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Foreword
Landscapes of Culture and Memory
Even now, nearly two decades on, I chuckle as I recall the look of
perplexity on Uzo Dibia as he held one of the posters from my staging of
J P Clark’s Song of a Goat, which I had announced, following our
informal conversation, as being done in collaboration with the UCH
Playhouse. His consternation was understandable, as I was effectively
appropriating his contribution to what was an iconic moment in an
otherwise drab medical school. There was a cultural renaissance which
included Dayo Oyedun’s classical music outfit, the UCH Sinfonia, with a
stellar cast including Uzo Dibia. He was also among a loose band of
budding writers who met a few times in the D Block room I shared with
Bayo Obamuyide, now a surgeon. There was a range of socio-political
and scientific clubs, as well as the press club for which the said play was
staged. The high point was killing the live goat we used for the drama
and having asun made from it. I cannot remember if I had some sent to
Uzo Dibia who, besides directing other people’s plays, also wrote his – I
recall fondly the premiere of A Web of Nails, which he mentions in this
account.
I share these reminiscences for the sheer pleasure of it, but also
to situate Uzo Dibia at the centre of an intellectual awakening and to
highlight the cultural resources that he had cultivated even then, from
which recesses he draws in this narrative of travel as ‘a state of flux,
shapeshifting from one boundary to the next, evolving, growing,
imbibing and knowing.’ It was from Uzo that I first heard the statement,
credited to Anton Chekhov, about medicine being the spouse and
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literature the mistress – something which has been a credo for him over
the years.
I came to this travelogue as I was completing Bernardine
Evaristo’s Lara – a semi-autobiographical account in verse of origins
spanning Nigeria, England, Ireland, Germany and Brazil. Lara was
recommended to me by a brilliant American student-poet in Cardiff.
Coupled with Kwame Anthony Appiah’s Cosmopolitanism, which I had
also just started reading, it created the matrix within which
Displacement and Rediscovery was experienced – our apprehension of
self in a world of strangers, typified no less by the travails of the bearer
of the Nigerian passport in different airports around the world.
The journey is as much a rediscovery of lost selfhood as of lost
artistic proclivities, a portrait of the physician as a man of culture, to
appropriate Joyce, whose house Dibia searches for earnestly but fails to
find: one of the ‘quiet secrets of a fading world’. Oscar Wilde and
Seamus Heaney and Samuel Beckett and WB Yeats (via Auden) are less
coy with their treasures.
This is a journey of rediscovery of adolescence, occasioned by a
reunion with a bosom friend last seen a quarter of a century back. As an
exact contemporary, his memory of adolescence resonates with me,
both the personal and the political, prompting the inevitable recall of
lines from Kofi Awoonor’s ‘Rediscovery’ - ‘There shall still linger here the
communion we forged,/the feast of oneness which we partook of’ with the plangent tones of mourning replaced by belly dancing with a
Turkish delight…
It cannot be the music we heard that night
That still lingers in the chambers of memory.
It is the new chorus of our forgotten comrades
And the halleluyahs of our second selves.
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In discovering Ireland, and Irish-ness, we discover a
cosmopolitanism which makes walls and borders futile – from his friend
Patrick to Barack Obama, Ronald Reagan, John F Kennedy, Typhoid
Mary and Sister Mary Martin, the last Catholic sister who evokes other
memories of childhood and a religious past. Displacement and
Rediscovery emerge as the common story of all migrants, leaving behind
shed memories like a destroyed travelling bag in a hotel room.
Niran Okewole
Cardiff, April 2020
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Displacement and Rediscovery

I
I had packed my bags the day before my trip and Kara, my good friend,
had popped in to say hello and have dinner with me before my flight the
next day. My house was a mess, the wooden floors swept but not
mopped, a few pots and pans needing a good scrub, and torn pieces of
paper on the floor that suggested the activity of naughty toddlers, but
she didn’t mind. Even this meeting was itself like a journey, an
experience that had been put off far too long by the usual claims of
busyness and poverty of time.
We reminisced about the last time we had a proper lunch
together, on Mount Tamborine, in another life it seemed, a picnic in a
garden, long before either of us had partnered up and parted ways, in a
sense.
‘I remember you were chased by a peacock,’ I laughed.
‘Yes, I remember that,’ she mused.
I was scheduled to travel to Ireland and she had expressed her
envy at the fact that I was going to be away for a while. It was only a
week, I mentioned, too short to be called a proper holiday, not long
enough to be missed or forgotten, I added. Yet I understood her point
completely. You see, to travel is to be free, unshackled from the unkind
stagnation that comes with being solitary for far too long. Travel is a
state of flux, shapeshifting from one boundary to the next, evolving,
growing, imbibing and unknowing. It is slow and silent, the
transformation that occurs, the change in outlook informed by
experience. In short, it is to face the vagaries of life and determine how
we respond to what we are given.
Meanwhile, Ireland always seemed a possibility, a place that I
would one day visit, a distant echo I had heard but never really heeded.
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Whether as a child being taught the articles of the Roman Catholic faith
by Irish nuns, or those fun nights of salsa dancing with the dark-haired
girl from Cork, in those days when innocence still retained its meaning,
there was always a fascination with that distant land which never came
to fruition. And now, several years on, here I am, on my way to Dublin,
to learn about the latest treatments in migraines and other headache
types. I was going to attend a medical conference on headaches. But
there is a Chekhovian debacle here, unintended yet apparent when I
ponder over it. The conference becomes a subterfuge for the fulfilment
of a longing I have repressed for so long – Medicine is my lawful wife
and literature my mistress.
I was determined to learn as much as I could, for the sake of my
patients, my profession, myself. Yet there was another desire here, to
explore the landscape that shaped the minds of George Bernard Shaw,
Oscar Wilde and James Joyce, for my sake, for my flailing art, for
thoughts that gather and never form, or inchoate dreams stilted at
birth.
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II
On the night of the third of September, I arrived at Brisbane airport on
time. My Uber driver, Mohammed, assured me that leaving at the time
we did was indeed the best way to avoid the mad rush of the
penultimate hours of any international flight.
‘You are leaving at a very good time,’ he gestured, fingers rolled
in a ball with his index pointed to the sky, wagging up and down to
emphasise his point.
‘A very good time,’ he reiterated. His Punjabi accent seemed to
inveigh heavily against an acquired Australian drawl, and the more
comfortable he got with me, the more apparent his accent became. He
had been in Australia for the last seven years, he told me. And though
he had a university degree and a daytime job, a little extra cash from
Uber driving did help supplement the extra costs that came with a wife
and little child, he added.
‘I always try to arrive at the international terminal, at least three
hours before my departure,’ I answered back.
‘Where are you trrraveling to?'
‘Dublin, Ireland.’
‘Nice. For how long?’
‘Just a week.’
We drove onward and climbed a few bridges on our way. The
interregnum of silence that accompanies most unsolicited conversations
like these is usually filled by a sudden need to look out the window and
admire nature, or something on the street. The glimmering streetlights
on the dark canvas of night not only made up for the lack of what else
to say, they also purveyed an almost hallucinatory visual of a centipede
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scurrying away from a hungry predator. That’s it, I mused, I’m running
away from Brisbane for a week.
I was looking forward to seeing an old friend from childhood,
and hoping to learn something new in the world of headaches. 'Dawn of
New Headache Treatments' was the heading for this year’s headache
conference in Dublin. Being a specialist in internal medicine, it was a
surprise to some of my neurology colleagues that I seemed interested in
an area that a lot of neurologists did not like. I did mention to them that
I saw a few migraines and other primary headaches in my clinic and that
even if I could not prescribe the sexy new biological agents in the
market, I would at least be able to point patients in the right direction.
Mohammed motioned to me, ‘Which airline?’
‘Singapore Airlines,’ I replied. It was not even 9 pm and my flight
was at midnight.
The check-in process was without encumbrances but I was
denied the hope of an upgraded seat as the first part of my journey,
Brisbane-Singapore, was a full flight. I got the next best thing to
Business Class, Premium Economy; at least there would be legroom to
stretch my limbs and, perhaps, get in and out of my seat more easily,
without disturbing fellow passengers.
After my check-in, I found myself in the duty-free section
wandering in between those purveyors of material gratifications:
perfumes, sweets, phone accessories, wristwatches. I looked for the
Omega Seamaster, the James Bond choice of wrist wear, and after
seeing the price tag, I smiled and told the horologist I would be back. I
am sure he had heard that line before from many who came to view
and never buy. I walked over to the Coffee Club, ordered a mocha and
sat down. I looked around to see where my boarding gate was, 82, same
as the last time, when I travelled to the United Kingdom. That would
have been five years ago, but three years earlier, I visited my brother in
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London, briefly, before heading to the United States for my
goddaughter’s christening.
‘Would you please step out of the line, sir,’ I recalled the bald,
British Airways crew member saying in his slightly affected London
accent. I obliged, stepping out of a line of other boarders, handing my
passport to him. He was of Indian descent, obviously born in the United
Kingdom and I remembered my first visit to London and how I had to
remind myself that I was indeed in England, not Mumbai. There were a
lot of British Indians I recalled from that trip. Even more fondly, I
remembered the gorgeous Sikh girl I met at a nightclub in Nottingham.
We corresponded briefly on my return to Nigeria. I haven’t forgotten.
She most likely has forgotten me.
I waited for what seemed like a lifetime for the crew member to
hand back my passport so I could be on my way. The final call for
boarding had been repeated. The queue I had been part of had now
vanished. Even though I had assumed this was another desultory
security measure, another kneejerk response birthed by September 11
and the growing threat of international terrorism, it occurred to me that
I was the only singled out, the only person of colour, the only person, it
seemed, with a question mark over his intentions to travel. Other
passengers strolled past, with their juror-eyes fixed on the guilt-ridden,
black traveller, waiting for his verdict to be read. Everyone else, it
seemed to me, was assumed to be less culpable, less complicit of some
infraction of the law, than I was. Yet my only crime, as I found out later,
was not because I had done anything in particular to make the
authorities wary of my wanderings. My crime, it seemed, stemmed from
the place of my birth.
‘Here is your passport, sir. You may board now,’ the bald man
motioned, handing back my passport and boarding pass.
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‘Excuse me,’ I called out to him, right hand raised, fingers
spread, like a polite schoolboy, curious about what just transpired and
seeking clarification. ‘Why was I the only one stopped?’ I asked. This
was not the loud, angry protestation of being wronged but the quiet
supplication of ignorance, of being singled out and segregated.
The bald one beckoned with a wave, then whispered in my ear,
hand on shoulder, saying, ‘Look. It’s your passport, mate.’
‘What about it?’ I noticed a hesitation, a constriction of his
eyelids, pursing of the lips, as if the thoughts that flooded his mind were
about to escape and the sluice that was his mouth was not willing to
open up and let the water run.
‘It is because you are Nigerian.’ He finally summoned the
courage to say, and walked away. I remained silent for the rest of the
journey that day, pondering the impact of those words.
As if that was not enough, my return journey through Heathrow
proved even worse. I was scheduled to fly to Australia, after pleasant
few days in Atlanta, Georgia, where my hosts had not only treated me
to some Nigerian cuisine, but also taken me to the 1996 Olympic Park,
the CNN building and, a must for every tourist, the Coca Cola House.
These had served to distract me from what I felt had been
discrimination and stereotyping, and the fear of feeding into that
stereotype, ‘the angry, black male’, served as a deterrent from
remonstrating further on my part. In a time of heightened alertness,
fear and suspicion, fundamental rights can be inadvertently trampled on
and identities mistaken. I remember being in London in 2005 when Jean
Charles da Silva e de Menezes was wrongly killed by officers of the
London Metropolitan police. No one wants to be a victim of such
circumstances.
My flight back from that trip was with Virgin Atlantic and the
counter did not seem busy. It was only 8 pm and in my usual fashion, I
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had arrived earlier to check-in my luggage and wait patiently for
departure time. The lady at the counter took my passport from me. She
was probably West Indian, or of African descent, it was difficult to
discern. I regarded this as my melanin challenge, being able to decipher
where in the African diaspora people originate from. Physiognomy,
body frame and even gestures can be specific for certain people. To a
large extent I had always relied on these before making an educated
guess. Africans are diverse and different in so many ways and one who
knows can easily tell them apart. It didn’t matter that she sounded very
British. As far as I was concerned, ‘Blood is thicker than water’,
according to an old saying I was taught as a child.
She checked my booking and then I noticed her face contorted,
her supple brown neck arched back like a Cobra about to strike, her
demeanour exuded bewilderment, and yet I could not really tell what
would have prompted such a reaction. I stared at her, trying to gather
together the shards of astonishment, to see if I could piece together
some intelligible information from what she was not telling me. It did
not take long before she uttered the dreaded words.
‘Nigerian passport? Going to Australia?’
Silence.
I was completely dumbfounded. Her tone was incredulous,
judgemental, hurtful. In all my years of travelling, of being stopped for
searches at airport security booths, I had never been humiliated like
this, I thought. It was the psychological equivalent of a kick in the groin,
made even more painful by the fact the perpetrator is a black woman, a
sister, a member of your team. I observed this lady with her permed,
black hair flowing down her neck like an oil spill and wondered what
gave her the temerity to speak to me that way. She was dark-skinned
like me, the same tight curls, though straightened in her case, and full
lips, just like me. Had it occurred to her that I could make the same
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assertion about her circumstance, demanding to know why an African
resides in the United Kingdom and is questioning another African about
his right to live elsewhere? I was going to ask her if it mattered where
one was travelling to if one had the requisite entry documents. Could
she not see that I had visited the United Kingdom so many times, and
was only in transit?
‘I am a permanent resident.’ I retorted, visibly shaken and
particularly angered by her choice of words. Did she mean that my
desire, and ability, to travel, as a Nigerian, was less worthy, and
somehow, more dubious than that of nationals of other countries?
‘How many bags are you checking in?’
‘Two,’ I replied, too angry to kick up a fuss, too timid to risk
being accused of verbal aggression.
I left without saying another word and went straight to report
her to one of the supervisors I saw standing in a far corner of another
kiosk. The supervisor was sympathetic towards my plight, made a note
of the culprit and told me to leave it with her. I also made a formal
complaint to Virgin Atlantic customer service in the foolish hope that it
would actually be read and investigated at least. Till this day, there has
been no acknowledgment, no reply to my complaint, and likely no
reprimand, I suspect, to the rude and prejudiced flight attendant. There
was no further reason for me to pursue my cause. The sentence had
been handed down and my penance was to walk on the shards of
justice denied.
I finished my coffee, took out my notebook and made a note of
my thoughts at the time. What did I know about Ireland except for
romantic childhood memories and television stereotypes that have all
but been forgotten? Would it be what I imagined: green hills, placid
lakes, Leprechauns and red-haired women with evenly matched
tempers?
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Gate 82 was now open and I could see people making their way
there. Sleep was creeping in but I prayed the coffee I had just had would
inveigh against it. I slowly made my way to the departure gate, leaving a
little coffee behind. It was a disposable cup; it was to be disposed of.
The same way I had to discard preconceived ideas of Ireland and
embrace what was to come.
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III
I arrived in Dublin just before 7 pm the next night. The initial flight from
Brisbane to Singapore was seamless, smooth, not punctuated by the
usual turbulence one expects when flying at certain altitudes. We had
left Changi International Airport, Singapore, just after midnight, and
though I had slept earlier in the day, in an attempt to re-align my bodyclock with European time, I found that I still needed an hour or two of
restful sleep to even begin to contemplate acclimatisation.
Tim Bouverie’s Appeasing Hitler was my companion for the
interregnum between Singapore and Heathrow. I had hoped to get a
direct flight from Asia to Dublin, but my insistence on using Singapore
Airlines, without actually checking the route, had placed me in the
predicament of two flight changes – Changi and Heathrow. No matter, I
thought to myself, the salivary tongue of consolation caressing the
backside of regret. This gave me more time to read, relax and plan my
Dublin itinerary properly.
It is possible not to know one’s backyard neighbours yet
fraternise with all the other denizens of different zones. Strangely
enough I had never even visited Northern Ireland, though I had lived in
England for years, limiting my travels in the United Kingdom to Wales
and Scotland. For me, coming back to this part of the world felt
familiarly strange – I had been here before, I thought, but forgotten.
There was a delay from Heathrow to Dublin, which robbed me
of a few hours of city-roaming that I had planned for that evening.
There was no real explanation given for the delay, and since it was a
weekday, I could only surmise that there had probably been some delay
elsewhere which, like nuclear fission, led to a chain reaction of delays
and cancellations in other parts of the flight chain.
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However, it was still bright when we arrived in Dublin. The Aer
Lingus crew, who’d flown us from London Heathrow, seemed genial and
friendly enough. There were apologies for our late arrival and the usual
spiel about baggage claim and connecting flights. I longed to hear the
words repeated in Gaelic, a strange language, every word seemed
lilting, like the ebb and flow of a tidal wave. It didn’t happen. I guess the
crew were tired too.
Dublin airport itself was not a behemoth of place. It seemed
humbler than Heathrow, and less pretentious in its purpose. It
reminded me very much of the Brisbane International Airport, more
utilitarian than ostentatious. There was nothing particularly striking in
its outlook, it just seemed built to serve its function, and nothing more.
The fatigue I felt from flying for more than 24 hours was evident
in my misreading the immigration signs and finding myself in the queue
for Irish and European Union citizens. This was quickly rectified, and I
joined the proper queue meant for nationals of other countries. As I
stood in line with the others, I noticed a lady with five children, each not
more than two years between them. The oldest was probably fourteen
years old and the youngest looked about six or seven years old. Apart
from the fact the woman was of African descent like me, I wondered
what other commonalities we shared. Is she Catholic, I wondered,
informed by the erroneous impression of Catholics’ aversion to modern
birth control methods, as evidenced by her little basketball squad? Yet,
not all Africans are Catholic, or religious in the western sense, I surmised
that it was a love of children that probably gave rise to this desire to
continue to procreate. I could tell she was also Nigerian, like me.
Something in the way she carried herself, with a certain sense of pride
and assuredness. Is this what South Africans have mistaken for
arrogance and conceit, and resorted to xenophobic attacks on innocent
Nigerian (and African) immigrants recently?
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She looked like someone who somehow managed to keep it all
together – a full time job, a tight rein on the family expenses and a
sense of discipline in her children. I didn’t see a husband there. From
the oldest to the youngest, they seemed to encircle her, the queen bee,
motioning and gesturing as they spoke in soft, controlled tones,
probably also cognisant of everyone else around.
‘Hey, stop pushing me.’
‘Who pushed you?’
‘Leave my hair alone.’
‘Mummy, she pushed me.’
One look from her and the children were silent. This is the
apotheosis of what it means to truly multitask, I said to myself, even
though we did not utter a single word to each other. It reminded me of
how some women in the marketplaces of where I grew up, would sell
their wares in the open air, breastfeed their children and at the same
time haggle over the prices of their wares. There is something
resourceful about women from this part of the world.
Her children all spoke with an Irish accent, but she still
maintained the intensity and clarity of her Yoruba lineage. I smiled
when I heard her speak, a voice not restrained by erudition and conceit.
Genuine and carefree, she reminded me of those we call 'Auntie' back in
Nigeria, surrogate mothers we claimed, who watched over the
neighbourhood children as they played out in the yard. The ever
watchful eyes of these women did not miss a thing, not the
neighbourhood bully who tormented smaller children; not the
prepubescent girls who stuffed their bras in order to feign an inchoate
maturity whose effects they would one day come to regret; nor the
shoeless kids who cordoned off certain aspects of their dingy streets in
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order to play a game of soccer before it became too dark to remain
outdoors. This lady’s presence made me smile with nostalgic joy.
It was my turn next at the immigration counter, and there I was
greeted by a plump red-haired. Perhaps she had been there all day and
was really counting the minutes to handover. One could tell she had
probably been doing this all day, and rote memory had taken the place
of any logically put together thoughts or words. It became like a spinal
reflex, a cliché, words used to conceal a lack of imagination, that were
just soundbites awaiting their monosyllabic selves or antonyms; yes, no
or no and yes.
‘So how long are you here for?’ She quizzed. I looked at her
face, long red hair cliched to the letter, fiery in temperament, so I
thought.
‘Five days.’
‘And what are you here for?’ She asked me again, this time, curt
and to the point.
‘A medical conference.’ I retorted.
‘Ah, it is a big one isn’t? A lot of people are attending it, eh?’
She seemed to loosen up a bit, perhaps relieved I was a professional
with something to offer and not just another holidaymaker, or perhaps
it was just close to the end of her shift.
‘Yes, there are a lot of people attending from all over the
world,’ I responded, wanting to just get it over and done with.
She stamped my passport. I looked at the stamp – bloody hell!
Exactly five days! I wasn’t planning to stay any longer but I had thought
there would be room for flexibility. Even the United States of America
allows something like a three-month maximum stay, I thought to
myself. What exactly can I achieve in five days when I need one day to
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get over jet lag, three for the conference, and another to prepare for my
flight back home? Would there be time for writing, exploring and
sightseeing when most of my time would be consumed by an unyielding
chair and a monotony of PowerPoint slides, I wondered.
I left the immigration counter, picked up my luggage and
proceeded downstairs to get a taxi. Even at the taxi ramp, there was a
delay and one angry passenger, tired of waiting for a taxi, decided to
pour out his frustration on a member of the taxi service.
‘Why the hell are the cabs not coming?’ He almost seemed to
yell at the lady who was conducting passengers to pick up spots.
‘Don’t ask me, ask the cab company,’ she replied, giving him a
curt look of condescension, a warning that she would not tolerate his
attitude. He was going to say something but then demurred. I was glad
that a fight had been averted but if I had to bet, my money would have
been on her anyway.
I waited for another 30 minutes before I finally got a taxi to take
me to my hotel.
‘Uber is banned here, thank God,’ my cab driver, James, replied
when I asked if Uber operated in Ireland.
‘I’d be out of a job,’ he continued, ponytail dangling from the
back of his head. He was probably in his 50s, from somewhere near
Cork, he added, and had ended up in Dublin in the 80s and never left.
He was quite a talker, James, but I didn’t mind. He had a habit
of looking back at me whenever he felt he had said something profound
and meaningful, to gauge my expression. Once, he turned around to
challenge my assertion that Ireland was never colonised by the Romans,
stating that while that was widely acknowledged, some Roman artifacts
had recently been discovered in Ireland. I was going to tell him that I
had listened to In Our Time, a popular BBC podcast, and that Ireland had
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been discussed there months before my visit. However, he seemed
certain in his convictions that it made me doubt the little I knew. What if
he was right? After all, we live in an age where everything is evidencebased, and newer discoveries will always challenge long held notions of
the past. I felt at this juncture that I had to change the topic, at least to
something I had a better understanding of.
‘I am just here for a conference.’ I told him, looking out the
window to see if there was anything of interest on the way.
‘Oh, okay, which one is that?'
‘New treatments for migraines and some rarer headache types.’
‘You a doctor?’ He seemed rather curious.
‘Yes. I live in Australia.’
‘You don’t really sound Aussie.’ He snickered, veering into a side
street that had a few corner shops and supermarkets.
‘Then what do I sound like?’
‘Not Aussie,’ he repeated, and laughed out loud. I wondered
why he laughed that way but was too tired and jetlagged to get into a
meaningful argument. He was quite a smart man, Jack, even if a tad
loquacious, I thought.
The weather that day was rather dull, drizzling rain and grey
skies that conferred the Wednesday night with a certain air of misery
and loneliness. The streets were still populated, even if the weather
seemed glum. Jack dropped me off, after first letting me know where all
the free tourist sites were. I was finally at my hotel. I checked in and
unpacked my things.
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IV
Three in the morning, and I had only managed about four and a half
hours of sleep. The lamp by my bedpost had been dimmed, the curtains
of my room drawn, iPad and iPhone put on silent in an attempt to shut
out the cloying voices of newsfeeds and text messages. I sank into the
softness of the bed, ensconced by its gentle embrace, hoping I would lay
there till about six in the morning, then go down for breakfast at seven.
But sleep did not come.
I shut my eyes, trying to erase thoughts of anything that would
keep me awake – letters yet to be vetted, prescriptions to be filled,
queries about drug doses, petulant relatives – but even this gesture
proved futile. I had a quick face to face WhatsApp chat with my children
back in Brisbane, everyone seemed happy, at least that was what I
perceived. I got dressed and headed to the hotel gym. If sleep was not
an option, then physical activity would be a substitute. ‘Consistency is
the key,’ I remember my personal trainer saying. Well, I had been
consistent in being inconsistent, and the result was self-evident in my
inability to lose weight and the easy fatigability I experienced at even
the most trivial exercises.
The gym was on another floor, past the front counter where
several concierges were chatting away, indifferent of my presence as I
walked past. The foyer was not very fancy, adorned with old pictures
that revealed the different iterations of the hotel’s facade, through the
ages of its existence. It was also dimly lit at this time, several ceiling
lights whose dull glimmer greeted my eyes with a gentle welcome,
rather than forced brilliance. I regarded the concierges, giving them a
nod of respect but only one, the African among them, gave me a
knowing look of recognition.
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The other European men appeared younger, puerile, and had a
demeanour which evinced the kind of relief that comes from not having
serious responsibilities such as children or a crippling mortgage. I also
surmised that the African was probably educated, but his qualifications
may not have been enough to secure something more substantive in
Ireland, and as such he was biding his time with this hotel business.
Two hours later, after the gym, breakfast and a shower, I made
my way down the high street, across a small bridge that straddled the
Liffey river, Dublin’s equivalent of the Thames, smaller and likely more
insalubrious. The conference was to start later that morning, and, after
listening to the loquacious taxi driver the night before, I hoped I could at
least go down to Trinity College and sightsee before lectures began. I
wore an orange jumper and seemed to glow like the sun that had
evaded the break of day that cold, September morning.
There appeared to be some dour spirit in the air, yet it was
tamed, controlled. It was the commemoration of the start of World War
II and, before leaving Brisbane, I had read the poem September 1, 1939,
by W H Auden, and kept thinking about these lines:
Those to whom evil is done
Do evil in return
I wondered if Auden, like a lot of the British upper class and
aristocracy, was somehow being sympathetic towards Hitler. After all,
there were many Nazi sympathisers in those ranks who felt Germany
had apparently been badly treated after World War I. I also thought
about the Irish people, as they, too, had had their surfeit of evil they
had endured under British rule, and I couldn’t help but feel that my visit
to Ireland was not just a literary homage to their storytellers, but also a
time for quiet reflection and deep rumination about justice, forgiveness
and love.
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‘Do you know where the conference centre is?’ I stopped to ask
for directions.
The kind gentleman pointed at a set of buildings ahead of me. I
headed on toward the north quay, sighted the edifices that had been
described in the distance. From where I stood, it seemed as if all the
modern and new architecture was concentrated in a single row of
towers and blocks, between which ran side streets and little crannies. If
one could imagine these buildings as the lines of a poem, or lyrics to a
song, the melody one hears would seem so disjointed, out of sync with
its constituent parts. As much as I admire the great feats of modern
architecture and engineering, I am more inclined towards ancient ruins
and old buildings, those wise old denizens whose gravid bellies carry the
quiet secrets of a fading world.
I side-tracked to visit Trinity College quickly, as I had heard
someone remark about the cobblestoned pavements there. There was
an arched gate that I presumed was the entrance. I made my way
through and walked a hundred yards in. There was a statue in front of
me, unassuming, simple, but I later found out it was made in honour of
Oliver Goldsmith, another famous Irish writer I am yet to read.
On proceeding towards my right, away from some students who
looked like they had camped outside overnight, I found my way to the
main library, hoping to catch a glimpse of The Book of Kells, an extant
compilation of the four gospels of the bible. The queue in front of the
library dampened any hopes I had of seeing it, and though I
eavesdropped on some of what the tour guide was saying, I knew that I
would have to invest at least a few hours if I wanted to know anything
meaningful about it.
Further upfront, I spotted a piece of art on the floor, near one
of the smaller libraries. A globe, golden and shiny, cracked and
somehow incomplete, with another iteration of itself, a crack within a
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crack. This was the work of Arnaldo Pomodoro titled Sphere with Sphere
1982/83. I stood for a few minutes, trying my best to decipher it, but its
meaning eluded me, as only the creator of an artwork truly knows what
it conveys. A work of art means different things to different people and I
found that looking at it more and more brought to mind one of my
favourite quotes, from Herman Hesse:
Even the most insignificant work of art
A sketch consisting of six lines
Or a four-line poem
Aims boldly and blindly at the impossible
It is a striving for totality
An attempt to enclose chaos
In a nutshell
If I knew the context within which this artwork was birthed,
then maybe my experience of its revelation would have been different.
It looked like chaos, yet there was something beautiful about it as I
muttered to myself:
This golden eggshell, cracked and incomplete,
Reveals its offspring, also cracked, and incomplete.
There it is, a metaphor for our imperfections, our insecurities,
ourselves, I thought. I walked away, quiet and humbled, sad that I could
not spend more time there in solitude and reflection.
Advancing on my way down to the conference centre, I spotted
what looked like a giant harp. It is called the Samuel Beckett bridge, and
comfortably sits between the north and south of the city, straddling the
two disparate halves dispassionately. It is a replica of Ireland’s national
symbol, I am told, and beneath it the Liffey river rests like a poultice,
soothing the aching limbs of a petulant land. The eccentric playwright
the bridge is named after died in Paris, but the harp dedicated to his
memory may not be so out of place here. The cables and suspensions
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are crafted like eccentric lines that suggest the power of impossibilities.
The white zig-zag patterns of the cable suspensions, the unyielding
steel, convey the night’s habitués – revellers, lovers, rabble rousers,
vagrants wandering from one end of the city to the other. I love this, I
thought, remembering how it had rained one strange morning back in
Brisbane, and the smell of the damp earth filled my nostrils. The
inchoate stirrings of sunlight sliced through fading clouds, reminding me
of harp strings in the sky, like the giant ones in front of me, waiting to
be plucked. My bad inclination of not completing poems I had begun to
write had now morphed into a habit, and that morning’s apparition
seamlessly evoked a compulsion to write:
Light shines through
The fenestrations formed
by the clouds
Each wave of light lengthens
Like shoestrings drawn
Taut or those of
The lyre in readiness
For the sad sonata
My fingers want to play
while my country burns.
One may say it was a salient moment, the full reality of the past
contained in the present: the passing clouds, light rain showers, harp
strings of sunlight, all prefiguring this moment in Dublin, déjà vu
perhaps, if you want to call it that.
I kept on walking, and there was a corner shop to my left with a
rectangular newspaper cutting kneading itself to the front of the door. It
had the British Prime Minister, Boris Johnson, and his opponent in the
Labour Party, Jeremy Corbyn, each pointing accusatory fingers at the
other, making disparaging comments about how the other is leading
Britain to its demise. I think about Britain and all that comes to mind is
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the word, Empire. The very word seems outdated and worn. Politically
incorrect. A misnomer. Yet one can’t help but feel some pity for the
British people at this impasse. Only a few months earlier, I had listened
to a podcast about ancient Rome, with all its intrigue, wonder and
mystery, and likened the United Kingdom to the poor Roman emperor
Claudius, who seemed torn between the wily Messalina and the
machinations of her rival, the younger Agrippina. No matter whose
offspring ascends the throne, tragedy seems to be inevitable.
Past the Beckett bridge now, on the southern part of the quay
lies the Cuauhtémoc, a Mexican naval ship, named after an Aztec
emperor who was murdered by the Spanish conquistador, Cortez. I
recognised the red, white and green flag, and the eagle grasping a
serpent with its talons, but wondered what it was doing in the heart of
Dublin. I wondered if it was some sort of exhibition, marvelling at its
sails and retrospective design, like something out of the 1800s. I later
discerned it had sailed to different parts of the world and was still in
active service of some sort. It looked like a fossil compared to modern
ships, but I am doubtful that it serves any other purpose than to
entertain and amuse curious tourists like me.
I eventually got to the conference centre, in the heart of Dublin:
'The Coke Bottle' as it was fondly referred to but it looked nothing of the
sort to me. It was a modest, translucent building, that leaning on its
edge, a modern-day tower of Pisa on steroids you might say, held in
place by stolid bricks that almost seem to devour, rather than support it.
From inside, one can see the stretch of the city down to the bohemian
Temple Bar and beyond.
I felt the jetlag like a dark cloud over my head. Perhaps coffee,
or some other distraction would stimulate the senses once again. I had
been here before, many times: jetlag, the urge to sleep, the struggle to
stay awake. I needed a distraction. But my mind went back to the
newspaper article from Brisbane a few weeks earlier:
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Today’s headline: It’s Only the Flu. Now She’s Dead (Courier
Mail, August 8, 2019)
I’m not easily moved by headlines, with their sensationalism
and duplicity in a bid to capture a reader’s attention, but this one got to
me. A young woman with two or three children, whose husband had
reassured them she would return, that it was only a minor illness. A
small blip in the perfect picture of an otherwise happy family. She never
returned. She was dead, which meant several things to whoever was
within the frame of reference.
As for her children, who were still below the age of reasoning,
death was an abstraction, a kind of long leave of absence that would
end one day. Older children would understand better the loss of the
physical, the unsatisfied longing and desire for the deceased. Adults
face the double dilemma of abstraction and imperceptibility, the same
way I faced the dilemma that was my last relationship. It was dead. This
was not the distraction I desired but these things have a way of creeping
into consciousness when one least expects.
Leaving Brisbane without my family felt odd, novel even,
destabilising. Thinking back to the first time I travelled overseas on my
own as an adult, it must have been in 2001, to the United Kingdom from
Nigeria. There was excitement and anticipation then, and the world
seemed so much simpler. Unmarried and earning a decent wage by
Nigerian standards, I remembered how the members of my collective
each contributed a substantial proportion of their salaries each month
so that the member whose turn it was to benefit from the collective
pool of money had the correct amount at the end of every month. It
was my turn that month, and instead of buying a second-hand vehicle, I
purchased myself a travel experience.
Having lived in England years ago, coming to Ireland didn’t seem
to hold any big surprises at first. There were the familiar shops:
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Debenhams, Boots pharmacy, House of Fraser – and some specific
outlets that sold very specific things – shamrocks, Celtic Football Club
jerseys, figurines of leprechauns and other bric-a-brac. I remember the
first time I had gone to Boots pharmacy back in 2002, to print some
pictures I had taken of my holiday in Nottingham. It was a week of
decadent eating, some sightseeing and pleasure seeking.
And then there was Annika, an English girl of Indian descent.
She was a student at the University of Nottingham and we met at a club
in the city. The cultural experience of Sherwood forest and the legends
of the city were not top of my priorities at the time. I was looking to
escape the drudgery of work at the university college hospital where I
worked. I had just staged my play, A Web of Nails, at the college
auditorium to some decent reviews, and felt I had earned the right to
party a bit without the guilt of accountability.
She wore her black hair down to her shoulders, a beige t-shirt
and tight blue jeans that caressed curves long unfettered from
pubescence. Her features, now that I think about them, would be
redolent of someone from Punjab: slightly arched nose, round cheeks
and supple skin. We got on well, I suppose, especially after finding out
she had been born in South Africa but left as a child. I remember calling
her on my return to Nigeria, hoping for some kind of reciprocation of
my puerile affection. She answered the phone but begged me never to
call again.
‘I don’t want to disappoint you. You seem like a nice guy,’ she
said.
‘I don’t understand,’ I replied. ‘I thought we clicked.’
I remembered how we danced but forget what we danced to. It
is irrelevant when what matters most are the two dancers, whose
bodies are stitched and tied together like a surgeon’s sutures.
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‘Don’t you remember how we danced?’ I pleaded. Vanessa
Carlton’s '1000 Miles!' That was the song I was trying to remember.
She seemed unmoved by what I was saying. She sounded like a
different woman, stressing how she didn’t want to disappoint me and
how protective her brother was, over her. Oh well. It was the summer
of 2002. I was on holiday and back then I had been quite callow when it
came to women. Not much has changed, according to my mother. Even
grown men still do foolish things when besotted.
Downstairs the conference organisers were receiving delegates
and registering them. I wandered down to get my name tag and
conference materials. I looked at the schedule for the day: the keynote
lecture was not till noon and some of the smaller sessions did not
stimulate my immediate interest. I had a few hours to burn, I thought.
Better to spend that time taking in as much of the city as I could. I
contemplated going back to Trinity College but then decided against it.
There wasn’t enough time to spend in only one place so I thought I
would try locating James Joyce’s house.
As I stepped out of the conference centre, the solemnity in the
air brought recollections of a different kind. As with most of my travels,
there was always a prefiguring event or moment, like my first trip to
Paris, which was prefigured by the movie, Pink Panther. I romanticised
the Eiffel tower, the Notre Dame cathedral and the Sacre Coeur, and
within a few months I found myself in front of all these relics of time,
completely overawed and overwhelmed.
Before I embarked on my trip to Chile, I had taken Spanish
language classes for a year, and before that, I had discovered salsa
dancing and quickly coveted it as one of my personal hobbies. A few
months before I arrived there, the dramatic rescue of several trapped
miners had been broadcast for the world to see. Sebastian Pinera, the
then, and current, Chilean president milked the moment for all its
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publicity. I still remember the talk he gave at the medical conference in
Santiago, where his praise for the miners, their rescuers and the Chilean
people would have sealed the second term of any insecure tenure. Chile
today is an eruption of discontentment, dissatisfaction and disorder
under the same president.
South Korea was different. I still recall wandering through the
cenotaphs of Seoul’s dead emperors with Mr Kim, my local guide. It was
right in the middle of the city. There was a light breeze that afternoon,
and the sun held up its radiance against the autumn sky. You could feel
the rush of the afternoon commute as buses and cars jostled for
recognition on paved, granite streets. You could discern that this
modern city was in communication with its past: tombstones and tall
buildings, the old and the new, side by side. I watched the cigarette
smoke that rose from the nostrils and mouths of everyday workers, and
even its funerary presence told a story of hard work, resilience and
perseverance.
Reverie broke on the banks of the Liffey and I hesitated at the
intersection, wondering which way to cross and where to go. The map
in my hand, with areas of interest encircled by one of the concierges at
my hotel, tells me to walk towards Temple Bar, that James Joyce’s
house is not that far. My initial enthusiasm soon turned into despair,
and, like the elusive Ithaca of Ulysses’ dreams, I was no closer to my
destination after a good thirty minutes of perambulating. I knew I was in
the right area as it had been encircled on my map by the concierge. I
asked someone for directions and only ended up back where I
presumed was the house. There was no commemorating plaque, no
sign or effigy to even suggest that I was there. It was just a block of flats,
unremarkable in appearance, easily overlooked if one was not
cognisant. Surely this must be a mistake, I told myself. Do the Irish not
care about their literary heritage?
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For the rest of the day, I decided to go back to the ‘Coke Bottle’.
I was just in time for some interesting series of lectures from experts in
their different fields. A young female professor from Birmingham, UK
(she was probably 2 or 3 years older than me) talked about the
association between migraines and obesity, and quoted some papers
which suggested that weight loss in these groups could reduce the
burden of migraines. I later caught up with her for a chat and asked if
she knew Femi Oyebode, poet and psychiatrist, also from the university
but she didn’t. I was a bit gutted about that. Psychiatry and neurology
used to be one speciality until sometime in the twentieth century when
they became divergent roads into the forest called the brain.
Then I listened to someone from South Korea, who spoke about
migraines being associated with psychiatric problems and the benefit of
managing migraines in the mental health cohort. Recalling some of my
patients with co-morbid illnesses of anxiety and depression, one could
easily infer that even the smallest respite from pain is a blessing for
them.
There were lots of posters from the big American and European
schools centred around the monoclonal antibodies, the new weapons in
the migraine armoury. They are expensive, not accessible to all, but
their efficacy in reducing the frequency and intensity of migraines is
indubitable. I was quite surprised to find out that, based on current
knowledge, they act peripherally, that is, not in the brain, as they are
too large to cross the barriers that surround it.
At this point, it would have been nice to know what everyone
else felt about these new discoveries. Some of my colleagues back in
Brisbane had expressed some reservations after I had presented two
papers on the subject earlier in the year. Emphases on cost and conflicts
of interest by some of the authors seemed to dwarf the efficacy and real
benefits derived from the drug. The data was believable, as far as I
could discern and I was really looking forward to presenting a summary
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of what I had garnered from my attendance, when I got back to
Brisbane.
It must have been about 5pm when I left the conference centre
but I decided to skip the welcome drinks and dinner. There was still
more of Dublin I needed to explore, so I headed back to Temple Bar
walking in the direction I had pursued earlier, towards the council
centre.
The weather had morphed from cloudy to clear. I had about two
hours to spare. Across the street there was a little pub whose raison
d'etre is summarised on a blackboard:
Beer
Beer
Beer.
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V
The Guinness factory at Saint James’s Gate would be the site of a 25year reunion for me. My friend, Patrick, had not changed much. A bit
plumper, yes, but no grey hairs or wrinkled skin. If anything, he still had
the youthful swagger that I last saw in 1993 when we were still in our
teens, swapping one world of adventure for the uncertainty of another.
Secondary school was a six-year initiation into the cult of adolescence, a
certain rite of passage that seemed so protracted and exhausting, that
the next phase of life was eagerly awaited with some trepidation,
longing and excitement.
In our long series of conversations, he revealed he was born in
Ireland (I knew that already), left at the age of seven, and spent some
time in the United States, as his parents were travelling academics.
‘No wonder.’ I laughed. ‘I always thought you were different,
not completely Nigerian.’ I teased.
‘You think say I no fit speak Pidgin, abi?’ He attempted to
respond in the local, Nigerian patois but sounded rather too contrived,
polished and unconvincing.
We embraced in full glare of the Guinness staff, with his wife,
Candace, recording every moment of the reunion. Our paths were
intertwined for only six of the ten years or so he’d lived in Nigeria but
we had been best friends in those days. We still kept in touch over the
years, hoping that one day we would meet again. And here we were. He
had planned this moment so that his holiday with his wife would
coincide with my conference. This was certainly long overdue and we
were going to attempt to cram 25 years into an afternoon.
Recollections of growing up as teenagers in Nigeria filled the
spaces of speech and thought. We recounted the times we were flogged
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silly and bullied by our seniors and older classmates. We explored the
circumstances of those instances. We forgave. We tried to make peace.
We laughed at our puerile attempts to impress girls at the time and till
this day I have never forgiven myself for thinking that doing a couple of
backflips and handstands would win a girl’s affection over.
‘I hear she resides in the United States now. I hope she has
forgotten.’
‘I remember that, Dibs,’ he laughed out loud.
Dibs was my nickname, and even after so many years, it
resonates like a vesper, it sounds so apt. Patrick himself had done a few
silly things, driven by adolescent hormones that had not then been
tamed. I still remember him being lovesick over an older girl who lived
not too far from him at the Ahmadu Bello University. I still recall her
face but not her name. In those days, she was quite popular amongst
even our seniors, and her school, an all-girls secondary school, visited
ours for literary and debating events which usually turned into longawaited trysts and hook-ups to sate raging, youthful loins.
Patrick was lovesick and did not eat for a few days. Images of
him being sprawled in bed, calling out her name still make me want to
fall over with laughter. It may have been the fear of rejection, or the
fact that she had rebuffed his advances, I can’t really say. I suspect she
may have been completely oblivious of his intentions, and he was just
getting himself worked up over something that was not an issue, in her
eyes at least.
We talked about how growing up in Nigeria, at that point in
time in our lives, defined a lot of norms and values we still hold on to till
this day. Reminiscences about military coups and counter-coups; an
economy in ruins; the flight of academics; the erosion of educational
institutions; the blighting of time. But I also recalled the very day I fell in
love with classical music, listening to Handel’s Messiah on Patrick's
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Walkman back in 1990; the illicit visits to his house to have home
cooked meals; the songs that defined our youth and the artists we
emulated: Boys 2 Men, Bell Biv Devoe, Keith Sweat, Bobby Brown.
Thanks to him, I made sure I watched every Rocky movie at the time,
and I still remember how the theme song, 'Eye of the Tiger', inspired an
underdog like me to greater academic achievement at the time. Eddie
Murphy’s Coming to America was a movie most friends in our circle
could recite almost verbatim. This helped to pass the long nights of
having no electricity, and so we entertained ourselves by discussing, and
even acting out, movies we had seen or heard about through second or
third hand accounts. This was how we circumvented loneliness, a
camaraderie built on escaping reality, immersing ourselves in stories of
excitement, awe and wonder.
That night, we all had dinner at The Cedar Tree, a Turkish outfit
in the Temple Bar area. I was worried about Candace still struggling
with jet lag, as they had only flown in that morning, and quite exhausted
and hungry at the time. We were lucky enough to grab one of the last
tables and quickly ordered drinks, curries and some rice.
Candace was from Brooklyn, New York and had met Patrick
while they were in school in Ohio. I thanked her for looking after him all
this time, and she laughed it off, not really taking me seriously. She had
studied Spanish prior to medical school and as soon as I heard that, I
attempted a few lines, to see if I could remember what I had learnt
several years ago, and to just listen to the cadence of her lovely voice.
‘Yo aprendido en Australia seis años pasado,’ I said. I had learnt
enough to get by seven years ago but hadn’t been practising much.
‘Yo no recuerdo mucho,’ she replied, telling me she didn’t really
remember much of her undergraduate Spanish. I was still quite
impressed though, and she went on to tell me about some of the
literature she had read at the time – Pablo Neruda, Marquez, Federica
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Garcia Lorca. I would have given anything to have read those authors in
their original tongue.
‘The last time I was in a Turkish restaurant, I ended up dancing
with a belly dancer,’ I said. ‘Somehow, they just seem to always want to
dance with me.’
‘You make it sound like you don’t like it.’ Candace replied, giving
me a look that saw through my pretensions.
‘Of course, a little attention isn’t a bad thing.’ I responded,
looking rather guilty at being caught out.
‘Then stop complaining,’ Patrick chimed in. We all laughed at
this.
Few moments in time actually captured this, the warmth of
friendship and love, the room to be oneself and vulnerable, the ability
to let oneself just be.
The lights of The Cedar Tree were purposely dimmed to create
an atmosphere of cosiness and mystery. There was a hint of incense in
the air, the walls decorated with pictures and posters redolent of a time
that existed in faded memory, playing into romantic ideas of the Middle
East as a place of wonder, enchantment and strange beauty. My mind
went to T E Lawrence, and how a young boy’s fertile imagination could
give rise to the myth we now know as Lawrence of Arabia.
Our food arrived in time, served with an extra bit of sassiness
from our blond and brown-eyed waitress. She had made the extra effort
to make sure we got good seats with a nice view of the foyer and even
made some quick-witted, friendly jibes at me for being so hard to please
after I couldn’t decide what to eat. We had only just begun eating when
the music began. There was a shrill sound, then the banging of drums,
followed by a strange combination of lyres, guitars and, perhaps,
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cymbals. Patrick and Candace glanced at each other, then at me, and a
sheepish grin spread across their faces.
It was time for a belly dancer to entertain us and no sooner had
I expressed my disapproval of any desire to dance than she was quickly
motioned my way by Patrick. I shrugged and pleaded but it was futile. It
seemed she already had me in her sights and was going to have me
dance with her. The crowd cheered on, obviously bolstered by the
affirmative screams and nods from my two friends. I hesitated to get up
but when I saw her hips gyrate in dervish frenzy, I could not resist the
temptation to show her what I could do too. I got up. Everyone
screamed in approval.
Her hands begin to sway in wavelike patterns, her shoulders
followed suit. Her décolletage simply slid into the grace of her
movements, and I tried my best to mirror her motions, moving my
shoulders and reciprocating every gesture. When she leaned back, I
leaned even lower. If she shook her hips, I made sure I surpassed their
frequency. When she recoiled like a serpent intermittently, head, neck,
torso and limbs slithering slowly, I looked her dead in the eye and
motioned my body to reproduce what I was seeing. It almost seemed
like a ritualistic mating dance, primal, instinctual, something that
animals did that seemed acceptable to all who spectated. She was, you
could say, an attractive lady, with jet-black long hair that caressed her
shoulders, smooth olive skin that gave some credence to the aspirations
of the restaurant, but she struck me as more Eastern European than
Lebanese. No matter, I thought to myself. She can move. That was the
main criterion fulfilled.
The dance ended and we both were greeted with thunderous
applause from the whole house. Candace had captured everything on
camera.
‘Something to blackmail you with in future,’ she giggled.
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‘Man, Dibs, you can move!’ Patrick laughed.
‘I will get you both for this.’ I joked, secretly relishing the
opportunity to unwind and fool around.
‘Hey, Dibs, do you still hear from anyone from school?’ Patrick
asked.
‘A few people here and there. To be honest, the best thing
about going to secondary school was probably the friends I made,
interesting people I met.’
‘Me too.’ He concurred.
‘Yeah, I can’t say I’m fond of the school.’ I added.
‘You were a marked man, man. You were a wanted man,’
Patrick stressed, almost half-laughing and crying in the process.
‘That’s what you get for beating up your senior.’
It was true. I became infamous for daring to beat up a senior
boy for harassing me. I remember the day clearly. I was in my first year,
waiting with a group of other first year students to commence the
general cleaning of a section of the school. We were being supervised
by second year students, and most of them, in a bid to impress other
seniors, would sometimes go to unusual lengths to do so. Being nice
was the exception, rather than the rule, and the corollary was that if
juniors were treated in the meanest way, they would grow to respect
their seniors. It was a time-honoured tradition of malfeasance in my
opinion, a shroud of fear that created a wall of silence. We were ten and
eleven year olds, some still mollycoddled, most still innocent and
prepubescent, oblivious of the unspoken rules that governed boarding
school. But we would soon be initiated.
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Candace listened to us intently, and I could tell that she was
probably wondering how we went through this, how our parents let us
go through this.
‘No, we don’t have PTSD, don’t worry,' I assured her.
‘Well, y’all talk about this and it’s obvious it affected y’all
deeply.’
‘Let’s just say not everyone was cut out for boarding school.’ I
answered.
‘At the time, growing up in Nigeria, boarding school was all the
rage,’ I continued. ‘Imagine not living with your parents at such a young
age, not under their watch, and assuming you can do what you like,
when you like. No adult looking over your shoulder all the time,
sneaking out for adventures, writing letters to girls and expressing your
heart’s desires. It was a fantasy we got sold by watching too much
television and listening to our older peers.’
‘I am not sure I would do boarding school again, to be honest,’
Patrick cut in.
I could tell the paediatrician in her was at work, listening to our
history, dissecting every word and phrase, examining our eyes, faces,
physique for relics of our youth that have not been discarded, for lines
of sorrow, furrows of despair. One could tell that she was loving and
caring, selfless and warm. My friend had married a good woman.
We left The Cedar Tree for The River Bar, a salsa club, only a
skip and hop away. Too much of everything else but salsa music that
night and so we left the club after a few dances. We walked back to my
hotel, but my friend and his spouse were refused entry.
‘After 11pm, no visitors, please,’ the concierge told us.
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I remember him, the tall, slim, likely Nigerian man who had
given me that knowing look earlier, those insomniac mornings I made
my way to the hotel gymnasium. He looked gestapo-like in his stance,
self-assured in his ability to uphold the rules at all costs. I could tell he
was not going to budge.
‘You can’t be serious.’ Patrick said to him with a quizzical look
on his face. ‘You mean if he,’ pointing at me, ‘wanted to bring a girl
over, you mean you would tell him this?’
‘No entry after 11pm for visitors. Those are the rules.’
We all went back to confer a bit. It was almost midnight and my
friends had a flight to catch the next afternoon. We had waited twentyfive years for this reunion, surely just hanging out together in the hotel
room was no crime. I was quite disappointed with the rules, after all we
were responsible adults, an engineer and two doctors. We were not riffraff or layabouts trying to disrupt the peace and we certainly were not
inebriated. Not being the confrontational type, I had to plead with my
friends to not take offence. We left for their hotel instead and
surprisingly, we were met with the same opposition by the concierge
there. It seemed there must have been some precedence set by godknows-who that mandated Dublin hotels to adopt this stance. Since
there was no good way of discerning who would or wouldn’t be unruly,
a blanket rule for everyone seemed to be the best possible thing.
Staying in the lobby was fine, but no movement for non-residents
beyond that point. There was even a checklist to confirm the occupants
of the rooms, and I am sure some identification would have been
required if any doubt arose.
We stayed in the lobby, recounting the experiences of the night,
and planning for the next day. They were flying to Berlin the next
morning, as part of their European holiday. Another good friend, Chris,
was going to be hosting them there. There were a few others in the
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brightly lit lobby, white fluorescent lights giving the illusion that night
did not exist. Everyone seemed awake, alive, expectant but we were
exhausted and it had started to show when I yawned half-sentence.
‘Hey,’ Patrick said. ‘Do you remember that picture we took
together back in school?’
'How could I forget one of the few pieces of evidence of my
terrible teenage fashion sense.' I laughed.
Patrick then proceeded to unearth the photo from the archives
of our youth. There it was, the year was 1991 and back in those days in
Nigeria, taking 'snaps' (photos) in the manner of R&B or rap stars was all
the rage. I remember we had sneaked out of school so that we could
devour another home-cooked meal at his parents’ house. Before getting
there, we detoured to a photo studio.
The studios in Zaria, Nigeria were not as prestigious and
pretentious as the ones down south in Lagos but we felt confident
enough with our outfits that we could make any studio, and
photographer, look good. In other words, we were doing them a favour,
so we thought. We struck a pose, something from a Boys 2 Men poster
perhaps, me leaning over Patrick’s right shoulder, left arm slightly bent
on my left hip and with my head slightly inclined inwards; he with his
left hand on his chin, like a funky version of Rodin’s Thinker, caught
between half-smile and half-grin. I remember I wore a green basketball
hat with the visor turned to my left, in protest of convention, so I
thought. I also had a red-patterned shirt and brown waist coat on, and
thank goodness my trousers were not caught in the picture. It is likely
they were Arabian pants à la MC hammer of the 1990s. Patrick looked
more preppy school boy and refined than I did. I have never forgiven
myself for that fashion faux pas.
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‘Let’s do it again, Dibs. Come on, Candace, help us take the
picture so we can do a then and now comparison,’ he rushed excitedly
to give her his phone to take the picture.
‘Oh, God.’
As much as I dreaded the photo, I was willing to make up for my
mistakes, 20 plus years later. This was at the Holiday Inn on Parnell
street, close to the Rotunda Hospital, where Patrick was born. I have
since learned that the hospital has been providing maternal and child
services for over 250 years. I could only see its façade as we walked past
that night, the dome-shaped design seemed inconsequential in the
dark, Dublin sky, subsumed by the music from afar and the bright lights
that led away from dingy corners to abandoned parkways.
The night progressed slowly, biding its time, stretching out the
moments we spent in each other’s company. Whispers wafted from the
others in the lounge, around, close by and far from where we were. It
was almost like the moment was held in a trance, perhaps time had
stood still, I thought, if only for the few minutes we would spend
reminiscing about the old days. It was not always pleasant memories,
recounting for example the bullying we experienced, or the flesh-marks
left on our tender skins by the callous horse whip from a senior’s hand.
We also remembered a few classmates who had died before they could
experience the vagaries of adolescence, and the emotional scars of
boyhood that have cicatrised. Yet there was more joy than sorrow,
more laughter than tears, camaraderie over discord, and a hope that
strengthened our resolve to see things through.
I walked back to my hotel. It was past midnight and some
revellers on O’Connell street had turned on to Parnell to continue their
reverie. The same concierge that had refused my friends’ entry saw me
and let me go through. I gave him a nod of recognition. He did not

37

Uzo Dibia

reciprocate. The indifference was contrived, I thought, but I did not see
the need to change his impression of me, whatever it was.
The lounge area of my hotel was empty, in sharp contrast to my
friends’ where, it seemed, no one wanted to sleep. Perhaps the policies
are similar but enforced differently. I cannot tell. But here I was. Alone. I
had not brought anyone home and as I got into the lifts leading to my
room, I could have sworn I caught a glimpse of the concierge smiling to
himself.
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VI
By the third day of the medical conference, I had come to the
conclusion that there was no such thing as Irish Luck. It is at best a
myth, a false hope in the company of perverse platitudes that promise
us gold at the end of rainbows or make us believe that clouds have
silver linings. This was my conclusion after a spate of disappointments.
I had spent my lunch break that afternoon away from the
conference centre, perambulating the streets of Dublin, in my quest to
discover (my third attempt at that) where James Joyce had lived. After
more than thirty minutes of searching, I was nowhere closer to its
discovery. Even though the concierge at my hotel (not the Nigerian one)
had carefully mapped out areas of my interest a few days earlier, and I
emphasised that finding Joyce’s house was a desideratum, much like the
desire for some to skydive or bungee jump, the instruction I received
was not helpful at all.
As I made my way down one of the busy main streets, I
observed the bronze statue of Daniel O’Connell, who championed
Catholic causes and Ireland’s emancipation from the United Kingdom. It
was a bold, impressive figure, the base of which was surrounded by
ladies with wings – Valkyries in my opinion, for what better way to
honour a national treasure than to evoke the fiery maidens of Nordic
lore, a reminder of Ireland’s Viking past. I was told that if I looked
closely, I would see bullet holes somewhere around its sides, relics of
the 1916 Easter uprising. However, some scantily clad youths sitting
around the statue precluded my desire for closer inspection.
I got to Temple Bar, just minutes from my hotel, that microcosm
of bohemia, culture and activity – a sea of consciousness, with pubs and
bars bristling with song, laughter and merriment. This area burned with
assuredness and purpose but there was also a hint of indecision,
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weariness and inertia. There were faces I saw, longing for some reprieve
from the presence of tourists and merrymakers, while some seemed
more oblivious to the goings on.
I observed the Smock Theatre on my left first, which first
opened its doors in 1662, but now it seemed so desolate, abandoned,
alone. Its doors were shut tight, yet I could have sworn I heard Samuel
Beckett in there, whispering to Godot that he is late. And moving on, I
reached Usher’s Island, a street flowing south as it accompanies the
Liffey river, the lifeblood of this city.
As I walked on, I became convinced that the Liffey was the
ocean on which my fate was predicated. Here I would find Ithaca,
Joyce’s home. But after more than thirty minutes of futile searching, I
concluded that the Sirens must have derailed my course, as I never
found the elusive Ithaca. It was not where the concierge said it would
be.
Disappointed, and having missed the start of the afternoon
lectures, I headed back to the Coke Bottle. I tried to console myself by
thinking that perhaps this was the Irish way, the long arduous journey
that seemed at first fruitless; this bold attempt to throw oneself into the
maws of the unknown. Perhaps it was this attitude that had steered the
Island throughout the course of its history. I have always wondered why
such a small country seemed to punch above its weight. It isn’t just pure
luck, I suspect, but an unwillingness to settle for the trite and easy, a
forbearance forged by centuries of oppression, manifested in their
attitudes towards everything. The tour guide who’d labelled me Leopold
Bloom, after he had listened to my predicament over failing to discover
Joyce’s house, did say that If I wanted to really appreciate Ireland as a
whole, and Dublin in particular, it would take time and patience. But I
only had five days to spend as a whole, and the first three had come and
gone.
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Dublin, I gathered, has become one of the biggest destinations
for tourism in Europe, evident in the way one jostled for elbow room as
you passed the teeming masses of humanity on the streets. The name
itself seems to be a corruption of a Nordic word, Dubh Linn, meaning
black pool. There is a deliberate attempt to preserve the old and
accommodate the new, like the old Georgian architecture right beside
twenty first century buildings. It would seem this was a metaphor for
the local Irish residents welcoming each new wave of immigrants from
all over the world.
I interacted with a few other tourists, mostly South Americans,
who seemed to be mainly from Brazil. There was Marcio, a young man
with a slight Humphrey Bogart mien, who had told me about his desire
to learn English and use his qualifications (I forget what he studied), and
how he had ended up in Ireland. I, in turn, described how Australia
came to be my home, after a few years in the United Kingdom, and
before that, Nigeria.
Another chap, Rodrigo, was part of the kitchen staff at my hotel.
He was Brazilian as well I found out, after mistaking him for a Spaniard
by asking, ‘De que pais usted?’
He gently motioned with his right hand, index finger to chest
wall, shaking his head from side to side, stating instead, ‘Brazil.'
‘Oh, Tudo bem?’ I shouted out; a bit embarrassed I had not
been able to intuit his origins.
‘Tudo bem,’ he replied and we struck up a conversation about
our differing emigration stories, our different roots; why Brazil retains
some aspects of the Yoruba culture from my place of birth; why the
English spoken in Ireland may differ from the English spoken in
Australia, a place he’d tried and failed to emigrate to; why he decided to
move to Ireland.
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Reflecting on that conversation now, there’s a common story
with all migrants: displacement and rediscovery. It does not have to be
a natural disaster, or forceful expulsion by unfavourable circumstances.
Even an unsettling desire for adventure or self-fulfilment, abandoning
what was for what could be, strongly resonates with how itinerant
people see the world. It is not particularly Irish but lends itself to a
certain Irish expression that has manifested itself in all corners of the
world – North America, South America, Africa, Europe, Antarctica.
EPIC, the migration museum of Ireland, waits patiently by the
north side of the Liffey river, as one turns left from O’Connell Street,
past the Custom House, and the Famine Memorial statues, depicting the
plight of the impoverished during the potato blight. Once inside the
museum, the curator’s hologram launches into a beautiful monologue
on the Irish experience of migration, and why, long after these shores
have been left behind, theirs, the Irish story, will always be a story
about a people constantly in flux, in search of some inner peace and
tranquillity, a space where one can truly be free. This almost seems like
a cleverly put together package of history, charm and, dare I say,
propaganda. Yet somehow, it works.
Dimly-lit alleyways guide you from point to point. At the first
stop, there’s a poster which reads, ‘Female Emigration, New South
Wales’ explaining how single women came to populate Australia, and
probably other parts of the British Commonwealth. The women had to
be between the ages of 15 and 30 years, and needed to be of ‘steady’
character, probably vetted by someone of good standing in the
community. Were they aware, I wondered, that some of the men they
were going to meet had probably not been vetted and scrutinised as
much as they, the women, were? Did they understand the perilous
journey being undertaken and the uncertainty that awaited?
The museum is deliberately set up to take you on a journey.
Mock passports are issued to each visitor, and every section of the
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museum has a mock immigration station, where each passport may be
stamped before moving to the next section. I imagined convicts from
the Commonwealth, and free citizens, leaving their homes and arriving
in distant lands, trying to make the best of themselves, like incessant
thoughts striving for the mind’s recognition. I saw someone’s brown
suitcase in a lonely corner, stuffed with pictures and bric-a-brac, the
only witnesses to a previous life. It belonged to an emigrant who had
made it to one of the British colonies. This was literally her life, in a
suitcase.
As one proceeds, one learns that the name Oliver Cromwell is
almost synonymous with genocide, that the cruelty and malevolence of
his campaigns birth some of the divisions that still exist in Ireland to this
day. Then there are people like Barack Obama, Ronald Reagan and John
Fitzgerald Kennedy, whose Irish roots contrast sharply with Ned Kelly,
the famous Australian outlaw, or Typhoid Mary, who was responsible
for one of the worst outbreaks of typhoid fever in New York city. And in
another room, a hidden projector displays images of writers who’ve
shaped Irish and Western literature – George Bernard Shaw, Samuel
Beckett, Seamus Heaney, William Butler Yeats, Oscar Wilde – writers
whose words continue to give new meaning and expression to a
language whose purveyors sought to decimate the Irish will. I loved a
particular line by Seamus Heaney, on a building at Trinity College:
History says, don’t hope
On this side of the grave.
But then, once in a lifetime
The longed-for tidal wave
Of justice can rise up
And hope and history rhyme.
I began to ponder over this isle of itinerants, resilient in the face
of so many tribulations, and wondered if I had some arcane connection
to this country, some renegade gene like the global superstar Rihanna,
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whose father is half Irish, but my genealogical roots all point back to
West Africa.
My earliest memories of Ireland are etched in a time of youth,
simplicity and innocence. Sister Mary Martin, a Dominican nun, was one
of my earliest catechism teachers in Lagos, Nigeria, growing up. She was
the epitome of grace, patience, kindness and warmth, unlike Sister
Bridget, who punished us if we failed to memorise certain verses or
forgot to observe certain rituals. Come to think of it, Sister Bridget was
British, and brutish, and that in itself was telling. Sister Mary Martin’s
softness was the antithesis to Bridget’s sternness. She, Sister Mary
Martin, represented all I thought was good, and once I found out about
where she was from, it was only natural that my ten-year-old self would
conflate Ireland and virtue.
Where is she now, I wondered: deceased, demented, or
relegated to oblivion in some nursing home back in Ireland? Would she
remember me, one of her most ardent pupils, if she saw me today?
What if I told her I hadn’t attended Mass in years but, like a half-torn
page holding on to the notebook of life, I still somehow held on to my
faith. Would she still be the same patient and forgiving woman I knew,
even now that I am no longer a child? What if I told her that some of the
tenets I learned from her still guide me to this day, even though it’s
been a while since I ate the bread and drank from the chalice, would she
approve of nominal Catholicism?
On leaving the museum that afternoon, the forecast predicted
mild and temperate weather, even though there was a light drizzle. My
cab driver, at first reticent, opened up a bit more when I engaged him
on where he was from, how long he’d lived in Dublin and if he had any
family here. And then, unexpectedly, he launched into a screed on what
he saw as a society in decay. He lamented the amount of tax he had to
pay as an honest, hardworking immigrant and denounced the entitled
Irish youths for being profligate, depraved and violent. Fatal shootings,
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once a rare occurrence, had been happening lately not far from the
hotel I was staying in, he said, and culpability was placed squarely at the
feet of this generation that failed to appreciate the sacrifices of its
forebears. Later, as I recalled that cab ride, an inscription at the Garden
of Remembrance came to mind:
We sent our vision aswim like a swan on the river
The vision became reality
Winter became summer
Bondage became freedom
And this we left to you as your inheritance
O generation of freedom remember us,
The generation of the vision.
Like a vesper I whispered the words to myself, then wondered
whether this wasn’t the same accusation levelled at every generation by
those who had come before – that the younger generation always failed
to uphold the previous generations’ values, negate their achievements,
and make a mockery of their sacrifices. But isn’t it also because of these
same sacrifices, that each generation gains its own traction and fashions
its own raison d’etre? Plaques and monuments are useful adjuncts to
unearth extant memories, because when those who witnessed a certain
historical process have long gone, these become the only evidence of
what they achieved, their life-stories in a brown, wooden box. I can only
hope that history does prove the cab driver wrong. Only time will tell.
It is worthwhile taking a bus tour around Dublin, to at least get a
cursory feel for the old city. One of the bus stops was just off Merrion
Square, where a statue of Oscar Wilde was on display. Where he lived
was just opposite, on the other side of the road, and I am sure had he
been alive, he would have found something witty to say about the
throngs of tourists taking selfies with his sculpted image. The way the
statue reclined on a carved-out rock, the flexed left knee, the red shawl
on the shoulder and smirk on the face, spoke to me about scepticism
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over the cult of hero-worship. He was certainly vain, yes, but even he
would have found this level of adulation quite troubling.
We passed Saint Patrick’s cathedral, an impressive piece of
gothic architecture, and I learned that Jonathan Swift was once its dean.
Who would have guessed that when he wrote Gulliver’s Travels, it was
meant to be a critique on the state of mankind at the time, not some
children’s fantasy book as it is often regarded nowadays? Interestingly
enough, he was also responsible for the first mental health institution in
Ireland, after a life-long struggle with Meniere’s disease, an ear problem
which manifests as deafness, vertigo and tinnitus. At the time, it was
thought to be a psychiatric condition. I laughed at this piece of trivia but
on closer dissection, I could appreciate the psychiatric underpinnings.
After all, wasn’t this the same ailment that led the president of a certain
country, only a few years ago, to seek treatment overseas, despite the
abundance of local expertise? Dean Swift, as he was called, was a
religious man, so the pervasive wisdom at the time must have been that
Meniere’s was a psychiatric ailment, not the machinations of
malevolent spirits that now plague the Pentecostal movement in African
churches.
Kilmainham gaol was another stop south of the river, once
home to famous political prisoners, like the leaders of the 1916 Easter
uprising who were executed there. It also served as one of the filming
locations for the original Italian Job movie, starring Michael Cain. I
listened to the guide’s commentary and couldn’t help but imagine how
its sad history weighed heavily like a lodestone on the neck of a nation. I
couldn’t bring myself to go in, imagining, as the audio-commentary
went on, what horrors it had housed, the voices it had silenced, and
how its cracked walls bore witness to a sordid reckoning. ‘Yet each man
kills the thing he loves,’ were Oscar Wilde’s words, in a different time, a
different gaol, but no less pertinent to all forms of incarceration.
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Kilmainham has since been decommissioned as a prison but it still
houses unpleasant memories.
Later that night as I packed my things in preparation for the long
flight back to Brisbane, the thought of readjusting to yet another time
zone after less than a week filled me with dread. I looked down at the
luggage bag I initially travelled with, which had been destroyed in the
course of my trip. I realised when I picked it up, that several layers of
sticky tape had been wound around it, to hold the contents together. I
ended up purchasing another bag, an unplanned expense. Prior to that,
the flight from Heathrow to Dublin had been delayed by an hour, which
meant that when I eventually arrived in Dublin, it was too late to go out
and buy dinner. And while I had ensured that the hotel I booked had
been recommended, and subsidised, by the conference planners, it
seemed the hotel management was still stuck in the Georgian mindset
that conceived it over two hundred years ago – room service had to be
paid by cash or card, not charged to one’s room; the waiter, as if giving
an ultimatum, looked at his watch and stated that in an hour he would
be coming back for the food tray. Then the television set, a flat screen
with poor reception, looked like it would benefit from a Kung fu kick to
get it to work properly.
My flight was eight the next morning, a Monday. I had been
warned that traffic to the airport on Mondays was not something I
would be keen to experience and so I continued packing. I was tired but
grateful for the experience of Ireland, even if fleeting; for the
opportunity to have reunited with old friends and made new ones; for
the chance to have reconnected with memories of my Catholic
upbringing; for the sombre lessons in colonial history; for the Irish
writers whom I have read, and some I sought to emulate; for Sister
Mary Martin, wherever she may be.
And if you are ever at the James Joyce centre on North Great
George’s street, you may see a haiku from Stephen Fry, etched on a
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small copper plaque, amongst all the other plaques of known and
unknown voices, in a quiet room adjoining the main centre. You may
even see these lines I pegged:
Endlessly
The day stretches
Like a tired lover’s arms
Weary of this moment.
Lines written on a copper plate, lending credence to the fact
that even words deserve cenotaphs to preserve their memories. And if
you do not find them there, then they must have suffered an unenviable
fate, squashed up and tossed into an unmarked bin of a grave, their
very existence denied before they came into fruition.
I checked my watch now and it was close to 8pm. I had almost
finished packing. I would leave the destroyed bag in the hotel room but
would alert the staff to help me get rid of it. I looked outside my
window and realised it was starting to get dark. There was a lone figure
walking to a paid parking spot. The temperature outside had fallen.
Tomorrow I will be on my way back to Australia. In less than an hour,
the waiter would be coming back for his tray.
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About Fortunate Traveller
Fortunate Traveller is committed to publishing and promoting
nonfictional, itinerant narratives. We believe in travel, and its
transformational and enlightenment value, when combined with a
responsibility to represent people and places ethically and thoughtfully.
We encourage cosmopolitanism and people who travel, have distinct
experiences and bring back their narratives.
We believe true travel can be much more than just being away
or on vacation. We are as curious about places and spaces ordinarily
perceived as just representations or ideas on the atlas as we are curious
about destinations that are thought of as being well-trodden. We are
characterising these places and bringing them alive through the
narratives of travellers, road-trippers, hikers, seafarers who have gone
on journeys and have experienced something different and unique they
would like to share.

Connect with us for more:
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, SoundCloud, YouTube
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Other Fortunate Traveller Titles
Government Pikin: An Anthology of NYSC Travels Vol 1 ed by
Sami Tunji and Sanusi Anselm
'What we have here in this collection then is a record of these pieces of
movement: dozens of young Nigerians making the first incursions into a
new space, through this particular programme, and discovering more
than just the new places and the stories it brought, but parts of
themselves. There are not many of these stories that get set down, but
which older Nigerians will continue to tell their descendants at home as
part of their coming into adulthood. There is value in that, as much as
there is in this printed account from these contemporary writers.' –Kọ́lá
Túbọ̀ sún, author of Edwardsville by Heart
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In the Jaws of Soton Central by Ranka Primorac
'We begin where we are, as Czesław Miłosz once observed, in the maws
of life, as Dubravka Ugrešić more specifically observed, and we make of
our lives what we will. The practiced love of travel will come to some of
us as seasons of life turn, for some of us it will be the vicarious pleasure
of places far away and long ago where echoes of Dambudzo Marechera
and the apertures of Ranka Primorac furnish virtual company. Whatever
our lot, we can learn a little more about ourselves, about others, about
this one world in which we have the good fortune of sharing
experiences with others. We can learn a little bit more about the
examined life and how travel aids or undermines it. The imagination is
stirred in the recollections of Ranka Primorac here contained and the
surprises there makes it doubly worthwhile to go where she leads.' –
Tade Ipadeola, author of The Sahara Testaments
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A Handbook on Travel Writing
Travel writing is many things to different writers; but what does it mean
to actually travel and explore both landscapes and people, how does a
writer bring back a narrative from their journey and set it down
thoughtfully and ethically; what opportunities are in the genre and how
can a writer harness them? Can travel writing tell the stories of the
dispossessed and those who have little say over where they travel, as
well as the stories of those who are privileged to travel where they
please? These and many more questions peculiar to the genre of travel
writing are what our facilitators – Emmanuel Iduma, Rebecca Jones,
Kọ́lá Túbọ̀ sún, Ranjit Hoskote, Kene Nwatu – discussed in our online
travel writing masterclass.
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