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A Family Near the Forest
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At the edge of a busy farming village stood a clay-brick house with a wide courtyard and a tall neem tree beside its gate. Kasimu lived there with his wife, Zali, and their three children: Hamidu, Salisu, and Asabe.

Every morning, the family rose with the sun. Kasimu checked the goats, Zali prepared breakfast, and the children swept the courtyard before beginning their daily work. Asabe was the youngest, but she was quick to notice when someone needed help. She carried water for older neighbors, shared her food with younger children, and sang cheerful songs while she worked. Kasimu was proud of her kindness.

[image: A West African mud-brick courtyard scene: a father tends goats at a fence while a girl in a yellow tunic and two boys in red and green sweep the dirt yard with long straw brooms; an older woman stirs a pot over an open fire under a thatched shelter.]

Every morning, the family swept the courtyard together before the day's work began.

“Asabe has a generous heart,” he often said. “A kind person brings light wherever she goes.”

Hamidu and Salisu heard these words again and again. At first, they were only annoyed. Before long, their annoyance grew into jealousy. One afternoon, Hamidu kicked a pebble across the courtyard.

“Father praises Asabe for everything,” he complained.

Salisu frowned. “Yesterday, I repaired the goat pen, but he hardly noticed.”

“You should have reminded him,” Asabe said. She had been folding a woven mat nearby and had heard their conversation. “Father may not know that you feel overlooked.”

Hamidu crossed his arms. “You would say that. You are his favorite.”

“I don’t want to be anyone’s favorite,” Asabe replied. “I want us to be a family.”

But the brothers walked away without answering. That evening, Kasimu returned from the farm carrying three small wooden flutes he had bought from a traveling craftsman.

“One for each of you,” he said.

Asabe played a bright, clear note. Hamidu’s note came out squeaky, and Salisu’s sounded like a tired goat. Asabe laughed, then quickly covered her mouth.

[image: A bearded father sits smiling as his young daughter in a yellow tunic reaches toward her older brother's flute; two teenage boys in red and green tunics play wooden flutes beside them under a shade tree.]

Kasimu gave his three children matching wooden flutes carved by a traveling craftsman.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Let me show you how to hold it.”

Hamidu pushed the flute away.

“We don’t need your help,” he muttered.

Kasimu did not notice the anger on his sons’ faces. If he had, he might have spoken to them before their jealousy grew stronger.
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An Unkind Plan

[image: ]


Several days later, Kasimu asked the children to gather firewood from the safe part of the forest.

“Stay on the marked path,” he warned. “Return before the afternoon shadows grow long.”

“We will,” Hamidu promised.

Asabe carried a small basket, while her brothers carried ropes for tying bundles of wood. At first, they followed the familiar path. Birds chirped in the branches, and sunlight flickered through the leaves. Soon, Hamidu turned toward a narrower trail.

[image: Three children on a wooded forest path: a young girl in a yellow tunic carries a basket of firewood, a boy in green holds coiled rope, and an older boy in red points toward a narrower trail ahead.]

The children left the marked path in search of dry branches deeper in the forest.

“Father told us to stay on the marked path,” Asabe reminded him.

“We know another place where dry branches are easier to find,” Salisu said.

Asabe hesitated. “Are you sure?”

“Of course,” Hamidu replied. “We are older than you.”

They led her deeper into the forest until the village path was no longer visible. Asabe stopped beside a tall shea tree.

“This is far enough,” she said. “We should go back.”

Hamidu looked at Salisu. Salisu looked at the ground.

“What is wrong?” Asabe asked.

Hamidu pulled a rope from his shoulder.

“We are tired of everyone praising you,” he said.

Asabe stared at him. “What does that have to do with the rope?”

“We are going to leave you here for a little while,” Hamidu replied. “Then Father will understand that you are not perfect.”

Salisu’s eyes widened. “Hamidu, this is going too far.”

“You agreed to teach her a lesson,” Hamidu said.

“I agreed to frighten her,” Salisu whispered. “I did not agree to leave her alone.”

Asabe stepped back.

“Please don’t do this,” she said. “We can return home and talk to Father together. I will tell him that you both deserve praise too.”

Hamidu’s face tightened. “It is too late.”

The brothers tied the rope loosely around Asabe and the tree. They made sure she could breathe and move her arms, but she could not free herself.

“Someone might not find me,” Asabe said, trying to remain calm.

Salisu looked close to tears.

“We will come back,” he promised.

Hamidu grabbed his arm. “Come on.”

The brothers hurried away.

[image: A young girl in a yellow tunic stands roped to a large tree trunk, reaching after two boys in red and green who are walking away from her down a forest path.]

The brothers tied Asabe to the shea tree and hurried away, leaving her alone in the forest.

“Salisu!” Asabe called after them. “Hamidu! Please come back!”

For one moment, Salisu slowed down. Then Hamidu pulled him onward, and both boys disappeared among the trees.
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The Lie at Home
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When the brothers reached the village, their bundle of firewood was small and untidy.

Kasimu looked behind them.

“Where is Asabe?”

Hamidu had prepared an answer during the walk home.

“She wandered away while we were gathering wood,” he said. “We called and searched, but we could not find her.”

Kasimu dropped the farming tool in his hand.

“You left the path?”

Hamidu lowered his head. “Yes, Father.”

Zali rushed from the cooking shelter.

“What has happened?”

“Asabe is missing,” Kasimu said.

Zali gasped and pressed a hand to her chest. Kasimu called the neighbors. Soon, a search party entered the forest carrying lanterns, ropes, and gourds of water. Hamidu and Salisu went with them, but neither boy led the searchers toward the shea tree. Hamidu pretended to look behind bushes, while Salisu trembled each time someone called Asabe’s name. The sun disappeared. The forest grew dark.

[image: A nighttime forest search party carrying glowing lanterns and coiled ropes, led by a woman in a purple headwrap and a man in a pale tunic, with more searchers following behind among the trees.]

That night, Kasimu and the villagers searched the forest by lantern light, but found no trace of Asabe.

At last, the searchers returned to the village.

“We will begin again at dawn,” Kasimu said, though his voice sounded tired and broken.

That night, no one in the family slept well. Salisu lay awake on his mat.

“We must tell Father,” he whispered.

Hamidu sat up.

“If we confess now, everyone will hate us.”

“What if something happens to her?”

“Someone will find her,” Hamidu said. “The rope was loose.”

“You promised we would return.”

Hamidu turned away. “Go to sleep.”

But Salisu could not sleep. In his mind, he kept hearing Asabe call his name. At dawn, Kasimu led the searchers back into the forest. They searched the known paths for many days, then continued asking traders and people in nearby villages for news, but no one could tell them where Asabe had gone.
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