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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR EXTRAORDINARY ENCOUNTERS

Extraordinary Encounters is the kind of book readers return to again and again—not merely for the treasures within its pages, but for the remarkable care with which it is written. Every story, every chapter, every word has been deliberately chosen, free of excess and rich with meaning.

Adaobi’s gift lies in her rare ability to create a work that speaks to people from all walks of life while remaining clear, graceful, and deeply human.

More than a collection of stories, Extraordinary Encounters is a vivid reflection of the lives we long for—and a stirring invitation to live with dignity, whatever our circumstances.

—ABUBAKAR SULEIMAN
Managing Director/Chief Executive Officer, Sterling Bank Ltd.

Right from the title, Extraordinary Encounters sets you up on worldwide adventure across all the seven continents. It’s a traveler’s companion as much as it is a tapestry of personal stories woven in fine fabric of what we can all relate to—because it’s a story of us! True to the author’s roots as a diplomat’s daughter, this book is also a diplomat’s companion because it thrusts you into a non-threatening cultural immersion, facilitated by strangers who feel like friends. This is an easy read because it feels like being on a bus ride with multiple stops where one person gets off and another joins –and the story continues. This book is a mirror of who we are and what we aspire to be. It reminds us that we are connected in very unusual ways and our human experience together is extraordinary.

—STEVEN SHALITA
Global Director, Communications & Outreach, International Finance Corporation
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FOREWORD


This is an unforgettable book, for two major reasons: the stories and the storyteller. Humans have been telling stories for untold thousands of years. We’re a storytelling species. What kind of stories? About real things that happened, both sad and happy; make-believe stories (Neverland); stories about right and wrong, myths, dreams, travels, adventures, patriotism; tales of creation; stories that rhyme.

Stories are sometimes based on predicaments. It’s been said that to make a story interesting, you should keep your hero in trouble—maybe facing a fork in the road, some tension, perhaps danger. Some of our most powerful stories come from the most difficult times. The Roman philosopher Cicero wrote that “we are in bad times, but worse are to come.”

We imagine we’re a fact-based, rational society, but you can’t counter a powerful myth with just facts. You need an even stronger story that appeals to the heart, perhaps embellished with some facts to help persuade.

Our stories pass on our culture; they teach us skills, morals, show us respect, offer us escape from drudgery, and illustrate love, and (unfortunately) hate. Girls and boys tell different stories; in my grandson’s stories, everything always blew up. Stories continue to fulfill the ancient function of binding societies together by reinforcing our common values and strengthening our common culture. What are stories for? Everything. The award-winning writer and Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel said that “God made man because He loves stories.”

Adaobi Oniwinde is a unique storyteller. She teaches storytelling in workshops around the world and never stops collecting and writing and telling stories. And she is a story unto herself. She was born in the US to Nigerian parents, educated in Britain, and raised to be comfortable in any culture. Adaobi grew up with classmates from all over the world. But she is truly Nigerian in her heart and mind. She is proud of her dark skin (“melanin richness endowed to me”) and is confident in who she is. She is now on a working assignment in Nigeria and living in the US.

Adaobi is a global citizen whose haunts cover every continent, yet she is always centered on home and family, her bedrock. Her mother, an accomplished woman, gave her the travel bug, and Adaobi raised her own four children to be global citizens with curiosity about the world, with roots firmly in Nigeria, and with Adaobi’s ease in striking up conversations with strangers.

Adaobi’s father was a powerful, positive force in her life, and remains so long after his passing. He is in her thoughts and stories … always. Her father taught her, “Where there is life, there is always hope.” I recall once hearing an African proverb about three phases of life: those who are alive today, those no longer living but still remembered, and those in the distant past who are no longer recalled. Adaobi’s father is in her heart and will always be there.

She tells about an Uber driver who said he needed his family close by. Adaobi’s response: “I know that feeling so well.” She encounters many immigrants across the world who would like to return home, if only in their hearts. Homesickness is powerful.

Adaobi is a journalist, a lover of words and books, beautiful places, and quiet retreats. She is partial to rituals (The Messiah at Christmas). She loves taking photos of people she meets and of beauty in nature (horse riding bareback into the Indian Ocean, chasing sunsets around the world). She is an accomplished chess player who will play just about anybody and isn’t afraid to lose. She is partial to walking and big hikes, including mountain climbing. Adaobi went to Antarctica—her seventh continent—on her fifty-third birthday and braved the polar plunge. Knowing her as I do, I think she’s seldom annoyed or ruffled. Maybe by menopause, of which I know very little. She says if you call it “woman summer,” most non-English-speaking women understand.

The title of this book, Extraordinary Encounters, is apt because Adaobi’s stories are often chance encounters with strangers. She seeks people out and sees no barriers to connecting. She talks about the “intimacy” of being in a close space with a driver for a long or even a short trip, which has resulted in some of her most interesting tales. “If I share space with a human over a ten-minute period of time, we will talk.” The results of these conversations can be surprising. She once became an investor in a roadside food seller’s business in Nigeria. In today’s connected world, she meets people she calls “digital nomads,” who run businesses and/or work remotely so that they can travel the world and operate from anywhere.

Adaobi sees herself as part of a universal sisterhood, which stems from her lineage: a long line of strong, family-oriented women, always surrounded by loving female energy and a loving commitment to children. (She believes that men should be supportive too. Period.) This sisterhood is a source of many of her stories, about how women spend careers on causes that benefit other women and girls. And as the beneficiaries of this goodwill, they feel obligated to pay it back. A powerful philosophy and underpinning for her storytelling is Adaobi’s belief that “women empower families and eventually nations.”

In my days working for CARE, the international relief and development agency, we all knew the story about giving a man a fish and he eats for a day, but teach a man to fish and he eats for a lifetime. But CARE—and Adaobi—take it further: Teach a woman to fish and she will feed her family for a lifetime.

“Paying it back” is part of her story. Adaobi tells of her sponsorship to install solar panels at the only school in a swamp community of people living in huts built on stilts off the Lagos Lagoon in Nigeria. She is proud of the energy production that allows children to learn.

Adaobi’s stories often feature women who “get up and get going,” and don’t let bad decisions and bad partners keep them down.

She is devoutly Catholic, a true believer (“God shows me his funny way of putting angels in my path”), but she sees faith in many different cultures and people, and revels in it. She tells about how “it can’t be easy being a Muslim living in Christian eastern Nigeria today.” She appreciates the Muslim married to a Catholic who is happy for kids grounded in any faith. And nonbelievers are also precious in her stories (“the bona fide atheist with a beautiful heart and soul I could connect with and speak to any day”).

Adaobi likes to bestow blessings and wishes in her stories on those she meets. For example: “A very happy Children’s Day to Angel and all the special needs kids in the world.” And “May your son continue to be your fountain of great joy.” And my favorite, to a professional poker player she met: “May you always be dealt good cards.” She has a special appreciation for the elderly and “the history books their stories could write.”

In reading Adaobi’s stories, her life lessons emerge. The world is full of good people, no matter where you go. There is power in our natural desire to connect, and the world’s greatest wonders are not the places we visit but the humans we meet. She is partial to the underdog, including the homeless.

But Adaobi is not a Pollyanna. She records the heartbreak and anguish she encounters. There is the mother who hid her child in a pizza oven for seventy days to save his life during the tribal massacres in Rwanda. The correlation she encountered between alcohol consumption and violence against women. The South African who lamented that apartheid “will never end … never.” The Afghan refugee who told her, “There is no hope or future in Afghanistan … we just wait and watch till it’s all gone.” The plaque on a boardwalk in Barcelona about the number of refugees who drowned trying to make the dangerous passage from Africa to Spain.

You and I could write and tell stories like hers. Perhaps not nearly as good, but good enough. Few of us are adventurers and word crafters at her level, but we all meet people who demonstrate compassion, quiet courage, faith, humor, hopefulness, and love. Like Adaobi, we could collect a treasure chest of stories and people. After you read this book, give it a try.

—Bill Novelli is a professor emeritus at the McDonough School of Business at Georgetown University. He was CEO of AARP, the Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids, and Porter Novelli, a global PR firm. He also served as COO at CARE. His latest book is Good Business: The Talk, Fight, Win Way to Change the World.






INTRODUCTION


I’m the daughter of a diplomat. My parents were college students in the United States when they found themselves stuck in Washington, DC, unable to return home when the Biafran War broke out in Nigeria in the 1960s. Although the US became home for an unplanned decade or so, my parents were intentional about raising worldly kids—I was born in New Rochelle, New York, raised to be comfortable with my Nigerian roots as well as to comfortably assimilate into any culture or strata of society I find myself.

By the age of twelve, I had lived on three continents and visited numerous cities around the world. I was sent to boarding school in Hertfordshire, England, where I first attended an all-girls Catholic school run by nuns of the Order of the Faithful Companions of Jesus, so I lived in a convent until middle school. Then, after Poles Convent shut down and later become Hanbury Manor Marriott Hotel and Country Club, our brother school, St. Edmund’s College, in a monastery a few miles from the convent, took in girls for the first time in the institution’s four-hundred-year history.

My love and fascination with people, cultures, and travel were cemented during those secondary school years. I grew up with classmates from Great Britain, Peru, Spain, France, various African countries, and even American kids from Brooklyn and Santa Barbara, California, so school trips and half-term breaks with classmates took me all over Europe.

But my mother gets a lot of credit for giving me the travel bug. Maman, as we fondly call her, was a sociologist by education. She later became a civil servant, working for the Nigerian government, first in the Ministry of Youth, Sports & Culture, then as speechwriter in the Office of the Vice President of the Federal Republic of Nigeria. She eventually set up the Ministry of Women’s Affairs during her years as special assistant to the First Lady.

Maman was always on the move and incorporated family time with work whenever she could. My early memories traveling with her for work include a flight to London with the Presidential Advance Team en route to the royal wedding of Prince Charles and Lady Diana, the summer before my tenth birthday. I tagged along with my mother when she attended international women’s conferences in places such as Denmark, Bulgaria, Germany, and Ghana. Then, of course, there were family vacations to the US where my parents had a lot of friends from their university years.

Suffice it to say that if I didn’t enjoy traveling, I acquired an affinity for it as a child out of necessity.

In my late twenties, I quit my job and gave away most of my things. I packed all my remaining belongings in three duffle bags. I was headed to Nigeria where I believed my destiny lay—I felt that if I was to have any impact in life, it would be as a result of work done in Nigerian society.

Then I got derailed when I met my husband, an aspiring Wall Street investment banker. He had moved from the UK and convinced me he needed just a few years on Wall Street, then we’d move to Africa, though not necessarily Nigeria. I believed him and married him in 1999 when I was twenty-eight. He derailed my relocation plans for another eight years, during which we started a family with three children. Our fourth and last child was conceived when we (finally) moved to Nigeria in 2007.

The adventurer in me needed to live hard, live urgently, and see as much of the world as I could.

My career in communications with a multinational oil company had my family on the move a lot—three continents to be exact. Somewhere along the way, I became my parents—choosing deliberately to raise my children with comfort and pride in their heritage, and a fearless curiosity about the world.

A combination of other factors deepened my commitment to continuing my parents’ legacy, introducing my children to experiences beyond the ordinary while drawing me to social media, which became an unexpected outlet for sharing and documenting my adventures.

First, my children have grown up as global citizens, privileged to have been born in the US with British citizenship; and they have lived in various cities around the world. Yet their roots are firmly Nigerian by heritage; it was important to us that they never had any doubt or shame associated with their Nigerian roots. Exposing them to travel ensured their ability to assimilate with ease into any environment they found themselves.

I wanted to become comfortable with the world of social media, where my children entered earlier than I would have preferred because of their access to smartphones while away at school. I recognized then its unsettling power to isolate their generation (Z), and I also wanted to be a voice they would encounter there and perhaps even read. So I hoped.

I started using social media to document my travels, but more importantly, to record conversations and encounters with people I met along the way. My children started following me, “liking” and “loving” my posts. Imagine that. My encounters became family conversations, which spilled off social platforms and into dinner conversations and road trips.

Then something unexpected started to happen. They became less shy and more comfortable striking up conversations with strangers. The strategy worked.

In parallel, my encounters seemed to inspire friends and social media followers who eagerly awaited my posts, and to my great joy, a good number were inspired to plan trips to places such as Zanzibar, run marathons in exotic places such as China, and attempt adventures such as Mount Kilimanjaro summits and iconic treks in Asia. Friends and followers also started writing about trips and people they met.

The most gratifying results of my gallivanting have been the encounters themselves—the people I have met on all seven continents. Uber drivers who have spilled their hearts of joy and sorrow during rides to and from airports and from hotels to meeting venues. Service providers who have shared stories that have never left me. Co-adventurers who shared life journeys aboard a vessel to Antarctica, during the journey of a lifetime, and ordinary people who needed an ear and gave me their ears during fragile moments.

It’s fair to say my parents’ approach worked. We are now raising a third generation of global citizens comfortable anywhere in the world. I remain deeply grateful to my parents for the intentionality that birthed a family tradition, and to my children who have allowed me to pass down this tradition of openness to experiencing humanity in all its dimensions.

I am honored to share these stories of real people, in real places, who have let me into their private worlds and trusted me to carry their stories into the wider world.

These stories reinforce what I teach in my storytelling workshops: Storytelling is an art, but not necessarily an artform that requires formal training. The potential for storytelling exists everywhere as we live, work, and share space with people.

I hope these extraordinary encounters bring you as much joy in reading as they have brought me in experiencing and writing them.







PART 1
HOME AND FAMILY



My home and family are the bedrock of my identity. Home and family shaped me before I learned how to present myself in any setting. So, although the stories in this section aren’t necessarily my earliest consciously recorded encounters, they are presented first because they feature members of my “family” and mostly take place at “home” in Nigeria, the foundation of who I am and where my story begins.






OCTOBER PEOPLE, PART 1
HAIRAT ADERINSOLA BALOGUN, OON
Lagos, Nigeria | September 2025
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In the beginning—how we met.

I met the most remarkable woman yesterday at an airport in Lagos, a few days before my fifty-fourth birthday. It wasn’t meant to be an encounter. I paid her a compliment that began a conversation I had to savor before writing about it.

We got off a flight from Abuja to Lagos. I was rushing to get to the international wing of the airport to catch another flight (that eventually got canceled).

I slowed down when I saw an elderly woman navigating her way to baggage claim. She looked frail yet unbothered, but I felt compelled to walk closer to her in case she needed help.

There was a wheelchair ramp I was sure she would use. She did not. Instead, I watched as she slowly but steadily went down the sixteen steps to baggage claim.

I approached her and politely but seriously told her I wanted a photo of her to tease my mother, who was turning eighty in a few weeks and no longer enjoyed traveling unassisted.

Distinguished Elderly Lady laughed. She was turning eighty-five on October 10. I told her my mother’s birthday was October 19 and mine was October 3. We have beloved October in common. Our encounter became a full bond fest. I didn’t know who she was, but I liked her from the moment I saw her.

Park that.

It turned out Hairat Aderinsola Balogun is the first female attorney general of Lagos State, the first female member of the Council of the International Bar Association, and a remarkably accomplished Nigerian. She was still practicing law at age eighty-four; she was returning from arguing a case at the Supreme Court in Abuja when we met. I told her my mother was a retired justice, so they have more than October in common.

They happened to know each other very well. I told her I would take them both out for tea to celebrate all our birthdays! She accepted the invitation and gave me her card—Libra Law Offices (naturally!)

I was thoroughly impressed by this elegant, eloquent, witty, distinguished woman, and I asked how she stayed so active.

She said the grace of God and work. She shared that her son, who is also a lawyer, tells her to slow down. She lovingly calls him a name I won’t share.

“Slow down and do what exactly?” she asked incredulously in eloquent Queen’s English, beautifully delivered without a British accent. I could listen to her speak all day. (I intend to at our next encounter.)

We chatted while waiting for luggage. She had three children. Her only daughter died very young: “She left and my husband followed her.” (I think) I noticed stoic sadness in her demeanor as she uttered those words.

She did not come across as the doting kind but is proud of her sons. One followed her into law and the other is a successful real estate developer. Her only complaint: They just need to leave her alone to live her best life.

I was curious as to what her best life entailed. Her response became my new mantra: You wake up every day by the grace of God. You grab that grace and you run with it, my child. You. Run. With. It.






OCTOBER PEOPLE, PART 2HAIRAT ADERINSOLA BALOGUN, OON
Lagos, Nigeria | October 2025
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Some friendships arrive fully formed and age beautifully.

I have a thing for conversations with random people whenever or wherever the spirit moves me. Yes, I am intentional about human connections because one just never knows where they might lead. Some of my very special friendships have been born out of random encounters with strangers.

That’s how Hairat Aderinsola Balogun and I became friends. Our relationship progressed quickly and beautifully.

Park that.

My mother sent out a birthday celebration message that read (paraphrased): Thanksgiving mass at 10 a.m., reception to follow at home.

We know how these things usually go. A few people would make it to church. Most would show up at the house for the party. Not HA, as she signs her messages. She doesn’t do shortcuts. She’s old school and proper.

She got to mass early and sent me a text message to let me know that she was in the church, sitting at the back somewhere. I found her sitting alone. Unassisted. Unbothered. I asked her to join my family up front. She was already comfortably seated and politely declined to move. In retrospect, it shouldn’t have surprised me. Fits her profile—proper, understated, resolute. “I’m here. I’ll see you after mass,” she whispered with a smile.

Mass was long, and I would have understood if she skipped the reception. But again, HA isn’t the type to do things in half measures.

She arrived at the reception with two handwritten birthday cards: one for my October 3 birthday, and the other for my mother. It was a small gesture, but the weight of her thoughtfulness blew me away.

I am in awe of this woman. I admire her strength, her humility, her punctuality. I love that she still signs birthday cards—at eighty-five!

Her presence at Maman’s birthday celebration notwithstanding, I still planned to take them both out in honor of all our October birthdays.

October people are special. Maybe I am (unapologetically) partial. Matters nought. What I do know is that she’s a special one. She reminds me that age is no barrier to making new friends and trying new things.

I struck up a random conversation with an elderly woman. It didn’t completely make sense. What made sense is that the encounter birthed a friendship with an octogenarian I will treasure forever.

To HA—here’s to many more October celebrations in good health.






TRIBUTE TO A NATIONAL TREASUREJOOP BERKHOUT
Ibadan, Nigeria | April 2024
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A road trip, a conversation, a legacy—the story I owed an old friend.

I recently watched the movie Lee, the story of a Vogue magazine war correspondent during World War II. There’s a scene depicting truckloads of bread being distributed to children right after America liberated France.

The scene tugged at me and reminded me of a story I started writing in April 2024 about Joop Berkhout (a.k.a. “Chief”). It wasn’t a typical human encounter story. I needed it to be perfect. Regrettably, I procrastinated finishing it for almost a year.

I made a physical note on my flight to finish the story and call Chief the next day.

Chief died at about 11:40 a.m. that day (February 10).

Park that.

I took a road trip from Lagos to Ibadan in April 2024 to spend time with an old friend. By “old” I’m being literal—said friend is ninety-four years old.

I’d never been to Ibadan. It wasn’t a safe time to go; there’d been high-profile kidnappings and murders on that route a month before.

So, I told very few people about my trip. They weren’t thrilled … I was sufficiently thrilled for us all. Sarcasm aside, it was an overdue visit. I didn’t want to disappoint Old Friend, who had sent a car and escort for me. It also wasn’t lost on me that it may have been the last opportunity I get to see him, a planned ninety-fifth birthday celebration notwithstanding.

I first met “Chief” Joop Berkhout, OON, and his longtime assistant, James, in 2020 at a quarterly business roundtable hosted by the Dutch ambassador to Nigeria. I was fascinated by this old Dutch man who regularly made trips to Lagos via train. I didn’t even know the railway system was functional.

I wanted to meet him properly, so I left the event early when the ambassador announced that Chief had to leave to catch a train.

We liked each other immediately. I can’t remember what he liked about me. I was in awe of his mental sharpness and deep knowledge of Nigeria.

We would meet again months later when he invited my husband and me to a book launch. Remarkably he remembered what side of the room we sat on at an event two years previously.

I left Nigeria two years later, but we remained friends and chatted regularly over WhatsApp. Every conversation was a history lesson. Needless to say, so was my visit to his home in Ibadan, from the moment I arrived.

Chief lived in a historic house—the home of Christopher Okigbo, the renowned Nigerian poet who died during the Nigerian civil war fighting for Biafran independence. He bought the house in 1999 and preserved it in its original form. Today, it is a UNESCO- acknowledged Memory of the World site. Chief hosted several Nigerian heads of state from Generals Yakubu Gowan, Chukwuemeka Odumegwu Ojukwu, and Olusegun Obasanjo to many notable Nigerians including Nobel laureate Wole Soyinka, as evidenced by the gallery of photos I studied while touring the house.

I spent just over two hours in which he took me down memory lane—his stories are the stuff of history books. Chief knows history. He also knows books very well.

A career in publishing took him all over Africa, including Zambia, where three of his children were born, and it eventually brought him to Ibadan where he lived from 1966 till his death in 2024. Interestingly, after ten years with Evans Brothers Ltd., he got a promotion that required a relocation to the UK. He didn’t like living outside Africa, so he resigned, returned to Nigeria, and started Spectrum Books, a publishing house that he built (literally) from scratch.

His eyes drifted with pride as he recalled: This was my first.

He sold Spectrum in his late seventies (after thirty years at the helm) and settled into retirement. This dream lasted two weeks. He got bored and went back to work on a second publishing house, Safari Books. I was honored to visit both houses and grateful for the personalized tour of historic sites in Ibadan courtesy of James, Chief’s longtime assistant. As Chief’s guest, I was treated with reverence everywhere we went in Ibadan.

There is no doubt that Chief is an accomplished man. Yet his most enduring qualities are his simplistic, humorous attitude toward life. I asked him for parting words of wisdom. His response: “None. Just do the right thing always. Do what you love. It’s the only thing you truly excel in.”

I asked him if he believed in destiny: “No. You live the way you accept life. You can’t change what you can’t change, but you control what you can.”

Yet he changed the direction of his life.

What a man. What a life. Not a shabby life for a guy who didn’t imagine he would survive the Nazi occupation of Amsterdam during World War II, whose earliest childhood memories include receiving two loaves of bread from Swedish soldiers in 1945 when Amsterdam was liberated. He left the Netherlands for Tanzania shortly after and never looked back.

Chief lived a full life of gratitude without regret. My regret is that I didn’t finish this piece and didn’t get to read it to him as promised.

A great man died, a month shy of his ninety-fifth birthday.

A Nigerian national treasure.

RIP, Chief. Blessed am I to have called you “Old Friend.”






A PORTRAIT OF INDEPENDENCEBEAUTY
Abuja, Nigeria | September 2025
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I met her as a street food vendor.
She became a business partner.

Beauty.

It’s her real name. It’s a fitting name for someone who exudes internal beauty that manifests outwardly.

I met her smile first—the gigawatt variety that shows dazzling white teeth against the darkest, flawless skin. Melanin endowment is on fire: Her darkness glistens under the Abuja sun with a purple glow.

Park that.

She moved to Abuja from Kaduna at age eighteen with a friend who was a domestic worker, leaving her family—without fear or hesitation. I asked her if her parents were afraid of her leaving home. “No, they know I am strong,” she said.

Her first year was miserable; she worked as a housekeeper for an abusive couple. Her exact words were: “They seriously maltreated me.” So, she left again—without fear or hesitation.

Beauty started selling roadside roasted corn and ube (African pear) out of practicality. The space needed to set up shop was tiny and there weren’t any other vendors on her street then. Five years later, it’s a crowded street and she’s an establishment.

I asked if she would expand into other foods because corn and ube are seasonal. “Yes, I want to, but I don’t have the capital.”

I loved that she said capital, not money. She used finance language. I wondered where she learned that. It turns out she has an entrepreneurial spirit and loves her business.

I asked her why she was always smiling. She giggles: “I have joy in my life and what I am doing. My business is doing well. I have peace of mind. Nobody disturbs me. I come and go as I like.”

Simple: Freedom. Peace of mind. Financial independence. These are treasures that have come through for her. Like when a boyfriend broke her heart.

I asked her if she’d like to settle down and get married. Again she giggles through that gigawatt smile. “Yes, but not now. I want to focus on my business,” she said.

I was curious about her long-term goals. Her dream is to grow her business, own land, build, and someday become a “landlady” in the estate where she currently pays rent.

I wondered out loud what it would cost to expand her business and start building on that dream. She told me. It isn’t a lot … and I wondered silently how I could be part of making that dream come true.

Park that too.

I asked her to spell her full name for the purposes of this piece: Beauty Everest Dauda.

I know there’s a powerful story behind how a working-class couple in predominantly Muslim northern Nigeria came to name their daughter Beauty Everest. But that’s a story for another day. Maybe even her mother’s story … and a trip to Kaduna later.

Weeks after my conversation with her, I got a semi-frantic call. I didn’t feel the usual “giga” in her voice. She was weeping and mumbling inaudibly. Something about late rent and a verbally abusive landlord.

This time she’s staying—without fear or hesitation. And just like that, I became an investor in a roadside food business.

To Beauty: Onward.






AT ATTENTIONCADETS
Abuja, Nigeria | January 2026
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Observing preteen boys—a lesson on how discipline announces itself quietly.

I first saw him going through security and thought he was in costume. Then, no, it couldn’t be a costume. His uniform looked impeccable with badges and an embroidered name. He was with an older gentleman. Most impressively, this kid stood at attention—statue-like when the line wasn’t moving. I watched him throughout the six or seven minutes it took to get through airport security. He wasn’t chatty or fidgety, and he spoke only when the older gentleman addressed him. His responses barely audible.

Then the stress of security checks happened. My focus shifted and I moved fast, losing track of the kid.

Park that.

The elevator going up to the lounge opened and they marched out. Five more of them. Tiny. Neat. Uniformed. They literally stopped me in my tracks.

They all wore the same fatigue uniform. An odd one wore a blue uniform.

I engaged one of the smallest ones. He looked under five feet tall. I guessed he was about nine years old. He told me he was ten years old. I asked where they attend school. The Nigerian Navy Military School in Akwa Ibom. I asked their ages: ten, eleven, twelve, twelve; the eldest in blue, who I assume was in senior secondary school, was fourteen years old.

The elevator opened and they abruptly stopped talking: “Bye-bye, Ma.” I wished them luck with a huge smile. Ten and the two twelves smiled back shyly. Eleven and fourteen were polite but stone-faced.

We parted ways and within minutes I passed a waiting room full of young, uniformed men on my way to board. I popped in briefly to speak to the chaperoning officer. I wanted to commend the boys. The “chaperoning officers” were kids too. Senior secondary. I asked a few questions. They told me the academy admits boys as young as nine. They assumed I was inquiring for my sons and encouraged me to visit the school.

Eleven … twelve … I try to imagine my sons (who are now seventeen and twenty) at that age. Today they’re great young men in whom I am well pleased, but we certainly couldn’t have sent them anywhere unaccompanied at that age; and even when they traveled as unaccompanied minors, we only exhaled when they arrived.

Yet here were these preteens, seemingly disciplined and well behaved, attending a Nigerian military academy.

It got me thinking about discipline learned early. Structure that doesn’t necessarily harden boys but grounds them. Routine, accountability, restraint—as building blocks for character, not punishment. These boys weren’t loud or preoccupied with devices. They were composed and fully present.

In a world where nine-to-fifteen-year-old boys are shaped by screens, validation, and noise, this kind of training felt healthily defiant. I imagined that these boys were being groomed by rules, responsibility, and routine.

Yet I didn’t get the sense that they were being rushed into manhood. Rather, they were being prepared for it. In an age that celebrates softness and ease and too many choices for vices, this impressed me.

Because men (people) are not made by comfort alone. I believe strong people are generally shaped by discipline and structure taught early, and experiences that demand something of them.

To the ones disciplined enough to stand still. At attention. Fully present. When required. And most importantly, when no one is watching: Your presence is respected.






PATIENCE AND FAITHUU
Lagos, Nigeria | October 2019
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Sometimes the best examples of customer service are exhibited at the lowest rungs of an organization.

I know a lady. She’s a service provider. I once went into the establishment where she works. I was an irate customer. Her customer service skills totally calmed me. She was quite junior but probably could teach her superiors a thing or two …

She kept in touch and became my unofficial relationship manager. She was proactive and went above and beyond to keep me a satisfied customer, remaining my go-to girl after I left the country, by performing magic from a continent away when I needed magic performed.

Then she went silent and later started following me on Instagram.

She sent a private message to inform me that she left the establishment, later confiding that she had left on medical grounds. She was desperately undergoing treatment to have a baby. I started praying for and with her. She wanted a child but wasn’t open to alternative paths to motherhood. I wished she knew that motherhood didn’t necessarily require birthing a child.

She disappeared again. Or maybe I stopped noticing her engagement on my posts.

Then, on my birthday, almost two years after we met, I got a call from an unknown international number. Based on the country code, it was a Canadian or US phone number, so I called back.

She called to wish me a happy birthday. I was stunned by the gesture.

Then she blew me away with her apologies for disappearing all those months. She explained that she had moved to Canada and was busy settling in and taking care of her babies. Plural. She birthed twins.

I was overjoyed for her. She kept at it. She kept the faith.

The readings and sermon at mass the next day were on faith and not giving up. I thought of her as I took in the first reading: “For the vision still has its time, presses on to fulfillment and will not disappoint. If it delays, wait for it. It will surely come.”

Congrats to UU and her family. I know she’s a great mother from the way she calmed me when everything in me wanted to have a childish meltdown. The way she nurtured a relationship that kept me at the establishment.

I’m convinced the establishment lost a valuable asset by her departure. Her friendship remains a reminder that titles and ranking in a customer-facing organization are often not an indication of value.

To UU: May your faith always deliver for you.






AN UNPARALLELED DEDICATIONEMMANUEL AND STEVEN
Lagos, Nigeria | February 2020
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Awed by the gift of dedicated caregivers in the midst of a COVID-19 lockdown and times of uncertainty, fueled by fear and paranoia.

I missed the lost privilege of the outdoors and the freedom of movement that created the opportunities for my encounters that were severely restricted during COVID-19. I missed being out and about, and the random encounters that touch my heart and inspire me to write.

Then Emmanuel and Steven came into our lives. I first met Steven when I moved back to Lagos in February 2020. He was my father’s (permanent) nurse. I liked him from our first encounters, not just because of the diligence with which he cared for Daddy but also because his patience never seemed to wane in spite of the peculiar circumstances we all found ourselves in. I was so moved by said diligence and patience that I asked him if his dedication was a passion or a job.

His answer stunned and impressed me at once. He shook his head and said, “No, it’s just a job.” He was on our payroll and earned plenty more in tips. He could have lied. I loved his honesty, a rarity in a society full of sycophants. I saw him three times in the forty-seven days since my quarantine morphed into the lockdown. It didn’t appear to me that his dedication to Daddy was just a job.

The nurses worked in two-week shifts. The instructions just before the lockdown were that my parents’ staff were either in or out because Daddy was particularly high risk. Nobody would be able to leave the compound, and there would be no commuting to or from anywhere. They agreed to stay around the clock. Bless them.

During our time with them, we shared birthday laughs, moods swings, and both happy and sad moments. They got plenty of downtime but were on call from the moment Daddy woke up till lights out, around nine o’clock at night. It was an exhausting job, yet they did it with such dedication and a demeanor that was heartwarming.

Mom had been on this journey, day in and day out, for over two years, so these guys were also a blessing for the break they gave her.

To Steven and Emmanuel: May you never lack anything. May God bless you beyond what you ask for. May you live long, rewarded by the love and care you showed Daddy. Amen.
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