary school students. Perhaps he can barely picture his father at all. Maybe all he has are photographs from times he cannot remember. Clothes and shoes that are almost his size but have long gone out of fashion. And a bloodline only he can keep alive. Being the only son of a dead Igbo man is probably quite difficult and tasking. But what choice does he have?



Otito and Chidi are both Catholic, and like many Catholic Igbo boys before them, they are trained in the ritual of serving mass. Floating in robes, nodding solemnly, swinging incense in a blessed way. They volunteer to serve the same mass and maybe God watches over them as they waltz to the altar, holding up crosses, swaying to Igbo hymns that sound too Latin, and marching out of the church in a procession while the rest of the flock stands and sings. Such beautiful synchrony. Maybe God looks at their sacrifice and sees that it is from a pure heart.

Even if their parish chaplain figures out what they are doing, he is probably not the type of man to make such an allegation against anyone, particularly not against boys so devoted to God. Let’s assume the chaplain holds his peace. And that Chidi and Otito share so many sacramental blessings that they begin to think of their love as hymns.



Ndubuisi holds a grudge against Otito. But more importantly, he sees it as a duty to do something to push his older brother back to his senses. He decides to tell Azubike, that way Otito’s secret would at least remain protected. They lock the boys’ room and ask him to explain himself. The room is small and cluttered with rumpled clothes, books, slippers, sandals, and anything else someone might have dropped carelessly on that day.

Otito is younger than Azubike so he cannot possibly fight them both. He lunges for the door, but Azubike kicks his legs clean off the floor. Maybe if the room was a bit larger, Otito would not have been so within striking distance. He begins to scream at the top of his lungs. His brothers try to shut him up. They stuff his mouth with a brown woolly shirt that has been pilling for quite some time. But each time they take it off, he screams and screams. Nobody comes, and screaming that loudly takes a lot of effort. His throat grows tired, and he sits on the floor, looking up at the two of them, so broken-hearted that they would do something like this to him.

Maybe there is another version of this story where they don’t go that far. Where they let him go when he starts shouting. Or when a sister knocks on the door. A version where they don’t hold him bound and gagged until he begins to fade, falling forward on his face. Where there is no need for their frantic scrambling to untie him, to take the shirt from his mouth and fan him with an old oil company brochure. No need to carry him to the toilet and pour buckets and buckets of water on him till he jolts awake. A version where something is left intact. Badly damaged and weathered, but not completely destroyed. Something that could still be nurtured to health. Ordinarily, because these are Igbo boys, it’s safe to say brotherhood is already such a complicated endeavour, even if we assume all other things to be equal.



Chidi’s WAEC results are okay, but nowhere near extraordinary. His mother takes him to an uncle, with all his school documents tucked neatly into a white office file. The uncle gives them his audience, because that much is an obligation every Igbo man owes his dead brother’s son. He offers them drinks and showers Chidi with compliments.
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