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Life has a way of dishing out lemons, often when we least expect them. Everyone always says to turn them into lemonade, but they never mention how taxing the entire process gets when the lemons keep coming. Very few people know how this feels more than Nadia.

The Space That Held Us is the story of a young woman whose life is filled with love, loss, faith, heartbreak and second chances. It outlines her story as she faces unwelcome challenges and then shows how she repeatedly picks herself up to carry on.

Life's challenges are not the most important aspect of life. It is how we respond to the challenges life throws at us that is most important. It teaches that we must be patient as we do not even know how long the road to what will make us happy takes and how long the answers we seek will take to come. It shows what is meant for us, no matter how far away it gets, will eventually come back.

This story is about the quiet type of strength that allows you to carry on through challenges while believing it will eventually all be worth it.

Nadia's journey begins now.
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The sun was already setting as Nadia trudged along the boulevard. It was seven o’clock, but the neighborhood kids were still out on the street, playing or sitting around swapping stories as they stalled ignoring their mothers’ calls to come in for the evening meal. A group of adults was gathered outside Mr. Okafor’s house taking advantage of the cool evening breeze, a remnant of the good weather from the Atlantic Ocean. Mumbled replies welcomed Nadia as she greeted them; Mr. Okafor was also in their midst, and he smiled proudly as he broke a kola nut and crunched half in his mouth. 

Nadia shrugged, finding it strange but unable to delve into adult business now. Odd, because on Tuesdays Mr. Okafor would already be at work at the National Electric Company on the other side of town where he worked into the early morning hours. He would also be driving into the boulevard as they left for school on Wednesday morning, honking his horn and nodding as they greeted him. Strange, also, because he had gotten friendlier these past few months as if he had won the lottery. 

As she walked past the sprawling compound of the Okafors, she couldn’t help but marvel at the structure. The newly painted large house stood proud and welcoming, surrounded by trees and a well-cultivated garden.

The whole neighborhood had been buzzing with guesses about why the home looked lovelier. Many said Mrs. Okafor’s new store in the market, which sold provisions and household goods, was making more profits. Others believed Mr. Okafor had finally secured the supervisory role at work that he had been after for so long. Some concluded that the community association had made him treasurer, giving him a boost in status. Everyone had their assumptions, but no one really knew the truth behind the Okafor’s home transformation.

Nadia ran into two of her friends, Chioma, and Ngozi, playing marbles on the sidewalk.

“Nadia, do you know your father is at home?” said Chioma.  

The kids knew Mr. Yakub, Nadia’s father, very well, for good reason. When he came walking down the street, they dispersed like spilled water, dodging into their homes and any nook and corner they could find. Mr. Yakub was a no-nonsense man, and he disciplined everybody’s kids like his own whether the parents liked it or not.  

“Are you sure?” Nadia asked the two girls.

“Yes, Nadia,” Ngozi, the most talkative of the lot, answered as Nadia draped a brown floral scarf over her head. Mr. Yakub believed a female’s hair should always be covered outside the house.

“Thanks. See you later,” Nadia said, picking up her pace. 

She almost forgot her scarf that morning, if not for Grace, her best friend, that had reminded her it was Jumma, and she might need it for prayers during prayer break at the mosque. Grace was not just her closest friend, but she knew her better than anyone else. They had become friends immediately Nadia’s family moved to FESTAC six years ago. Her family moved around a lot due to random transfers from Mr. Yakub’s job, so it was a relief to have made a friend she did not have to move away from so soon. She smiled at her friend’s craziness sometimes; Grace was a very good friend!

She was tired, hungry, and eager to eat dinner. She was so engrossed in securing the scarf that she didn’t notice three males walking in her direction. Suddenly, she found herself smacking against a hard body. 

“Oh, sorry!” she apologized immediately as she looked up into the face of her victim. 

He was almost a good head and a half taller than her. He steadied her with his hands and would not let go immediately. She could not help noticing how handsome he was. His square jaw was masculine yet tempered by lips parted in clear surprise as his clear brown eyes investigated hers as if trying to decipher a mystery by looking into her soul. She could discern a tiny scar just above his right brow, and the little gap between his two front teeth only added to his sex appeal. For a moment, time was still as they were lost in one another’s gaze.  His two male companions coughed in amusement.

She came down to earth at once, pulling back. “I am so sorry!”

“It’s OK. It’s OK.” He replied in an accented voice. His hands were strong yet gentle on her arms as they steadied her. She tingled from the contact as alien warmth suffused her body. 

She stepped back suddenly as if burned. He was easily six feet tall. His very white teeth were a sharp contrast to his ebony black skin. His hair was in a low box cut, and she could see the vein in his neck as if magnified. Even her senses were heightened. He was wearing a white T-shirt, and his jeans were a dark blue rinse color. A simple but expensive gold necklace complimented his casual look. The evening breeze wafted his cologne into her nostrils. It was masculine and musky, and it smelled wonderful. She breathed in sharply, confused, and alarmed. 

He watched her with narrowed eyes, taking in her appearance in one sweeping motion, and extended one of his strong hands that had burned her earlier, but she refused.

“Are you alright?” his voice was deep, gentle, and genuinely concerned. 

“Yes. Yes, I am. Thank you. Bye!” She glanced briefly at his friends’ amused faces and walked briskly away. Soft laughter followed her, but she didn’t dare look back. She was scared she would run into his arms to experience that warm feeling again. 

Dinner was in progress when she got home. Nadia’s mother, Basrat, was busy with the soup, and Jaleel was pounding yam in the mortar with all his might. Nadia felt a pang of guilt. 

I should be the one doing that, she thought.

As Nadia went about her chores later in the evening, her mind was in a whirlwind. Her hands moved mechanically as all she thought about was the man she had bumped into earlier. He had taken residence in her head! Her body warmed up whenever she remembered his touch, and she prayed silently for God to forgive her for thinking such thoughts, especially about a man she barely knew. Certainly, she had never met anyone like him. He didn’t look like he belonged around here. 

After turning the matter over in her mind, Nadia concluded that he had to be the Anthony Mr. Okafor had been bragging about for months. He certainly seemed pleasant enough, but she quickly pushed the thought aside. She couldn't afford to be distracted by him—or any other man, for that matter.

Her father had made his expectations painfully clear over the years. During his frequent lectures after morning prayers, he never failed to remind his daughters that they were not to marry outside their faith. That fact alone made any interest in Anthony pointless. The Okafors were devout Catholics, and her father would never approve.

Besides, she still had secondary school to finish, while Anthony was already pursuing a master's degree abroad. Their lives were moving in completely different directions.

And then there were the countless sophisticated, worldly girls in FESTAC who undoubtedly commanded far more attention than she ever could. Why would a man like Anthony give her a second glance?

No, it was best not to dwell on him. Chances were their brief encounter was exactly that—a moment in time. She doubted their paths would ever cross again.

Besides, her father was very strict. “No boys. No girls. No distraction until after university. Marriage will come at Allah’s will,” he would always remind them after morning prayers.

Nadia heaved a loud sigh. Her dreams were’t about marriage or romance. She wanted to finish secondary, graduate and pass her exams. Her one desire was to study English Education at the University of Lagos so she could become a renowned professor someday.

“Just get through this and college life begins,” she often told herself.  

But her father had other plans. He insisted that she pursue her writing passion, something Nadia had never taken seriously. She loved storytelling, sure, but that was just a hobby. She’d started writing children’s stories for fun at nine, weaving tales for here school friends. Her father hand seen her potential and encouraged it, but she didn’t share his enthusiasm. Aside from reading and writing stories, Nadia derived joy in teaching or at least she was always eager assist her siblings and neighborhood kids with their homework. She couldn’t think of doing anything else, but clearly, her father could.

As soon as they finished evening prayers, she slipped into bed. She hadn’t even closed her eyes when her sister Rukhya burst into the room, pulling off the covering from her face.

“Nadia, have you seen Anthony?” her younger sister, Rukhya, said excitedly as she joined her on the bench, her eyes wide with excitement. “Oh, he is so fine!” 

“Hmm...” Nadia raised a brow. Rukhya could be dramatic at times.

“Really? That is all you can say? Oh my God, he was walking the streets today with his friends, and all the girls were gushing over him. He answered when we said hi and waved to us. Do you know that he bought his dad a new car? And Nkechi said he brought so many goodies back from the US. I am going over to their house tomorrow!”

“Hmm. Okay. Good for you...and Nkechi,” Nadia commented disinterestedly, unwilling to disclose that she had indeed met him or that he had any effect on her, too.  

“Really? Is that all you have to say? No wonder the boys in school say you are mean to them!

Nadia frowned.

“You shouldn’t be talking to boys anyway.” 

“See, Nadia. Age doesn’t really matter when you find the one you love. If Anthony likes me and we get along well, I can tell him to wait for me, and then we’ll be married and when I graduate, he’ll take me to America.” Rukhya went on.

Nadia couldn’t choose between sighing or rolling her eyes. “Anthony? Is that his name? Nice. So does this guy...this Anthony, know you’re crushing on him?”

“Well, not exactly, but I know I’ll get to speak to him soon. And I will be attending his welcome party a few days from now,”

“Oh! There’s a party too? Interesting. How come I haven’t seen this person?” Nadia was surprised at her question.”  

“Maybe if you appear less serious and become friendlier, you’d know a lot of things going on.” Anyway—"

“Am I that terrible?” Nadia interrupted her sister mid-sentence; she sounded concerned.

Rukhya smiled widely. “Sometimes, but you’ll always be my big sister.” She twirled around walked toward the door. “As for me, I am going to see Anthony tomorrow!”

She sighed, shaking her head, and smiling as she watched her sister. “These little girls...” 

In the quiet and solitude, Nadia’s mind wandered, wishing she were just a child again without a care in the world. She looked forward to life after high school but was still scared of the unknown. 

Nadia bit her lip, remembering how her heart had leaped at the sight of him that afternoon, his presence commanding even the slightest attention. She was too old for childish fantasies, and yet, here she was, imagining what it would be like to meet him again. To speak to him again.

Would he be funny? Intelligent? She wondered.

She turned over in bed, the darkness pressing in around her. The thought of her mystery man being Anthony made her heartbeat uncontrollably.  At least, that would give her an excuse to attend the party. The urge to find out pressed heavily on her. After all, that was the only way to know if her mystery man was Anthony.

The next day after dinner, Rukhya gushed about going to Anthony’s place, how nice he was, how wonderful his family was, all the goodies they got from him (chocolate bars, candies, and T-shirts), and how she couldn’t wait for him to ask her out. Nadia listened to her with semi-interest, eager to know yet afraid to show that Anthony had gotten under her skin. She had spent the whole day at school daydreaming about him. She couldn’t get that charming smile off her mind, and the tingling sensation of his touch still lingered. Every time she thought of him, goosebumps rose on her arms. It was a scary, yet delicious feeling. 

“Are you not going to see him?” Rukhya asked.

“Why should I?”

She shrugged. “So, you can get chocolate and a T-shirt and give them to me if you don’t want them.”

Nadia laughed. “I trust you, Rukhya. Ever the opportunist.”

“You know me. I like to mingle,” Rukhya replied. “Anyway, they’re having a party for Anthony on Saturday, and we have been invited. It’s going to be a big party to celebrate his graduation.” 

“I am not going.”

“Suit yourself.” Rukhya said. “I already know what I’m going to wear. My purple and gold gown, and I’ll borrow one of mom’s necklaces.”

“What about your hair? You’ll probably be the only girl at the party with her head covered.”

“I don’t care. I already told Mom, and she’s buying me a gold shawl tomorrow. It will match nicely with my dress, and I will walk like a princess, like Cinderella...” Her voice tapered off dreamily. 

Nadia sighed in exasperation. She left her sister dreaming about Anthony and went to bed. 

Sleep eluded Nadia that night. Saturday was still three days away, yet she already found herself counting down the hours. She longed to see Anthony again, though every ounce of common sense warned her against it.

The truth was, she had never paid much attention to the boys around her. None had ever captured her interest long enough to spark a meaningful conversation, let alone her imagination. Nadia was drawn to intelligence—to men who could challenge her mind, make her laugh, and hold a conversation that lingered long after it ended.

Perhaps that was why Anthony unsettled her so much.

He possessed an easy confidence, a quick wit, and a warmth that made her feel seen in a way she wasn't accustomed to. He reminded her of the heroes from the romance novels she borrowed and traded with her friends—the kind of men who seemed too good to be real.

And that, more than anything, was what worried her.

And she also wanted a career for herself.  She wanted more than this mundane yet chaotic existence. She wanted an intelligent, funny, handsome, Prince Charming who would come in from nowhere and whisk her away on his powerful horse into the sunset. Dreams.

Nadia always stayed after school to study because the house was always full of raucous children running around; her siblings, neighborhood kids, and random children that just came over to play till it was time to go home in the evenings. Fridays, she liked the most because the school grounds emptied early, and the principal let them stay until six. She had a particular spot she loved to study. It was quiet, secluded, and perfect for concentration. She brought her workbooks out and was soon engrossed in logarithms when she heard her name called softly. 

“Nadia.” That voice. She looked up, surprised to find Anthony standing over her desk. He was looking even more dashing than she remembered. He was wearing a short-sleeved shirt, light blue, worn over dark blue jean shorts with brown loafers. The gold chain was still around his neck, and he was alone. And she couldn’t take her eyes off his legs. They were strong and solid. What a beautiful man. “Hi.” 

Nadia was apprehensive not because he was there, and they were alone, but because she didn’t trust herself around him. 

She gulped as words tried escaping her mouth. “How...?”

He smiled as he grabbed a chair and sat beside her. “I believe we are yet to be properly introduced. I know you’re Nadia, and I’m Anthony.” 

He extended his hand, and this time, she did not resist. She welcomed the warmth because it was so beautiful what she felt as they shook hands. She wondered if he felt it too because he kept her hand in his for a minute. 

“You haven’t told me how you found me. Or have you been stalking me?” Nadia asked pointblank.

He laughed heartily. “No Nadia, I haven’t. Though I’d love to. A couple of the teachers here are my friends. I asked about you and was pointed in this direction. A lot of people know this is your spot. I don’t know if that’s a good or bad thing though,” he grinned. “Now that I’ve answered your questions, are we good?” he held out his hand for a second handshake.

“Sure,” Nadia replied as she accepted that warm hand again, noting how perfectly hers fit in his. He sat on a bench adjacent to her, a little bit shy at his nearness. Some seconds passed without a word.

“What are you doing?” he asked finally, breaking the silence.

“Studying, obviously.” She replied, trying to keep her tone neutral. “I like the quiet.”

“I know. I was wondering, isn’t it dangerous, you here all alone by yourself?” He looked around. “There’s hardly anybody on the premises, and the security guard is outside the gates.”

Nadia shrugged. “I know I’m safe here. It’s a school for God’s sake, and there are usually a lot of us, but because it’s Friday a lot of students went home early.” She got up and packed her books. “And it would be a good idea if I did the same.”

“Please don’t leave because of me,” Anthony stopped her. “I didn’t mean to bother you. I just wanted us to talk. That’s all.”

Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Talk about what? I’m not one of those girls swooning at your feet Anthony. And I would never,” She said emphatically.

“Geez, calm down. I don’t think anything. I just want to be friends!” he exclaimed. “Why are you so defensive anyway?”

Nadia raised an eyebrow.  “Okay, we are friends already. So, what other kind of friendship are you talking about this time?” she was blushing, and she didn’t like that. This though exterior could crumble anytime.

He laughed hard. “Don’t overthink it. I’m not trying to make you fall for me or anything like that, although that would be nice. You are too smart though. I just want us to hang out, no strings attached. I promise.”

Nadia nodded but gulped. “What’s the point? You’ll be going back to the US soon anyway,” she stressed, looking into his eyes. And at that moment, she could see herself in them. She had zero dating experience, but she had never seen such tenderness as she saw in Anthony’s eyes at that moment. “I’m too young for you!” she snapped, bringing herself back to the present. “And we’re from totally different backgrounds.”

“Wow! Wow!” Anthony’s laugh was loaded with warmth. “What are you talking about Nadia? It hasn’t come to that yet, OK? Can we sit down and talk for a minute? I like you a lot, OK?”

She shook her head in futility. “I don’t know what it is with you wanting to be friends. How can we be friends when you’re only here temporarily?” She reluctantly sat back down. “It’s almost six, and I need to be getting home before evening prayers start.”

“Where’s your scarf?”

“My scarf? You don’t expect me to wear a scarf to go to school, do you? Even my father knows better. Policy is policy. His freedom stops where the school gates begin. The school only allows uniform caps on campus.”

“You are a spitfire of words, aren’t you?” he said amusedly. “I like you a lot. I’ve heard a lot about you—”

Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “From whom?” Nadia hoped Rukhya hadn’t been blabbing.  

“Don’t worry, I have my sources. Are you coming to the party tomorrow?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“’Cos, I don’t want to, don’t see the need to, and I have a math exam on Monday, It’s Calculus, and I need to study all weekend, so I don’t flunk. I’m having problems with graphing equations, and it’s driving me crazy. This new teacher Mr. Phillips ‘supposedly’ studied in the United States, and he says he doesn’t want to spoon-feed us, but God, he’s making things worse. He starts explaining and then goes, blah, blah, blah.” She stopped talking when she noticed the look on his face. “What’s funny?”

“You, going on and on about Mr. Phillips. I can help you; you know.” He shrugged

“Hmmm...”

“I’m an engineering major, in case you haven’t heard.” He raised his brows in pride. “A little bit of math won’t kill me, especially Calculus. Graphing and equations are my thing.”

Her eyes lit up. “Really?”

“Why not? We can meet up tomorrow afternoon. Same time, same venue. Just two hours of tutoring and I'll have you acing that exam.”

Nadia thought about it.  The offer was tempting, but there was a catch; she knew it. “What’s the condition?”

“You come to the party afterwards,” he said, smiling. “Deal?”

Nadia rolled her eyes. “Fine. But don’t expect too much from me at the party.”

Anthony chuckled. “Trust me, if I had a choice, I wouldn’t attend the party myself, but I have to make the old man happy, you know. Besides, the women are taking care of all the preparations. All I need to do is show up. If you want, we could meet up here at ten in the morning and be done by twelve, but only if you will attend the party.”

“So, there’s a catch,” She tapped her fingers on the desk. “You know, I’m showing up at the party ‘appropriately dressed,’ right?”

“So? You are beautiful with or without the scarf Nadia.” His eyes swept her up and down. “Come naked if you want to. I won’t mind.”

She couldn’t believe her ears. “What?” 

“Just teasing. God, you’re something else. Come on now. Let’s walk you back home.”

“You’re certainly fearless because I know you’ve probably heard of my dad, and you don’t care.” She adjusted the straps of her messenger bag, glancing at him from the corner of her eye. “You don’t care, do you?”

He shrugged. “I respect my elders, if they respect themselves. I’ll walk you some distance, and you do the rest yourself.”

They fell into step easily, side by side, greeting the security guard on their way out the school gates. “Why are you doing all this? I am sure you have a hoard of girls clamoring for your attention.”

“You wouldn’t believe, Nadia. Sometimes I have to turn off my phone just so I can have some quiet time. They can be very persistent for sure. But I have eyes only for one...” he let his voice trail away. 

Nadia felt as if his eyes were piercing into her soul as he looked at her. No, I won’t melt!  “You can blame the girls you know. It’s human nature, who doesn’t like a good thing?”

“Wise girl.” He touched her arm gently, sending that tingling sensation down her body again. “I like you a lot. Do you like me?”

“No!”

“Liar!” 

They were almost at the beginning of their street. Nadia’s house was among the first row of houses while Anthony’s was further down. The boulevard was comprised of three-bedroom bungalows side-by-side on either side of the street, and children were still playing outside. A few of them stopped to wave at Anthony as they walked along. He had become a kind of celebrity in the neighborhood because he came from the US.

“Is it OK if I leave you here madame?” he enquired with a half bow as they neared her house. “We meet tomorrow at ten, right?”

“You’ve done well sire.” Nadia replied jokingly.

“You’ll be there?”

“Sure, I really need a good score to boost my math grade.”

“All right.” He stood looking at her for a moment, not caring about the prying eyes of neighbors who saw them together. “Later.” 

“Bye,” Nadia’s smile was wide as she watched him walk ahead. 

“Nadia!” said Chioma. “What are you doing with Anthony? Wow, girl, you are fast. I thought you weren’t into guys.”

Nadia sighed. The girl had a way of materializing from nowhere. “God, can’t a girl catch a break around here? We’re just friends Chioma. That’s all. Before you start blabbing to everybody.”

“I’m not a blabber!” Chioma retorted hotly. “I just like disseminating information.”

Nadia shrugged. She knew better! “All right keep this information to yourself, though I know that’s impossible. We’re just friends. Where’s Ngozi?”

“Gone to the market with her mom. So, what were you two talking about?”

Nadia pretended not to know. “Me and who?”

“Why, you and Anthony, of course. I have two eyes, you know.”

“Hmm...,” Nadia said. “Are you sure it’s only two eyes ’cos you see everything. Nothing is going on,”

“If you say so.” Chioma walked with her almost to the entrance of her house, with disbelief on her face. “All right, are you coming to the party tomorrow?”

“Why is everybody talking about this party? Yes, I’ll try.” Nadia said. “Bye!” 

At home, Nadia found her father sitting in a chair under the shade outside, his gaze narrowing as she approached. His questioning glare was proof that she was in big trouble. “Good evening, Daddy.”

“Nadia, what are you doing with that boy?” he grated, the weight of his question halting her in her tracks.

“That was Anthony, Mr. Okafor’s son who just came back from the US, Dad. He was just introducing himself to me. We were talking about math and exams, and he promised to help me with some lessons.” She didn’t know if she should add the part about being invited to his party the next day.

“Since when did boys start teaching you stuff or math? They are not Muslims,” her father stressed, disapproval evident in his voice. 

“But Daddy!” Nadia sounded alarmed and didn’t want to be grounded. She lowered her voice. “I’ll be careful Daddy.”

“I know a lot going on around here. I just don’t show it or talk about it. That boy is not a Muslim, and I have seen many girls going in and out of their house.” 

“OK Daddy,” Nadia knew her father was making assumptions about Anthony’s character, but she left it alone. She stood there as he went on and on, reprimanding and warning her against getting involved with boys, but Nadia knew it was more than that. Eventually, he let her go. She felt terrible that he had seen her with Anthony. 

She avoided Rukhya’s questions like a plague. No doubt, Rukhya had been eavesdropping when her father accosted her about Anthony. Nadia ensured to center any conversation they had that evening around school and the book they’d both agreed to read that week.
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Anthony was already waiting when she got to the study location on Saturday morning. He was sitting on a step watching cars pass by. A part of her became uneasy. Her father’s warning echoed through her mind. He looked good though. She smiled inwardly.

“You look so normal,” she commented. “One wouldn’t think you just came from the US. Maybe by the way you talk, but you blend in nicely.”

“Really?’ He flashed her a smile, looking her all over. “You look nice.” 

“Thank you.” 

Nadia had taken her time getting dressed that morning, leaving her mother wondering as she watched her in askance. Nadia was never one for frivolities. Her mother had seemed skeptical when she told her she was going to the primary school to study for an exam. She had chosen a flowing floral gown in red, white, gold, and blue, and adorned her head with a matching blue scarf. Her father was against his daughters painting their fingernails, but her feet were well pedicured and thrust into white sandals. Though she didn’t like wearing too much jewelry, she loved earrings and had them in every color one could imagine. To complement her dress, she had on blue dangling bangles to match the head tie. 

“I hope you are a good teacher.” They walked into one of the classrooms, and she brought out her study guide. “At least better than Mr. Phillips.”

“Why don’t you guys tell him you don’t like his method of teaching?”

“Tsk, tsk! He would never listen. He says that is how math is taught in the US, which I don’t believe! Anyways, all I need to do is get an eighty on this exam, and I’m good. I can’t wait to be out of his class. I thought I was decent in math until he showed up and turned everything upside down!”

For the next hour and a half
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