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CHILDREN REUNITED WITH HUNGER-STRIKE DAD


Two children who campaigned to free their father from prison were rewarded on Christmas Eve when he was released by special order of the Home Secretary. Folarin Solaja, a journalist from Nigeria, has been on hunger strike for the last two weeks at Heathlands Detention Center. He is seeking asylum in Britain.

In Nigeria, Solaja is known for his outspoken criticism of the dictator General Abacha. Six weeks ago his wife was shot dead by gunmen in an attack at his Lagos home. Solaja says that further death threats were made to his family. “I was their real target. These assassins were acting on the highest orders.”

Solaja admits that his children, Sade, 12, and Femi, 10, were smuggled into London and that he tried to enter Britain a week later with false papers. “I did not know where my children were and I was desperate to find them before sorting out my position.” He says he was not aware that claims for asylum have to be made immediately on arrival. “When challenged by immigration officers, I tried to explain, but I was arrested.”

Solaja says “a miracle” reunited him with his children, who had been abandoned in London by their courier. A refugee adviser visiting Heathlands Detention Center was able to identify them despite the false surname they had given to social workers.

When Nigerian officials demanded Solaja’s extradition on a charge of murdering his wife, he began a hunger strike. “They trumped up the charge to get me back. I have always fought for the truth. It pains me that we had to lie about ourselves to save our lives.”

Solaja paid tribute to his children for bringing his plight to the attention of a television news presenter. Asked about their father’s release, Sade replied, “He is our best Christmas present.”
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“Hi, Little Brother!”




The first hullabaloo left Femi pressed against the wall like a leech. The blaring bell brought a tidal wave of bodies swooping down the corridor. He glimpsed his friend Gary’s sandy-brown hair bob away and disappear. By the time he could prize himself off the wall, he was alone. Late and lost.

From behind closed doors came the muffled sounds of classes settling down. He scurried along the empty corridor, trying to delve into his bag at the same time. He needed to consult his map. There was a T-junction coming up. Was math to the left? His heart was already pumping fast when the second hullabaloo struck. A whacking great thud…a raw, yelping howl…sudden laughter. Then a posse of older boys careered around the corner from the left, one almost tumbling over Femi. The boy swore as Femi’s eyes met his. Dark black pupils in a delicate brown web. A flicker like a camera shutter. Femi didn’t wait. He darted around the corner.

Deep, awful moans arose from a man crouched in the doorway of the nearest classroom. With his head drawn in like a wounded soldier’s, he was rocking back and forth, clutching one hand over the other. Femi gaped at the emerging tattoo of red rivulets.

The children inside the room looked strangely frozen, except for a girl and boy standing close behind the kneeling figure. First years, like Femi.

“Miss! Help, Miss!” They signaled frantically at a teacher hurrying down the corridor. Noisy older students spilled out from the classroom behind her.

“Sir’s fingers caught in the door, Miss!” squealed the girl.

“Someone slammed it, Miss!” The boy looked ashen. “Sir was looking the other way!”

Femi stood transfixed as a crowd swirled around him to see the injured teacher.

“WHAT is going on here?” a voice thundered behind them. “Get back to class immediately, all of you! Back to class!”

Femi had only been two days at Avon High, but already he recognized the voice of Mr. Gordon, the deputy head teacher. Flash Gordon! His sister, Sade, had told him the nickname. It was a joke. He was tall and broad shouldered, but he had a large pot belly and thinly spread-out gray hair. However, his voice was deep and powerful, and it propelled Femi out of the combat zone, down the corridor in search of his math class.


 

“Sorry, Miss, I got lost!” Femi mumbled.

Ms. Hassan raised her eyebrows and placed him in an empty seat close to her, nowhere near Gary or any of the others from his primary school. This was 7B’s second lesson with Ms. Hassan, and Femi had already seen that her tongue was even sharper than her eyebrows. Terminator eyebrows, said Gary. Femi tried to concentrate on the numbers that squeaked out from the chalk scratching the blackboard. He copied the multiplication problems into his new exercise book slowly and neatly. But when it came to filling in the answers, the pen poised above the page, he began to panic, trying to think. But his brain could only conjure up a figure curled up in pain—and a pair of eyes clicking in front of him like a camera shutter. When Ms. Hassan did not collect the books but said they should complete the problems for homework, he breathed more easily.

Femi slid next to Gary as they left the room. Even before Gary opened his packet of crisps, Femi was recounting his tale of bloodcurdling cries and a teacher on the floor with blood spurting like a fountain from his hands. He said nothing, however, about the posse of boys in flight. Something made him hold back. Instead, he let Gary go on about the class hearing a weird faraway howl and how Ms. Hassan had stopped anyone from leaving their desks.

They had been friends for a whole year now. Gary had joined the top class at Greenslades Primary. Femi had been new the year before and had slipped into being a loner. But something about Gary had appealed to him. He liked the way Gary had shrugged off comments about his Liverpool accent. His mother had brought him down to London to live with a new stepdad. There had been gossip about his real dad dying in a terrible accident, but Femi had never asked questions. He knew about not prizing open a lid that was nailed down.

By lunchtime the rumors had spread about a teacher losing a finger. There was talk of an ambulance driving into Avon school. Someone said they had seen a police car. However, apart from Gary, Femi didn’t tell anyone else that he had seen the teacher rocking in agony on the floor.

They were edging nearer the cafeteria hatch when Femi felt a hand on his shoulder. He swung around.

“Hi, little brother! Long time no see!” The boy with the dark-brown camera eyes smiled and hustled between him and Gary. Femi bit his lip.

“Keep my brother’s place, right!” the older boy ordered Gary, steering Femi away.

“There’s a girl, Sade, in my class. Is she your sister?” The grip allowed no resistance, but the boy’s voice was soft and quite friendly.

Femi nodded, avoiding looking up.

“Yeah, you look alike, but you’re not as pretty as her, are you?”

Femi swallowed, his mouth dry.

“Just a joke, right! What’s your name?”

Femi managed to say his name, not much louder than a whisper.


“Okay, Femi. I want you to give her a message.”

So, was this just about Sade—not about the teacher losing a finger? Femi picked up courage.

“But you said she’s in your class.” He couldn’t hide the puzzlement.

“Girls like a bit of mystery!” The boy laughed. “Just tell her Errol likes her and don’t tell her how you know.”

“Is that you? Errol?” Femi ventured.

“No way, man! You don’t know Errol Richards?”

Femi shook his head.

“Where’ve you been, man? You live around here and you don’t know Errol Richards? You, little brother, sure got a lot to learn!”

Femi didn’t want to say that he had indeed heard the surname Richards. There had been a Richards in the year above him at his primary school, and he had tried to keep well clear of him. That Richards had been sent to another school, to the relief of most of the children. Femi didn’t know what to say now. It would be awkward to ask if they were related. Instead, he shot a glance at the line queuing up for lunch. Gary was nearly at the front.

“I’ve got to—”

The older boy smiled and put his arm around Femi again.

“Well, even if you’re still a bit ignorant, I like you, Femi. You’ll learn fast, man. You need to, around here. You need somebody to look out for you—like Errol did for me.”

There was something the older boy wasn’t saying.

“The brothers need to stick together, right?” The boy was bending over now, almost whispering. Femi felt the pressure of the hand on his shoulder. “There’s always someone wants to put us down…make up stories…things they didn’t see with their own eyes. You know what I mean?”

Femi didn’t know whether to nod or shake his head. When you can’t see what is underfoot in the forest, how do you know where to step? He was being steered back toward Gary, who was calling anxiously.

“You give that message to your sister, right? You tell me what she says next time I see you, little brother!” The boy spoke loud enough for Gary to hear as he gave Femi a slight shove toward the cafeteria hatch.

“Is he your brother? You never said!” Gary jutted his chin out accusingly.

Femi frowned.

“Not that kind of brother. I’m hungry. Thought I was going to miss my turn.”

The lady at the hatch eyed him.

“Chips, please.”

 

Femi didn’t want Gary to interrogate him. He didn’t even know the older boy’s name. Why did he choose Femi to talk to as a “brother”? This wasn’t just a message for Sade. The camera eyes made that clear. It was a message to him.

They headed for a table that was filling up. Two year-seven girls were at the center of a cluster.

“Sir had his fingers in the door. Must have broken all of ’em! It was a right slam!”

“It was only his forefinger! I saw the bit at the end hanging off.”


“Yuck! You didn’t!”

“I did. It was horrible. But only for a second like, before Sir grabbed it, trying to push it back!”

“Jason says he saw the fingertip fly across the room!”

There was a burst of laughter.

“Oh, disgusting! D’you mind, we’re eating.”

“Did Sir see who did it?”

“Nah! He was just screaming and bawling his head off!”

“Slammed the door from behind, didn’t they?”

“Change the conversation, will you? I’m going to be sick!”

 

Flash Gordon called a special assembly after lunch. Images from the morning flooded back as the deputy head teacher spoke about “a very serious incident.” He emphasized that it was a temporary teacher who was involved.

“A visitor new to our school, helping us out, and this is how we welcomed him….”

Femi felt his stomach cramping. Being new was something he knew all about.

“One finger was almost severed. The doctors are still struggling to see what they can do. If charges of assault are made, the police will…”

Another sharp cramp. Femi pressed his folded arms against his lower ribs.

“…it will be better for everyone if the matter can be handled within school. It might have started as a foolish prank with someone not thinking of the consequences. However it occurred, I want whoever is responsible to own up and do the decent thing now. Anyone else—who heard or saw anything—should come and see me as soon as possible.”

Blood rushed up to Femi’s head, making it throb. Gary poked him.

“Get up, Femi! We’ve already missed twenty minutes!”

 

Femi threw himself into the football practice in an effort to wipe out the words from assembly. But when he and Gary jostled their way out of the front entrance after school, a new spasm of cramp gripped Femi’s stomach. Flash Gordon loomed over them on the front steps. He looked grim enough to be an immigration officer! Femi wanted to tell Gary, to try to make a joke of it. But he had hardly ever spoken, not even to Gary, about their immigration trouble. When their year-six class at Greenslades Primary had made a day trip to France, Femi and a new girl from Kosovo were the only two children left behind. In school Femi had made light of it. He had pretended that he wasn’t bothered about spending a day with year fives while Gary and the others went off on their bus and ferry. But at home he had cried himself to sleep, tasting the salt in his tears. Papa had explained that until the government accepted that they were proper refugees, they couldn’t get any travel documents. Femi could leave England, but the immigration officers wouldn’t let him back in! They would separate him from Papa and Sade. Where would they expect him to go? A twelve-year-old boy, who didn’t even speak French, all alone in France.

Just as Gary had never spoken of what happened to his dad, Femi had said nothing about Papa being locked up when he first arrived in the country. Nor did Gary know about The Interview. In Heathlands Detention Center, Papa had filled in a long form about why it was too dangerous for them to go home to Nigeria. He had described the police raids on their home in Lagos as well as the day the gunmen came. Femi had seen a copy of the form when Mr. Nathan, their lawyer, wanted to check what the children remembered of events that Femi preferred to forget. Mr. Nathan had turned over pages and pages filled with Papa’s small, neat writing. Obviously the immigration officers thought Papa might be lying. That was why Papa had to go to The Interview. They would try to trip Papa up. Trap him. Then they would refuse him permission to stay in England. Papa and the children would be put on a plane back to Nigeria, where General Abacha and his soldiers would be waiting for them.

Papa had prepared himself like he was getting ready for an exam. He didn’t know when he would be called, and every month he had to report to the police station as an asylum seeker. They had waited almost a year. Femi had just moved into year six when a letter arrived with “IND” printed boldly on the front. The Immigration and Nationality Directorate ordered Papa to present himself at Heathrow Airport. Only Papa was to be interviewed, not the children. It was very scary. What if the immigration officers suddenly forced Papa on to a plane—or took him back to prison? On the day of The Interview, Femi kept expecting his head teacher to appear at the classroom door. She would call him out to give him the bad news.

By the end of school, however, there had been no news. He and Sade had run all the way back to their flat. It was empty. They had waited, fearing the worst. Papa arrived in the evening. He looked wrung out.

I told them everything—the whole truth. We should be all right.

Femi knew that he was just trying to reassure them. None of the immigration officers at the Asylum Screening Unit had made him feel “all right.” But Papa insisted that their case was very strong and they must continue to be patient.

They had waited and waited. Every time Mr. Nathan tried to find out what was happening, he was told that a decision had not yet been made. When another letter finally arrived with “IND” on the envelope, Femi and his sister had been on tenterhooks. They watched as Papa’s eyes moved down the page. Shaking his head, he had exploded.

I don’t believe it!

The immigration officers had lost all his papers, including their own records of The Interview. The letter informed Papa that he must apply all over again. Mr. Nathan had been furious as well. But there was nothing Mr. Nathan or Papa could do except submit a new form. Another year on, with Femi now at Avon High, Papa was still waiting to be called to Interview Number Two.

“Hey, Femi, aren’t you coming?”

Gary’s question jolted him. Femi had stopped near the gate. Papa’s instructions were for him and Sade to wait for each other and to walk home together. Even in broad daylight Papa was anxious for their safety. Femi scanned the students milling by the gate. On the first two days of term, Sade had been waiting there, so it had seemed quite natural to walk off together. But today she wasn’t there. He didn’t want to say anything about Papa’s instructions. Even Gary might laugh at him being treated like an infant. He turned to see if Sade was following. She wasn’t. But Flash Gordon was now walking toward the gate.

“Yeah, coming.” Femi adjusted the bag on his shoulder and turned quickly into the High Street behind his friend. He knew that Sade would wait for him, like Papa told her. She would be mad. So would Papa. Well, he would just have to handle the storm when it came.
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Lizard Eyes




Sade drummed her fingers on the gate. No sign of Femi. She was aware of an unwelcome pair of eyes, behind narrow black shades, roaming freely over her. On the other side of the road, diagonally across from the school entrance, Lizard Eyes posed his long, lean body against the wooden fence as if he were in a designer jeans ad. Sade suspected he had chosen his position deliberately. On the billboard above him, a silver coupé gleamed against a spectacular golden sunset, ready to roar across open desert dunes. He probably fancied himself as the owner…among other things. The only difference after nine months seemed to be his hair—tight cornrows with little tails that looped up above his neck. A frilled-neck lizard! She wished she had the courage to say it to his face. But merely the thought of being within breathing distance of him made her feel ill.

A gang of students surrounded him, all boys except for his sister, Marcia Richards, and her friend Donna Layton. Both girls were in her tutor group and—like everyone else within hearing—Sade had picked up the gossip. A stranger listening to Marcia’s tales might have thought that her brother had gone away to a holiday camp for a few months. The tale that no one doubted, however, was that Lizard Eyes had become a “babyfather” while he was away. The “babymother” had also been in year eleven at Avon High. But as soon as it was known that the girl was pregnant, she had disappeared. People said that she had gone to live with relatives out of London. Shortly afterward Lizard Eyes also vanished. The first rumor was that he had been charged for making an underage girl pregnant. Marcia shut up anyone who asked her, but she didn’t actually deny it. When the real reason for her brother’s absence was printed in the local paper, however, no one was surprised. There were not many ways that a sixteen-year-old in this part of South London could afford new designer outfits almost every week.

 

With her back turned to the gang across the road, Sade kept her eyes trained on the glass entrance doors. She willed Femi to appear. Would he really just ignore Papa’s lecture? If he had gone home ahead of her, he wouldn’t be able to get into the flat until she arrived. Heaven knows who would be hanging around the stairwell. Femi had been begging Papa for weeks to give him his own key, but their father had stubbornly resisted. He wanted Femi to come home with Sade.

By four o’clock she had started to panic. Hurrying home, she risked the shortcut between the derelict petrol station and the half-finished houses from which thieves kept stealing the building materials. Young men sometimes hung aimlessly around the old garage—one reason for normally avoiding this path, even though it saved at least ten minutes. Fortunately, no one was there today. As she came out from a stretch of overgrown grass, she could see their gray concrete block of flats, but there was no sign of Femi anywhere along the second-floor balcony. He wouldn’t be waiting by the stairs because of the smell. She scanned the pavement around the block. Children sometimes rode bikes there, but today it was empty. She breathed rapidly as she took the stairs two at a time. No one was here, either. Only debris in the corners.

She was fiddling with her key in the lock, wondering what to do next, when their neighbor Mrs. Beattie poked her head out from next door. Her pink scalp shone through fine silvery strands of hair.

“Ah, there you are, at last! I saw that brother of yours sitting outside on your doorstep. The poor mite looked quite deserted!”

Femi appeared from behind her. He avoided Sade’s gaze while Mrs. Beattie continued.

“I said to myself, was it not my Christian duty to ask him in? You know what types hang around here. But he’s been safe with me, and I’ve given him a good cup of tea and a slice of apple pie.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Beattie,” Femi said politely.

Sade had difficulty restraining herself until they were inside their flat.

“Why didn’t you wait for me?” she demanded in a fierce whisper. The walls were thin, and she didn’t want Mrs. Beattie hearing her shout.

Femi ambled toward his bedroom, head bent, shutting her out.

“I didn’t see you,” he mumbled. “Too many people…Papa is crazy!”

Before Sade could reply, he had slammed the bedroom door.

 

FRIDAY 5TH SEPTEMBER


5 P.M.

I want to scream, Iyawo! Your eyes gazing downward, so silently, over your polished ebony cheeks usually calm me. When my fingers brush across your carved braids, I try to pretend that if you could just look up, your eyes would be as deep and comforting as Mama’s were.

But that little trick is no use today. You are just a wooden head sitting on my desk when I need you to be flesh and blood and to have real arms to hug me! Yet here I am, still scribbling in my book…“our” book. When Counselor Mimi got me to write my first Iyawo book, I admit that you were a life-saver. But now, maybe it would be better if I could scream out loud—except I wouldn’t know whom to scream at more, Femi or that Lizard Eyes! Yes, he is back. I was hoping he would disappear forever. Stupid me. Where would someone like him go?
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“It’s Not Just These Local Thugs I Have to Think Of….”



Sade was dancing in their tiny kitchen, listening to her Discman and waiting for the rice to boil, when Papa arrived. On weekdays he had only an hour to rest between his day work at the Refugee Center and night work driving a cab. Sade had once asked how his head didn’t burst from listening to so many sad stories at the center.

“An information officer needs a head like a good oven,” he said. “It gets very hot. You have to let the stories cook inside without the oven exploding.”

His image had made her smile. Papa had become a good cook in England. On weekends he took charge of the kitchen, usually making a big pot of stew and black-eyed beans on Sunday, which lasted them for a few days. Sometimes he boiled yams, fried plantains, or made egusi soup. He had learned to cook as a student, but Mama had always presided over the kitchen at home. Papa tried getting Femi to help. But Femi’s interest never lasted long, and he would rather slip away to watch television. Later, if he complained that Papa had used too many red peppers, Papa would say that Femi should have stayed to check him. Femi’s standard retort was “You wouldn’t have listened to me anyway.” During the week, however, Sade prepared supper. Trying to involve Femi usually meant an argument. It was easier to leave him alone. Only patient Mama had known how to charm him.

The three of them sat at the small table in the kitchen to eat. Sade imagined that suppertime reminded Papa of his newspaper office in Lagos. She and Femi were the cub reporters with Papa in the editor’s chair between them. He never accepted that “nothing happened.” Even Femi knew this. Today he told Papa there had been an accident in school and a teacher’s finger had been nearly cut off.

“Who said it was an accident?” Sade interrupted. “Fla—I mean, Mr. Gordon said there was an incident, not an accident. Weren’t you listening in assembly?”

Femi gave her one of his blank looks.

“I don’t have any more news,” he said to Papa.

“Did you two walk home together?”

It was the question Sade had been waiting for. She stared at Femi. Let him give Papa his excuses before she swung in! But Femi remained silent as a stone. Papa looked from one to the other, his eyes glinting behind his spectacles.

“You disappoint me,” he said quietly.

His words cut Sade. She was ready to deny, to accuse. But her complaints suddenly boiled dry. What was the point? Papa had heard the soundtrack before. The only thing he hadn’t done yet was to beat Femi.

“Bad things can happen anywhere, Papa,” Sade heard herself say as Papa’s gray tufted eyebrows rose like untidy flags. “Bad things can happen even at the school gate. We meant to walk together—but sometimes things go wrong. Like today—I was late because my English teacher was talking to me about writing a play. You should let Femi have a key, Papa! He was waiting outside the flat alone and Mrs. Beattie took him in. She said it was her ‘Christian duty.’ It was so embarrassing!” Sade knew that Mrs. Beattie’s holier-than-thou words would irritate her father. She waited for the storm.

But it didn’t come as she expected. Instead, peering at her over the straight gold rims of his glasses, he said softly, “You know it’s not just these local thugs that I have to think of….” His voice trailed. He didn’t need to say anymore. Sade fell silent. The gunmen who murdered Mama in their driveway in Lagos had long arms. How could she ever forget the voice over the phone?

If we get the family first, what does it matter?

She knew that Papa, who had always been so open in speaking out, now wrote his articles about Nigeria under a made-up name. She knew why Uncle Dele had taken a job in an art college outside London. Papa’s younger brother had been in England longer than any of them. He had been active in the Nigerians for Democracy movement until he began to receive death threats around the same time that the gunmen had come for Papa in Lagos. He had left London a year ago and said openly that he felt safer in his small village in Devon where he was the only Nigerian. He joked how General Abacha’s agents could be spotted a mile away in the countryside. But it wasn’t really funny. It was because of Abacha and his soldiers that they were stuck in this small flat with windows into which the sun hardly ever shone. Why else would they want to live thousands of miles away from their real home with its spacious, airy rooms, surrounded outside by flowers with colors of sunrise to sunset? Sade no longer even asked Papa when he thought they might return. Recently they had watched a wildlife program in which a hyena sank its teeth into the buttocks of a giraffe. Papa had said it was just like General Abacha.

That hyena won’t stop until he has torn off the flesh all the way up the neck. Abacha wants to lick out Nigeria’s eyeballs so there won’t be anyone left to see his crimes.

Even though she had been free of her own nightmares for the past few months, Sade knew that the nightmare in their country wasn’t over. Their father was not making things up.

Papa broke the silence, pushing his chair back and forcing himself up. He glanced at his watch. He was late. He would come home after midnight. No wonder his black hair had become peppered with gray in the last two years.

“Make sure you do your homework, young man, and not with the television on,” he said to Femi. “Remember that I’m the one asking your sister to check on you—for your own good.”


Femi offered to help Sade do the drying up. He didn’t even argue about going to bed. She took it as his way of thanking her for asking Papa to give him his own key. He must have been really surprised. Indeed, she had surprised herself.

 

FRIDAY 5TH SEPTEMBER


10:20 P.M.

Ten minutes ago Femi pranced into my room to give me a message. He is clueless!




FEMI: Are you still awake?

ME: You’re meant to be in bed.

FEMI: A boy at school told me to give you a message.

ME: What?

FEMI: He said Errol likes you.

ME (horrified): Errol who? Who told you this?

FEMI: Just an older boy. I don’t know his name.

ME: How did he know you then?

FEMI: He asked if you were my sister. Said we looked alike.

ME: Cheek!




I flung my Bugs Bunny at him—the one with the Cupid heart that Mariam gave me for my fourteenth birthday—but missed.





ME: If he knows me, why didn’t he give me the message then?

FEMI (giggling): Don’t ask me!

ME: What’s funny? The only Errol I know of is Errol Richards, and he’s no joke. His sister Marcia is in my tutor group. They expelled him last year for dealing, but he’s still got friends in school. That’s how he operates.




Femi avoided looking at me by staring at Bugs Bunny lying helpless on my carpet.




ME: Did you hear what I said? You’re not telling me everything, are you?

FEMI: I’m going to bed now.

ME: If it’s Errol Richards, you better stay a million miles away, Femi Solaja. He’s trouble. If you get into trouble, the immigration people won’t let us stay!

FEMI: Don’t lecture me, Sade! I thought you’d be pleased.




He banged my door.

I don’t like this, Iyawo. What game is Lizard Eyes playing now?
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