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“The two most important days in your life are the day you are born and the day you find out why.”

-Mark Twain-
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I HAD JUST turned ten the day Okem came to live with us. Everything was positioned as it had been every Saturday since I moved in with my grandparents. My grandmother was in the study tinkering with her sewing machine, I was at her feet hemming a sleeve, and my grandfather was entertaining visitors in the sitting room. 

Startled by a burst of laughter from my grandfather, I dashed to the sitting room, which was separated by a narrow hallway from the study. His body vibrated. He slapped his knees with such intensity he’d failed to see me standing next to him. Turning to look in my direction after he noticed his visitors—a man and a woman—staring at me, he hurriedly beckoned to me. 

That gesture—my grandfather ushering me into his magnificent presence and allowing me to sit on the softly cushioned chair next to his—used to be the highlight of my days. I moved forward to settle beside him, and right before my back hit the chair, I discovered the source of his amusement. The boy. A mere boy, standing in the corner, holding a straw fan. 

“Repeat,” my grandfather said, pointing and waving his index finger at the boy. 

The scraggly boy performed a contorted dance, twisting his body and strumming his fingers against the fan, pretending it was a guitar.

“Wasn’t that funny?” my grandfather asked, chuckling and looking down at me.

“It’s funny, Papa,” I agreed, trying to suppress a giggle.

“Have you greeted our guests?” my grandfather’s voice boomed in my ears—a reminder to comport myself accordingly.

“Good evening, Sir. Good evening, Ma’am,” I said, bowing my head slightly.

“Good evening, little one,” the woman responded.

I placed both hands on the chair, crossed my legs, and scrutinized the couple. The woman, with her oval face and full pouty lips, seemed well-mannered, though she spoke strangely. I recalled where I’d heard the dialect and cringed. She was from Ide, a town embroiled in boundary clashes with Ntebe, my picturesque hillside town. It was then I realized my grandfather had not been settling a domestic dispute, which made the strangers a little more interesting to me. He also couldn’t have been addressing a boundary issue with Ide, as I was never allowed near him when the chiefs met to discuss boundaries. He always said it was strictly for adults.

The man sitting next to the woman—Ozumba, they called him—appeared jittery, constantly scratching his balding head. He avoided looking at me, but I couldn’t fathom why. Perhaps he wanted me to leave. He tugged at the sleeves of his matching embroidered brocade outfit, which seemed a little too tight on him. 

* * *
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As my mind went around in circles pondering the purpose of their visit, as I’d become accustomed to, I caught a glimpse of the future—a small flash of Okem’s face staring intently at me. Before I could make any sense of what I’d seen, and figure out if it was good, bad, or completely inconsequential, my grandfather called me back to earth. Okem had taken the seat next to the couple and proceeded to watch me. I followed his gaze and noticed he’d been admiring the sparkly red shoes my grandfather got me the last time he visited London. “Dorothy’s shoes,” Papa had called them. They reminded him of the ruby slippers from The Wizard of Oz. 

“Hello,” I said, grinning and waving my hand slowly when Okem looked up and gave me a faint smile.

“Hi,” he responded, leaning uncomfortably into his seat and locking his ankles. 

One look at his clothes told me he was of a lower status. His intonation didn’t help matters. Before I got the chance to complete my assessment, my grandfather announced, “It’s concluded. Okem will stay with us. We’ll take care of him like our own. There’s no need to worry. He’ll go to school with all the other kids in the town, and in the future, he may even become a doctor and make you proud.”

Hearing my grandfather tell total strangers that their son would come to our house and distort the dynamics I’d only just become accustomed to, created the tightest feeling in the pit of my stomach. I remember wondering why my grandfather had not forewarned me.

Right then, I heard my grandmother calling. 

“Ona...Ona.” 

I excused myself and left the room. After a few steps, the image I’d seen earlier came back to me. 

“Grandma,” I called, taking a second to stare at her delicately aging face. I admired the way the wrinkles formed a crescent around her mouth.

“Yes?” she answered, raising her brows.

“Do you approve of that little boy coming to live with us?” 

“Of course I do,” she responded with a slight chuckle. “Your grandfather and I discussed this some days ago. I didn’t think you’d mind. We thought you’d be happy to have someone to play with after school. Consider him a gift from us, and you’ll feel better about the whole situation. And he’s not a little boy. Okem is at least two years older than you.”

“What?” I shrieked, mostly because she considered him a gift when in my mind, he was coming to steal their affection away from me.

“These people were kind enough to bring their boy to help around the house. In return, we’ll make sure he’s taken care of. He’ll have a roof over his head, good food, and proper education. You’ll be nice to him, won’t you?”

“I’ll try,” I said with a humble sigh.

“Promise?”

Holding up my right hand, I agreed, not knowing what I was signing myself up for.

* * *
[image: image]


It didn’t take long for Okem to adapt to our household. Every day, we walked to school together and played games after we came home. In the first couple of months, other kids whispered and made fun of his gaunt looks. My girlfriends joined in the bullying also. Okem hardly cared until one of the kids called him a “glorified house-boy.” He fought the unfortunate child and ended up getting both of them bruised and disciplined in the process. I remember clearly when things slowly began to turn around. Amah, my best friend at the time, had come for a visit. Pointing at Okem’s shoes, she’d said, “Is that from the second-hand store?” in the most condescending tone I’d ever heard. 

My heart had skipped a beat. I wished Amah hadn’t spoken, but she never let anything slide. 

Before I could ask Okem to ignore her comment and focus on the dark clouds building up on the horizon, threatening heavy rain, he turned to Amah and responded calmly.  “Were you speaking to me?” 

Amah hissed, trembling slightly and looking over her shoulder. 

That incident had forced me to start seeing Okem in a different light. He carried himself with a certain amount of pride and confidence that was odd for someone his age. Soon, the other kids noticed and began to accord him some respect.

* * *
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I first moved in with my grandparents over a decade ago. My mother worked for a secret international government mission, and my father was the personal assistant to one of the top officials in the military. My parents traveled all the time, sometimes, for weeks on end. Living with them had been a security nightmare, or so my mother claimed. They were often targets for people who wanted access to the important officials they worked for. Growing up as an only child, since my parent’s jobs didn’t allow them to be in the same location most of the time, my grandfather convinced them to bring me to live with him and my grandmother. 

My grandfather, or ‘Papa’ as I liked to call him, was a titled man—a chief. His usual attire, a red cap with three feathers stuck on one side, distinguished him from others. Men and women came into his presence daily to resolve all kinds of disputes, mostly domestic ones. I had always loved visiting my grandparents in their gorgeous country mansion in Ntebe. High ceilings, marble floors, polished stone pedestals bearing images of historical figures, and an orchard filled with mango trees and many varieties of oranges. What was there not to love? I couldn’t remember a Christmas holiday I didn’t spend with them, but when my mother told me I would leave my school and my friends—the ones I had played with for so many years—because I needed to move in with my grandparents, I sobbed for days. It didn’t help that they had given me the news only two days before they shipped me off. A week before I traveled to my grandparents, I had woken up crying after one of those dreams that ended up being an account of a future I was soon to experience. 

In my dream, I was an unaccompanied minor on board a Nigeria Airways flight. The pilot and the air hostesses had treated me nicely, making sure I had extra treats on the plane after they saw my swollen eyes—the aftermath of non-stop crying. My shipment to Ntebe had happened in the same way.

My grandparents, having heard about my misery, were distraught upon my arrival. I could hear my grandfather’s heart shatter when he saw the pain in my eyes.

“Ogini Ona? What are you crying about?” he had asked.

I remember looking at him with tear-filled eyes. He had knelt before me, all six-foot-six of him, and covered my hand with his before raising my chin and staring at me with the kindest, most revealing eyes I’d ever seen—a moment I clearly remembered from my dream. At the time, I had thought his eyes were blue, but I later noticed the screen on the window that gave their brown shade a sapphire hue. He had winked at me as though he’d once shared that moment with me in another reality. 

From that day onwards, my grandparents treated me like a princess. They gave me double my usual allowance and exempted me from chores, but only for one week as my grandmother didn’t want me to be completely spoiled. Before long, I made friends at my new school and settled into a new existence. This new existence included Ifedi, my nanny, who my grandparents brought to live with us soon after I moved in. I liked Ifedi the moment I met her. She was older than me by at least ten years, but she was child-like. She braided my puffy hair in a new style every week, massaged my feet until I fell asleep, and ate my leftovers so my grandmother wouldn’t scold me for wasting food. I liked her mostly because of the folktales she told me every night. I always assumed she concocted them to impress me, but I loved them anyway. Unlike the strict nanny I had when I lived with my parents, Ifedi brought so much excitement into my life. 

My gift, or should I say my strange ability, to now and again catch glimpses of the future, was a welcome retreat at times. At other times, it presented an excruciating burden, so much so that I fought to force my brain to shut down to forget what I’d seen. Since my first experience at the age of seven, the uncertainty always caused me to stay on the edge in the other dimension and never really go inside to explore all it had to offer. It didn’t matter if the revelations came through dreams, visions, or astral projection; I often faced the dilemma of trying to decide what predictions to share. Not everything I’d ever seen occurred, but many day-to-day occurrences ended up feeling like a déjà vu. My grandfather often caught me with that faraway look in my eyes. Intuition. That was his term for my gift. Several years later and uncountable trips into that realm, I now know just how far off his description was. 

* * *
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The love I had for my grandfather grew over the months, and soon he could not do certain things without me. He would not eat his nightly meal if I wasn’t by his side. Dinner was his favorite time for dishing out words of wisdom. He would ask Okem to bring an extra plate on which he would place pieces of fish and meat for me to munch on while I watched him eat. At intervals, he would look up from his plate and smile as I wiggled in my seat, giggling and telling stories about my day, stories that Ifedi had told me, or the things that had happened in school. My tales always amused him. One time, he almost choked as he laughed, and my grandmother came in with a horrible scowl on her face and demanded that I go to bed. 

My grandfather had swiftly recovered when he heard her command.

“Leave her alone woman,” he’d said, lifting the cup of palm wine in front of him and taking a gulp. 

“She has school tomorrow. Look how late it is,” my grandmother had countered. 

“A few more minutes won’t push her to the bottom of the class. Will it, Ona?” he’d asked, gently placing the cup on the table and looking at me for confirmation.

My grandfather was suave. I remember thinking that when I grew up, I would marry a man like him. Once, I had told him that. That must have been the happiest I’d ever seen him.
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Chapter Two
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ONE MONTH AFTER my eleventh birthday, the desiccating north-east harmattan winds blew a flurry of red dust and some dirt as I walked into my grandfather’s compound. I sprinted in the opposite direction as I feared the tornado would carry me away to some unknown land where I could never see my grandparents again. It subsided as quickly as it had started, but it left behind particles of dust and dirt, making it hard for me to see. I managed to observe the blockage caused by cars parked haphazardly on the road facing the compound and extending into our driveway. It then made sense why my school bus driver had asked me to alight a block from my home. I was not happy about the fact that I had to walk. The dust had turned my white stockings a reddish-brown, which meant I wouldn’t receive my usual compliments from my grandfather, who often marveled at how my clothes always remained so clean even after a full day at school. Every day, I removed my stockings during the break period and put them back on after I had played with my friends—that’s how important their cleanliness, and my grandfather’s praise, was to me. 

I got closer to the gate and discovered there were more important things to contend with than my stockings. A throng of visitors was inside the compound, some seated on benches, others leaning on their cars, and several more whispering in little circles. No one had noticed when I walked in. I felt invisible and remained so as I crept by the men and women that blocked the entrance to the staircase and every single stair, all the way to the landing.

I pushed and shoved countless times until I finally made it past the hallway that led to my grandmother’s private parlor. Stopping for a moment to catch my breath, I started to hear crying; something had gone seriously wrong. Not crying from just one or two people, but enough people to create an orchestra of moaning and wailing that grew louder as I drew closer. I placed my forehead against the frosted glass partition that separated the room from the hallway and noticed a swarm of people looking down. The door refused to give when I turned the knob, so I banged as hard as I could before someone hurriedly opened it.

“Oh, dear. Look who it is,” one of the visitors said.

The moaning suddenly stopped as everyone, except for my grandmother, turned to look in my direction. She kept her head down.

I was now certain something terrible had happened. My grandmother, my usually composed and immovable Grandma was sitting on her couch, flanked by two women, their hands interlocked as though the whole order of the universe would be disrupted if they let go of one another. Her chest heaved wildly as she took in air in large gasps. Someone whispered something into her ear, causing her head to shoot up. I recoiled in horror when I saw her eyes, startled by the stark red taking over the whites, as red as the harmattan dust I had just left behind. She squinted to look at me and then let out a loud wail as she rested both hands on her head. I ran to her side, and she wrapped her hands so tightly around me, I thought I would suffocate.

“We’re done for,” she sobbed, shaking her head wildly and staring at the ceiling.

“But—” 

Before I could form a sentence, the woman on her left tugged at my hand while the one on her right protested and pushed my shoulders, forcing me to sit beside my grandmother. 

“Let her be,” the second woman ordered. “Where’re you dragging her to?”

“But we can’t tell her now. It’s too fresh,” the other one countered.

“When do you want to tell her then? The moment she steps out of here, someone else will tell her. She's not a little child anymore. We have to tell her now.”

They went back and forth a few more times, acting as though I was invisible or even worse, stupid. I already knew something terrible had happened. Amidst the chaos, all I was thinking was that I could bear almost anything as long as it had nothing to do with my grandfather. 

“It’s your grandfather,” the two women said in unison, while my grandmother stared mindlessly with her head stooped to one side. 

“He is gone,” she added. Her wailing had stopped. She replaced it with sniffling and heaving as she watched me with eyes that revealed the deepest sorrow I had ever seen.

* * *
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The news devastated me. The love I had for my grandfather knew no bounds, and my mind never imagined a world without him. Frozen to the spot, I stared in front of me as my grief filled my insides. Coughing to clear a lump in my throat, I fell on my knees and gasped for breath. Ifedi yelled my name and ran to my side, grabbing my hand and dragging me to my room while I tugged my school bag with my free hand. After she shut the door behind us, I sat on my bed and stared at the wall.

“I don’t think it’s true that Papa’s gone,” I said after a few minutes had passed. I was sure that if what I’d heard was the truth, I would have had a premonition about it. Since that hadn’t happened, I held on to the slight chance that I was having a nightmare.

“Where do you think he is then?” 

“I was hoping you’d tell me.” 

The moment my mouth uttered those words and a steady stream of tears ran down my cheeks, I felt as though my heart was sinking into a deep, dark hole. I remember the feeling of hopelessness like it was yesterday.

Before Ifedi could open her mouth, Okem, who had been living with us for over a year, walked into the room. His eyes were red and puffy, and his teeth chattered while his chest heaved convulsively. 

I repeated my question to Ifedi and waited for her to respond, praying she chooses her words with care. Being on the edge, I knew the slightest thing could throw my already fragile being overboard. I still hoped what I’d seen out there in my grandmother’s parlor was a figment of my imagination. 

Ifedi had taken too long to respond. My head, still reeling to the point I became unaware of my immediate surroundings, I threw my back on the bed. The sorrow had engulfed me and pushed me beyond the boundaries of my being. It was right there and then that I entered Luenah for the first time. 

* * *
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I’d found myself walking down a narrow path, bordered by trees on both sides that formed a canopy over my head. Orange streaks filtering through the gaps in the trees formed abstract patterns on the ground, which created an optical illusion. I’d felt a gentle breeze blow across my face, tickling my nostrils and forcing a sneeze. As I began to inhale and appreciate the serenity the surroundings offered my aching heart, I saw an orangutan jumping from branch to branch. I followed it with my eyes and lost track of my steps for a moment. Not realizing I had reached the tail end of the path, I continued walking and entered a seemingly different world, landing on a trail near a seashore. My grandfather was right there, waiting to take my hand. Shocked to see him after just hearing he had died, I trembled and remained fixed to the spot. 

“Ona, it’s me,” he said, looking down to smile at me. 

“Papa,” I cried, hugging him as tears rolled down my cheeks. 

We held hands and walked in silence for a few minutes before we came upon the shimmering sea. 

“Where is this, Papa?” I had asked, finally garnering the courage to speak. “Where are we? Why did you leave? Answer me, Papa,” I demanded, tugging gently on his robe.

“Good things come to those who wait,” he had responded in a monotone. “You must be patient.”

Surprisingly, I obeyed.

We got to a narrow street, and I realized this world did not belong to only me and my grandfather. There were all kinds of people, in all shades, colors, and sizes. There were people everywhere: on the streets; in the market; in the field; and even in the sky, hovering in large aircrafts. A variety of marine mammals leaped in and out of the ocean. Business and trading and playing and partying and anything you could imagine went on in Luenah. Merchants exchanged goods and traded both physical and intangible items, speaking in a language that to my amazement I could speak fluently too. 

I stood and pondered this mystical world I had found myself in. 

“You’re in Luenah,” my grandfather said. 

“Luenah?” 

It had felt natural when I arrived at this place. It was a place of infinite possibilities. A place I could never have realized had I remained standing on the other side—in the dream. I had been close to accessing this portal in the past, but something had always held me back. I had been afraid of what I would find if I went all the way in. This time, though I was summoned by an indescribable force, I had entered with ease. Something about the grief from losing my grandfather gave me the courage I needed to enter the narrow passage to Luenah. The second I stepped in, I knew I had made the right decision. I immediately felt at peace; all fear was gone.

* * *
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After we’d walked for miles, it seemed like there was zero conflict in Luenah. It appeared pure. Bordering towns spoke the same language and in the same dialect. No communication was lost in translation. The boundaries were not defined, but everyone seemed to know what those boundaries were and respected them, unlike Ide and Ntebe, with their unending clashes and disagreements with each other and the neighboring towns. My real world hadn’t always been like that, though. Due to colonization, the demarcation of boundaries for Ide, a beautiful coastal town bustling with trade and amusement, and its neighboring Ntebe had occurred haphazardly, without considering the wishes of the people, and the standing issues and agreements. In contrast, Luenah was perfect, exhilarating, and full of peace. Everyone worked in harmony. 

No one seemed to have noticed my grandfather and me. People went about their business as though they didn’t know we existed. My grandfather looked different, not like the Papa I used to know. He looked exactly like he did many years ago, in the pictures I saw in my grandmother’s old album. “Pictures from before the war,” my grandmother had called them. They were taken when my grandfather was fair and limber. As he grew older, his skin had darkened from aging and exposure to the sun, and wrinkles formed around his eyes from years of deep smiles. 

We arrived at a corner store near a pristine beach. A large carriage with wheels with a mind of its own stopped in front of us and its antique-style door opened by itself. I glimpsed a magical space, as magical as the world we were about to leave behind. I hesitated for a second and then recalled how my hesitance had deprived me of Luenah for years, so I let go of my doubts and lugged myself inside. 

The carriage was larger than it had seemed from the outside. It had luminescent glass for windows and crystals for ceilings. The walls were made of a glossy material that glistened and provided a view of the beauty of the trees, the sky, and the buildings on the path we traveled. It was a moving theatre that displayed all the pleasure and happiness in Luenah, all at once. I realized that my fears had only prevented me from opening up to a place of joy and complete peace. 

“C-can I?” I asked, my hands a few inches from the wall. I wanted to feel everything; to find out how real they were.

“Of course you can.”

I walked around, touching different parts as the vehicle moved. The speed in the carriage increased, very much like a roller coaster. We crested the hill and remained suspended for a few moments, only to descend and repeat the process all over again. I was thrilled beyond imagination as I explored all the corners while trying hard not to fall. In the distance, I spotted a huge castle, capped by four towers, blending into the sky behind it to produce an illusion of even greater height. 

“That is the shrine,” my grandfather said, as though he’d read my mind.  

“I’ve never seen anything this huge,” I replied. “It’s magnificent.”

“It’s the seat of office in Luenah. Everything you can imagine happens there. Laws are made and executed, gory confrontations are settled, and innumerable wars have been won with little interference to the inhabitants.”

I stared at him in awe, pondering which of the many thoughts moving around in my head was the most appropriate to ask at that moment. 

“Who lives there?” 

“The supreme ruler and members of his cabinet. And visitors, lots of people streaming in and out of Luenah every day.”

“Can we go there?”

“That’s where we’re headed?”

I smiled, my excitement rising as we hit each peak.

We rode the entire day, past many streams, rivers, and mountains. I noticed that for however long we rode, darkness never came. I wanted to ask my grandfather why but decided to sit quietly and observe. Maybe there’s no nighttime in Luenah. Towards the end of the day, we came upon the enigmatic shrine. My grandfather and I dismounted, and he thanked our driver in the language we’d been speaking the whole day. 

“What language is that, Papa?”

“The language of Luenah.”

“How come I understand it even though I’m just hearing it for the first time?”

He laughed a little and took my hand. “Because you’re a member. You’re an Eri. Members are born knowing the language in their hearts,” he’d said, pointing gently at the left side of my chest. 

“How did I—I mean when did I become an Eri?” I asked wide-eyed.

“It started several millennia ago when Luenah was restricted to its original inhabitants—a handful of people living in utmost serenity and joy, never growing old or dying from diseases. Everything changed when a wily princess, Ani, found her way in through a portal in an ant hole. When she arrived in Luenah, panting from exertion, our ruler had taken pity and accepted her into our fold. With time, she proved to be loyal and imaginative, wildly so, that she found immense favor in his eyes, but she wanted more.”

“What did she want?” I urged. 

“For her people on earth to inhabit Luenah. At the time, the earth was plagued with famine and diseases, and she felt Luenah would provide the respite they needed. As noble as the idea was, it wasn’t feasible.” 

“Why not? There’s enough space here for everyone,” I claimed, looking around at the beauty and riches in Luenah.

“There’s enough space,” he agreed. “But there is no room in Luenah for conflict and turmoil. Look at Ide and Ntebe. See what has become of them.”

I nodded once, and he continued.

“A few years passed, and Ani presented her plea again. She threatened to expose the ant hole so her people could enter if our ruler failed to grant even a few ‘chosen ones’ access to live here.”

“Did they fall for it?” I asked, my heart beating in anticipation. 

“The negotiation was tough, but they later struck a deal. Ani was permitted to select a handful of good earthly humans to visit Luenah. These humans, called Eris, were bestowed gifts to be passed on to chosen ones in their future generations, and they were assigned missions to help the earth regain its balance.”

“So, Eris are born?” 

“Yes. Now, instead of an ant hole, each Eri is provided access to Luenah through their chi, personal spirit. The Eri’s chi is far more sensitive than normal. This trait allows it to take a human form to be transported to Luenah to live and interact using the same persona as the earthly being.” 

I sighed deeply, in awe of everything I’d just heard. “Tell me more...”

“You’ll understand everything in due time. For now, all you need to know is that many are called, but only a few of us ever make it into Luenah.”

“Why not? Why can’t everybody make it?”

“Doubt. It’s as simple as that. Few have the courage to go through that narrow path, the same way many people shy away from pursuing their goals. They come close enough to get a glimpse but do not take the leap because of fear and doubt. With courage, you can feel the fear and still forge on. It’s the vessel that keeps you going.” 

“How come I never found the courage on my own to come before now? I am quite the explorer, never afraid to climb trees, race boys, or even swim at the stream.”

“We’re most courageous at our weakest; when we believe we have faced what we fear the most and have nothing more to lose. The news of my passing weakened you and forced you to move. Courage created an urgent need in you to see what was on the other side.”

“I’m not sure I understand, Papa.”

“It’s rare for one to find courage on their own, but I believe you would have eventually found your way through, with the right motivation. You see, courage and motivation are sister traits. The former is devoid of thought and requires extenuating circumstances to drive action, while the latter requires the will or the desire to succeed and involves thoughtful action.”

“I always assumed everyone had the desire to succeed. Don’t they?”

“Mostly, yes. But not everyone thinks the right thoughts. Desire is fueled by our thoughts, notwithstanding if the desire was brought on by seeing others succeed or by trying to meet the expectations we have of ourselves.”

“Aren’t thoughts just that—thoughts?” 

“No, they are much more impactful than you can ever know. If you can think of something and your brain can define it with clarity, then you can create it. Onye kwe, chi ya ekwe. If one agrees, her spirit will agree also. And once your spirit agrees, the deed is as good as done.”

“Just like that?”

“Yes, but it requires great discipline. If not, danger would be lurking in every corner because one or two people had unpleasant thoughts about someone who has done them wrong.”

“Oh,” I said, shuddering at the thought.

“Your grandmother always said you could achieve anything you put your mind to, right?”

“Yes, she did.”

“Well, it’s the same concept at work here. The right thoughts create emotions that can impact your physical reality and bring things to life. Manifesting
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