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Mr. Decker always had the sweets I liked.
Top tier was banana chewing gum, yellow, sugary, and sticky with riddles in the wrapper. Three of them sold for one naira, and sometimes he will add one extra and wink at me. He used to call me three heads. I thought it was ironic because I have a small head, most people say that I’m “Kekere”, too small for my age. While I smacked my lips and chewed the gum, I would check for the riddle inside its wrapper.
“Who was the president of Nigeria in 1993?” was the riddle today.
“Uncle Decker, who was the president of Nigeria in 1993?”
He struck a pose. He always liked to give a scholarly posture. Rumors were that before he came to open his kiosk close to our house, he once taught in a school. He dressed in a clean polo shirt and corduroy trousers that was always tucked in. Sometimes, he favored a flat hat, and he stuck a pencil behind his ear that could easily be whipped out to solve a crossword puzzle or find typos in the newspaper.
“Why do you think I call you three heads my baby? Because on your birthday 17th November 1993, President Sani Abacha was sworn into office making him the third head of state in one year, what’s the answer on the chewing gum?”
“President Sani Abacha” I read out.
“Well, that’s only one-third right, but it’s all right, you are getting more education from a chewing gum wrapper than you are from school.”
“KIM! Where is this girl?” My mother yelled.
“Oya run to your mummy before she beats you” Uncle Decker said.
I ran past gutters and a small stagnant puddle that masked a world of mosquitoes beneath its muddy surface. I used the back door so that my mother wouldn’t know I had snuck out and stashed the sweets inside my paper dolls. My mother couldn’t know that I had money for sweets, or she would take it away, but sometimes when my aunties visited, they gave me 5-naira coins and 10-naira notes.
I saved all the money on a plastic bottle that used to contain my mother’s perfume and kept it in my school bag.
“Kim, shei I asked you to stay in one place and don’t go near that riff raff, my friend come and be coloring your book, let me not see you near Attah.
Attah Willams was an orphan that lived in our area. At only 10 years old he was tall and showing signs of great build. He slept on the streets, inside the restaurant and he never had to go to school. The parents in the area tried to take pity on him but he hated charity and he sneered at anyone who looked at him with pity.
He stole clothes and food and earned himself a reputation as a “little rat or riff-raff” in the area. He didn’t scare me though, and I didn’t think he was so bad. When I walked to school with the other big kids in my area, he walked with me. Even though he didn’t go to our school, he was tough looking, and no one messed with him, as such, no one messed with me either. Once, when I lost my rubber barbie doll my aunt had bought me for my birthday, I cried for hours. While I slept, he snuck into my room and left it on the bed beside me. I saw him sneaking out the window. Later, I found out that one of the girls in my school had stolen it and he had stolen it back for me.
Attah was always like a stinky prince to me. I thought he was handsome and nice, like my father. He talked gently when he spoke to me, and he didn’t treat me like just a child. 
I sat down to do my coloring as my mother had asked, keeping a keen eye on the kitchen. When she had her back turned, I scuttled into the kitchen and put some soup into a nylon bag. I took out one of the rolls of swallow my mother had wrapped and kept them on our porch. I closed the door softly, took a flashlight out of my bag and shone it out the window, within a few minutes, I heard Attah’s feet shuffle from our front door to pick it up. 
It was our code and it made us feel like spies. Sometimes, I would stay outside overnight, under the stars with him and we would draw a shape in the stars with our imagination. The big dipper was our cooking pot, and Orion’s belt was our walking stick. I asked him if he was ever scared of being on his own, he would just shrug and say, that it was all he had ever known. He had little memory of his mother and had never met his father. 
When he offended the parents in the area, they would call him “son of ashawo”, when I asked my mother what an ashawo was, she hushed me and asked me to stop saying bad words. How can the mother of my friend be a “bad word” I wondered?
It was 2001 and life was good. I had a brother and parents that doted on me, I was especially a Daddy’s girl. I did well in our local school, breezing through with minimum effort. I was well-liked and I had a stable home.
But it was also the year I had my first minor heartbreak.
One evening, when the breeze was cool, carrying the sweetness of rain with it, I sat on our veranda waiting for Attah. I had played with my other friends, but I hadn’t seen him all day. 
He strolled up to me soon, and though he kept a straight face, I could immediately see that something was wrong. 
“Attah what happened? Is it Daddy Florence?”
Daddy Florence was a jerk. He loved to beat up Attah at any given opportunity and he would accuse Attah of stealing but he was lying. Daddy Florence liked to go and pray with the Pastors wife, when the pastor was not around. Attah said that Daddy Florence didn’t want anyone to know what he was doing and so he beat Attah to silence him. 
“No Kimmy, Daddy Florence did not beat me, I have good news. He tried to fake a smile, but there was a weight in his eyes that betrayed it.
“I’m going to Lagos” He announced with a sad smile. Some of the boys are going to go and they said I can follow them. I can find work in Lagos and make a lot of money. Then I will come back here and buy all these houses and live like a king”
I started crying. I couldn’t help it. The weight in his eyes had moved to my chest and it hurt.
“I…don’t..want…you..to go” I sobbed
“Summer, don’t cry” He called me summer sometimes. He said, he read a poem once, and said I made him feel like summer. I’ll come back, sometimes, to visit you, and we will share letters. If you cry, I won’t go, and I need to go”
“But why? Why do you have to go?” I asked wiping my tears, trying to be brave.
“This place is where I’ve always lived. If I stay here, I will join a gang, and they will kill me after some years. In Lagos, maybe I’ll make some money and have somewhere to sleep at night. They say that there is money there.”
I stopped crying long enough to look at Attah. His body was that of a child, but his eyes had matured beyond his years. I never really thought of what life was like for him. I always thought he was happy, sleeping in the streets and sometimes the kitchen of a restaurant or bar.
I asked him to wait for me and after my father put me to bed, I snuck back out and stayed all night with him. We made up dumb names for the constellations and laughed at them. The big dipper was called our cooking pot, and I was going to use Maggi star to make delicious soups. He told me a story and I slept off. He told the best stories to me.
When I woke up in the morning, he was gone. My father was shaking me gently awake. I looked around for him and when I didn’t see him, I knew, somehow, he was gone. My father looked in my eyes stunned by the grief in them. I had grown a little that day.
In the center of my being at the age of 8, I knew what it was to love and to lose.

















PART 2.
The smell of cinders filled the air. A white and green sea of youths marched passionately across the country. Their cry was #ENDSARS but their voices screamed ENOUGH!!
I marched alongside them. A text on my phone from the governor of my home state, Mr. Decker Abasi, reminded me that I promised to be safe. 
My best friend, Joy Uwem led the protest. She screamed chants and the crowd of passionate youths responded. At the age of 27, I worked for a successful media house and even as I marched, I recorded the events around me, with my station cameraman that had been posted to me.
Joy had moved into my area shortly after Attah left and we had become fast friends. A charismatic soul she had always been class prefect, head girl, SUG president. It was at her urging when we were children that Mr. Decker got into politics, 14 years later, he had gotten sworn into governance. Joy and Mr. Decker always had heated debates about the politics of the country and though I listened, fascinated, I was rather removed from it. My banana chewing gum was extinct. Most candy sold at 3 for 20 naira. 
I had dreams about the man that Attah had become.  A few years after he left, he sent me a letter saying that he had been taken in by Mrs Obiora, the owner of a small electronics shop. Through his passion and verve at a young age, Attah had pushed her to expand her business. They went into business, selling cars and real estate. Today, there was little that didn’t bear Attah’s crest. Lauded as one of the youngest billionaires in Africa, he was the dream of many women. 
He dropped by a few odd times in my life. The innocence of our friendship when we were children had faded and what was left was an odd pitter-patter in my chest whenever he was around. I hadn’t seen or heard from him in about 10 years. I tucked away all my fantasies that he would return for me away. I tried to pay enough attention to have a romantic life of my own, but I bored easily of the routine questions that came with relationships. 
“Kim, Kim, look alive” Joy said. “Take a selfie with me, make sure it has Nelson Madela vibes.”
“Why are you turning your back, Nelson Madela didn’t have a huge ass, Joy”
“Then make it have sexy Nelson Mandela vibes” She said with a laugh. 
I asked the cameraman to keep focus on her as she marched, with a sea of excited youths trailing after her.
We got to the main road and wordlessly organized ourselves around the road, not limiting the movement of drivers. I saw the soldiers begin to drive up to us before Joy did.
“Joy, Joy, look there’s trouble.”
“They cannot stop us. They will not bully us” She said. 
She stepped up ahead with some other youth. 
“All of you, clear from this place, you are forming a public nuisance” One of the soldiers screamed.
“We are only exercising our rights to protest.” A man responded from the crowd. The crowd echoed his sentiment, and unrest began. 
“Joy, it’s getting too much, let’s go” I said tugging on her sleeve.
“We are peaceful protesters” She screamed “Nothing will happen.”
A little bit after she spoke, teargas was released into the air. As I struggled to hold onto her and avoid being trampled in the confusion, a pair of strong arms clasped me. I opened my mouth to scream but when I looked up, I locked onto a familiar face. 
“ATTAH!!” I screamed.
I grabbed Joy as he grabbed me and wrestled us into a Jeep.
“Someone really has to keep you out of trouble” Attah said smiling.
Suddenly, I forgot my vows to forget him, with one smile, he undid all my defenses against him.
We maneuvered our way out of the scene. Joy was pouting and ignoring me. I knew she wanted to stay, but I wasn’t as brave as she was, and I needed to keep her safe.
Attah took us to a small apartment, on the island. I had managed to sweet-talk Joy into talking to me again. She got a call just as Attah dropped her off. 
“Kim, I have to go, someone just informed me of a protest this night, I have to be there.”
I felt a strange overwhelming anxiety overtake me. “Joy, please, don’t go. I’m begging you. Things are getting heated now.”
She didn’t listen.
If I could go back in time, I would have locked her down in chains. Eventually, Attah gave her a security detail and she left.
I sat beside him and felt almost ridiculous. I didn’t know what to say. Everything felt too much.
“Why didn’t you reach out to me, Summer” He asked quietly “I always make sure you have my number.”
I was shocked at his question. “Why didn’t you reach out to me?” I asked.
He sighed “To be honest, pride. I wasn’t sure you’d want me. People know me now as the man I’ve built myself to be. You knew me then, as the boy that had nothing, I didn’t know if you could get past that image.”
A warm glow settled within me. “Call me Summer again”
He looked into my eyes. “Summer” He whispered.
“My stinky prince.” I said. “I will never get past the image. I loved you then, and I love you now, that’s not going anywhere.”
“I love you too”
He hugged me so tight I feared for my spine, but I held on.
I held on when the security detail that left with Joy returned. I held on when the bloody body of my best friend was laid on the ground beside me. Dead. 
Then I let go. And screamed.

PART 3.
“What was the point” I asked Attah. Six months later, with grief deep in my eyes, I leaned on him. “We fought and died for nothing.
He paused, then answered.
“I’ve known hunger, Kim, deeper than I can ever explain. In hunger there is no politics, just life or death.”
I looked at him curiously. He rarely spoke of the past.
“The people of Nigeria have known hunger too. A Hunger that is greater than politics, a hunger to live and they have set ethnic and religious differences aside to do something about it. Something grew from my hunger, a will and a passion to live. I see that will now in the eyes of Nigerians, I see that passion, and if a street urchin took that hunger and made something of himself, imagine what a multitude of people will do. Nigeria will fight, and Nigeria will win. Not one big fight, but multiple small victories that will add up. There is hope.
“I did nothing. Mr. Decker got into politics, Joy became an activist, but me? I did nothing.”
“You’ll tell her story and see to it that she’s not forgotten. That’s enough Summer, that matters.”
I patted the portfolio I had put together of Joy and all she had accomplished. Attah had paid for enough studio time so I could play it on an international stage. 
As he dropped me off at an international news station, I caught his eye briefly. Through heartache, through Joy, through the ups and downs, when I looked into his eyes, we were kids again, lying on the grass, staring at the sky.
Eternity was written in our gaze in that instant, after all, through life, we were just…Stargazing. 







