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giga is a writers’ collective that began netting different perspectives 

of our convergent lives in 2017. Since its inception, it has published 

the best of new forms of story telling, artistic explorations, poetic 

expressions and poignant essays and reviews that meet the needs of changing times. 

The idea to put out an issue was first muted in 2019 but events kept delaying 

the inaugural edition until the first Call was made in September 2022. In line with our 

mandate to flow with the times, it was inevitable to overlook the ‘Japa’ syndrome that 

has befallen 21st century Africa with Nigeria as its hotspot.  

To Japa is to leave a place because you are no longer happy with it. Sometimes 

one can develop a conflicted relationship with a place because of what one sees 

around it. 

One can also want to leave a place to satiate wanderlust. One can leave a place 

for economic reasons. One can leave a place because of war or, as Warsan Shire puts 

it in her poem, because ‘home is no longer home.’ One can leave a place to find 

freedom. One can leave a place on a journey of self-discovery. There are so many 

reasons why one might want leave a place. 

In recent times in Nigeria, young people, professionals, families, are ‘japa-ing’ 

in droves to find greener pastures overseas. In Nigeria, ‘Japa’ has become a byword 
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for the recent spike in the emigration of youths to overseas countries. Many are 

departing because their country has turned into a dysfunctional society where young 

people cannot find opportunities, where education is in shambles, where healthcare is 

a shambolic performance, where civil servants are paid poorly, where the only people 

who have a lot of money to throw around are grey-haired politicians. People are 

leaving their countries because when they look into the distant horizon, all they see is 

a grey mass of ashes, dying embers, and a generous amount of hopelessness. 

To japa is to be free, to seek greener pastures, to escape danger, to find your 

voice, to encounter the sunrays of hope, to regain your future, to actualise dreams, to 

have the world as a canvas, to become, to breathe again.  

Japa encapsulates themes of home, exile and return; it could be a conflicted 

relationship with home on an emotional or physical level; it could also point to 

primordial human instincts such as survival; it could be about those left behind, an 

immigration ordeal, different facets diaspora experience, etc. The theme could be 

political, personal or panoramic.  

In this first issue, we have carefully selected three stories that represent the true 

essence of Japa in its diverse meanings and eight poems that attempt to look at the 

very ontological implications of Japa. This inaugural issue also features the award 

winning poet, Tares Oburumu whose momentous rise as a writer from the creeks is 

deserving of journalistic attention.  

In the build up to this publication, invaluable thanks are due to all the genre 

editors for their humbling efforts, especially Chimezie Chika, Frank Eze and the most 

reliable Deputy Editor ever, Ebube Ugorji, who embraced this project with all the 

veins and arteries in their bodies, committing both time and resources into the 

actualization of this long dream. Nosakhare Collins and Dhee Sylvester were handy in 

the final run to this issue, we thank them immensely.  

We hope you find delight in these pages.  

 

Ifésinàchi Nwádikè 

Chief Editor 
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n the old days, poets were 

traveling musicians, moving from 

place to place with songs in their 

mouths, giving strangers the 

quiet succor of music. The music 

of their oja, uboaka, kora, mbira, and other 

musical instruments, was their life. Music was 

their life: the definition of their lives was the 

dusty roads they trudged through, the sleepy 

villages they stopped by. People welcomed 

them and listened to them and gave them 

whatever they had. 

To reject the music of the griots was to 

reject their existence. No one contemplated 

that. Rejection drives poets into despair and 

the sound of their music becomes a 

melancholy meditation of their relevance in 

the world. For a long time the poet, Tares 

Oburumu, sounded the gong but it seemed 

that no one listened. 

All that would change on the 22nd of 

August 2022 when he won the Sillerman First 

Book Prize for African Poetry.  

“It is beyond my wildest dreams,” he 

says, “I never expected it.” He launched into 

the story of his long struggle to draw attention 

to his poetry. For years, Tares’ poetry received 

very little attention; despite his obvious talent, 

his poetry hovered on the periphery of the 

mainstream community of Nigerian poets 

online, especially on Facebook, which was the 

launching pad for many now established 

young Nigerian poets.  

Oburumu began to write poetry while 

still a student at the University of Benin in 

2008. At the time, he was writing alone and 

very few people knew that he wrote. His 

poetry came out of the difficulties he was 

encountering in his life. Poetry was an 

emotional response to his life’s frustrations. 

After he left the university, he continued to 

find the larger events of his life completely 

unsavoury. Whatever he was seeing was not 

what he envisioned for himself. Even in the 

materials he read in those years, he tried to 

understand if this was the cross he must carry. 

He read poets from all over the world: from 

Derek Walcott to Christopher Okigbo to Lenrie 

Peters to Tomas Transtromer to Seamus 

Heany and, more recently, Warsan Shire. “The 

world of the writer begins with the word,” he 

intones now, as if he were saying some sacred 

liturgy. He acknowledges that it is the depth of 

personal experience that invariably influences 

the art of many poets. “When I write,” he says, 

“I often find that my thoughts circles around 

nature, politics and absence. It may perhaps 

be instructive to understand how these 

concerns keep invading my poetry.” The truth 

I 

Chimezie Chika is a short story writer and essayist. His works have 

appeared in, amongst other places, The Question Marker, The Shallow 

Tales Review, Isele Magazine, Brittle Paper, and Afrocritik. He is a 2021 

Fellow of the Ebedi International Writers’ Residency in Iseyin, Nigeria. He 

currently resides in Nigeria. 

 



is that poets always have a vision of better 

times and, for Oburumu, the origins of that 

vision was fundamental.  

Tares Oburumu traces the first 

publication of his poetry to an appearance in 

the now defunct Sentinel Literary Magazine in 

2014. That year, and the next few years after 

it, was his most productive years. Later in 

2014 he published his first chapbook, A Breath 

of Me. He followed that up with numerous 

other chapbooks in the ensuing years. The 

common denominator to this prodigious 

productivity was the very little recognition he 

got. There are moments, he admits, when he 

got consumed by suicidal thoughts, frustrated 

with his own total lack of notice on Facebook 

and elsewhere in the Nigerian literati. These 

thoughts corresponded with the famous death 

of the young poet, Akachi, by suicide.  

Many years later, while we spoke on 

phone in September 2022, after his winning of 

the 2022 Sillerman First Book Prize, Tares 

Oburumu feels that he has now seen the light. 

He continues to feel a great obligation to the 

poetic vocation, which he proclaims he will 

never leave. While economic frustrations are 

driving people away from their country to 

places across the sea, similar frustrations only 

make him reiterate his devotion to poetry, the 

song of ancient musicians trailing through the 

dusts of the past.  
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Airport 

 

 

I begin with this small American map: Iowa. It is a beautiful place 

to fall asleep & dream, say the cornfields & the rolling plains. 

Say the 3. 193 million people I have long loved, epiphanies ago, 

before they became storytellers. With that brief history, the color 

of the Midwestern days I have yet seen, I circle my transfiguration 

which sits between what hunts me & the boy I have been growing 

in a plot of words. My reverie is raised a little above the city, 

a little above the delusions of origin. From that height, I could see 

the clouds thick with shorebirds, I could see the flyway, I could see 

the stars & Oliver Howard, like the horizon in the night sky, distant 

& close enough to be touched with my heartbeat. The tiny 

hope I carry as crucifix, not brighter than the lamp on my desk, 

offers its prayers in English blessed be the desire which comes 

in the name of the Lord. There’s desperation in it. There’s the light 

of God, the one that leads, like angels, the prisoner out of his ache 

through the window. Below the grace of making it past the border towns, 

I see the police vans, the brutes resting. What is escape in all these? 

Tares Oburumu is a poet and essayist. His works have appeared or 

forthcoming in Connotation Press, Turnpike, Loch Raven Review, Woven 

Tales Press, Agonist, Euiona Review, Juked, Kalahari Review, Agbowo, 

Ngiga Review, YabaLeft Review, Afrocritik, Direwords, Dawn Review, and 

other magazines and journals across the world. He is a two time Pushcart 

Prize nominee and the winner of the 2022 Sillerman First Book Prize for 

African Poets. 

 



Such territory, the road to self-discovery, as vast, takes a lifetime 

to walk on as camels on the lam, needing water, perhaps the oases 

at the edge of the country. I do not deserve these headlights trolling 

my avenue. How do I forget the month of April. The mist comes cleared. 

The sky is cleaned with rainwater. Already the Siberian cranes are here. 

I open my doors when no one is peeking at the moment. Steps, triumphantly 

into the runway, like an airplane, not looking back at the warden 

the house has become. Gently, as I lift my body towards the wings I am seeing, 

the familiar hand of my brother places the weight of his love on my shoulders. 

Wake up, he says, I have finished building the airport. I stare at the cardboard 

paper spread before me, the terminal point he didn’t remember to erect, 

the passengers he painted to move from lounge to lounge, the squashed taxiway 

bridges,  & the hangers he smeared with the weather. He didn’t forget how I broke 

down the fence to get there, how I sat inside the airside waiting, waiting.  

  



A Brief Ship Story  

 

 

Today is a sea of leavings, the endless history 

of Atlantic love, the distance between two harbors, 

one for Emile Trent: the miles holding the black friends 

of Monaco in a boat, & the hope that Leila, 

the son of a pre-colonial father, will make it to paradise. 

August ends, but in my heart it is eternal on the horizontal box 

protecting the propellers from being damaged 

by three lagoonal boys who sit on it. They too, are 

going to earn their doctoral lives elsewhere. 

I take photos. The raw talent of dream. Clasped like kittens 

on the mane of their mother, they dip their cold feet in water, 

it is how they will walk on the floor of the Swedish Academy, 

lightly, one noble step after another, through winter, 

through the master race in the white corners of Tenerife, 

the glass doors where they will become the inheritors of glory. 

What’s glory? I close my eyes & see the ship arriving, 

& this, I suppose, is why I write about the waterbirds.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SUMMER ANTHEM 

 

There is fire on the mountain and everyone is taking to their heels,  

The rabid cancer festers on unclean bodies and it needs time to heal,  

I woke up flawless and my friend woke up in a different time zone,  

I ask whether she made it across in a blizzard of cyclones to the city of Bologna,  

She said she woke up to gunshots and that was the last straw,  

She said the country had gone from walking to crawling on all fours,  

And laughed when I still prayed for the things that didn’t matter to her anymore, 

I looked around me and my circle grew thinner,  

The only receipts were snowballs and motivational quotes for ginger,  

Power no longer lied in the cash we had but we had the colour of our passport, 

We competed to survive and racing contests ended in the airport, 

Even the grass seemed greener on the other end and the sun didn’t seem to set, 

Or was there something in the water that turned ugly ducklings to stunning brunettes, 

It took one more loss to end up in the queue to join the line of broken dreams, 

Under the umbrellas of different scholarship and travel schemes, 

Watching each person take a leap of faith into belly of the big bird,  

Clutching our expectations in our tiny suitcases moving like one herd, 

Udochukwu Chidera also known as Chi Deraa is a Nigerian award winning writer, 

pharmacist and model. She won the 2022 Movement of the People Poetry Contest 

organized by Seun Anikulapo Kuti, the 2022 Shuzia Songs of Zion Poetry Contest, the 

2022 May/June edition of the Shuzia Prose Contest, the 2022 May and September edition 

of the D’Lit Review poetry contest. She also won the Association of Creative Writers 

poetry Contest 2022. She won the 2021 Deborah Itohan Poetry Prize and the 2021 School 

of Pharmacy UNIZIK Poetry Contest. She was also a top ten finalist in the 2021 

Feb/March edition of the Brigitte Poirson Poetry Contest and a two time finalist in the 

2020 and 2021 Parousia Christmas Short Story Contest. She is also a contributor at 

Mystery Publishers Ltd and has forthcoming work in their Our Stories Defined 

Anthology. She is a contributor at Tush Magazine and was a finalist in their May/June 

contest. She emerged a finalist at the short story contest organized by Arts Lounge 

Literary Magazine and contributed to the Marked Anthology. She is also a contributor in 

the UK based magazine, Aayo and her poems appear on their website. 

 



With tears in our eyes on the many promises we left behind, 

We forge ahead with the Nigerian spirit to survive, 

The pangs of winter on our baby lungs to build castles in the snow, 

Not resisting the temptation to update our pages with sun kissed glow,  

We left to make hay when the leaves fall in the summer,  

And stack dollar bills for bumpers of hummers when we turn up in our numbers. 

  



RUN WHILE YOU STILL CAN 

 

It was a wrong time to join the co operative savings group,  

It was a well orchestrated crime ladder like a seemingly bloodless coup,  

The leaders were con men dressed like business executives,  

They were business men but at the top of the food chain of executhieves,  

Who longed for the American dream and the land with the yellow sun, 

We woke up one morning and he was gone,  

He called him severally and he replied with pixels on a yacht with a blonde,  

Standing close to the statue of liberty in clothes of star spangled banners, 

Who would have known that beneath the British flavoured grammar was a scammer, 

He said it was better to clean your tears with dollar bills,  

Than waiting for miracle yeast to make naira rise and rub shoulders with its peers, 

Many of our sons and daughters were leaving the shore to join ships, 

And help build the famous falling London Bridge and their forts with bricks,  

Like Lot and his daughters running from Sodom to avert fireballs,  

Run and save your life from melting like salt into acerbic ethanol. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

FOR BOYS WHO RETURNED HOME AS BREAKING 
NEWS  

 

 
(1) the beginning of sorrows 
 
eight pm. silent night, dark. 
silvery moonlight streams through wall cracks.  
i heard my name. mother, streams of tears down her cheeks. 
 
father. death. ewo!  
 
(2) there’s sadness in my hut but the world laughs & carries on 
 
eight pm. silent night, dark. 
i am only seven. a thousand thoughts raged. tears. fears. 
what will tomorrow bring? 
 
moon glows. a couple moans. frogs croak.  
 
(3) they ignored the hungry little boy in the street 
 
eight am. busy streets, cacophony, dust, heat. 
lost souls with no eyes speed past a hungry boy, like a light train,  
ignoring my yawns and bulging stomach,  
 
eyes turned right. too busy. to care. 
 
(4) …and reality dawned on me like the illumine bliss of sunrise 
 

 

Jaachị Anyatọnwụ is a poet and editor at Poemify Publishers. He is 

a fierce advocate for sexually abused boys. His works have been 

published in several print and online publications, including Punt 

Volat, Disquiet Arts, Unpublishable, AfroLit Magazine, The Rising 

Phoenix Review, Afrocritik, NantyGreens, C   N-SCÌÒ Magazine, etc. 



it's hard to live this life, yet when a loved one leaves this life, we die in bits. it's difficult to become what we 
dream of, yet we strive to stay fit by the hustles we gym on. you see? my mind is free. free to dream from 
this mental prison where lies the hurt of papa's demise. it is difficult to escape through this line while 
walking on a thin blue line across the river nile, where norms enslave and cultures long overdue walk freely 
on the streets of reason. 
 
(5) …but they said time’s supposed to heal us 
 
twenty-seven. a wanderer.  
lone star on the horizon. time ticks.  
nomadic, i trace the star.  
 
rainfall. thirst. desert. dare. come what may, i'm out of here! 
 
(6) love is to blame. nay? 
 
if only she knew in her bloom as she swung hips from side to side & from pouted lips kissed my dad when 
he wooed her that he would someday be unalive, with no promise that he'd come again to wipe her tears 
away... 
 
(7) …from the east, a wise son seeks answers 
 
spirit. soul. body-like the three wise men 
 
i am following a lone star that spells freedom like j-a-p-a.  
but look who’s still in chains. me!  
lost in a foreign land of dreams. all the gym, still not fit.  
though chance favours those in motion, no favour graces my feet. 
instead i am knee-deep in desert sand. will my bones be planted like a cactus when i…? 
 
(8) …mole hill  
 
i know it's improper to make a mountain out of a molehill, 
but here i am still counting my dead & munching sour bread. 
still wondering. wandering. just here... no progress. 
 
(9) the sea calls me by my name  
 
eight pm. third mainland bridge.  
beneath those waters lie the answers i seek.  
 
only he who goes to war and returns is a soldier.  
i will dive. i quit the survival fight. i might die.  
but, the pain in my heart, can’t survive underwater. 



 
(10) wherever i go, i leave pain behind 
 
man come, mango – this fruit of life is a big joke!  
mama, forgive me. i tried, in futility,  
to find meaning in this life 
 
man born. man gone. dives! 
 
(11) breaking news!!! 
 
today, on suicide: 
man, twenty-seven, dives into the atlantic ocean. 
rescued by passers-by. 
 
no pulse. no breath. dead.  
 
(12) requiem 
 
“i heard you came looking for me. i didn’t drown, i am the water.” - Jo Nketia 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As Always, God’s Plant Is Working Wonders 
 

 

at dusk in my country 

God’s sun sets over 

thick clouds of colorado  

hookah replaces eden fruit 

as metaphor for opened eyes 

old gomorrah is child’s play… 

on whatsapp statuses 

we squint to make out faces of people we know  

from behind haze of ash vapour 

God’s plant is a wonder 

as are all His works  

so coke seller is making sales  

so semi-burning rooms are trending        & nobody is dialing SOS 

every time i remember the  

thickness of soot on the walls of grandma’s coal kitchen 

i scream. 

Enobong is a Best of the Net Nominee of Arts Lounge Magazine 

(2021). His poem featured in the 2021 SprinNG Afro-Eros 

anthology To Borrow Screams from the Atmosphere. His works 

have been published on Praxis Magazine, Haikuniverse, The 

Shallow Tales Review, African Writer Magazine, Brittle Paper, 

Ghost City Press, Wales Haiku Journal, and elsewhere. 

 



i scream at the new colour of a living thing’s chest-wall 

i scream at how we embalm boys into manhood: with nicotine and with lighter 

 

when you reach the great beyond 

tell them nothing's catching fire in the land of the living 

tell them evolution is not repainting lungs; 

just some of us eating smoke for sports 

& testing chimneys made of flesh and cartilage 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I love my country, I no go lie 
Na inside am, I go live and die 

When e turn me so, I twist am so, 
E push me I push am, I no go go 

 
—Wole Soyinka, Etike Revo Wetin? 

 
 

PORTRAIT OF AN ARTIST AS A PATRIOT 
 
 
My mother's orchard is a fertile ground for dreams— 
yet she sprouts fruits of assorted nightmares 
I am not too young to pluck. 
 
They prick.  
 
each sore a withlow eating into our prime 
 
—oozing pus of pulpified opportunities, broken dreams armed to the teeth with hope.  
 
tell me, what mother feeds her children with sour milk? 
 
but here, we do not scream. We let pain sear through our tongues dò re mí—our throats flooding it 
with rhythm: 
 
"the labour of our heroes past/shall never be in vain" 
             

  
 
 

Amuda Abbas Olúwadámil  la is a Nigerian poet, essayist and student- 

librarian majoring in Literature at Ahmadu Bello University, where he 

serves as the librarian of the university's Creative Writers Club. 

A member of the HillTop Creative Arts Foundation, His works have 

either appeared or are forthcoming on The Nigeria Review, Trouvaille 

Review, Kalahari Review, The OBBLT Review, Arts Lounge Magazine, 

Synchronized Chaos Magazine, Spillwords Press, & elsewhere. He 

tweets @aa_damilola. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Beyond the Mediterranean sea 
          after Romeo Oriogun's poem ' Nomad' 
 
 
In this poem, the water is a vehicle 
& it journeys me to places faraway from 
home. 
 
There's nothing I wouldn't give to canoe 
back into the cradled architecture of my 
home but the waves are borders severing 
mother from son, home from dweller. 
 
I am ushered through a meandering 
river- 
one  flowing in a current antonymous 
to the direction of home. 
 
Now from where I stand-I am a lost boy, washed ashore onto an island of 
solitude, clueless as to the route back home, 
for the water has covered its tracks like 
a shrewd assassin. 
 
From here, how do I navigate through foreign routes 
 without maps? How do I decipher crossroads 
& wrong turns? 
 
To be away from home is to be a fish 
away from water- survival is a death bomb 
ticking. 
 

Adesiyan Oluwapelumi,TPC XI, is a Nigerian with works featured/ 

forthcoming in BRITTLE PAPER, Lumiere Review, CultureCult Press 

,Kalahari Review, Opinion Nigeria & elsewhere..His poem was also 

shortlisted for the top 20 poems in the August-September 2022 edition 

of the Brigitte Poirson Poetry Contest (BPPC).He tweets 

@ademindpoems. 

 



When the road here is tarred with a kaleidoscope 
of mirages, how do my feet tread without stumbling, 
how do my eyes sojourn 
without failing? 
 
  



Portrait of a boy gnawed in the gaping mouth of Sapa. 
                    after Muhammed Sanni 
 
 
I no lie I wan japa from this agbeto go Yakin: 
This na the sole supplication of a youth 
gnawed in the gaping mouth of sapa 
in Nigeria. I wan go hammer like 
crowbar on top anvil for abroad but 
my pocket dey yawn drought. People 
talk sey greener pasture plenti for that 
other side, so me I wan go to the sunnier 
side of the world. I wan go chop their money  
wey dey grow for road like weed  & eat their exotic kilishi like 
goat wey dey chop ewedu. I ready to japa 
but sapa dey hold me down like ram 
wey dem chain to peg. If I no hurry, last last, 
na inside marauders' mouth  I go enter, 
where they go crush my bones till life 
exhaust out of my body like smoke wey commot from motor. 
I wan japa but sapa na silencer of dreams. 
 
 
 
  



Wanderlusting as a means to find God's face 
 
 
      I am a nomad- 
searching for a gleam of God's face.  
        My feet, soiled with earthen memories, is a potsherd of scars 
& the mapped trail of brown skin on the soil 
       is a contrail of my wanderlusting. 
        Look, I have travelled across the seven seas & 
continents, sieving for God's face in the ethereal sky 
         but all I have met is a kaleidoscope of mirages. 
   At nights, in the sea of my tears I canoe, trudging like 
a migratory turtle in musky dense waters. 
 
    When ,O Lord, when shall I behold the razing bioluminescence of thy face. 
      Mo fe ri ojurere Oluwa. 
      I have drown enough in teary nights, 
when ,Lord, when will I see your glory? 
     My soul is grieved with worry & life threatens exodus from my body. Where else 
      must I sojourn, for the rays of your  merciful face to beam on me. 
All my relatives have formelted into a heap of dust 
         & their sand knolls I carry like an hunchback, hoping 
the exhuming bioluminescence of your face will photosynthesize life back 
         into these dead pile. My back is heavy with grief 
& I cannot thwart the melancholia traversing through my veins. 
 
        O Lord, I am here again tonight, in the flailing ships of a prayer, 
          setting out on a new voyage- Let your ears hearken to my supplication. 
      Mo fe ri ojurere Oluwa. 
 
* Mo fe ri ojurere Oluwa.- I want to see the merciful face of  God 
 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Collision  

"If an injury has to be done to a man it should be so severe that his vengeance need not be feared." 
~ Niccolo Machiavelli. 
 
 
the evenings in Abuja are soft 
like okpa from Enugu— 
the ones made by Igbo women at the park; 
their wrappers falling off their chests 
as they swat flies, 
make sales and gossip 
 
sometimes I find myself staring at someone's legs for so long; it takes a touch to remind me of 
where I am: Abuja. 
 
the evenings are golden. 
lights from the million dollar high-rise buildings 
laughter from people returning  
 from a day spent sitting in pretty, air-conditioned rooms 
looking at projectors  
& watching their colleagues from behind a laptop screen 
 
the smell of food: 
banana and groundnut at motor parks, 
rice and stew in homes, 
egusi soup and goat meat in restaurants— 
petrichor in the air 
always petrichor 
 
It's easy to forget, for a minute, that you're alive 
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that you'll wake up tomorrow and not be at home 
that you'll work tomorrow and come back to a empty house 
that you need to dial a number, 
 to reach the home you've known your whole life 
 
at this moment you feel a disconnect from stress 
a reconnect with the universe:  
the vast, seeming beauty that exists in the world 
 
Tonight you'll probably cry to sleep 
nostalgia for home permeating your nostrils 
but at this moment, you can't think 
only feel 
only marvel 
the sky, open, calling you  
it's beauty, breathtaking 
 
At this moment you're powerless to fight nature 
to fight the sadness that will keep you at night 
to think of the prescription from your psychiatrist 
sitting prettily in your bag 
 
at this moment it's you; 
the universe; 
nature; 
and beauty, 
all colliding to form an injury you'll never heal from 
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Scream, Scream, Where Sound is a Choking Forest 

 

 

FEAST 

 

ach night Ishola opens the window to throw out a dead cockroach, he lets in a ghost. It 
comes from a woman's head, solidified into animated echoes of fiendish voices. Every 
night, for close to two months now, while his parents slept in the adjacent room, the 

presence slips in, haunting, hunting. A cockroach creeps, crawls, climbs, and Ishola squashes it against his 
skin with a quaking slap. Dazed, groggy, he finds the window by his head, lifts it and tosses the intruder into 
the cold, dead night. There is a belief, there is also a fear, and both illuminate each other, but little Ishola 
does not have the script. The wraith bares its wetly red fangs and circles his bed. It waits for him to settle 
back into the sheets and resume snoring, his small round face a cup of stress. Then it lowers itself onto its 
haunches like a white dog, digs its teeth into his neck, and pulls. 

 

* 

 

A WITCH'S CACKLE 

 

“You look pale,” his mother says as she spoons sugar-cubes into his cup on one of the mornings 
after. 

 

E 
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“I didn’t cream my face,” he says, stirring, sipping, yelping. “It’s too hot, Mum!”  

 

She rubs his head. “Sorry, love.” Through the window, she watches her husband warm up the car 
engine. His lips are puckered, as if he's whistling. “Are you taking your Astymin?” 

 

Ishola is blowing into his cup. His toast lies half-eaten on the table. “I am.” 

 

“You look so pale.” Her eyes are now on the mirror above the deck cabinet in the TV room. She 
whispers, “Almost bloodless.” 

 

A dimness slips into Ishola’s eyes. He pats his cheek as though to feel this bloodlessness. His 
mother stares at him now, a blank stare. He wants to read it but he cannot. 

 

The shrill horn goes off. 

 

“All right, love, that’s it. Your father is already horning.” She goes behind him and starts sliding his 
school bag straps over his shoulders. 

 

“Honking, Mum, it's ‘honking’.” 

 

She shushes him, and then smiles at his smiling face. She draws him to his feet and guides him 
towards the door. “I packed an extra plate of pasta for you. Looks like your classmates are after my 
kitchen.”  

 

“Mum, your cooking is something else. I don't even know how to describe it.” He turns to look at 
her; something flickers in his eyes. “Now, I know what to write about in my next descriptive essay 
exercise!” 

 

She laughs, but it comes out like a witch’s cackle. 



* 

SOMETHING WHITE MOVING 

 

A stillness chokes the school compound. A yellow mist glimmers in the air. The swings shriek, still 
lolling, an invisible hand worrying them. The pupils simmer from block to block, their eyes black with 
unresolved scenes. Their teachers steal between the rows, wagging canes, leaning out from the doorways 
and muttering to each other. 

 

A boy’s neck had twisted itself around the swing chains—or maybe it was the chains that had 
wound themselves into his neck, snapping air from his lungs. He had tried to call out. But sound itself was a 
choking forest. It happened during lunch break. The proprietor and his wife rushed the unconscious boy 
away—a squeal of tyres, a flurry of dust, the wife muttering to Mary. The supervisor sent every pupil into 
their classroom, and stationed the teachers there. And now, everybody’s mind tries to create answers. 

 

In a classroom, a child raises her hand. 

 

“What do you want, Fifehan?” 

 

“I would like to speak with the supervisor, please.” 

 

“Stay in your seat. No child is allowed to leave the classrooms until the supervisor himself gives the 
word.” 

 

The little girl grips the edge of her purple plastic table. She looks out the window. A spill of pasta 
still shimmers on the smooth playfield, like small gold-white snakes. 

 

“It is important that I say what I saw, Mistress.” 

 

Seized with foreboding, her teacher obeys. Now, Fifehan stands before the supervisor in his office, 
her teacher behind her. 



 

“I saw something white moving in the air above him before the chains held his neck,” the child 
says. 

 

A swap of glances. 

 

The supervisor repeats what she says, enunciating each syllable as if to expose the inanity of the 
whole sentence. 

 

Fifehan nods.  

 

“And you were not simply imagining things?” the supervisor asks, his forehead pleated.  

 

Fifehan shakes her head. “No, sir. I was not the only one who saw it. And there were other things, 
too. We saw those things in his food flask when we wanted to eat from his pasta.” 

 

The supervisor props a fist under his jaw, his eyes shadowed with the amount of attention you pay a 
baby babbling gibberish. “Dear Fifehan,” he finally says, “what are those things?” 

 

The child’s eyes widen; her throat quivers like the comb on a cock’s head. Silence looms like a heavy 
sheet. 

 

“Speak!” 

 

“Cockroaches.” The child staggers backward; her teacher catches her by the shoulders. A belief can 
be too heavy. “They were crawling all over his food. We ran from him.” 

 

The supervisor squashes up his face completely then. “Disgusting.” 

 



* 

THE BOY 

 

Tucked into the hospital bed, his tubes-lined hand enclosed by his mother’s palm, his father 
smoothing his forehead, Ishola tells his mum, “I still see the cockroaches, Mum. I see them everywhere. I 
am scared.” 

 

“Shhhh! No cockroaches!” 

 

For the first time in his life, Ishola sees the ugliness of his mother’s face—a blinding, alien 
unattractiveness. The doctor is just stepping out the door. Ishola thinks of lunging after him, catching his 
swift leg, and being propelled into safety. 

 

But his father's presence in the room calmed him. 

 

* 

 

SCREAM, SCREAM, WHERE SOUND IS A CHOKING FOREST 

 

They take him home that same night, his father looking worried behind the wheel. His mother 
makes tea and takes it to his room. It scalds his tongue; he cries out. “Shh, shh,” she says, and presses him 
to her breasts. She tries to wipe his tears and, at the same time, spoon more liquid fire into his throat. But 
he is howling now, snot running from his nose, his body gaunt with a nameless agony, his skin fading, 
crumbling, leaving an ashy smear on her fingers. 

 

Then he stops yelling. She looks down at him. He has started to mumble. To squirm. 

 

“What is it, love? More sugar?” 

 



“There is something in my shorts, Mum,” Ishola says. Then he goes stiff—his pupils dilated. He 
resumes screaming, now hopping about, furiously fumbling with his belt hook. 

 

His mother places the mug on the bedside drawer. She towers above him, an ethereal mass, and 
starts cackling. The cackling sharpens into a repeated shout (or maybe it has been a shout all along): “Stop 
it!” 

  

Ishola yells back, “Cockroaches! They are all over my body, biting into my skin!” 

 

“Silence!” 

 

She rushes at him. Her hand finds his mouth and locks it down. He bites her finger, hard. She 
yowls. The lights start winking on and off—or maybe it was his eyelids fluttering. The house starts shaking, 
curtains flaring. Still screaming, Ishola makes for the sitting room, where his father sits watching the evening 
news, the volume turned to the highest decibels. But she grabs him in time. 

 

“Drink the tea! The spirit hates strong heat.” 

 

“What spirit?” Ishola keens into the night. “Spirits don't exist, Mum!” 

 

“I am protecting you! You must understand! I am protecting you, my love.” 

 

She is weeping. 

 

Ishola goes still in her arms. Suddenly, the biting in his groin has ceased, as though it had all been in 
his head. He tasted salt below his nose. “From whom?” he croaks. 

 

She gapes at the door. He follows her eyes. In the doorway stands a white-robed man. His robe 
carries reddish smudges, like dried blood. He is holding a machete; insects are crawling down the sides of 
his mouth. He looks really furious. 



 

Ishola stares. Recognition descends on him, and with it, a freezing understanding. 

 

His father. His father? 

 

His mother starts speaking, a well-paced intonation. She is reading from the script in her head. She 
is wildly disconnected from the real horror: that her husband eats cockroaches and fills his son's room with 
them every night to prove a point. As she speaks, his father bears closer,  beeline towards her, the machete 
lifted. But her voice remains even. 

 

“It’s a voodoo cult. They believe blood brings money. He joined them when he lost that big 
contract at the government's office and we fell into debt. He killed your older siblings the same way. I tried 
to stop him, you know, rationalize, tell him the whole thing doesn't even make sense. But he was such a 
depressed man, and then I started to doubt myself. Your father believes his wealth will return from blood 
and I, supposed to be his reasoning house, doubted myself.” 

 

“What?” Ishola holds his head. “I don't understand what you are saying, Mum.” 

 

His mother stares into his eyes. “This place has never been safe for you. If I could run, I would. But 
I have watched my other children die. And now, running to save myself is a sin.” Her words picks up speed. 
“But you, you can run. You must run.” She tears the bedroom window open and, just as the machete lands 
and slashes at her neck, pushes him. “Run!” 

 

Ishola charges through the night, through its frigid winds. There is too much in his chest that 
neither words nor playing hero can undo. So he pushes aside his puzzlement and kicks the earth away from 
a home he thought he knew, screaming, screaming. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Winter Coat 

 

he day the sad news broke like a pandemic, Chukwudi was sitting on the sofa in the living 

room, buttocks buried deep into the comfy leather, eyes glued to his mobile phone, 

fingers sliding across the bright screen. Then he saw the breaking news on Facebook. He 

hurried to the television and turned it on, curious about the report on Ukraine. His brother, Obinna, had 

recently travelled there. Chukwudi stared dumbstruck at the television, trying to process the news headline: 

PUTIN'S WAR ON UKRAINE. As the news reporters animatedly reeled out the full details, Chukwudi 

could see on the right corner of the television armored tanks and pickup trucks driven by Russian soldiers. 

Then he saw the Russian flag. The vehicles were moving in a file across the Ukrainian border. It was clear 

that Russia had invaded Ukraine and Obinna was there, probably in the mouth of the war, caught between 

its ugly jaws. Chukwudi picked up his phone from where he had dropped it on the sofa and began to call 

Martha, a feverish feeling coursing through his veins, unsettling him. 

Every morning since the war began, during devotions, they would stand in front of the muted 

television and pray. On the television, BBC or CNN or Al Jazeera, updates on the raging war were 

frantically reported and kept appearing and reappearing on the screen. And just a few inches away, their 

fingers clasped into one another's in a supplicatory bond. They were in Nigeria but their souls had 

teleported to Ukraine to form a powerful shield over Obinna who was there all alone. This was his first 

time abroad. In fact, the journey to Ukraine was his first time aboard a plane. So fear gripped them. The 

uncertainty of his condition choked them, sent shock waves through them. 

T 
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Now, as they prayed, they had their eyes shut tight; it was how they knew to pray - to stay focused. 

They focused with a kind of earnestness that was electrifying, their loud voices tugging at the roof of the 

building, calling on God, calling on the Messiah, calling and calling and calling. Before the war started, they 

usually prayed for Obinna’s protection and success. They prayed for protection from things like accidents, 

food poisoning, infection, flu, etc. Then they prayed for their own going out and coming in, before praying 

for Nigeria (that God may bless her with good leaders) - all of which they sealed with the blood of Jesus 

Christ. But now, the prayers centered mostly on Obinna's safety, that Putin may put an end to the war and 

embrace peace so that Obinna would go back to school and continue his studies. 

After the prayers, they sat on the brown sofas in the living room. It was hot, even though the 

harmattan wind was blowing. Chukwudi felt sweaty so he took off his polo-shirt. He waved the shirt 

around his face to generate a breeze. It was late February but the harmattan was still around, like an 

overstayed visitor, something Chukwudi concluded must have been caused by climate change. Martha drew 

the golden brown curtains apart but there was still no ventilation in the room. They watched the television, 

hearts racing. When the news of a fresh attack from Russia flashed on the screen, they panicked and 

switched from BBC to CNN from CNN to Al Jazeera from Al Jazeera to BBC, with Chukwudi’s warm 

palm leaving sweaty marks on the DSTV remote.  

Just a few weeks ago, on the 9th of January, they had celebrated Obinna’s birthday in the living 

room. Chukwudi spent the early hours of the day reading a large book on baking. Then he went to Market 

Square to shop for ingredients, which he brought back home in big white nylon bags. When he started 

mixing the flour in a bowl, he worried that he wasn't getting certain things right. With the flour smeared all 

over his body, he walked into the living room and retrieved the large cookbook from the shelf. He spread 

it wide open on the counter top and made references to it now and then, making sure he was using the 

right amount of flour, baking powder, sugar and butter. 

By the time he was done baking, the entire kitchen was covered with flour:  the counter-tops, the 

dishes in the sink, the refrigerator, the cooker, and the floor. He had written ‘OBINNA AT 25’ on top of 

the white and blue cake using icing sugar. It was a long happy day; airy, too. Martha had bought the soft 

drinks and cooked the Jollof rice with Daberechi. Later that day, they were all seated, peering at the Dell 

laptop screen before them, the cake in-between them. Then they called Obinna at 6pm (Nigerian time) and 



sang a happy birthday song. Obinna sat there, from his apartment in Kyiv, smiling into the bright laptop 

screen as they sang their hearts out. Obinna watched them gather around the cake. His mother and father 

held the knife first, then Chukwudi, Martha and Daberechi placed their hands on top of their parents' and 

together they cut the cake after spelling and screaming ‘JESUS.’ 

Chukwudi sliced the cake into chunks in a round tray placed on the table. Then he passed the tray 

around. Martha’s friend, Daberechi, shared the soft drinks. 

“Have a piece,” Martha said, extending a piece of cake towards the computer screen, as if trying to 

feed Obinna. She sat leg-crossed, a little smile etched on her lips.  

Obinna inched his head closer to the screen of his laptop and placed his lips on it. Then he moved 

his head back and began making chewing movements. “Really nice,” he said and then burst out laughing, 

the laughter echoing in his room, the sounds bouncing on the white walls. He felt like he was there with 

them, right in the living room, feeling that familiar love he always felt whenever they had a celebration like 

this.  

They all laughed.  

“The cake is a complete blunder,” Martha said and laughed. “Such a waste of butter and eggs. It is 

too soggy. Very amateurish.” 

“You talk as if yours would have been better,” Chukwudi fought back. His gaze was fixed on 

Martha as she sat holding a bottle of Fayrouz laughing. He knew it was one of Martha’s edginess. She had 

eyes for faults.  

Obinna watched them. He was thrilled. Back when he was in Nigeria, they had celebrated his 

birthday twice in the living room, but not like this. Not with all of this glamour and fun, not in this way 

that made him want to shed tears. They’d never decorated the living room the way they did now, even 

though he was in a faraway country and could only admire the beauty through Zoom. Before now, too, 

they didn't buy as many drinks, didn't cook as much food. Chukwudi never baked him a cake, and Martha 

never had her friend over. He knew it wasn't just his birthday they were celebrating; it was his present 

fortune – he was in Ukraine while they were still stuck in Nigeria. 



But now, with the war raging, their fortunes seem to have swapped. He had become the 

unfortunate one whose fate was unpredictable with the reports of the attacks. On the days when there had 

been intense Russian attacks, Chukwudi would call Obinna repeatedly. Obinna would check his phone and 

see Chukwudi’s messages on Messenger and WhatsApp. Whenever he took too long to reply, Chukwudi 

would call him on the phone, even though he’d complain later that calling Ukraine from Nigeria was very 

costly. Chukwudi called him now.  

“How are you doing?” Chukwudi asked.  

“Fine,” Obinna said. A yawn drowned his voice so the word came out like it was buried but now 

fighting its way out. He had always been the one who spoke fewer words than was necessary to express his 

feelings. He spoke as if speaking was laborious, a task he didn’t like. Sometimes, back when he was still in 

Nigeria, his silence made him disappear, made others feel he wasn’t in the house.  

“How is it coming along?” Chukwudi asked. 

“Damn!” he said.  

Chukwudi knew that was all he’d say. Damn. Nothing more. The real things, the meat of the 

expression, stayed with him, locked in his rib cages. So he understood and didn’t push for details. Asking 

Obinna to say more would set him off balance. Damn was enough. Damn carried the weight of confusion 

and pain. Damn told of exhaustion, of depression. 

“Have you left Kyiv yet?” 

“Nah. Still in Kyiv.” 

“You should leave!” 

“I’ll. Soon.” 

“What about your friends? Is the Kenyan still with you? What is his name again?” 

“Wachiru, yes. He’s good. But lost a sibling in Kenya and is devastated, like. He’s coping, though.”  

“Hope he gets well soon and hope you all get into Poland soon.” 



“Hope so, too.”  

Obinna had called home once to tell them of the friends he would be traveling with to Poland. 

There was a Kenyan named Wachiru, who was in the same faculty as him in the university in Kyiv. Then 

there was the Tunisian, Habib, who was so light skinned with tightly curled hairs they had initially thought 

he was white. Then there was a second Nigerian, Chigozie, a medical student who stuttered. First, they 

would board a train to Lviv, and from there to the Polish border. Alona, the Ukrainian, wouldn’t be joining 

them because he was staying back to fight in the war. 

What did his parents and siblings all think about Ukraine at the time Obinna was leaving? 

What they all thought about the new country was that it was a place where roads do not have 

potholes, where patients do not queue up for hours in hospitals waiting to see an exhausted doctor, where 

doctors and teachers do not go on strike, where university graduates like him did not spend years hunting 

for jobs, where dreams did not die, where one lived in peace, where the country and its neighbours lived a 

much better civil life – a sane country, where all Obinna’s basic needs would be available; a life in which his 

certainties would outweigh his uncertainties. 

The travelling had ushered in the prospect of a new life. Here was the rebirth of hope, an 

awakening of dreams long buried. Obinna would go back into his heart once again and dig up his dreams 

and aspirations, the long-forgotten seeds. And when the grave opened up before him he'd scramble for 

those dreams he had buried there; he'd pick hope like a living thing, gaze at it and tell it that actually it was 

never useless, that he was going to a new country where it would be utilised. 

So when the Russian troops entered Kyiv and matched closer to his residence, Obinna was 

shocked. He could now hear the bombing, the air strikes, the sirens. People had started fleeing. He thought 

sane countries had outgrown things like war. He had picked a few things quickly and put them in the 

pockets of his winter coat and then hurried to join Habib and Chigozie who were waiting in the taxi. 

Wachiru was waiting just at the edge of Kyiv from where they would get on the train to Lviv. It was mid-

March. Chukwudi had thought the Ukrainian troops would drive the aggressive Russians back, but now he 

felt the Russians were at his doorstep.  



Obinna’s father had sold a piece of land to support his studies abroad. Returning to Nigeria without 

the money to buy another land made him feel a deep sense of loss, so he would exile himself instead. He 

wouldn't return to Nigeria until he had made enough money to buy back all that was sold. But the primary 

reason he didn't want to go back home was the fear of returning to his car wash business, or the prospect 

of picking up his certificate and hunting for jobs. Most of those who got jobs were people who knew 

people who had connections.  

Back when Obinna was at Niger Delta University, he had hoped that upon graduation he would hit 

a good job, a well-paying one, one that would afford him his basic needs and some luxuries, too, one that 

would afford him, even more, a house and a car of his own like his father enjoyed in the 80s after he 

finished from University of Nigeria and landed a job in the Ministry of Transportation.  

Obinna had graduated well, with a second class upper degree, one of the best in his faculty. So 

during National Service year, he would sit at his study desk and search for jobs online with his laptop. He 

got signed in for newsletters from a number of blogs advertising jobs in engineering. He updated and 

furnished his LinkedIn profile so it looked appealing. Then he Googled jobs and studied each job 

description and then typed a letter and a cover note. Then he reviewed his resume and applied. On 

weekends, he would spend a whole day in his room studying job descriptions, studying and learning about 

companies’ profiles and specific job requirements, and if he met those requirements he would prepare his 

documents again to fit and he would apply. He applied and applied and applied. Soon he had applied to 

over twenty companies. Then he waited for interviews that never came. He waited and waited and waited. 

Then he went back and studied more and applied more. But the interviews never came. 

Then he travelled from Port Harcourt to Lagos and Ogun and Enugu where the companies had 

offices and submitted printed copies of his application. He waited again, and then once when he was on 

the verge of giving up when he received an email inviting him for a job interview at Peter T. Nigeria 

Limited. The date for his interview was close so he began immediately to prepare. Then two days before 

the said date he travelled to Lagos and stayed over at his uncle's house so he'd be prompt to the interview. 

He has passed and so received another mail from Peter T. Group for another appointment. He was tense 

as he walked to the manager's office this time. A voice in his head warned him to stay calm so he wouldn’t 

ruin this opportunity. And he wouldn't ruin it. It wouldn't be ruined.  



But he ruined it when the manager asked that she would like him to take care of her body 

sometimes and he had said no in-between silences and left her office in a burst of irritation.  

He later told his friend Fortune about the incident and got called a fool by him. What was he trying 

to be, Jesus Christ? Joseph? Didn’t he know that it was something many professionals do these days. Then 

Fortune told him he missed a golden opportunity, that he’d have to go back and see the manager. He 

agreed to go but knew he wouldn't. So later when Fortune called to ask “Guy, what's up?” on the day they 

agreed he’d go, he lied about going. 

After that encounter, he sent applications upon applications and got no response. Then he stopped 

applying altogether. He would sit in the house days on end writing poetry. 

The front yard of their house had enough space, so one day when he observed that the car wash at 

the filling station down the street had too many customers most of whom were yet to be attended to, he 

thought about starting a car wash. He approached his father and told him about the idea. His father said it 

was a good idea, at least it was better than being idle. It could serve as a side-hustle pending when he gets a 

real job. 

Then Obinna procured a loan from LAPO and commenced the business. 

He was surprised when the cars started rolling in the first week. By the third month, the number of 

cars in line for washing became overwhelming for him, so he employed workers. The neighbours would 

gaze at him in amazement, at how smart of an entrepreneur he was; he would smile back because if he’d 

had better means, the option of starting a car wash couldn't have crept into his mind.  

Even though the car wash business proved lucrative and brought him some level of financial 

independence, he felt out of place there. He knew his heart was somewhere else, at some site working on 

buildings or in the university studying. He was an engineer who enjoyed writing poetry as a pastime. He 

wanted to go back to school, to pursue a Master's degree in Civil Engineering and not washing and 

cleaning people's cars. He wanted to go back to researching the poetry collection on climate change that he 

had begun but abandoned because life was happening and he had very little time for himself. And when 

finally, he had the time, he would either be too depressed or too physically exhausted to pick up a pen and 

paper. There was a time depression aided his art, when sadness was instrumental in creating captivating 



poetry. But now, this level of sadness left him dysfunctional, useless to his feelings and ideas. The ideas for 

the poems would flash in and out of his mind, even when he was in the middle of washing a car. And 

sometimes he felt like abandoning the job altogether and running back to his room to note a line or a 

stanza of poetry down.  

There were times he felt useless, completely useless to his art, to his career. He felt so demoralised 

that he let the inspiration for the poems die, the very lines that once came naturally to him buried 

underneath the embers of his memory. And later he would mourn them. A funeral procession would 

happen in his mind and he would continue mourning.   

As time passed vaguely, he’d go online to find out that a good number of his friends had left 

Nigeria. A good number of them he thought were still around, but they had left. Then it began to feel like 

he was the only one left behind, the only one who didn't dream, who settled for less. He was only learning 

that Confidence had relocated to America a year ago where she was now working as a teaching assistant. 

Bolu was in the UK working in a lab there. Chiamaka was studying in Canada. Damilola who read nursing 

was now working with the NHS. Even Harrison, who was never studious, was now working and studying 

in the UK. Even Harrison. 

Then he began to dream of leaving, too. He had never really considered leaving Nigeria but now his 

mind was all made up. He wouldn’t settle for less anymore. The car wash business began to feel degrading, 

limiting. He would never go back to pick up his certificate and search for a job in Nigeria. Then he started 

preparing his documents to leave. It would be better over there, he had learned.  

His friends who had left gave related advice: 

If you see any opportunity to leave, please leave! 

Nigeria is not getting any better soon, don't fool yourself; just leave. 

He gathered all the advice and tucked them neatly in a chamber in his brain. 

He would wait fervently for his turn. He’d wait like farmers wait for the rain, patiently studying the 

sky every morning, hoping. He knew a lot of people went up north to travel through the Sahara Desert to 

North Africa, and then take the Mediterranean to get to Europe. But that was risky. It would never be an 



option for him. He had heard stories about people who went but didn't return; those who were kidnapped 

and used as sex slaves in the Middle East; those whose organs were harvested; those who returned worse 

off than they were when they left. He knew someone who had returned from Dubai because his job as a 

sales representative in Lagos was much better than working for a sewage company, sucking foreign shit 

from pits and disposing of them in strange deserts. He wanted a smooth ride, so he would wait. And the 

waiting paid off. He applied to study at International European University and secured an admission. With 

a student visa he would go and start a new life and pursue his dreams in a country where the means would 

be available.  

Now, with the current events in his life, he wondered if he had bad luck, if, in fact, he was the one 

who jinxed his journey, who caused the war, if life had designed that things would not work out well for 

him, if his Chi looked down on him with disdain. One night, after speaking with his family from the 

basement of a building where he and his friends found shelter at the outskirts of Kyiv, when loneliness and 

depression came again and seized his breathing, he wrapped his hands around himself and cried and cried 

before he started writing poetry on his mobile phone. Poetry was his only solace; the only city he could run 

to in the country of his misery. In the university, whenever he read his poems or shared them on 

Facebook, his friends often asked why he was studying Engineering, why didn't he go to the arts where he 

truly belonged.  

Then he began to rethink why he had left. If he hadn’t he wouldn’t have met this war, wouldn’t 

have been caught up in this tragedy. He didn’t know what awaited him on the other side, what new 

trajectories his life was going to take. His hope was dying before him, the same hope he had watched take 

shape like a living thing. Now, he regretted not accepting the request of the manager of Peter T. Nigeria 

Limited. It was just sex, which he might have liked. She wasn't old, perhaps in her early 40s. It would have 

meant nothing. It would have been one of his little secrets. And that job would have brought him more 

offers in bigger companies like Julius Berger, where he’d always hoped to work. 

Once when his depression made him really breathless he switched off his phone so Chukwudi 

wouldn't reach him, so nobody would. He wanted to go invisible, wanted to stay by himself and his friends 

until they relocated to a safe place. The calls irked him, made him feel more miserable. Then the weird 

thoughts would come and he would think that he shouldn't have left when he did, he should have decided 



on a much better country. He should have tried more American, UK and Australian universities. He had 

options, a lot of better options but he was only learning of them now. So he'd try relocating to those 

countries when he can.  

At home in Nigeria, his mother who had become worried about her bad dreams started attending 

all the weekly activities in church, and after each Sunday service, she'd meet the pastor for special prayers. 

It was her enemies, yes. Those jealous, ungrateful relatives in the village who couldn't send their children to 

secondary school but were now envious of her, having trained her son up to the university level, and 

presently in a better country. It was not her fault that their children weren't well-trained. It was not her 

fault that her son did well in school and in life. 

Obinna’s mother stayed mostly in her room. And sometimes Chukwudi and Martha heard her curse 

Putin. It was him after all who started the bloody war that has entrapped her son in a foreign land. It was 

him who had changed the order of things. He was a traitor, an enemy. 

The night Obinna got into Poland, he did a video call home. The journey had been tedious. He, 

Wachiru, Habib and Chigozie had trekked a long distance from where the taxi dropped them off close to 

the Polish border. It had been difficult for them to board a train because the Ukrainian police focused 

more on evacuating the white people and people of other races than the black people. Black people had to 

protest and struggle before they eventually got in. Obinna was infuriated when the police asked them to 

stand aside while they let white people who arrived late into the train. He had watched a white lady with 

short blonde hair push past him and get on the train. He wished she had shown some concern and not just 

pushed past him. He too was running to safety, like her, like everyone else. 

His father and mother and Chukwudi and Martha sat perched on the living room sofas as usual 

watching him speak on the laptop screen. He was still at the Polish border now. Martha who couldn't 

contain her excitement hugged Chukwudi; their parents exchanged hugs, too, their faces beaming with joy. 

Finally, he was safe. He was in a place where the Russian forces wouldn’t throw any more bombs. From 

here, he'd go to Germany and get a stay permit. In Germany, he’d be fine, they assured themselves. There 

were a lot of Nigerians there, including two of their relatives; they’d help him acclimatise in the new 

country. Coming back to Nigeria was not an option. What will he be coming back to do?  



“You've grown thin,” Martha told Obinna, smiling at him. 

He laughed. “Yes, but that’s better than being dead,” he said.  

It wasn't just his weight that had changed, his voice was a lot hoarser and his hair ruffled. They 

stared at him as though in disbelief – this new image of him. The first picture he had sent them when he 

arrived in Ukraine was of him standing outside the airport in Kyiv, his luggage by his side. He wore a green 

shirt and dark sunglasses. He was waiting to get a taxi, he’d told them. His features were defined; the 

beautiful airport behind him. He was all smiles. Later, he sent pictures of him in his apartment painted a 

bright white. Then others of him at the International European University, standing in front of his faculty 

building; and another of himself with a professor standing on a well-trimmed lawn. Months later, he sent a 

picture of him in the snow wearing a black winter coat, black jean trousers and black boots. Then he sent 

more pictures of himself in the snow, of his very first snow experience.  He had a handful of snow in one 

of the pictures. Then he sent pictures of himself and his friends – Wachiru, Habib, Alona, Chigozie. Then 

later he stopped sending pictures. He would only upload them on his WhatsApp status, and they would 

view from there. When the war began he stopped uploading altogether. 

In the morning, when they did another video call, he showed them around the Polish border: the 

hugging bodies of reunited families, friends; the heaps of relief materials from the Polish government and 

its people. The refugees bent forward picking essentials – shoes, clothes, caps, food items. The Ukrainians 

came with unexpected things, he told Chukwudi and Martha. White people were funny. A lady came with 

her pet dog all the way from Kharkiv. Another lady came with the flowers her lover had given her in 

Dnipro. A little girl came with her teddy bear. A baby boy, who wouldn’t stop crying, held firmly to the 

soccer ball he used to play with his father who couldn't cross over to Poland because he had been 

conscripted in the war. Then Obinna told them that he never thought the Ukrainians were a people 

capable of such degrading. They watched through the computer screen, puzzled by the reality set before 

them.  

The next day, he got into Germany with Chigozie, Wachiru and Habib. They had picked an asylum 

form and applied, which was granted. The German government was generous, they thought. They got 

housing, clothes, food items and even stipends. They were allowed to work so they’d get jobs in the 

meantime. 



He thought about his friend, Alona. How suddenly Alona’s life had changed. He was just, a few 

weeks ago, a student in the university, but now a soldier fighting in a war. It was difficult to imagine Alona 

shooting a gun; he was soft, gentle. Every week he’d call Alona but his line would remain switched off. He 

wondered if he would see him again after the war was over. Many nights when the depression came, 

Obinna would feel that familiar pain in his chest.  

Obinna would stay back in Germany and think of Plan B. There was hope still, he assured himself. 

Maybe the war would be over soon and he’d go back to Ukraine and continue from where he had left off, 

or have a fresh start. If the war didn’t end anytime soon, he’d find a means of staying back in Germany, in 

Europe. He’d not return home; he’d rather be here. In this place, there was hope, yes, hope. He felt like he 

could see the hope hanging in the air like a ripe orange fruit which was reachable at the stretch of the arm. 

Then he’d pluck and drop it neatly into the pocket of his winter coat which he still wore even though the 

weather was beginning to feel hot.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

In Search of Greener Pastures 

 

t’s been six months… 

I stand at the rail of the balcony, hugging the cold steel against my damp palms. It isn’t only 

my palms that are damp: my eyes are, and my heart is. Everything in my life is. I’m shaking 

as I pick up my phone from the floor where I left it. I hate looking at the screen; it reminds 

me of him and everything he’s done.  

Him. 

With a heavy heart, I swipe the phone open and log into WhatsApp. I see his name display on the 

screen, mocking my every being. I muster more than enough courage and tap on his name. It is supposed 

to be my future name. 

“Type message” stares at me in the eyes as I think of what to write. What should I write? What can I 

write? I take in a deep breath. Think, Habibah.  

My keyboard stands up, waiting for me to tell him what to say. I command him. 

Honey, what is wrong? Can’t you reply? I’m dying to hear your voice.  

I’m tempted to press “send”, but I hesitate. Maybe being formal will bring him to his senses.  

Good evening! It’s been six months. I click the send button without wavering. I stare at the screen, 

pondering what he could be doing. Is he even thinking of me? 

I 
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Bile settles in the pit of my stomach, filling me with bitterness. I have become a bitter, revengeful 

woman. I accept. All because I loved love him.  

Trevor Noah said it: Bad things always start with a broken-down car. Mine did. Then from a broken 

car, it progressed into a broken heart, a broken bank account, and now, a broken life. 

It was all because of him.  

I woke up light-hearted that morning. Funnily enough, the previous night, I took swigs of Tequila at 

the bar, and I was surprised I didn’t end up with a hangover. I even whistled! I never whistled at anything. 

Only when I was happy. 

When my alarm beeped the second time, I knew I had to speed up what I was doing. I quickly 

brushed my teeth, and ran through the cold showers—from what I heard, cold showers awakened the 

muscles; I ran my hands through my hair, finally packing the cornrows in a professional ponytail. I looked 

at the mirror confirming my looks before progressing to my vanity. 

I ran my hands through my make-up, taking what I needed, and applying them where they should be. 

I save my best make-up for the last: lipstick. I picked up my sharp, red lipstick and dabbed it on my full-

rounded lip. After smacking it and taking off the ones that went out of the line, I picked up my red bag and 

went out to my car. 

You might be wondering why I loved red. I loved being rich and powerful. Those are what red stands 

for. 

I hopped into my red Mercedes Benz and sped off, thinking of how late I’d be when I got to work. I 

tried to calm myself with the husky tone of Burna Boy. I bobbed my head, enjoying his music so much that 

I didn’t even realise that my car had started choking up.  

“Shit!” 

I managed to swerve the car away from the road and parked by the roadside. I walked out of my car 

and opened my bonnet, looking for what went wrong, but everything seemed fine.  



I took out my phone and dialled the mechanic’s number. Panic was not my greatest feature and my 

hands were shaking a bit.  

After the first ring, the man picked up. “Kola, where are you? My car just broke down. I thought I 

gave you the car to fix. Why is it still down? I don’t care where you are, I need you right now.” 

I paced in front of my car, waiting for the blue dungarees to pop up from nowhere and get this car 

going. I did not dare to look at my fancy wristwatch.  

In my frustration, I did not see him walk up to me. He walked with the confidence of a man who 

had put on a great cologne. His unwavering dark-brown eyes, pierced into my contact lens. Nobody I knew 

ever maintained eye contact with me, but he did. He dared impose upon my superpower. His face was 

relaxed, like nothing could be bothering him.  

“Morning, miss—or ma’am,” his eyes flickered. “What could be the problem this morning?” 

I opened my mouth and closed it again. As he came closer to me, I could feel the heat break out of 

my body. My knees became wobbly. Habibah, you are not like this. He is just a guy… Maybe he sensed my 

inconvenience because his smirk deepened.  

“My car won’t work; It just stopped. My dim-witted mechanic wouldn’t come now. I’ve been waiting.” 

I tried to sound matter-of-fact.  

“Of course.”  

With the same confident steps, he walked to my car and looked into the open bonnet. With a little bit 

of this and that, he worked through the engine area. My heart kept beating.  

“Ignite the engine,” he commanded. 

I walked into the car and turned it into motion. The car cried in an uproar. I sighed with relief.  

I stepped out of the car. “Thank you so much—” 

“Dele,” he completed.  



“Thank you, Dele, I don’t know how to thank you enough.”  

He wiped his hands with the rag I gave him earlier. “Well, I do,” his glassy eyes glistened, piquing my 

curiosity about this handsome man. “How about you give me your number, so I can call you.” 

My lungs deflated. I expected him to be less cliché, but anyway, I pushed that aside and dug out my 

complimentary card from my purse. “Here.” 

Afterwards, I got into my car and zoomed off, waiting for the day I’d meet the man that 

made Habibah’s knees wobble.  

In the ensuing days, I forgot about Dele. I was caught up in work, partying, outings, and friends. To 

be influential, you had to level up your social status.  

* 

I was smiling and taking selfies, hoping to bombard the followers I’d managed to gather on Instagram 

with pictures. I was at a wedding where the couples were children of famous politicians. Of course, I had 

to take pictures to prove my presence at that wedding.  

“Hey,” a minty-breath filled my nostrils at the same time I heard the low, husky voice in my ears, 

causing a shiver to travel down my spine. I jerked around in reflex. It was the person I’d least expected: 

Dele. 

“Dele, right?” I tried to act as if I had totally forgotten. 

“Yup.” He was in front of me now, looking so good in his tux. Tuxedos made men look their actual 

selves, and Dele was on fire in it. 

“What a coincidence,” I said, after searching for what to say. I was never in search of words. 

“I knew you’d be here.” His smirk seemed to broaden like he was proud of himself. 

“Were you stalking me?” Deep down, my tummy fluttered at the thought of him looking out for me. 



“Well, if that’s how we can put it, then, yeah. I was wondering if we can go to that restaurant at the 

end of the street to eat.”  

I smiled. “Okay.”  

We caught up on everything about ourselves at the diner. He said he was a lawyer working at a firm, 

which meant he earned in round figures. I was just the HR manager in a firm. I earned round figures, also, 

but I guessed his figures were rounder. 

He moved into my house. At first, nothing was weird. It was all perfect: he took me to special 

occasions, parties, and places of affluence. I loved him with everything I had. In those first three months, 

what we had, or what I thought we had, was perfect. 

But after three months, he stopped going to work. While I rushed with bathing and self-care to dash 

to work, which started by ten o’clock, Dele would slump against the sofa, watching me get dressed. It 

wasn’t anything at first until I asked him. 

“So, Dele,” I began, “what happened to work? You don’t go to work again.”  

My tone was just curious, without any tone of fault-finding or blame. But the reaction I got was not 

what I expected. 

“Why are you complaining? Am I not the one that provides? Is it because you are the one providing 

for now? I told you I’ll pay you back. Must you remind me that I lost my job?” 

Not knowing how to respond to his outburst, I stomped out of the house. I didn’t mean to rub it in 

his face that he’d lost his job. My mood was ruined the whole day. 

When I came back to the house in evening, he hid behind the doors and presented flowers to me. He 

cooked dinner for me with a candle burning by the side of the table. He took my hands and kissed them. 

“I’m sorry, Habibah, I was so frustrated about losing my job. I feel bad that you have to provide for 

us now. I hope you ever forgive me. If you can, will you marry me?” 



He went down on one knee and presented the biggest diamond ring my eyes had ever alighted upon. I 

was not an amateur in jewellery, so I knew it was no joke. It was a diamond ring! Dele was proposing! 

I forgot the part where he said I’d have to provide for us. I was interested in him; after all, it would 

be our money when I said yes.   

“Yes,” I muttered. He wore the biggest smile as he slipped the ring into my middle finger. It fitted 

perfectly. Why wouldn’t I give anything to this man that knew me in every sphere of my being? 

My foolish mistake was this: he knew me, but I didn’t know him. 

He avoided all talks about families and personalities; all he said was he knew he loved me the day my 

car broke down, and all I believed was that he loved me. Dele knew where to hit hard. 

Dele never went for a job search. He sat on my couch, drank my water; he ate my food, and used 

everything I owned. I never brought up the question of him scouting for a job. I wanted peace to reign 

between the both of us. I wondered what happened to the ambitious man that stopped to help fix my car. 

But I couldn’t blurt it out, because I wanted peace to reign.  

Everything went smoothly—at least, it did for Dele. He began to live on the couch and only came out 

to eat, poop, sleep, and bathe. But, one day, he picked up a bag and decided to go out. I was stunned but I 

kept my mouth shut, waiting for the outcome of his abrupt leaving.  

When he came home, there was a smile—which I hadn’t seen in months—plastered on his handsome, 

round face. Maybe he got a job. Everything will return to normal now, I thought. 

“My love,” he walked into the parlour and swept me off my feet with his hands. I was surprised but 

acted like it was normal. 

“Hey, what’s going on? What’s your excitement all about?” Please let it be you got a job, my couch has begun 

to deflate. Of course, I didn’t say this. 

“Come on, don’t be such a killjoy.” He grumbled. My brows creased in fury, but—like always—I let it 

pass. 



“What is it?”  

“I got a job, but I’m supposed to leave the country for it.” 

Am I supposed to be happy? 

“That’s good, Dele. You’ll finally get back to defending people.” Maybe the pain that was stuck in my 

gut made it the most obvious feigned excitement. And he noticed. 

“Aren’t you happy for me?” his brows furrowed into a deep concern.  

“What about us? You always talk about you, what about us, Dele?” the pang of pain that was trapped in 

my chest sprang out. I’d always said countless times in my mind about his narcissistic behaviour, but that 

was the first time I was saying it to him. I could finally breathe. 

“Why didn’t you tell me you weren’t comfortable with the way I act? I thought everything was fine 

with you.” A tear slipped from his eyes. “I’m sorry for hurting you, Habibah. I didn’t know how badly I 

really hurt you. I love you so much. I’m so, so sorry.” Now, he was crying. 

I couldn’t watch him cry. I walked into his hands and embraced him. He didn’t notice his behaviour, 

of course. This was the man who had done more than enough for me. He didn’t notice. 

“I’m sorry, too.” 

He looked at me. “You are? For what? I’ve been the one messing things up.”  

“I’m also sorry for misunderstanding you. I should have trusted the love you have for me. But now 

you say you want to leave?” 

His face lit with elation. “Yes, I got a promising job in Canada. I’ll be leaving when my passport is 

ready. And my visa.” 

My stomach churned. “What about me?” 

“I’ll always be there for you, my love. I promise to come to get you when my residential permit is 

secured.” 



That wasn’t enough. “But—” 

He held his index fingers to my lips. “Aren’t you supposed to be happy for me? I just got 

a job in Canada. We’ll leave this country for good.” 

“Dele, I’m not sure you’ll come back for me. I’ve heard stories of loved ones going outside the 

country and forgetting who they shared vows with.” 

His jaws were set, and his voice carried trace of hurt. “Am I them? Are we still on the trust issues? 

You’re meant to trust me as your partner. I’ll always be there for you, my love. Don’t you trust me?” 

I don’t know. His eyes danced around mine, looking for an answer. He expected me to say yes. I had to 

say yes. I was soon to be married to this guy. “Yes, Dele. I trust you.” 

“Good. Now help me achieve my dream of becoming a lawyer once again.” 

My mouth was shut. I just had to nod. 

“So, I’ll need seven hundred thousand naira to get everything done. Passport: forty thousand, visa: a 

hundred thousand, and the rest will be for transportation and other costs.” 

“Dele…” 

“Come on, we both know you can afford it with your eyes closed.” 

“I know I can, but it’ll be taking a chunk out of my savings. Two more withdrawals like that, I’ll be 

broke.” The truth is, I wouldn’t. I trusted Dele, but I didn’t reveal all my financial expenditures to him. 

“There will be no need to send that same amount again. Once I’m there and settled, I’ll come to pick 

you up.” His tone was so reassuring, making me think of that day he whispered into my ears. 

“Okay. Okay. How should I send the money to you? Cheque or transfer?” 

“Just send it to my account. No one does cheques these days.” 



I transferred the money that same day. I watched and aided Dele through the visa and passport 

collection. I noticed his smiles were broadened, his meals seemed to taste more delicious, and everything in 

him shone. I loved the new Dele.  

I watched when he raised his passport in the air, admiring the green colour of the passport which he 

said signified “greener pastures”; I watched as he got it stamped, and I watched as he bought his ticket. 

“Ottawa, here I come.” he whistled every now and then. I laughed with him, too. I was excited for 

him. The night before he left, we cried in each other's arms, and we promised each other whatever we 

could promise: I said I’d wait; he said he’d come for me. 

I accompanied him to the airport and kissed him before he boarded the plane and flew off. I cried like 

I never had. My rich make-up was smeared. I walked back to the house feeling the emptiness as if it were a 

lonely cave. I never really noticed the house was a void when I was living alone. Now, when I talked, my 

voice came back to me, echoing menacingly in my ears. 

I sent him a text after the first day. Hello, my love. 

His answer came seven hours later. Babe, the weather is so cold. I’m trying to settle in. 

I read his text again and again, imagining it in his tone. We traded text the first month, enthusiastic 

and waiting on each other. And so was the second month, and the third. 

Then came the fourth month. That was the month when it seemed like I was a pest to him. He 

sprayed the pesticide well, knowing when to get rid of me. He always brought up work. 

Babe, I’m working. I can’t always talk with you. 

Oh, I’m sorry, Dele. We’ll talk when you’re off work. 

But he never replied to my text, except when I texted back. 

I didn’t relent, I still waited for his text. Soon, he began to reply to me in monologues. 

Tell me about work, Dele. 



Fine.  

That was all he said. Fine, fine, fine. 

What about us? What about what we agreed? Nigeria is so boring. 

Give me a break, Habibah, I am still working on it. 

It’s been six months, and Dele is still working on it. I give out a tiring sigh, wishing I never met 

someone like Dele. He’s no longer replying to my messages. At all. 

“I’m sorry, Dele. I love you, but I have to do this.” I whisper. 

I pick up my phone and place a call on a travelling agent. “How soon can I get a travelling visa to 

Ottawa, and what is the cost?”  

I write down what he tells me and transfer the money to him. I’ve waited with patience for Dele, and 

now I have to do what I have to do. I go to my room and scout for my passport. I open it, reliving all the 

pages that have been stamped: USA, Bahamas, France, and the UK. Who said I couldn’t afford to go to 

Canada?  

Well, Dele has chosen his fate. He chose to japa from Nigeria to find greener pastures. He chose 

to japa from me. I’m going to send him to a pasture greener than earth. 

The agent sent me a message. I can get the visa in the next two weeks, so you’ll be travelling on the fifteenth of 

June. 

I smile. The Fourteenth of June is my birthday, so the best birthday gift I can give myself will be you, 

Dele.    

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 


