The Girl Who Could Be Anything
Today I am going to tell you a story that I know you will never believe. I have kept it to myself for so long but it’s killing me on the inside. My name is John and I am a man of 35 years. I used to work in corporate from the age of 21, and life was good. Much better than good. I had everything a man my age or any other age for that matter would wish for. But the problem is that when we get something we think we really wanted, we realize that we need more. That is exactly what I thought. 
I lived in a penthouse by myself. I am something of a ladies’ man so I slept with hundreds of women at that penthouse. Light, dark, plump, skinny, stupid, smart, all kinds of women you can think of. But that void in my heart was never filled, no matter how much I pampered myself with material possessions. Then I watched the film, ‘Fight Club’, and for some reason, I knew instantly that it was talking to me specifically. I was not happy. I had my family alright; my parents and my four siblings, whom I loved dearly. But sometimes you realize late that no matter how much love we get from outside, it can never trigger the love from inside, and well, the love from inside is what fills your face with life and vibrance. 
So, one day, I told the man to go to hell and I checked out of my penthouse to go and chase the sunset or butterflies. Just anything. I needed to chase anything. And I did. I moved from city to city, town to town, village to village, mountain to mountain, until I reached a village in Africa, in a country called Tanzania. That is where I met her. 
By the time I had stayed up to 60 African villages, each for at least 1 week. I had learned a few languages up to the intermediate level so I could ask for directions if I needed, and most of them understood English. 
So when I met her, I knew a few words in Swahili, more like 20 words, and that was it. So of course, I jumped at the opportunity and greeted her,
	“Jambo msichana?”
	She greeted me back, but in a Swahili that I didn’t understand. She was dirty and in tattered clothes, but her eyes had something in them that I didn’t understand at the moment but it drew me in. The eyes are the window to the soul, but hers was not a window, more like a never-ending hole. 
I didn’t know anyone in this village and I was very tired so I sat down next to her, removed my dust-stricken boots, and unbuttoned a couple of my shirt buttons. I then opened my backpack, removed a pack of cigarettes, a bottle of water, and my last four slices of bread. The entire time, the girl’s eyes were fixated on me, alternating between my eyes and the contents of my backpack. 
By the looks of her lips, she was thirsty so I handed her my water and the slices of bread, which she took without hesitation, and started devouring it. I took a lighter from my side pocket and lit my cigarette, and she turned to look at the smoke that was coming from my mouth.
Strangely enough, she didn’t close her nose with her clothes like the little girls and boys I had met in the villages of Africa. I think they were taught in school that passive smoking was a thing or something.
The girl looked at the smoke in awe as if she had never seen something like that before. She wanted to touch the cigarette so I let her, she just looked it and then smelled it, and then gave it back to me. She then continued eating her slices. 
That gave me the time to look at this village. I had come to learn that if you just sit down somewhere quietly and closely watch people, you will know who the richest one is, the wisest one, the mad one, and the young man with all the girls. I looked around and all I could see were kids playing football made from used paper bags, a skill I had come to possess. There were women in stalls crawled across the road at indefinite intervals. There were motorbikes packed at a shade; the most used mode of transport in these parts of the world. 
Before I could scan the area further, the girl started touching my boots, removing the dust with the hem of her sweater. Her sweater was much dustier than my boots, but it’s the thought that counts. I let her do her thing, since she finished the boots and started working on my brown cargo pants. It has been days since I changed, so let her fill it with dust then I would just find a river later and wash it. 
She was dying to have a conversation with me but I had used up all my 20 Swahili words that I had safely secured in my arsenal, and so we started using sign language instead. 
Whoa! The girl was much more fluent than I in sign language, an anachronism that I had never experienced in all the places I had visited. Most people’s sign language started from the middle finger and ended in thumbs up, but not this mysterious girl. My interest was officially piqued.
I asked her where her parents were, at the hope that I would secure a hot meal for the evening, but she told me she had none. I wasn’t surprised because in these parts if one lost their parents, the uncles and aunts would jump at the opportunity to take them. She told me that she had nobody.
	“So where do you live?”
	“Nowhere. I came to this village two days ago.” She said in sign language.
	“So where are you going?” I asked her. Silence. 
She just stared at me in my eyes, and I felt the same strangeness that I felt before. 
Let me ask again. In a different way. I thought.
	“Where have you slept in the past two days?” I asked her.
	“Here.”
	“In this village? Duh. I am asking where exactly.” I said, laughing. She joined in and then with a straight face, she answered, “Here, under this tree.”
	“What? The cold would have killed you.” I said looking at her clothes. She had sat down like the monks do, with both legs bent at the middle as if trying to meditate. 
	“I can’t walk.” She told me, pointing at her legs, which were not visible but I could see her knees due to her short dress. 
	“Jesus! I am so sorry for asking you too much questions. So how did you get here?” I have learned that when you find any person with disability, if you treat them with too much empathy, you elicit the same emotional responses like the person who looks down upon them. The best way is to treat them just like you would a normal person. 
She smiled, revealing perfectly white teeth that I never had and I used to visit my dentist every week. Well, part of it was to sleep with her but you get the point.
	“With my legs, silly!”
	“But you can’t walk. You just said that.” I said, flabbergasted. 
	“Ever heard of crawling?” She asked. 
Note that I am trying to make her conversation appear as conversational and goofy as possible because that is how she looked to me even if she used sign language. She was a person who could speak, so her facial expressions were on point.
	“Yes, but you could have just said you crawled here.” I said, attempting to be funny.
She looked at me with a changed facial expression, “That is not funny, old man!”
	“Oh my God! I am so sorry; I didn’t mean to make you feel bad.” I said, remorsefully.
	“Anyway, let’s go to the other side of the tree, the shed has moved.” She said, with indifference in her face.
	“Yes, please.” I said throwing my boots to the other side of the shed, which was just three or four meters away. I then stood up, put my pack of cigarettes in my chest pocket and picked up my backpack. I waited for her to crawl to that other side first before I could go. It never hurts to be a gentleman.
As I waited, I thought it best for me to pretend to look at the sunset so that she can crawl and then I would join her.
	Suddenly, I felt a sharp slap on my right calf, “Gotcha!”
Come on! I looked back and there she was. Standing. Looking at me with giggly eyes. 
	“You can stand…” I didn’t know what else to say. 
	“No, I can’t.” This girl jokes too much. I thought to myself, but I still wasn’t certain that she could walk.
She grabbed my backpack and ran to the shed, then sat down in the same manner that she was seated when I found her. Wow. I didn’t talk much afterwards, firstly because I took a short nap, and secondly because I was starting to have my doubts about the girl. 
I woke up at almost sundown, awakened by my bad dreams, which had become a constant thing in the past few days. As usual, I lit my cigarette then took a look around. The good thing with African villages is that thievery was never an option. They were even more religious than the white people who brought them Christianity. 
I didn’t see the girl, but my backpack was still there. Ooof! Thank God.
The next step of course was to make sure that I had secured a place to sleep. African villages don’t have lodgings, and so I had to find a home that was kind enough to take a person of my color for the night.
I followed a rough road that was so red with soil, took a few left turns, then saw a river. I dipped myself in cold water for the first time in a few days. God! Was it rejuvenating. I just had to make sure that my clothes were within my reach lest cheeky boys took them and ran away, something that had happened to me quite a few times. 
I found another man, lying by the side of the road, and I took it upon myself to wake him up. He was shit-faced drunk of course, something that was not an uncommon in these areas.
I tried to wake him up but he kept saying words that I didn’t understand so I let the man be, something I had learnt from my drunk days. 
This whole time I was still scared because I didn’t have a place to sleep. The people of this village were not that friendly to strangers, a rare occurrence in the villages I had visited before.
I opened my pack of cigarettes and lit another one as I made my way back to the village center. The atmosphere was welcoming, the sky was blue, and the baby moon shone as brightly as it could. Within a few minutes, I was back at the village center, took a few coins and bought a bottle of water and some bread at the only shop at the locale.
With my black appearance, none of these people cared where I came from. I was born in Nairobi but my parents relocated to America when I was barely a year old. That explained my African name and my complexion, but I had since developed an American accent. Nevertheless, it was easier for me to learn the African languages than most people. 
I had nowhere else to go and so I went back to the only place I felt was safe. Back to the tree.
To my utter surprise, there sat the girl from earlier. In the same clothes, but much more vibrant than she was. 
	“Isn’t it late for you to be seated here?” I asked her.
	“I sleep here. I told you that.” She spoke.
	“Forgive me if I don’t trust your words.” We were struggling to communicate via sign language because of the overwhelming darkness that threatened to engulf the place. 
I just sat a few meters away from her, divided the slices of bread into two and gave her the other half. I tossed her the bottle of water as I drank from my other bottle I had refilled it at the stream. 
 I smoked a few other cigarettes while she just sat there, watching me as I did. I didn’t even try to talk to her, she was starting to piss me off, especially with her earlier stunt. The village was now calm, with only the sound of crickets and the distant barking of dogs being the only things we heard. 
The girl started snoring, all the while just seated with no form of support. I found that really strange, but I just kept smoking. It was beginning to get cold, so I contemplated for almost ten minutes whether to give out my Maasai shuka in favor of the strange girl. At the end of it all, I crawled and covered the girl with the shuka, who had rolled herself into a ball by then, probably because of the chilling cold. 
I don’t remember the time that I finally fell asleep as I was thinking about my life, the villages I wanted to visit before I went back home to see my family, who I had never talked to ever since I left.   
I woke up from a violent dream, opening my eyes only to be met with an animal that looked like a wolf of some sort. It didn’t look threatening at all, and it was looking at me as if it knew me. My first instinct was to secure the girl and then find my backpack in order to take my pocket knife and face this mighty beast. 
To my utter shock or disappointment, I only saw the shuka that I had given her earlier, and shivers ran down my spine. Could it be that she ran away after seeing the beast? I looked at my backpack, it was just about 6 feet away from me, and the beast was about 8 meters away from where I stood. 
It just kept fixated on my movements. I had learned that animals don’t like sudden movements, as sudden movements are registered as predatory gestures, and that was never good. I moved slowly, one step at a time toward my backpack, with my eyes fixed at the animal, just in case I had to run for dear life. I reached for the backpack, but I had to open a couple of zips before I could access the knife, and the sound made by the first zip caused the animal to make a shrieking sound, causing me to throw the backpack in its direction as I retreated in the opposite direction.
I was not a cowardly man; I have a number of instances where I was quite brave. Even so, I am not an athletic man that can kill a wolf with his bare hands. So, whenever a chance for me to retreat presents itself, I tend to use it. I ran for what was close to 100 meters, I was feeling like Usain Bolt for a moment there. I looked back for the first time since I started running, but the animal was nowhere to be seen.  Well, this is strange. 
I caught my breaths for a few minutes, then scanned around me for a piece of stick that was sturdy enough to fight off such an animal, then I made my way back to my tree. I was scared for the little girl, asking myself where she had disappeared to the entire time. 
There she was, with the shuka I had given her, fast asleep. I was dumbfounded, but at the same time I was relieved because of the little girl. I didn’t bother talking to her, I was too tired for a PR stunt. I then had a violent dream and I woke up again, and it was too bright for my eyes to see. It was already morning and the shiny African sun was already bragging about its majestic appeal.
Looking at the girl, I couldn’t see her. The shuka was there alright. I could see a half-eaten bread scattered a few meters away. I wasn’t surprised, the girl was beginning to piss me off with her mystery. 
I looked around, and people were already busy with their day, most of them stealing suspicious glances in my direction. I knew right there and then that my stay in this strange village has come to an end. I already knew my next stop, which was to board a bus and head to the nearest town. I craved some beer, and these villages didn’t have any. 
I didn’t even bother to wash my face because there was a public well down the road just before the bus stop. I lit another cigarette and then headed down the road, all the while replaying the events of the previous night, but no right answer was forthcoming. What did I miss?
	“Hey there sir?” A deep voice beamed. It was a relief to hear someone talk in perfect English for once. “Hi. How are you?” I asked. “You look tired. No sleep?” Well, this is interesting. The voice was both commanding and old at the same time. I turned around to face this enigma of a person, and I saw an old man, who was well-dressed, with a somewhat upright posture for his age. 
	“Forgive me, I should introduce myself. My name is Jaali Baraka. You are?” He said, looking at me straight in the eyes.
“Well, nice to meet you Mr. Baraka. My name is John Gitau.” I answered.
“How comes you have a name that sounds Kenyan? I was in Kenya for almost 30 years so I know a lot about their names.” My interest was now piqued. 
“My parents are Kenyan, but they relocated to the United States for work when I was an infant. That’s why.” I said, eagerly waiting for his reply. 
“Well, that is good to know, so where to next?” 
I didn’t see the need nor the urgency to answer that question, so I diverted.
“There was a little girl who was staying under that tree from yesterday. Have you seen her?” I asked. The look on the man’s face was worth a million bucks because his eyes seemed like they were popping out of their sockets, then coupled with his wrinkled face, he looked like those scary people who usually tell scary stories in horror movies. 
“Have you?” I asked again, shifting the balls of my feet, overwhelmed with both disappointment and intrigue. 
“Are you sure you saw a girl under that tree?” Of course I was, what was he talking about?
“Absolutely.” I responded.
“I don’t think you did because the only girl who used to stay under that tree disappeared about 20 years ago. People tell tales of how the Chief’s eldest daughter disappeared under that tree. She was a cripple, and so during a storm, lightning struck her down while she was seated under that tree.” He said, unsure of whether to continue or not. It was now my turn to make scary faces, and the old man took it as a cue to continue. 
“A long time ago, about 20 years ago, that tree was used by the village to hold public meetings and celebrations owing to its majestic branches which sheltered people from the scorching sun. The chief chaired most of those meetings of course. He had a daughter of about 12 years old, who was a cripple, and frankly enough, he didn’t like her that much. She was very observant, and so she attended most meetings, taking her place a few meters from her father’s seat. On that fateful day, thunder was threatening to blow people’s ears off and so they all retreated to the nearest shelter, the chief and his wife included. Once they had reached that old shop you see there, it then occurred to them that the chief’s crippled daughter was still under the tree. By that time, it was raining cats and dogs, just so you get the idea. The chief’s wife wanted to rush back and carry her, but it was obvious to everyone that she was too frail for such a huge task. The thunder had now changed to extreme lightning with those sparks and flashes too bright to make one blind. The chief had to restrain his wife from going back, and that is when it happened. Lighting struck the girl as she was struggling to crawl in the rain towards the shelter. Everyone closed their eyes, as it is bad luck to look at lightning when it strikes a person, and once they opened them, well, the girl was nowhere to be seen, and the heavy rain stopped suddenly. A few seconds later, the sun shone so brightly, and everyone rushed to their homes to shelter themselves from the intense sun. This village experienced drought for two good years, and then everything returned to normal, but the chief’s daughter was never found. So, I ask, where did you say you saw the girl again?” The old man stopped, then shifted all his attention on me. I was very terrified, because if at all the old man’s story was true, then I just slept next to a real-life ghost. 
“I saw her, but she wasn’t crippled. Well, at first, she told me she was, but later on I found out she could walk.” I told the old man. 
He just looked at me like I was a mad man, and then told me to travel safely to wherever I was going. Deep down, I could feel the old man believed me. Old men tend to believe almost everything because of how long they have lived and how much they have seen. If only we could live long enough, we would realize that nothing is truly impossible. 
I was now even much more confused that I didn’t even want to leave that place. What if the story was true? Of all the African and Asian villages that I had visited, none of them had strange stories like that, not that recent at least. I turned back and went to the shop from yesterday, bought a loaf of bread and some milk, then I went back to my tree. 
A few minutes later, the girl emerged from behind the tree, the mischievous look on her face creeping me out. I gave her a half of my loaf and then gave her the entire packet of milk, all the while I was shivering from the story. 
I decided to hit the nail in the head and asked her, this time using English. I knew she wouldn’t understand English but it was nice to say the question out loud. 
“I know about the lightning.” I broke the silence. I had come to believe strange stories like that because things are never what they seem, and the girl was peculiar enough.
“Who said that?” She asked, in an accent that was pure and clear, in a voice that was soothing and calm. I was now shaking in my insides since I could feel my intestines moving and my hair stretching themselves with a shiver racing up and down my spine. Who knew this mystery girl could speak English?
“You speak English.” I said, with some scratches in my voice. If I had any doubt before about the old man’s story, now I was entirely convinced. 
“Yes.” She answered coming nearer to where I was. She just sat there, looking at the fruits of the tree that were visible. 
“Why would you let me struggle with sign language when you could speak the entire time?” I was now furious. 
“You assumed I couldn’t speak. That’s none of my concern.” She was so calm, looking at me penetratingly when she spoke the entire time.
“So is it true then, that you were the chief’s daughter?” I asked her, looking at her deep in the eyes this time.
“What do you think?”
“I think it is true. An old man told me.”
“Old men speak of strange things; doesn’t make them true.”
“Where then do you come from?”
“I think you have the answer to that.”
“I don’t, that’s why I am asking.”
“I thought you said you believed the old man. Now you don’t?”
“I don’t know what to believe.”
“Let’s say it is true that I was struck by lightning. What would be your next question?”
“Where have you been the last 20 years? Why show yourself to me of all people?”
“That is not one question. Besides, how sure are you that all these are not in your head? I noticed you have trouble sleeping, maybe you are under so much stress that the line between reality and illusion has blurred for you.” She said, finishing up on the packet of milk, making a whizzing sound as she tried to suck all the milk from the packet.
“So, you are trying to say that you are in my head?”
“I didn’t say that, you did.”
“If someone were to come here, would they see you?” I asked, curious for her answer.
“It depends with you.”
“With me? That doesn’t even make sense.”
“We create our own reality, if you truly feel something is real, then it is. At least for you. We can’t create reality for other people. Just for ourselves. So whether someone would see me or not is entirely up to you, for I am your own creation.” She was now lying on her back, playing with her hands. The mischief in her face was still there, as if she was enjoying tormenting my mental compass. 
“Now you are just trying to be a philosopher. Why are you never serious even for once?” My voice was shaking again, from an unexplainable anger that I didn’t even understand where it came from.
“My parents left me to die, and I was feeling helpless until a powerful being came to rescue me from the overwhelming cold, loneliness, and fear. Now, I am free to be whatever I choose.” She spoke. For a moment, I was both excited and scared.
“Yes! I knew the old man was right. Was that you yesterday? The animal?”
“Maybe. Maybe not.”
“So why me? Does everyone who come to this tree see you?”
“Of course not. If they did, they would have cut down this tree and banish me forever.”
“So why me?”
“You won’t stay in this village for long. Everyone you tell this story to will think you are crazy. The odds are in my favor.” She laughed sarcastically.
“Fair point. So can you be anything you want to be?”
“Maybe.” She wasn’t very certain, and I sensed that maybe she was just taking me for a ride.
“Don’t you feel lonely? Being trapped in this tree alone?”
“Being trapped is a relative term. I am free to be whatever I want, I can take any form I want, who cares if I have to stay in this tree forever? I am freer than you who has traveled half the world.” She said, with sadness in her eyes.
“So can you really be anything you want or are there limits?”
“I can be any animal, any storm, any object, I can’t be the sun or the moon, or a lake or an ocean, but I can be a star, a breeze, wind, and many others.” 
“That’s cool. Don’t you get lonely sometimes?”
“I am always alone but I am not lonely. Just like the sun, do you think it is lonely? It doesn’t have to talk to anyone as long as it is doing its purpose. It wasn’t created to interact with people so it doesn’t know what loneliness is. Do you feel lonely?”
“Me? Hell no. I chose this life because my previous one wasn’t fulfilling. Yes, it requires me to travel alone most of the times, but it is not an obligation, it is something I have to do, and something I find immense satisfaction in”
“I think you are lonely. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be talking to you.”
“What does that even mean?”
“I only appear to people who have a void in their hearts, people who feel like they deserve better than what life gave them, dreamers. They are more open to strange stories, and they can believe anything as long as it gives them an illusion of freedom. Ever since I was in this tree, none like those ever came. You are my first.”
“I had a void in my heart, when I was in America. I have since filled it with true freedom by traveling the world.”
“You haven’t. Do you intend to travel the world all your life? You claim that you won’t marry because you are not a loving man and yet your heart is full of compassion.”
“Now you are just saying things. I didn’t even tell you that I don’t want to marry.”
“I can assume any form, including getting under your skin and into your head. You have a kind heart, that’s why you were kind to me and so many others. You gave out all your accumulated wealth to your mother, but even so, you still wish you would have helped her more. You miss your family members deeply. If you can love your family, what twisted your mind into thinking you can’t love your wife and kids?” She said, shifting her body to face me.
“All my past relationships failed terribly.”
“You of all people should know not to let your past define your present. I know that too well I suppose.”
“Tell me how it’s like. Are you like a ghost? A wandering spirit?”
“I didn’t die when that lightning struck me. I just disappeared into another realm.”
“Isn’t that the same as dying?”
“Apparently not since you can see and talk to me. Spirits can’t be touched, at least in African folklore. The have certain powers but not like the ones I possess.”
“Have you ever met your parents ever since the incident?”
“All the time, from this tree I can see everything. Sometimes I take the form of running rainwater and I see my mother and my brothers, my father died. Sometimes I take the form of a cat and I wander up to my father’s stead. I miss them so much, even though they don’t.”
“Are you mad at them and this village?”
“What if I am mad? Will that bring back the cripple that the village hated? I have thought of revenge, and I would be well within my rights to do so, but the long drought killed hundreds, and I can’t imagine something like that ever again. Sometimes the only choice we have is to forgive so that our lives can move forward.”
“I am really sorry.” I said, feeling sorry for the girl. She was very frail in body but she had the wisdom of an old man. We talked for hours, asking her strange questions, and she answered all of them sincerely according to my understanding. She even demonstrated how she could change her form from one creature to another; she could even change her form to the tree itself, and it was fascinating. It was getting dark, and I hadn’t even smoked a single cigarette. This was interesting. 
“I should find something for us to eat.” I said, getting up.
“What do you want to eat today?” She asked curiously.
“Well, this village shop only has bread and milk.”
“That’s not what I meant. Which food do you miss the most?”
“Ooh. I miss my mother’s cooking. Every holiday, she would make us roasted turkey, some tamales, fried French beans, and some rice. It was nothing fancy, but I remember it was delicious.”
“Then that’s what you’ll have tonight.”
“Can you also teleport? How would you even know where my mum lives? The difference in time zones, it is morning there.”
“Watch and learn, old man. Watch and learn. Any favorite wine?”
“I prefer whiskey, wine is for women and tyrants of the past.”
I wasn’t sure what the girl was up to, but I sure was eager to see what she planned to do next, so I fixated my eyes on her. I wanted to see her disappear, and for how long. She disappeared alright, but I didn’t see her for what seemed like three minutes. On my back, I could feel something hot, like a fire was burning two meters away from me, so I looked back, only to see the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen in my entire existence.
There she was, a very beautiful woman of African descent, with her long and dark hair, white dress, with a beautiful smile. She was seated on a chair, and there was another chair opposite her. Between her, there was a perfectly made table, with roasted turkey, rice, French beans, some fruits, tamales, and a bottle of whiskey. 
“Don’t just stand there, join me.” Said the pretty lady.
“Is that still you?”
“I disappeared 20 years ago while 12 years ago. Did you expect me to stay the same?”
Well, she was beautiful. More beautiful than any African woman I had ever laid my eyes on, but she is just a child, and a spirit too. Or a ghost. Whatever she was, this table was set too romantically, and I had to set things straight.
“You know we can’t. right?”
“Jeez, you are so cocky. You are not my type anyway. I just figured it would be nice if you had dinner with a woman for once.”
“You have a type? I thought you were 12 years old who was hated by everyone.”
“Now you are pushing it.” She said, laughing. This girl was way different than the little girl. She was more mature, she wasn’t as creepy, and she was even much funnier. The food tasted exactly like my mother’s food did, and the whiskey exactly like the one I used to steal from my father’s work clothes when he used to come home drunk. The conversations were stimulating, and once we had finished, we drank the bottle of whiskey which kept refilling itself, and smoked too many cigarettes to my lungs’ disappointment. I don’t remember how we slept, but I woke up around 7am, and my head was pounding like a drum. The hangover was too much. I looked around for my new friend, but she wasn’t there. Little girl? I called. No answer. 
I nursed my hangover for six hours and I was feeling a little better, but the girl was nowhere to be found. I took my backpack, opened it to take a cigarette, and there it was. The bottle of whiskey from last night. It was full and new. Wrapped around was a piece of paper, a sticky note, and there were some words written on it:
	“It was a pleasure hanging out with you. You are very compassionate. Your family would be lucky to have you, don’t deny them that luck. We shall never meet again, but I can be anything so I will be everywhere. You’ll find what you’re looking for, and that void will be filled. Safe travels.
P.S: You are exactly my type.
Tamima.”
I hate to admit it but sadness engulfed me. I had become too attached to the little girl or the pretty lady, the lines had blurred, but they were both enigmatic. The note had some finality within it and I was sure as day that I would never meet the girl again, and so my time to travel to the next village had come. 
I took a few shots of the whiskey and I felt normal again. You put out fire with fire, I was told. I washed my face with a bottle of water that I bought at the shop, said my goodbyes to a few people who had seen me, and then I made my way to the bus stop. 
Just before reaching the bus stop, I saw a familiar person. Mr. Bakari Jaali, the old man who had told me about the girl. I wanted to tell him that his story was true, and that the girl was at peace. He wouldn’t believe me anyway, but it would be nice for him to know that at least someone believed him.
“Mr. Bakari, how are you?” I shouted as I tapped his shoulder.
He turned around, looked at me and said nothing. 
“It’s John, from yesterday. Remember?” He just looked at me, confused.
A young man was passing by and saw my futile attempts and came to my rescue. 
“Hi, how are you?” He asked.
“Hey man, I am good.” I answered.
“He is blind, and he can’t speak. He was in the army; he just came back home without his eyesight.” He told me.
“But I talked to him yesterday. His name is Jaali Baraka.” I was now even much more confused.
“There is no one like that in this village. Jaali Baraka is our President, maybe you read it on the papers.” Oh my God. I felt like I was running crazy. 
“Thank you, sir, can you point me to the bus station?” I asked him.
“You are in luck; I am going that way. Joining university in the city.”
“Congratulations. What are you going to study?”
“Corporate finance. I want to work in the corporate world, have cars, live in penthouses and the likes.”
“Sounds like a good plan. I wish you luck.”
We walked with the young man, who was about nineteen. At the time I was twenty-nine years old. He was very curious about the countries I had visited, and I did everything I could to satisfy his curiosity amidst my own inner turmoil. 
I kept thinking about my conversations with Tamima, the void she was talking about, and I made a decision. I am going back home to see my family. I hadn’t been back home since I was twenty-four years old. It was time. 
I went to Julius Nyerere International Airport in Dar es Salaam, which is the capital city of Tanzania; went through the customs, and soon as I was boarding. I was on air for almost 12 hours because there were no direct flights to my home town. 
The entire 12 hours I spent thinking about my family. My mother was a very devoted Christian of Catholic denomination. She made sure that all of us would go to church, something that my four siblings obeyed to the latter. I was the slippery one; she never knew where she stood with me. When I was young, I didn’t talk much, I didn’t react much to her criticisms. My mother is somewhat a perfectionist so she made sure that we all exhausted our potential. Myself on the other hand, I am not one to follow instructions that well. Sure, I love rules but only when I have made them myself. My childhood was categorized by a lot of reading, that is why school was never an issue with me because I was always a top student. My elder brother was the complete opposite of me because he was loud, followed my mother’s ideals to the latter, and didn’t do that well in school. 
He got married when he was exactly 24 years, got three sons by the time he was 30 and he was a respected man in our hood because of his oratory skills and his empathy towards other people. So when I got the job in corporate, my parents knew that for once, I had agreed to subscribe to their teachings and got a job. They wanted me to get married by 24 like my elder brother and they didn’t hide it. I was very secretive because even while in high school, I never brought a girl home, and both my siblings and parents thought I was weird. Let’s not even talk about my friends and classmates.
The corporate job was everything a young person could ask for. The pay was extremely amazing, and being smart, the workload was easy too. I had enough time for myself, which I used by sleeping with anything that passed in front of me. At first, I used to go home on weekends but I soon changed it to monthly and then to once a year. I never hated my parents and siblings, they were good people. It’s just that they failed to understand me, and while I never doubted their love for me, I thought they were too overwhelmingly concerned with the little things. In other words, you could say that they were quite a petty bunch, and it sure came in handy when I started sleeping my life away because most of the women I met were petty themselves.
I kept thinking about how old my brother’s sons were by then. They looked like me, maybe because I looked like my elder brother. They loved me, since I was the least strict out of all my siblings. I found a way to make things chill, however hard it seemed. I had missed them.
What about my mother? Was she okay? And my father? He was not a great father as such because he was drunk most of my life so he didn’t talk to any of us unless he was arguing with mum or shouting at us for every tiny thing that we had done wrong. His health was also not that great, so I didn’t know how he was doing by now. 
I was jolted back to reality by the voice over, announcing that we had reached our destination and we should be alighting shortly so we had to fasten our seat belts. I took my backpack, which was filled with African books and artefacts that I was given as a gift by the people of all those villages I had stayed at. I had at least one thing for all my family members, unless some had been born or others had passed on to the next phase of life. To top it all off, I had a ton of stories for anyone who would listen and my younger brother, who was quite young when I left and I had admired his empathy towards me and other people. 
The city of Toledo was just like I had left it 5 years ago. It seemed like the only changed element was myself. I was now very lean and strong. I could run a marathon and still offer to run another one, only that I wasn’t as fast as those Kenyan marathoners. I had a full beard now, mostly from staying in cold areas and spending my night in the coldest terrains of the Asian and African continents. I took a cab because I didn’t have a smart phone to order an Uber. I recognized the person who was driving the cab but I didn’t bother talking to him because I was not sure what to expect when I reach home.
Yes, the sunshine was just the same as it maneuvered its way through the branches of the tall trees by the roadside creating a pattern of bright light and shadow; the smell of gas was quite the same, but there were more electric cars than I had left. I opened the windows to feel the fresh air, but the air was different from the ones I had experienced in Africa and Asia. While the air tasted like home, it reminded me why I left this city in the first place. There were no people talking to each other in the stalls, there were no children playing barefoot by the roadside with balls made of paper bags and wastes, there were no boda boda riders gossiping about the English Premier League matches that played the previous day; there were no large trees which were as old as the world itself with large trunks that created a cool shade which provide immense peace of mind. I take it back, things are not the same anymore. 
I drifted into another thought, and there I could hear the wise words of the mystery girl. Of all my exploits in Africa and Asia, no single experience put my soul on fire like that night before Tamima disappeared on me for good. I didn’t care whether the young man was telling me the truth or not, what I experienced was real and that is that will matter to me for the rest of my days. I remembered about the ‘void’ she was telling me about, and I could feel it. Instead of rejoicing that I was finally in the city of my folks, I was missing that large tree near the village center, and the atmospherics that came with it. In my attempt to fill an imaginary void, I had driven myself away from the thing that kept me whole for the first time in my entire existence.
“Hey! Hey!” The driver shouted.
“Uhh… Yes?” I drifted back to reality.
“You didn’t tell me that you were coming to Mr. Gitau’s house?” He said, “I used to be friends with one of his sons called John, but he disappeared almost 6 years ago.”
“Were you really his friend or his bully?” I said to him. “Well, we used to mess around but we were boys. Anyway, this is you. There is a celebration there, the eldest son, Chris, just made it to Congress.” The jerk said. I knew him because he was my worst nightmare in high school, that is why I didn’t even bother telling him it was me. 
I got off the cab, took my backpack and paid him the few cash I had left. 
“Thanks.”
“Wait! Let me park this car in the driveway and then we can go in together.” He shouted.
“No, thanks. I think I will be fine.”
He never listened this man, I wonder how I though he would start that day. He got out, and snatched the bag from my back and started looking inside. 
“What is wrong with you? There are delicate things inside. You will break them.” I said as I tried snatching it from him but he was too fast. Suddenly all those things he did to me when I was a scrawny kid came back to me and a cloud of anger filled my head, and I did something.
“Whoa! Dude how did you do that?” That was my younger brother, but he was at the porch so he hadn’t known it was me yet.
Turned out I had punched the idiot and gave him a round kick then snatched my backpack before he fell, all in a fraction of a second. My training in Africa and Asia had paid off. 
I took a few steps towards the porch, leaving the idiot groaning in pain behind me. My brother, Reid, shouted at me, running down the porch,
“John! Mum! John is home!”
He hugged me tight, tears trickling down his face. He was empathetic this one, and full of emotions. 
“Hi Reid. I see that you have grown tall. Where is mum?” I asked him. “Chris won the Congress, so he invited some of his friends over. You know how he is. Where have you been all this years? We thought you were dead!”
“I have so many stories to tell you. I have visited 241 villages in Asia and Africa in the last 5 years.”
“You left your job to travel to Africa?” That was my mum. “Come on, mum! Hug your son first then ask such questions later.” Reid was always thoughtful. 
I didn’t care whether she wanted to hug me or not, I went up to her and I hugged her so tight. There is a connection that a mother shares with her child and it doesn’t matter if she is a good mother or not. She hugged me tight too, muttering some words in our African language, which they never taught us. When it was over, I was later told that we had hugged for exactly five minutes and 25 seconds; my brother’s eldest son had told me. Turned out his favorite toy was playing with watches, timing everything from how long he ate to how long his father talked on the phone. 
Everybody looked at me like I was crazy; I could tell by how fast they looked away when I turned to look at them. I didn’t care what people think. If I did, I wouldn’t have survived 5 years in far away lands with that little money. 
“There he is!” My little sister came running towards me, now a full grown young woman but with the same cheekiness that she had when we were young. I had to put my legs shoulder width apart because if I remembered correctly, she didn’t care whether you fell down or not if she came running to hug you. I was right. If I was still that scrawny corporate fellow, I would have fallen down with a thud. 
My elder brother was not that available at the time as he was busy entertaining his guests, and my poor attire didn’t do him any favors. I didn’t care much because his sons and my two sisters and younger brother kept me company the entire evening, and they were all curious about Africa and Asia. Of course, I had so many stories to tell, so many languages to share with them, and I did. I didn’t tell them about the mystery girl because ours was a Christian family and they didn’t believe in African spirits and demons. 
My dad came home at around 11pm, drunk as always. I heard his voice downstairs, and it was still the same one that used to scold me for not fighting back when I came to tell him that I was bullied. This time though, I was relieved to hear that voice as it gave me comfort, knowing that at last I am home with my family, the whole drama of it will unfold itself eventually but at the time I just wanted to see the old man. I went down the stairs, but my brother’s kids overtook me, shouting,
“Grandpa, Uncle John is not dead! He came! Look!” It’s a relief that I wasn’t dead, or was it? Time will be the judge.
The man just looked up the stairs, his head was as bald as an egg, his beards as white as the teeth that are usually shown in toothpaste commercials, but his posture was just the same. His face was filled with indifference; I couldn’t tell whether he was happy to see me or not. He just kept staring at me as I came down the stairs until I was a meter away from him. He looked at me from head to toe, and then in one swift movement, he hugged me so deeply that I thought he wanted to fight me.
“I missed you, son. I missed you so much.” He said, his voice breaking over my left shoulder. For once ever since I became his son, I felt my father’s love, and it was amazing. I couldn’t help the tears that trickled down my cheeks to my beards. He stopped hugging me and then touched my shoulders and looked at me deeply,
“You look exactly like me when I was your age. I am proud of you” He laughed, and I laughed too. By the time we were done, people were looking at us, most of the women taking their handkerchiefs to wipe their eyes. It must have been an emotional moment. Up until today, that hug by my dad is what keeps me going, even though he is not with us anymore. All my life I had craved his approval, but he only gave it to me when I was a total mess coming from half the world away. It was truly epic for me. 
The next few days were characterized by busts of positive and negative energy. At one point we would be so happy, laughing and sharing jokes, and then the next we would be arguing about why I left my job that paid so well to roam around the world aimlessly like Cain from the Bible. By now, I had learnt how to control my emotions, especially when people directed criticism directly at me. They would all ask a bunch of stupid questions, most of which I would just laugh at and divert them to other topics that I wanted to. 
It was when I couldn’t take it anymore that I decided to tell them what I thought I should have a long time ago, “Dad, mum, and all of you, I have something to tell you that I think it’s long overdue. It is true that I have spent the last five years roaming around the world as you put it. I also understand your concerns that I didn’t tell anyone where I was going and I made you guys worried over nothing. I had a great job, and I had you guys and I know you loved me, but I was lacking something inside. That is why I decided to –“
“You lacked something inside and you had all of us, and you also had a job?” My brother interrupted. 
“Let him speak.” My father said.
“I had all that, but there was a void that nothing could fill. I would have told you but you all know I wasn’t that confident at the time. Anyway, I sold my belongings, and I left mum the most money, more like I wrote the money in your name, which wasn’t much anyway. I thought traveling to see the world and living a minimalistic lifestyle would do me any good, and I was right. I am happy now, and I am happy to see you. I apologize for the circumstances in which I left, but that was what I needed at the time even though it was selfish.” I finished. I was still not much of a good orator, not to the level of my brother Chris anyway, but I was trying. 
I am now 35 years old, and the events of those two days are still as vivid as can be. I told people my story but most of them said I was under stress and so those events only happened in my head. The note that she left was written in a handwriting that looked exactly like mine, so that didn’t help my case, but I know what I saw. I now have a wife and a daughter. Her name is Tamima. That was not negotiable, even my wife knows that. The void that I had is now filled with the love of family. I travel the world with my two favorite girls and my writing gig is pulling enough resources for us, since I mostly write about my exploits in Asia and Africa, and people love it. All this wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t met the mystery girl, and so it doesn’t matter if you believe this story or not. What matters is that I believe it. If we are truly positive that what we have experienced is real, then that is our reality. Who can argue that they know what reality for the next person is? Certainly not you nor I. 
                                                                    -The End-







	
