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PREFACE
A TRUE STORY OF A  MAN’S journey to Europe. His road encounter and how he found himself in the Republic of Niger, rather than returning back decided to proceed into Algeria and then to Libya. He entered Tunisia, bought a plane ticket and boarded a Polish flight to Warsaw- Poland, but was sent back. He found his way back into Libya and was captured and detained for three months, with other captives they were used as human shield during Gaddafi’s 20th el fatah movement celebration. Spent another 18 months in Libya, engaging in all sorts of manual labors, from picking fruits and vegetables in farms, helping as a laborer in construction sites, engaged in sign writing, pushed wheelbarrow in marketplaces to raise the necessary cash needed to continue his journey.,! 
This time flew from Libya to Bulgaria where he was ripped off by another Nigerian who promised to drive him and a friend to Crete, Greece. After spending three and half months in Bulgaria, obtained a 4-day tourist visa to Hungary. Took a train, and travelled through Romania to Budapest where he remained, and later moved to the United Kingdom!
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CHAPTER ONE
                 The Village After the Biafra War
I have been always driven by the  zeal to make a difference in life since childhood, a mindset that stays with me, even when surrounded by seeming impenetrable difficulties. Readers will find cases of these personal mindset traits and a few others that may resonate as a takeaway from this book.  In one instance when I was 7 years old, I was going back home after visiting my grandma’s one early Sunday morning when suddenly along the way I met my schoolteacher as he was commanding a procession of musical band. Mass crowds of people came out to watch and listen to this harmonious music orchestra that graced this lovely Sunday morning. As I watched and listened, I thought to myself something was missing in this match parade, looked around me and noticed behind me a large mound with trees of cassava plants, I grabbed and snapped one straight branch and ran straight in front of the band and started matching to the rhythm, I was amazed as my teacher came forward with a thumbs up cheering me to keep up the good work, I was so impressed with myself that I stayed with the parade and matched until it ended. That same passion to act inspired the writing of this book.

WELL, THESE ALL began at Ndiagho a clan in Ozuitem, an autonomous community in Bende LGA of Abia state, Nigeria. This community consists of three large settlements, the Isiegbu or Obuofia, Agbua and Ogboko settlements. These settlements consisted of clans whose name and people could represent their founders or first settlers of the occupied area.
Ozuitem is known for several annual traditions, however the ekwomgba or igbamgba, the annual wrestling gala stands out. It's a tradition every clan holds in high regard. At the preliminary igbamgba, clans wrestle in league preparing for the finale  when any strong youth male and even grown adult  challenge other  clan’s male of same age in raw physical combat, but all for fun! 
However, igbamgba or  to wrestle is also a show of  strength and diversity in physical technique among youths of similar age. 
There is also a great chance for village bullies to use this wrestling setup to torment  the people they deem weak. As a child I dislike taking part, I saw no need in it. I considered it  psychological harassment by some who regard themselves as stronger, they  constantly return to the centre stage daring anyone to come forward for a good wrestle.. I was once  pushed to the centre stage by an older uncle to wrestle a popular bully of my age group. I had no choice but to remain and  prove myself but came out victorious after felling the bully to his disgust. A victory that fueled his anger from that day. It became a constant torment each time we cross part, he never accept  the wrestling defeat he suffered was prove of my superiority in strength. Until this fateful afternoon when we met on the way to the village stream. Other kids of various age were watching us both as he came towards me  spoiling for a real fight this time,  he came at me pushing and kicking to trigger my reaction. His actions forced me to fight back. I seized him right by the neck, pushing him so hard against a nearby tree with all my strength, I felt him starting to  struggle trying  to free himself from my grip. I looked him straight in the eye and  sensed him panicking while the other kids watch expecting him to perform a maneuver,. I could feel  him breathing hard and expecting me to loosen my grip, but I gripped him even tighter until he could no longer show any resistance. I reluctantly released him, he had to run from the scene. That was the last of his threat, I did not encounter him or face any more harassment before I left the village!
I was the 7th child in a polygamous family of 12 siblings, my mother was the second wife. Born during the war, with no memories of the war times, I was too little to remember what went on. I couldn't  remember hearing the sounds of the rockets that was a testament of imminent war. However as I grow older there were many signs, around the neighbourhood that powered my thought in regards to what may have taken place. Such were the sights of skeletal human remains such as skulls bones found on roads leading to  the farmlands and surrounding bushes. As scary as they seem, as kids, I personally never asked questions because none of the elders are prepared to give any explanation of the war times. Rather, I made my own conclusions at about two or three years old. My childhood conclusion was to follow the general superstitions that those forests full of human skulls are hunted and should never be visited for any reason. However, those beliefs soon changed over time as I grew up. Nevertheless, my older siblings never stop making things clear sometimes as they joke about their experiences during the mayhem. They managed to rename almost every part of their wartime experiences by either using those circumstances to represent strength or just for mere casual pass time jokes.
The civil war lasted for two years July 6th 1967 to 15th January 1970, claiming over two million lives according to statistics, with hunger devastating the entire southeast. Children and infants continued dying of malnutrition and various forms of diseases, people vacated the villages, all the different clans and communities were empty, people left to the northern part of the country while many traveled to the western parts of the country in search of a better life. Some   survivors obviously remained with their families to rebuild in every little way they could afford. Majority of  older folks returned to the farm. Some elders took to hunting wild animals. Lizards and rats were easy proteins, as well as flying termites and locusts, since there were no food so people eat anything that moves. A few people learned skills available to them to survive the hardship.
Once after the war, even with all the devastations, somehow children were immediately returned to normal education at least for those families that can still afford it, as education was never free in the Eastern part of country. At Agbua my section of the settlement it was mandatory that all infants be registered at a Methodist kindergarten called mission centre after their second birthday. The reason for this was to get children out of homes so parents could farm and cater for the family. It was also an opportunity to  give children that early start in life. 
The Methodist church premises was useful to the villagers even at war time because it was a centre for distributing supplies and also used as clinic during those war years. After the war it remained a centre for visiting doctors to provide indigenes all sorts of medical helps and for the provision vaccinations against some popular tropical disease. I was lucky to have attended the nursery here as a child. I can still recall as a child playing and learning under a large (ukwu-ugba or oil bean tree)  in the church compound one afternoon when the visiting doctors arrived. We never suspected anything until we saw the visitors setting up their equipments, some children fled to the nearby bushes when they realized we were going to receive injections, however, I did receive a few injection that fateful afternoon but I cannot remember against what diseases.
Our first teacher a native of  Ndiagho, my clan, Mazi Ikoro Nwabueze,  Ote Ikoro as we all know him, (Otee or Ote is a title in our Ozuitem Igbo dialect, used as a respect for elders or a senior person, while Mazi represents the title “Sir” ) engaged us in all manner of academic discipline including physical education. He jogs to school every morning and whenever we see him, we all join running after him, this morning exercising became the routine at least with children from Ndiagho whose  homes are on the way to Methodist church. 
Children graduates from the mission  compound to Ekwampiti, the main community primary school after two years, by age four. Here they continue in the elementary education from primary one.  Ekwampiti was a big open space of land originally reserved by the Ozuitem people for the purpose of installing a high school eduction system which was something lacking in  Ozuitem. Ozuitemites are well into education, and they have always attend higher education outside of the settlement as a result, so Ekwampiti already hosts blocks of old buildings destroyed by the war, these buildings house the various primary classes from one till six grades. On the eastern flatter end of this land was a vast empty land, here the main community high school was intended, which whenever completed will house the ozuitem secondary school (OSSO) in short. 
I was about Eight when my father’s younger siblings, returned home from Lagos to choose a wife. (this uncle calls me Ogbo, means name sakes in Igbo dialect, according to him I was given the same name as him ‘Reuben’) His traditional wedding kept him in the village for a while, even if did not know him so well as a very senior uncle, I used this time he spent in the village for his traditional wedding as a time to get acquainted with him, probably why I refer to him as my favourite. I remembered how when he was coming home for this ceremony their transport got stuck on the way due to bad road which are generally not fit for transport. We had to meet him somewhere in between to help him with his luggage and completed the journey home by walk.
This uncle went back to Lagos immediately after his traditional wedding leaving the new wife in my mother’s care,  according to tradition the new bride stays behind with her husband’s family or relatives to gain acceptance as well as acquaint with the family traditions. 
I spent four years in the elementary school, towards the end of the fourth grade  my parents agreed that I join my uncle in Lagos.
When the news came of my imminent move to the city, I could not contain the  excitement, I wasn't sure when this will happen but I told all my friends I'll leaving the village for the big city, it was such a big deal! Some people noticed the difference from the new cloths I had on courtesy of another uncle who has  just returned back to take me to the big city.
Lagos was very interesting, the most fascinating was the road journey, so many traders by the roadside at every stopover, travelers are persuaded to buy all sorts of products at different bargains, as a small village boy I enjoyed every minute of my experience on this full day road trip from umuahia town to Lagos. I ate all sorts of food from roadside sellers.
Lagos was a very busy place even at night the crowd was overwhelming for a village boy. Transport to our next destination was a struggle,  people had to rush and push one another to gain access sometimes onto a moving  bus. We were lucky to join a bus after several attempts. We arrived at Olodi Apapa to an older  uncle’s residence late night, this very uncle was my father’s immediate younger brother, same mother. We entered a one room apartment, I noticed  two people already  asleep on the floor, in a single bed sleeping was the older uncle I suspected, we had to make space on the floor to pass the night after a very long and stressful day for this uncle who brought me but a fun day for me.
Next day I was taken to my newlywed uncle, his house will be my main place of stay while I remain in Lagos. 
As a village kid in the city of Lagos I was always in trouble as I face abused by other children who noticed I was new and could not understand pidgin or broken English as they call it. Even our immediate neighbors children kids make fun of me as a new kid in the neighborhood because I could only speak my local dialect, the Igbo language. 
Pidgin is a form of local vernacular mixed with several indigenous dialects to form a language, and is spoken in major cities in the south of the country, especially where people of different tribes live together. 
My first experience with pidgin was in the village when some families that fled the war came back home with their children. These children all spoke in some foreign dialects. To the villagers, while they spoke in strange tongues, we admired them, in fact we saw the kids as city kids doing things in certain ways. And we always strive to play with them and learn their ways.
Now in Lagos I was hearing what seem like a similar dialect to those children we play with in the village. Always on my own, not allowed to go out, but kids in the yard sometimes come to see me the new boy in the neighbourhood. While some try communicating and not getting much response, some try to  take away what I have. It keeps going on, at least a month or so as I'm always at home, haven't started school. Then a child came to test my physical reaction,  the son of our landlord, he came to the backyard and saw me drumming, he wanted to take away the container I was using. When I refuse to give it, he  hit me, demanding that release it,  I was drumming with I said Igbo. I refused then he hit me again on my face and started laughing as he saw I wasn't retaliating he pulled the container away.  I grabbed and pulled him to a corner, pushed him so hard that his head caught a nearby pillar, he fell and started crying.  I was seriously cautioned by my uncle’s wife as she heard the loud cry. Other  kids ran out to see a stubborn Tunde on the ground crying! They all had  fun listening to and enjoying my inability to explained myself in pidgin to the boy's parent rather in Igbo dialect which none of them could comprehend. Another incident, this time one of the street kids targeted me as I went out with other kids in the street we were all playing a game called kpakin”, I also managed to prove to him that I'm not the one he's looking for, he should go on searching. 
After a few months life changed, I was registered in an Islamic  primary school, it was the closest to my uncle’s home. I started from 5th grade as I already had completed 4th grade in Ozuitem. I began making friends and improving on my pidgin to a great extent,  my best friend a none Igbo, a Muslim Yoruba called Sikiru was a boost to practicing my pidgin on a daily basis. School in Lagos was fun, with my best friend.
At home I was thought to undergo chores as a kid, such as dishwashing, laundry and fetching water from the wells. Wells was major source of water supply in Lagos, every compound has a well, however the water from wells are not fit for drinking but used mainly for bathing and washing up. Drinking water are supplied by private businesses with water tanks installed at some business premises. On weekends we travel miles into the military barracks in search of clean drinking water for free.
Soon we moved from this street to not too far from the former neighborhood, this new place was predominantly people from the east, by this time my pidgin has gotten better even beyond my personal expectation. 
My secondary school was much farther but still in walking distance. And now I have developed a passion for football. At every break time I could find time to        watch or play football. At home whenever I'm  permitted by my uncle's wife, I will mix with other kids in the neighborhood to enjoy an evening game of football.
We spent one year, was transferred to even farther location, I will require at least two buses to get to school. This new location was a real struggle, the long travel affected my attendance, always shortages of bus during peak times. Many times to catch a bus  I had to walk long distances to get out of the main bus park, this sometimes helps to avoid the tussle in the bus station. 
We spent another two years in our new school, and got another transfer this time to Festac town, even farther location requiring a total of three buses this time. I became even more overwhelmed discovering new locations, this time Mile 2 bus station, huge. Bus stations in Lagos are very noisy and notorious place, you have no space for yourself, you can't even think!, a complete mayhem, bus conductors are screaming their lungs out to be heard pulling passengers to a bus they can't  even find any space in already over cramped bus. As I mentioned earlier distance of my new school means I'm consistently late to school. I tried many time through different routes, I manage to get to a certain bus station on time but the scarcity of transport going to festac town means I’ll have to wait longer or trek to Mile 2, the adjoining central bus park to be able to catch a bus but I will always end up being late. A certain day during one of my many trials, I discovered a walking route that takes me straight to Mile 2 avoiding the two connecting routes, this was a very straightforward route, however far, I'll need to wake up real early if I want to use this direction to make it to school early. The second time I tried this route was a day we were to play a football match, I had all my game attire under my school uniform and was was full of excitement as my football skill is steadily being recognized by my peers. This very day I started early and happened to get to Mile 2 a bit earlier that usual. I have crossed the highway going from Mile 2 to  Apapa wharf direction and was just about to run to the next curb in front of me to allow vehicles leaving Mile 2 park for the highway to go through so I could run into the park.  Just as I was running to stand on that pavement a minibus van leaving the Mile 2 park came straight at me while I was just waiting on the pavement, knocked me down and left me unconscious with a broken right limb which I only realized as I was pulled up by a man on a motorcycle. This accident ended my stay in Lagos, I had to return to the village to continue my secondary education, sadly! However before going to the village, I had to remain in orthopedics hospital Lagos for about six months to reset my broken thigh.
It was a  BBC 1Africa “Focus on Africa” documentary this very night was about “African migrants’ journey to Europe through the Sahara Desert and Mediterranean.” I am not a TV sort of person, but this program caught my attention, so I decided to pay close attention!
The presenter painted a vivid picture of the deadly Sahara route, narrating the torture and threats of death many African migrants following these routes are subjected to in their quest to enter Europe, if at all they ever managed to cross the sea. He also portrayed the perils that filled the route in the likes of natural disasters such as scourging heat from the sun, dangerous desert sandstorms and the sudden drop in temperature during the nights, which in their desperate expedition these males, female and in many cases even children travelers are never really prepared for.
Today's story line was based on young Africans who are traded as slaves or abandoned by their agents, they are either robbed or cheated of their travel resources and left stranded in the middle of nowhere with nothing. When these desperate people managed to get into any of the North African country they are captured and detained for months with or without any food. Those who managed to escape are used by the indigenous people for all their manual duties which are not always paid, for fear of being handed to the authorities they will of course accept to work as slaves. Since their goals aren't to remain in these countries, rather to get to Europe by any means as they always seek out routes to get there through the Mediterranean Sea escape route
It was sad watching this program, hearing how these smugglers treat fellow humans. I felt real anger and cold shivers all over.
“Babe!” my wife alarmed by my mood called. “What is wrong? Are you okay?” as she reached out, I cuddled her. Nothing to worry about I said’.
I heard my eldest daughter, “Dad are you sure? Yes of course, I replied. I pulled them close, pretending to remain calm.

I reassure them everything is okay, I got emotional from what I saw on the TV documentary, I said’
I took a deep breath, straightened up and with an exceptionally low and deep voice, I asked, Babe “would you love to hear the story of this man here you accepted as your husband all these years? Tell me everything darling’ ’I want to hear everything about you!!! My wife whispered.
I called out on the children! are you all ready to listen to the story of your dad’s life journey? Tell us!! Tell us!! Yes!! Yesss!!!!! Yessss!!!!!…Okay, I will tell you the story I have been keeping to myself, how I got here today, my life journey…” ***
After my school in the village, I returned to Lagos, this time to stay with my elder sibling who has just graduated and decided to move to Lagos to work as a teacher. The aim was for me to remain with him while I  take entrance exams, but while I wait I need to resit for maths and English classes in order to sit JAMB, this is the Nigerian entrance examination board for tertiary level education! Returning to Lagos, now a teen I wanted to do so many things, especially find my old friend whom I used to have in the past at the same time make money as there was only so much my older brother could do for me financially. But he certainly did help me secure my first employment through which this story started!
It was a very dusty and dry January morning with the usual harsh harmattan wind. This was the morning my elder brother, (the Jew) as his friend calls him, decided to introduce me to his friend who oversaw security at this Sea Port. We got to the port just about when the gate opened, and luckily enough my brother’s friend, the director, was already busy in his office. Luck because in Nigeria, it was a rare thing to find a manager of that caliber in the office that early even where the appointment was pre-planned. 
My brother went straight to him, they exchanged pleasantries and chatted about old times. I overheard them as they spoke briefly on the just concluded Christmas holidays and their individual experiences while in the village to celebrate same. After clearing his throat my brother pointed to my direction and said:
“That is him there, my younger sibling; remember we talked about him and you promised helping him gain employment in your business?”
“Oh yes, I remember! You can count on that, you came at the right time…in fact we were about putting up a vacancy notices, my brother’s friend replied.
This man was part owner of the business, hence a director in this section of the security firm, a firm responsible for securing ports in Lagos. I learnt he was a Colonel in the military, now retired, according to my brother, he hails from a village in my local community down in the southeast. He went into forced retirement as many high rankled personnel of his ranking after the Nigerian civil war. All high ranked officers of Eastern extraction were made to retire after losing the three 3 years' war that claimed nearly 3 million lives. 
This security firm was set up by himself and some of his military colleagues. A business they built from scratch to keep them sustained, rather than sit and wait for pension that never get paid.
I was posted to one of the managers, Mr. Akpan, an exceptionally good man, to whom I had to declare everything about my identity which included my age, educational qualifications, and other necessary details. In fact, I wrote my application there and square and was employed immediately. I was put through the basic training that lasted 3 days to insure I understood my role as a security guard. My manager issued me with my work equipment on the fifth day, shiny black boots, blue uniform, patrol cap, belts, torch, whistle, and baton, and lastly a note pad!
Working as a guard in this fishing port for vessels from the North Sea, I watched over the countless number of visitors coming and going within the Port premises and into the vessels. I made notes of strangers and trespassers and reported to Mr Akpan.
We sometimes had visitors that came to the port purposely to see the process of fishes offloaded from the big ship hatches. As guards, we were instructed to approach visitors with caution, and ask questions, as a way of helping us distinguish between a visitor with genuine mission from trespassers.
This very port was quite small in comparison to other ports in Lagos, and specifically built for trawling companies to discharge their products. To keep out trespassers, the premises are well barricaded in high walled fences, a main entrance gate with a security post equipped with guard dogs
The challenging economic situation of the country meant that corruption has become rife in the system, and this can be felt everywhere this port is no exception. In normal circumstances access to this port requires visitors to submit their personal information to a visitor’s logbook during the visit. This could be an ID card or any other form of proof of identity. The aim being to monitor and control the influx of visitors to the port. Instead, each day we witness an exceptionally substantial number of visitors, a combination of both delegates and street hooligans making their way to the port, you  wonder if there was any form of control at the main entrance.
The presence of both patrol and static guards by the port premises never seems to deter or stop people getting into the port, even to the extent  very desperate visitors are sometimes forced out of the port when found making their way to the ships. 
The patrol guards moved about in the port to talk to the visitors and try to find out extract facts from them regarding what their missions were. We were recruited as human CCTV to comb the entire seaport to identify or deter criminals since they could not afford to mount surveillance cameras.

I burst into laughter as I compared myself to CCTV. I also noticed that my wife and children were a bit relieved. I went on to demonstrate by cocking my two hands around my eyes and everyone burst into laughter. Then I relaxed and continued with my story.
Each time a vessel arrived and docked at the port, it could take up to a full month to do a complete offload and it take up to 12 months to put a vessel back to the sail.
As I was on one of my routine patrols one day, I fell into conversation with a young man who claimed he was deported from Europe but was invited to this port by one certain crew member of the ships. He called him Friday, I was new in this job so I neither believed nor doubted him, I knew none of these sailors on the ship, I decided to let him carry on with his visit.
He came in on a different day and when he saw me, he immediately started a conversation.
“Sorry Uche…” addressing me by my name tag, “I did not introduce myself properly the last time we met. My name is James – James Oputa.” We shook hands loosely, must be careful I thought… as a security man.
 I wanted to avoid permitting this acquaintance to affect my job, that I won’t like. During our brief conversation, he revealed to me his plans to meet with one of the ship crew. The fellow he said promised to assist him obtain a seaman’s passport with which he could travel by sea to any western country.
“Have you met with the guy? I asked
“Yes, James replied! He has made seaman's 'passport for many people. 
He was recommended to me by close friends as the best person to contact.”
I had some doubts about him and this contact of his, so I replied with some seriousness in my voice, “Are you sure this is legal?” The idea felt suspicious to me. 
He mentioned how people had been going abroad successfully through ship. Immediately, my mind went to some stories we were told as kids, how some desperate people sneak into ships to travel abroad. I started looking at him as one of those people. Infact l wanted to report him to my manager.
I went to my manager, Mr. Akpan, Sir! There is this fellow in the yard who came in on one of the sailor’s invitations, do you know any of the crews by the name of Friday?. Mr. Akpan hasn't heard such a name either, or does he have any list of the sailors. He only relied on information provided by the guards working inside the vessels, however, he told me that he would find out and let me know but advised that I keep my eyes open for this fellow.
“Okay sir! I replied.
My manager, Mr. Akpan, smiled with pride. He likes it when we report our findings back to him, he feels sense of responsibility on our part, at least we are not out there chatting away with strangers and getting paid. 
We used the little time to discuss a bit about the security issues around the port. Mr. Akpan narrated how one day he witnessed a port rogue dive into the deep water grabbing a carton of frozen mackerel and swimming out to the other side of the bank. He said these petty crimes are caused by the harsh economic situation, significant drop in living standard worsened since the military stepped into power 'landing our country into a deep recession. You can feel the effect of our currency devaluation on everything?” he said in a low voice.
“The inflation is biting hard.” he said looking straight into my eyes as if I had anything to do with the current situation: then he continued...!

“With my current salary, I am finding it hard to afford my rent, and the children’s school fees—five children.” He counted one, two, three, four, five with his fingers.
I was listening quietly…I could not utter a word even as I tried, words refused to come out of my mouth. I went back to my post but deeply consumed in thought with what he said about the present economic troubles we are facing as a country. 
After my secondary school graduation, I moved to Lagos to stay with my brother. I could say I was a burden then as there was no job available for the youths save for jobs like this very one. You must even beg to be employed.
Our situation could be compared to that of Mr. Akpan except for the fact that my brother was still single at the time. After his university as a graduate in medicine the only position available was teaching and teachers in Nigeria are paid next to nothing a reason many avoid teaching. 
Good jobs are not obtained on merit in Nigeria. As a graduate one must have someone in a prominent position otherwise the only open sector is teaching. 
Hence, we were living in a single room with my older sibling, managing with his meagre salary. However, he made sure I never spent on food at home except for my lunch at work, as he always provided the food. I walk about 45 minutes to work every morning to save money. Reflecting on what Mr. Akpan said concerning the economy and hardship made the thought of having children unthinkable for me even at that age. I started wishing I had opportunities to travel outside of the country, as the thought of facing hardship is starting to scare me. My family was not wealthy judging from my childhood experience, but I could say, we never lacked. Dad was in the military, as an Igbo officer he was forced to retire at an exceedingly early age of 35 at the rank of a Captain after the civil war. As a polygamous parent of 2 wives and 13 children he always makes sure the children are happy at home, a reason he engaged in full-time farming as well as a sole trader. Dad engaged in sole proprietorship in the village, owned the first mill that served an entire community. But we were living in the village then, with no rent or bills to pay, it would be a different situation if we were living in the city, like Mr. Akpan today with 5 children, I was thinking!  I did not consider my family as lacking anything, as I have never really seen anyone complaining. But hearing this sad note from my manager whom I thought could be well off, started to change my perspective about life. My parents are getting older, I want to look after them, I have to be wealthy to achieve this dream. I want to be a success –I was born to be successful, this I told myself and I believed it.
I did not see James for a short while he didn’t visit the port. The next time I saw him, he came in showing off his French visa in his international passport containing stamps from Charles de Gaules airport. I started thinking that he has really been to French airport and that he was saying the truth about being deported. The current situation started to affect my opinion about James in a positive way. Seeing James in the port all this while and having the opportunity to chat with him made a difference. James did not seem to mix with other visitors who could be regarded as desperate trespassers even though there was no genuine business that brought him to the port. Mr. Akpan, my manager, had not gotten back to me about the crew by name of Friday as agreed, he had not even seen James by any chance to at least make any suggestion about his business coming to the port. It is becoming apparent to me he is either not interested or is not a big deal. I thought I might as well let James go about his business, but I took it as responsibility to keep monitoring James, while my manager get back to me regarding this crew James was after, confirming if he did really invite James in, then the rest is none of my business.
People can go to any length to obtain what they want in Nigeria, for this reason one must not be too probing, I thought to myself. I decided to be cautious in this job to avoid getting myself in trouble, because I could be dealing with anybody here, in life people could be very desperate. Confronting strangers could lead to conflicts and what seems like a mere argument might spiral into real trouble. One elderly colleague once narrated an incident where a staff member on their way home was attacked by an unhappy visitor who was refused access to the port. It’s particularly isolated, making it an unsafe place, and potentially dangerous to be, especially in the late evening.
I was going for lunch one afternoon and met James on his way just coming out of the port gate. We started a conversation about life, jobs, and the economy, and what the future held for the youths of our country. James could be slightly older than me by a year or two, not more. Honestly, I have developed some sort of esteem for James, not just about how far   he had been but his persistence; as a young man getting to Europe to me was an achievement. We talk more like friends now; and our discussions are more about different countries, the adventures, and opportunities travelling holds. These discussions made my interest in leaving the country and seeking better opportunities start to peak. Our talks were fanning the amber. An average young Nigerian wished they are out of the country; youths see travel as opportunity for a better living comparing to the hardship, we all found ourselves.
It was a month or so since I met James, I introduced him to some of my friends as I was living not far away from the port, we never disclosed our plans however; one of my days off we even met some people within his circle of friends who were also preparing to leave the country. I started making plans to travel. We were now friends. We search daily for any easy means to leave the country, sometimes he comes up with some ideas that we need to implement. James was full of ideas.
“Old boy, I have someone who could help you obtain international passport.” James suggested!
“Wow!” The thought of acquiring an international passport on its own means everything.
“How will he do that? I queried! How much will it cost?” How long does a passport take to be ready? James could feel my excitement’ 
“Man! Just relax; we may see him tomorrow since you are off work.” James replied.
Knowing myself too well at this stage there will be no turning back, not even my older brother who harbors me could talk me out of leaving the country. From that day I made the decision that leaving the country was the next project. I used every free time to pursue my new passion, I have even disclosed this plan to my brother whom I believe must have been noticing some changes in my behavior, I was suspecting he expected me to let him know what is going on. Not that I was hiding it from him earlier, rather I was trying to figure out the best way to tell him about this journey that wouldn't put him off and make our plan look unachievable. I need both his financial support and blessing for this to run smoothly.
To my surprise, he never objected to the idea of me obtaining an international passport even if he did not know about the route we were about to take, which had not been concluded.
James’ friend was an older gentleman. When we met him, I had no money for the international passport, I could only afford money for the photo, which he demanded. He then gave us a date to come back for the passport, how much to bring. No room for haggling! I did not know the process of getting an international passport. He did not ask for any of my personal details such as address, date of birth etc but, that was not strange as I had no clues. In Lagos, like any other big city, anything is possible. You can easily obtain almost anything if you know the right people. 
This man could produce almost any official document just for the ask. He once worked in the secretariates James mentioned, travelled, and came back then decided to remain in the country to provide services such this to those in need of it.
Travelling remains our main topic each time I see James, we have started planning different routes and options possible. We took time to strategize since we had no money to afford flight tickets. But we were incredibly determined to leave the country through any means possible. My neighborhood became our meeting place as I was living not too far away from my workplace, however, I told James not to disclose our travel plan to anyone in my neighborhood. We continued exploring different travel options and our exploration led us to meet all sorts of people with different ideas that made travelling look very real, simple, and less costly.
I was always overwhelmed with excitement each time I met those guys. They really had the answers I needed and were equally desperate to leave Nigeria for Europe or America like me. All of us were tired of Nigeria. Nigeria was really in a mess. The military was in government, with extraordinarily strong fiscal decisions that are supposed to mend, instead of stagnating the economy and destroying the dreams of the youth. There seem to be no future for the youth even though Nigeria claimed to be the giant of Africa. Whatever your educational qualification, without a godfather, you are doomed.
I worked only 2 months on my job, with my salary I could not do very much in terms of funding my travel dream but, the thought of the travel adventure kept me so overly optimistic that I did not focus on the money that I lacked. James' contact was arranging my travel documents which would be ready within the days we were promised.
I was still busy doing my job but my newfound hope of leaving the country was so exciting to me that it gradually started affecting my job to the extent that my manager noticed my lack of concentration. I felt someone may have complained about me. Mr. Akpan decided to remove me from the offloading bay and posted me to an old boat docked in an isolated location. Here nothing happened, it was an incredibly quiet boat, I had an elderly guard as a teammate, who spent all day reading newspapers. I had almost nowhere to go except looking around the boat every 30 minutes. Because I was working inside the boat, I could no longer see James when he came into the port as he was not permitted into the boat. However, I kept him abreast of the situation, and we met at my street as usual. 
We waited about a week and decided to go check on the passport man. We didn’t find him at home, someone told us he would be back soon. We waited for about 3 hours for him to get back. The wait kept me impatient, although I had not paid for my passport except for the photograph, but doubts started creeping in. When he later came back, he told us my passport is almost ready.

Because I was in my late teen at the time, to avoid too much scrutiny while on transit, the passport man advised me to declare an age six years older than my real age for my travel document. The reason for this was to be allowed for easy travelling through land otherwise I could be sent back if my actual age were used, or I may not be issued a travel document.
I had to reveal our plans to my brother for him to fund my travel document. It was not easy as I had to assure him that what we were doing was genuine and gave him the assurance that we would be all right. At last, he accepted and helped pay for my travel document.
My brother was happy that we were about to leave the country for Europe. But he was not aware of the route through which we would get to our destination. Travelling abroad was a big issue, a thing of celebration any time because our country was descending into chaos due to military dictatorship. Any opportunity to travel abroad, even if it was just going to a neighboring country, was celebrated; it was seen as a fantastic opportunity that was worth grabbing. But in my case, there was no room for celebration as we kept all plans incognito to trial our route.
“Uche” my brother called me in excitement. “How about your flight ticket and the cash you need to support your stay? since I can't afford to cough up such money now?” 
“We will be in Europe within a month’s time since I and my friend are going through a very cost-effective route." I replied ! “James has some friends that will help us…”
I was able to paint some convincing pictures so to make him believe that our flight will be leaving from the North, Kano, but I know him too well, I know I wasn't fooling him as he seem more knowledgeable on anything regarding travel at least better than me! But, my brother believes in given someone a chance to prove themselves, trusting that things turns out right in the end. Moreover,I'm old enough to make a decision for myself.
“From Lagos to Kano by train is already an average of 5 to 7 days...I told him, other travel arrangements will make the journey even longer but hopefully not! From our research so far, our route to Europe promises a more challenging experience than I have explained, but the fact that it was going to be very much cheaper means a lot to us. Moreover, the adventures involved as part of the travelling experience made all the difference to me as a young lad. I kept imagining all the different road routes, things to see and the experience of seeing and meeting different people, new things to see—all these could be fun.
Indeed, it was an adventure but, was it fun? Please keep reading!
***
I looked at the time on the wall, it says 9:45pm, I told the girls, “Its late and time to go to bed, it’s Monday tomorrow, we have the morning school runs to fulfil,.…however I promised to continue the story after dinner tomorrow.”
I kissed them goodnight, they slept but I did not, I went back to my past! 												                                                 

CHAPTER TWO
Village Boy In Lagos                     			


IT WAS A CANDLELITE NIGHT. The atmosphere was full of excitement and expectation. As I have just rounded up a favorite African stew, a bottle of red portugues wine destined for dinner was chilling in the fridge. After dinner and the dishes were cleared...
“Please take your best sitting position…I am just grateful to God for preserving my life through the Sahara Desert…I am grateful to God for having you as my family… I am also grateful for the provisions.” I hugged my wife and children.
“I love you, Babe.” My wife said.
“I love you too…thank you for accepting me.”
“Fasten your seat belt, we are about to take off…” I said like a pilot.
***
Our journey started from the Sango-Ota train station Lagos, the former capital city of Nigeria our destination was Kano, another big city in the north. As we were about to board the train, out of coincidence and luck, I saw someone from my village heading to the same city. Many people from my village live in the north especially Kano, meeting this man at the station meant that the problem of finding where to stay at Kano was solved as so far we had no plans on where to stay when we get there. Like many from my village, he is also from a polygamous family. This man was a senior to me, he has two younger siblings, a girl and boy, the boy I knew was of my age. 
‘’Ote nde’, I greeted him. In my native language ‘’ ote’’ means senior one ‘’nde’’ means peace or good tidings’ it could represent good day to you sir. This short greeting is used in all age groups for well wishing. 
“Uche” nwenem nta’’ he called out in a surprise, is this you? He stretched forth his hand for a handshake. Nwenem nta’’ means my little sibling’’
“Nde sir!” I replied.
“Where are you heading to?” he asked!
“We are travelling up north to Kano for business sir!” as I introduced James who is just standing close to me. This is James, my friend and business partner. 
This brother lives in Lagos from what I could remember, but I suspect some of his siblings reside in the north as are many from our village community.
“I am going up north as well for a visit….to some relative”
We were overwhelmed with joy as our first nightmare seemed to have been resolved. I stole a glance at James, and I can feel his excitement too.
“God is with us.” and truly, God was in support of our journey from that moment on.
It was my very first experience being on the train. This journey was a true adventure, what would have been a 3 day's journey from Sango-Ota train station in Lagos to Baro station in Kano, we were told. We woke up exceedingly early to catch our train to avoid issues, as we are very much aware of the unfortunate disorganization of affairs in the country, however, we were not disappointed, and had to wait half a day before being allowed to board our train. A train scheduled for 10am departure left the station in the night. Our train finally departed about 8pm, we left Lagos station with a handful of passengers in a five-coach train, as people seldom use the trains, at least in Lagos. It was calm; the three of us occupied a cabin, space big enough for everyone to relax and get a little sleep after a long wait on a ridiculously sweltering day, then we headed north. After about an hour of our journey, we stopped to pick up passengers. It was already late, and we got to company in our private cabin, it became noisy. I was having my first train journey experience. If not for our travel plan, it would have been difficult to imagine that people used the train in Nigeria, until I saw it for myself for the first time. 

The train conductors collected money from passengers of all sorts and allowed them to sit wherever they found a space. What was almost empty train from the Lagos station became so packed with people inside that many people were standing face to face with each other with no space to move around. All sitting cabins became like a pack of sardines, with people sitting on the floor, some half asleep, others comfortably sleeping in that mayhem. Before the train left the station there were some beggars going about asking for alms from travelers but as passengers piled up, beggars could no longer move about. At a certain station, another five coaches were added, these coaches were already packed with passengers climbing to the roof of the train. The entire train was now so crowded that passengers could no longer climb out to use the loo (toilet) during stopovers, which was always the norm. As passengers climb out of the train at any station, more piled in to fill any little space.
We finally got to Kano on the seventh day, this time everything in us was begging for a good bath. My village brethren took us to his siblings’ where we stayed for three days until we could find our route and continue our journey, but I prayed our subsequent journeys should not be by train. 
We agreed not to disclose our mission to anyone, the simple reason was to avoid any discouragement from my village compatriots. They all had the belief that we were here on business. Since we arrived during the weekend, we happened to bump into a birthday party. During the party I met some of my distant relatives from my mother’s side, people whom I have since lost contact with. Sundays are fun, even in the village. I used the opportunity to renew my bond with these relations whom I had not seen for such a long time, James was also enjoying the party as there was so much to eat and drink. However, we kept signaling each other, we did not want to take too much to avoid interrupting our plan for the next day.
“Old boy, we must move early in the morning, we must not have too much fun” James chipped in.
“You are right!” I responded. But we must go search for where to catch the bus or motorbike for our departure tomorrow. Just by the thought of it, we decided to excuse ourselves and left the party, took a walk in search for a garage within the proximity. Our search led us to discover a nearby car park, they advised us on where to find a connecting cab to the route we will be following the next morning to the border town. 
I could not sleep that night; I was constantly checking the time; it was 4:30 am. We quickly pulled water from the well, took a quick shower, was ready for the next move.
We boarded an old Bedford truck that took about three hours into Katsina state. Katsina is another state in Nigeria just at the border, we had to use another transport to get close to the border town which still took another hour to get there. At this last car park, the only transport that can take us straight to the border crossing was a motorbike. Niger Republic is the gate way for a Trans-Sahara migration. This country shares desert border with Algeria and Libya to the North, Chad to the East, Nigeria, Benin Republic on the South; Burkina Faso and Mali on its West. Indeed, Niger Republic was a gateway. 
We took a motorcycle to the border check point. Nigerian side of borders has armed military and immigration officers controlling everything from passport to goods on transit, as there seem to be no immigration office or custom post. We saw armed guards sitting under a big mango tree and were directed to walk to them and present our traveling documents. The armed men would interrogate travelers to know what their mission to Niger was, if they had relatives in the country and how we were related to them. They will also asked about the occupations of the relatives they're meeting, how long they had been in the country, were they invited and so on etc
We carefully supplied them with the information we memorized at Lagos. James’s friend the passport man took time to lecture us on what to expect and what to answer. 
We also realized that without speaking Hausa language in this part of the country you may never escape any situation without bribing your way out.
The armed men allowed us further, accepting a £10 bribe from James. We did not require a visa to travel to this country, but these men tried every way to make our case a difficult, they always have a way of collecting cash from travelers,  the case in every part of the country.
My friend brought out $10 dollars note and put it straight into the hand of one of the armed men. We were immediately directed to sit down at nearby pavement, and they told us to sit down there and wait while they deliberate on our passports which were taken away from us for verification. We waited for about 30 to 40 minutes, then an officer came back and handed us our passports and pointed us in the direction to follow if we wanted to get transport to continue our journey.
Immediately, my mind went back to the money my friend gave to them to free us. He gave out the money we did not have. He should have given them less in the local currency because we did not have enough money for the journey. I whispered to James out of curiosity in a haste’’ “James, how much was that you gave these men, was that $10?” James laughed out hysterically and I got a bit confused and angry, not because I had a better solution as a bribe is the norm, but rather just because we are short of funds and all our travel money was provided by myself with a little support from my brother. 
Seeing my confusion, he said: “That $10 dollar note is fake. I kept it for an occasion like this…”
He told me how he got some fake dollars from his sailor friends. The more he shared his adventure in life, the more my respect for him grew. I got a smart friend, I thought to myself.
“Correct guy,” I praised James.
I patted him on the back as we started our search for the next vehicle that would take us to any nearby border village where we may spend the night as it is already getting late. The military at Kongolam really did waste our time at the border.

 
CHAPTER THREE 
                   Bribery At The Passport Control 



NIGER IS HOME TO THE TUAREG BERBERS. The Tuareg society is a predominantly Islamic culture, with large families. The Tuaregs, they say, were divided between those who tended the land and those who did not. At one time, tilling the land was considered the work of the lower classes, while the upper classes reaped the benefits of trading. Usually, groups of sedentary Tuareg would pay allegiance to a locally appointed headman, who in turn would report to a noble who considered the entire village his domain. As time passed on, however, these sedentary farmers had been able to accumulate wealth even before the trans-Saharan trade routes diminished in importance. Some of them today were able to gain political status through colonial and postcolonial administrations. A lot of these farmers today gave out their rooms for short stays to Travellers on transit like us for a fee. It was a means they applied to raise extra income to sustain their large families. 
Because it was already late, we could not continue due to lack of transport to Agadez and from the information we gathered, the nearest city to Agadez is about 650-700km (about 434.96 mi), and could prove hazardous especially at night without the right guide. Delays at the Kongolam border made us arrive late at the nearest border town, therefore we could not continue our journey that night but the next morning. We had to find a place to spend the night and continue our journey in the morning. As we do not speak Hausa, we managed to ask a few people about the nearest place to lodge, we were told there was no hotels in the village, however, we were directed to a hut available. We later found this family that gives out one of their rooms, we took it and stayed the night. As we woke up the next morning, we were covered by a swam of houseflies. It was impossible to chase them away. In Niger they spoke Hausa as a native language. Many Niger indigenes could understand Nigerian Hausa as both languages seem to relate in many ways except in the way the Niger Hausa is written using the French syllables. James and I do not understand Hausa, however, James understood some French. But the only form of communication here was mainly Hausa as people spoke little or no French in the south.
As we continued to our journey, we kept meeting indigenes who understood some words of English but however little as we found out their support helped us in making a little headway. That is to say, we somehow, always got assistance. Before leaving the small hut the owner came in with two baguettes and a cup of fresh milk which he presented to us breakfast, we drank the milk and push the baguette into James’ bag, then James quickly asked him in French: Monsieur, station de bus? How can we get to the town from here. No! he resplied  in English. Rather, he mentioned something about poste de police and pointed us in the direction, and that could be anywhere. We trusted our instinct in knowing a police station when we find and followed his direction. We walked over half a mile and greeted a few people along the way. We had to keep on walking as the police could be our only source of useful information if we wanted to get to Agadez. Our search proved successful after nearly an hour's walk. We must have arrived on a good day as there seemed to be just a few people around the police station. Even this way we had to spend up to half of the day to get our documents verified. 
Bonjour! we greeted the policeman at the front door’ he replied bonjour! Then he said something else in French which I believe could be’ Can I help you? 
“We are here to report our presence in the country” we both said in English to the police officer. Do you speak“Anglais? I asked! Yes, I speak little he said’ He made a gesture for us to follow him into the office. When we got into the office, we saw another officer busy on the phone and we had to wait. The first officer asked us to wait there while he quietly sneaked back to his position. The officer here is Capt . C. Bashirou that was engraved on the tag pinned on his left breast pocket, this means he could be of a high rank. He looked up and saw us standing there, he beckoned us to wait while he continued in his phone conversation. He appeared friendly but shrewd. The room was stuffy and hot even as the table fan seemed to be turned to the max, making a loud cracking noise, from the look we could tell it has passed its prime and needs urgent replacement or repair to avoid explosion. The officer was sweating hard from the heat, we could notice the dampness on his brown uniform. The room was messy. After about ten minutes of standing in this hot office and listening to this officer’s phone conversation, not being able to make out what is being said in French Niger accent, we started to feel unease. We were paranoid, my thoughts started running wild due to fatigue from the walking. How about if we are suspected of some crime, get arrested and put in prison in this country, how are we supposed to defend ourselves.

Could he be telling something about us to someone on the other side? Or what could such long conversation be about? I was thinking! I do not understand anything of what he was saying all through the phone call but because he was speaking in Niger Hausa mixed with French. He finally put down the phone,’ we came to report our presence! James quickly mentioned to him in English, tendering both our passports to him. “Sit down please.” ‘he beckoned, replying in English while pulling out a file and carefully scribbled our details. When he asked what our business in town was, James answered that we came to buy peanuts and millet from the local farmers near Agadez. The officer was satisfied with our answer, he returned our documents. I quickly asked about transport, how do we find transport to Agadez? He called the officer on the front door to show us the direction to catch a motorbike that can take us to where to get a transport to Agadez. It was around midday. 
Without wasting more time, we set off in search of the nearest town to catch a transport to Agadez. We were told that it would be an arduous long drive through the sand of the desert to Agadez, but we believe we were prepared for the challenges. We left this little village at about 2pm on a very hot afternoon searching and finding a vehicle that can withstand a long route, because some drivers we met told us they never drive in the night due to lack of visibility and the mass area covered with sand dunes. There are no motor ways just pure sand, so our drive would be all through the sand. The Niger is extremely hot, at daytime the temperature could rise to 38c (100f) or over. While during nighttime the temperature could drop as low as 3.9c (25f) or lower. It can get very cold when windy. On long journeys transporters rely mostly on 4x4s such as jeep and Land Cruisers with open backs, these vehicles are built to withstand the desert terrains better than any other vehicle. Towns and villages are well far apart, and for a country like the Niger, towns are few. In the south many indigenes are nomadic farmers, and they travel with donkeys, using them to move goods over shorter distances, while they rely on camels to ferry their farm products and tourists for more distant journeys.
In the desert auto vehicles are mainly reserved for travelers who are in a hurry to get from one point to the next. 
I have never experienced so much heat in my entire life. We were constantly sweating during the day and could only feel the cool breeze as the vehicle remained in motion, while in the night the weather got completely cold and freezing, travelling in an open car is not advisable. I was taking in the tough daytime heat, which was unbearable, but my only best part of the day was always the early mornings when the sun rises, before midday. The sun comes out in the early morning to warm up the horizon after a very cold night. This may last for just an hour, as it gets hot fast again. Even before 9am the sun is already hot again. However, we remained resolute to make it to Agadez. “Boy!” as me and James sometime call out on each other to assure each other of taking in all the heat.…” let's relax enjoy this adventure!” We always keep smiles on our faces even as the journey seems endless; I was getting weary as the heat took its toll, the heat can completely sap the strength out of anyone. Since we left Nigeria, we had not much to eat, safe for the pieces of dried baguettes left which we took a bite every now and then to keep from starving. As for water, we drank from the driver’s supplies. The drivers have animal skins tied to the body of their vehicles which contains enough supply for their entire journeys, and these water remains cool as the vehicles remain in constant motion.  “Our flesh could feel weak but we need to stay strong in spirit!” I told my friend as we laughed and closed our eyes while the jeep gallops on. 
STOPPED

CHAPTER FOUR 
      AGADEZ  

AFTER SPENDING A FULL NIGHT AND ALMOST ALL AFTERNOON in the desert, at early evening about 5pm, we finally arrived this historic town of Agadez renowned for its unique architecture; houses built with red clay in special designs, a symbol this town was renowned for.
Our terrible experience with a tough ride in the hot sand, burning afternoon heat and freezing night cold did not deter us. We were not planning to wait here in Agadez even as the routes of our next journey remain unpredictable. We were determined to see the end of this dry desert  and get into green Europe as soon as we can. 
There were stories about hotels and resting places such as guest houses and bars in Agadez, we did not have spare time to explore them, not that we could afford any of them. The transportation system was more important to us than any other amenities in this town. We found transportation more diverse compared to the little border village near Kongolam. There was a central bus station for long distances, taxis and other forms of transport such as motorbikes and bicycles. But the most important was transit bus with which indigenes and visitors could access other major cities, such as the capital Niamey, Maradi and Zinder.  

We happened to find more people in Agadez. There was a small groceries store with a few fresh fruits but mainly dried vegetables and legumes. We were so hungry we eat at a small buffet, I could not remember what we paid. This place looked like a small central market, so we could buy water and bread, powdered milk and canned fish. We were able to get better equipped for our next expedition, which we anticipate could be just as tough as the journey to Agadez. We went to this central bus station and saw a young man sitting in front of a small canteen, we approach him to ask for direction thinking he was one of the locals working at the bus station, responding in clear English, he said he was also heading to Arlit, and introduced himself as Mustafa. The joy of finding an English speaker changed our mode instantly. He took us to one of the buses loading up about to depart and helped us in translating our haggles to the bus drivers who accepted our offer for the fare. Mustafa was an easy going, friendly but very brave man from Ghana. I could not comprehend how he could start this journey all by himself! We all joined the next coach going to Arlit. Our bus was already filled with passengers. The top of the bus was piled with luggages of all sorts belonging to passengers who are going to the mining town for various reasons which may include business.  
Just as we were about to board the coach, a very rare but mild rain started to drizzle. The rain drove a few people into the shelter while some remained in the rain going about their businesses undisturbed. It did go on for long as it stopped before we departed the station.
We left the station and set off on our way to the mining town of Arlit. We went for about 15-20 mins out of town and drove past some flood waters crossing the roads into the other side of the desert. 
Then from a distance we noticed another overflow. As we drew closer the surge looked even wider and seeming a bit threatening, and since there was no alternative route to follow, we had to drive into it, however. When we got to the middle of the tide, we could feel the torrent as it was sweeping our coach down its path. We could see our driver maneuvering his way out but as he tried, the coach kept following the tide, seeing how the surge was overpowering our coach, all passengers could feel the driver’s frustration. In the panic, some passengers started singing songs of praise while others were praying in Islamic, the major religion practiced in Republic of Niger.
The terror was now very visible in everyone’s gaze as the water had started to pull us closer to the side of the road. From the bus, we could look down to what looked like a waterfall down below, we were now heading into that direction,  and the coach began to bend over to its side. Every passenger could see that we were been pulled onto that slope and no idea how deep it was because it was already overflown. We toppled onto the slope. Luckily the coach was not completely submerged in water, unluckily however, it landed with the exit door downward making escape difficult. 
[bookmark: _Int_NxTDMIv0]It became a total chaos as every passengers had to struggled to get out through the glass window as the water level started rise. People  were doing everything possible to leave; they were pulling each other out of the way. I was lucky to get close to the window and smashed it open and managed to get out. I looked down inside the bus to find James and Mustafa being pulled by struggling passengers who also wanted to get out. I called on James to hurry up in the direction where I was. I smashed another glass to let James and Mustafa out, we all managed to get out, and are now standing on the bus. We had to figure out how to leave the bus as the flood may soon start dragging the bus along. We must swim to safety but I’m in panic as I could not swim. Mustapha jumped in first, James holding his bag followed him and they both swam out. I wanted to follow them but I was very unsure. I waited and tried to gather a bit of courage before jumping. By this time, the side of the bus was already crowded with passengers waiting for an opportunity to make a leap and swim out. I finally took a leap into the water and tried to swim out, but I must have landed wrongly and stumbled as I was not able to stand and swim to the direction leading to safety, instead the flood was controlling my movement. I attempted to swim but couldn’t, the current was too strong for me to manage. Each time I tried swimming, I kept falling into the water, in the process I swallowed a lot of the flood water. I fell into heavy panic and scared, now unable to hold myself any longer. I started flowing with the current. I could hear my name “Uche! Uche!! Pull yourself together. Turn your body and try to jump up. Swim like this, swim like that!” James, my friend, was shouting instructions. He was shouting out instructions to me to hold on and try to swim, but I knew it was almost impossible as I have passed the shallow end of the flood, now it’s getting deeper. I was being swept off now heading down with stronger force as the surge intensified. I felt I could no longer cope, as with each struggle to pull myself out of the water, I swallowed more and more water, which contributes in slowing me down.
As the water pulled me along, I came close to a lonely small tree, this tree happened to stand right in the middle of the flood, as I’m being washed through. The tree happened to be my last hope of remaining alive. I stretched with all my might to touch a branch from the tree, and managed to grab a small part of the tree branch and pulled myself to it. I was now completely exhausted, crying and praying to God to have mercy on me just as the flood raised me from under, but I held tight to the tree to lift my head above the flood and to keep breathing. I held on to the tree hoping and praying that the flood settles. 
While I was hanging on this tree waiting, I felt contacts with  bodies moving under the flood,  I could tell those movements were passengers who could not swim out just like myself, they got swept away in the flood and are been dragged along.
All these times people are gathering around the shores watching and screaming, while the military were at the same time building up a rescued team. 
As I was clutching the tree and waiting in panic but patiently, I could see one of the military men was preparing to come to my rescue. This military man came with a long rope tied around his waist by his colleagues to pull us both out, but due to the strength of the water, I could see he was finding it very tough to get to me, but he kept on going as his colleagues was  pulling the rope cheering him on to keep going and to stay up. People were watching and shouting, encouraging me to keep holding on and remain calm while I wait for rescuers as they all observed the situation, I was in.
He finally got to me, waited a bit for a quick rest, and then he spoke in Hausa, which I believe to mean let’s go, as he grabs my hand, I let go the tree and we started heading out while his colleagues were pulling the rope. I was too exhausted to swim, so he had to pull me through the flood, we both stopped for occasional breath of air, until we finally came out. I was handed a blanket to wrap around and keep warm while we waited for the rescue to complete and was taken to a waiting police van.
In my mind, I was just thinking that if I had managed to join Mustafa and James to jump out earlier before the flood became stronger maybe I would have averted the harsh incident. We lost the food we bought, but James succeeded in securing the bag that was hanging on him while he crossed over to safety and luckily it contained our travel documents. 
We were taken to the police station where we spent the night and received some pain-relieving tablets. Too tired but grateful to God and the military man for my life, I slept off almost immediately. The next morning, we heard a radio broadcast about the flood. The BBC narrated the police helicopter searching the flood zone, they found bodies in the desert. Then I remembered bodies flowing under the flood while I was clutching to the tree, and my heart went out to those victims.

The police were very helpful, we were told to remain calm and were assured of another coach free of charge, so we could continue our journey to Arlit.
While waiting at the station that morning some people came to see us to express their sympathy. Among them was two young men from Nigeria, these two stayed with us chatting for a long time, we were glad to find people who could speak our language, they helped cheer us up. During our conversation the two, Opeyemi and Akumjeli both good friends, said they have left Ibadan, a city in Western Nigeria, and were also heading to Europe through land. The thought of having companions with the same plan even increased our optimism for the adventure, our present misfortune was almost forgotten. It turns out these two friends, just like us, hadn't enough money to continue their journey, so meeting us here was some sort of blessing for them to continue their journey to Arlit.






                             

                                                 CHAPTER FIVE
                                        ARLIT-NIGER REPUBLIC
                                      


I CALMY CONTINUED MY STORY, by this time I could feel the only one still interested or listening was my wife! Our two smaller girls were now beginning to show signs of sleepiness, the smallest was already clutching tightly to my wife enjoying a doze as she was still breastfeeding. The middle one, always the first to fall asleep in most cases, had already dozed off, tucked herself closer to me, I reached for a blanket to keep her warm. However, our biggest girl still looking very attentive, I asked; Jazmin, are you still enjoying the story? I could see her nodding in response; Do you have any questions you would like to ask? anything you are confused about? Jazmin was always curious even as a little baby. She could sometimes ask interesting questions, which are rare for children her age. She often does enjoy good bedtime stories, especially adventures and she has very sharp memories of all the stories I have ever told them. Sometimes, when I’m very tired, and try to make them go to sleep faster, I will pick a random story, I rarely get away with it trying to say any story just to get them to sleep, she won’t take! She will immediately point out, ‘’ we had been through this before’! She will even say some important part of the story that helps prove her points: However, today's story seems very exciting and captivating to her, she wants to hear more of it. Even though occasionally, I do mention things about my life experience to them which are somehow related to today's story. I have never told the story in such details as this very evening. 

A full day on the bus, our coach finally arrived in the central bus station of the town in the evening around 6pm, day still bright. 
As a mining centre, we have been getting interesting information about this town, we were all looking forward to getting here, with much greater expectation in terms of advancement and improved infrastructure compared to Agadez, but things weren’t exactly the way we were expecting. 
Excited at the first evening, we decided to go around the town in the night to enjoy the nightlife. There was a busy hotel, used for some sort of discotheque, it seems like a popular meeting place for foreigners. Opeyemi, the oldest among us, seems to relish this sort of place, we noticed he started making friends, already talking to different people on the first meeting, more outgoing and open than any of us in my opinion. He likes calling me by my native name; Uche! He will always call out randomly!
That night was spent at the discotheque, we returned to the bus station in the morning. We met, Yusuf a northern Nigerian man at the hut, he also spends some time in this hut whenever he visits this town. He was once in Libya, he told us, another reason we wanted to remain in the hut and stay in contact with him for such vital information. He was a former truck driver in Nigeria, according to him, he has been to almost every part of Nigeria delivering petroleum products. In the bus station we did not discuss our plan of travel with anyone not even the canteen lady, however, Yusuf knows exactly what our plans was, and we talked about the Agadez route to Libya, which he considered very dangerous. A friendly middle-aged man Yusuf loves to chat away the day, sitting quietly in front of the hut smoking his cigarette. We could always spend the entire day discussing and learning from him how the social malady called tribalism has destroyed Africa both politically and economically. As a northerner, Yusuf also understood the Niger case, he could practically narrate in very simple terms why the Niger as a country remained one of the world’s poorest despite its riches in natural resources.
However, the people living in this town remain among the most hospitable I have ever come across. We were permitted to stay free of charge in this small hut in the garage by the lady running the small canteen. Although she does not speak English but very few words of French, she was very accommodating and will always serve us food on discount. Even when she later realized we were stranded, she still willingly gave us food for free, in return, we try helping her do some chores such as cleaning the place and walking the distance every morning to collect fresh water for her.  

Sincerely speaking, in this town apart from the few foreigners there was nothing in physical signs to inform a stranger of the natural minerals being extracted here.
According to country facts on Google, Republic of the Niger produces seven percent of global uranium consumption. In the 1980s that statistic may be different in terms of deposit, unfortunately there was no credible data to support the claim but there were no visible infrastructures to show for this highly profitable metal apart from the seemingly large number of foreigners present at the hotel that night. 
While in Agadez we noticed the natives spoke Hausa with a mixture of Tuareg and Kanuri. But here in Arlit they spoke more Berber and Tuareg, so while the Hausa language is spoken by many in southern parts of the country, people we met at this town barely speak the Hausa language, rather a mixture of the Berber dialect, a language popular among people living close to the Air Mountains in the northern Agadez region of the country. 
We were already stranded in this town, not just because we lost our belongings in the flood, far from it, we simply never started the journey with sufficient fund. There was hardly money for food not to talk of the money needed to cross over to the next country. The fare for crossing to the border town of Assamaka from Arlit was about $700, 408.205 in West African CFAs today. We left Nigeria with nothing close to that amount of money. We had no slightest knowledge of what the drivers and Barbers guides ttttcharge to take people across the Sahara Desert borders. These journeys always includes trekking or hiking for several days on areas that are considered non-motorable as majority of the routes proves. Some of these areas could be due to rough terrain suchtyt as rocky, hilly or mountains. Another major reason behind continuing these journeys on foot most times is to avoid being detected by the border guards while on air patrol, this is a usual routine operation in the borders between Niger, Algeria and Libya. These countries are considered hostile territories for desert travelers. In these cases, all transport fares will include that of a guide who will take passengers on foot across these un-motorable desert terrains. 
  
We were now sleeping rough, at the garage, with cartons on the floor, or any flat material on any empty space we could find. We learned the difference between what we regarded as a hard life back home and a tough life here in the desert. This reality didn’t matter so much, youthful ambitions and the willingness to make a difference  didn’t permit the fear of anything to get into any of us, not even death will discourage us. Even when we heard stories of looming heavy disasters along the way, how people could be exposed to impending danger threatening the life of an entire group while crossing the desert, we remained determined. 
One of such stories was told to us by Yusuf. He narrated incidents of sandstorms. This sort of disaster is very common along the Agadez Libya route. Sandstorm is one common natural disaster that can occur anytime in the Sahara Desert, it is a deadly deterrent to travelers. It can engulf an entire vehicle; such sometimes makes these routes impassable. The information we received was that these incidents of sandstorms has remained a major reason the Agadez route to Libya is no longer pliable or used by travelers. 
On a windy day, the sand could travel up to 90km/h (about 55.92 mi)/h, the entire cloud could be covered in dust in mere minutes. For travelers, getting caught up in the midst could spell real disaster; sandstorms could pose more hazard for travelers on vehicles than any other natural disaster.
Other major threats are banditry in the Sahara Desert. Travelers could be robbed of their belongings, kidnapped, raped and sometimes killed along the desert route by armed bandits. Some are held hostage or used as slaves by the bandits. Another danger is the risk of losing one’s way. When this occurs, trekkers could wander for days without an exact direction to follow in such a vast empty space they risk dying of thirst and starvation.
Due to the danger involved in desert travel, indigenes and visitors alike are advised against travelling through roads by night, especially on those sandy roads leading to the border towns. The desert armed bandits who on many occasions had rendered travelers stranded remain a greater threat. As they are always armed and their actions pose major havoc in the desert during the summer seasons, they are responsible for all kidnap cases, when they demand ransoms from companies and government; they could kill or maim their victims to probe their points in case a victim shows any sign of escaping or prove stubborn. We refused to be discouraged by these stories. Our courage had always based on staying together as five men, if only we could find an opportunity to leave the town together, we are strong enough to withstand the threat of the bandits. As for the natural disaster we leave that to fate. 

We put little time into contemplating any of these threats. Personally, I left it to chance, already in it, there was nothing any of us could do than rely on local knowledge. Now, very much aware that we are stuck, but collectively we believed we would find a way to leave this town. I could not remember where or how I got my strength and determination to face the present harsh condition, but I remained resilient, we barely have up to two meals a day, but we coped very well, I remain thankful to God, all the glory belong to him.

This bus station was in a very big open space with four entrance, with two leading to the main road of Arlit town, while the other two routes connect the living quarters. Every little corner of the street is a toilet, stinks of urine are felt from miles; finding human stools lying freely along foot paths is a regular occurrence.    
One afternoon we went exploring the town through one of the back routes, we came across a young man, who introduced himself as Ojo from South West of Nigeria the same part as Opeyemi. Ojo has been in this town nearly one year. ‘’I left Nigeria alone! He told us, after many days on the road sleeping rough and finally getting to this place, I ran out of money, no way to continue my journey’’ Ojo joined us as we were all from the same country and spoke the same pidgin dialect, we needed his local knowledge. He took us to his tent; we discovered a vast area of land that looks like a campsite. This tent was constructed by me. ‘’If you guys ever need a tent, you are sure to be allocated a land where to set up one for yourselves; Ojo hinted us. He knows a lot of things about this town, and he seem the street-smart kind of chap; looking like we may need his experience either way, staying or making it out of this town. He understood and spoke a bit of the local dialect, enough to get around. I'm even in contact with the men who help cross people over to the neighboring border,  he whispered!
Now spending nearly, a week without much hope of continuing our journeys either collectively or individually, we voted to put together any money have left, the aim was to send someone back to Nigeria. This person will visit our individual families, explain our flood experience and persuade them to raise money with which we could return home. However, none of us has any intention to return, each one of us was bent on continuing the journey to see Europe. We need their sympathy as that will help persuade them to go out there and search for help, after all we are doing it with them in mind!
We nominated Akum for this journey. We arranged for him to set off immediately with the next available bus leaving for Agadez the next morning.
Akum left for Nigeria, now we were filled with hope of raising money from our families however small, and while we were waiting and praying for Akum to return safely with good news, we started exploring other options.  We are combing the town day and night making friends with people, natives or foreign anyone whom we consider could be in the position to help, but mostly foreigner. The water site became our meeting point during the day. The flood accident was our topic at almost every discussion whenever we meet strangers, we were just plain desperate to leave this town. 
Each day after delivering the morning supply of water to the canteen lady, we will always go back to hang out at the water site. We had two reasons for using this water site to pass the time during the day: first, was to always have a bath, cooling off in that burning heat: second was to make contact during the day with people, as the water site remain a frequent visiting place for people from different nationalities. We were making contacts in advance, should Akum return with good news so we could all continue our journeys. But constantly spending time together also has its ups and downs. Ojo has started spending less time with us at the water site. I felt his absence and started to wonder what the reason behind it may be. So, I set off this afternoon to look for him and found him near his tent, he was so glad to see me. We both started walking back to the water site, as we were chatting an idea struck me, but I decided to suppress it until we got to the site. On  getting to the site, Uchee!what is happening? Ope called at me! as we approach to the site and meeting the other two, I noticed James and Ojo were showing some signs of hostility with each other, their body language says everything, I asked myself, what could be the reason why Ojo is staying away from the team. 
Nevertheless, he remained calm, I didn’t feel like asking either of them what could be the matter between them both. Ojo and Ope spoke the Yoruba language, James equally speaks and understood same. James from the Delta also spoke the local Igbo. On a few occasions there have been some kind of misunderstanding between them, even though I hardly understood the language, I noticed it happened a couple of times. I suspect this issue, whatever it was, has caused Ojo to spend less time hanging out with  us.
One day I teamed up with Ojo using his local knowledge, we started going to some of the reserved residentials areas where we could access by walk, I noticed some uof the foreign countries’ consulate was located there, and we quickly spotted the French flag and took special interest. We even tried our luck, went to seek for a French visa but soon discovered they were shut for that day. Someone we met at the compound told us to return the next day during working hours, we did but was instantly disapproved, as we had no proof of occupation in the Niger. As Africans we can stay in the country without a residential permit but without a work permit it may be hard to obtain anything official, too bureaucratic for stranded travelers, my first visit ever to any visa office. More reasons people would prefer to follow the desert route.
We visited homes, knocking on doors and narrating our stories. At first our visits did not yield much success in terms of financial, but we made friends with a few people, received bottled water and canned foods. Our contact with these people in their homes and the hospitality we received made us believe this could be an opportunity to make people sympathize with our unfortunate experiences and possibly get financial assistance. We decided that, while telling them our stories, we should make them aware that we have lost everything and would love to return home since our hope to continue our journey was dashed by the flood incidence. To support our case, some of the people we told our story already heard the news on BBC radio. More food was donated to us, a few gave us some cash to buy food. We even went back to the French consulate to ask for help, but without much success. We carried on in the heat, came to this household with two elderly couple who happens to be of American decent, a missionary family. They happened to live here with their daughter, who's currently on a mission, and usually travels out of Arlit to do her work. As we were relating our stories, the lady was busy in the kitchen, cooked food was served,  amazing we thought. That evening before leaving we  received packs of canned foods and beverages and was told to return the next day to meet their daughter! We took all gifts  to the garage to share with the boys. Next day we went back, but she didn’t get back before we left. However, we spent longer time with them listening and  discussing with them about  the gospel. Upon leaving, they gave us money in cash and advised us to use it to travel back home. They insisted we do not follow the desert route to Europe because of the dangers of banditry or getting lost on our way. We collected the cash, thanked them very much, promised them we would do everything to go back to our families. 
Aware of the tough state of things, we could bet these couple definitely believe that as  young African youths there are no way we would want to go back home into the same system that drove us out
Getting back to the station with the  cash we received, we told the guys about our success. We noticed  unusual excitement on everyone's faces! Now it's time to decide what to do with this cash that will be beneficial to the team. We all sat outside the hut this very hot dark evening to ponder on what to do with cash we received. I was the youngest and considered the most vulnerable and less experienced in the team but yet seen as brave, to have the courage to embark on the adventure. The journey became the main focus as we all met. We were debating on the transport fare, if from what we know about the cost the to Tamanrasset, the border town of Algeria, if this cash is enough for all of to move. After deliberating on this, we came to the conclusion that the cash would be enough only to send one of us forward. But who would that be? As the discussion started to heat up and we were trying to reach a decision on what would happen to the cash, who to support with it, what benefit would it be for the team if we engage in sending one of us to continue while the rest of us remain and wait for Akum to return hopefully with a positive news. At this tough decision time. We all started looking at each other like cowboys or gamblers about to share their winnings. We considering casting a lot to decide who goes with travels with the money. That was when Ope, as I mentioned earlier, the eldest has gotten very used to shouting out Uche, my name. This time he made it look like a plead, as if to say to the guys, let Uche leave this place and continue the journey. As a most senior, experienced and probably more educated person among us, we all respect his views on certain matters. Ojo whom we both collected the money said “why not, let Uche travel with it, let him get to Tamanrasset. Uche, when you get there work hard and send back money for someone else to continue and this way we would all leave this place within a short time.” I felt scared and happy at the same time that evening. Scared to continue the whole journey all by myself. I was scared because I will be  facing desert storm and the threat of armed bandits all alone without the company of people with whom I'm familiar. Now all the stories about  uncertainties of the desert route that I never had the time to think about started creeping back.  But I felt  happy to be on the road again after over three weeks of being stranded. Finally going to a place where there are possibilities for work and to earn compared to the Niger where such opportunities are non existence, happy to be counted on by the team as someone to be relied on. I felt a sense of responsibility and great regards these men with whom I have spent these weeks being stranded, men whom I could gladly call my family. This was to me a true sacrifice; They subjected themselves into mere hope that one day I would remember them. They trusted me with their lives and future in the desert. I was touched by this love. We could have shared the money and have good meals for a day or two may be three and carry on waiting for Akum to return but we didn't. With Ojo’s help we located he l
Traffickers the next morning.





CHAPTER SIX
TAMANRASSET-ALGERIA
WE LEFT THE PARK AT EXACTLY EIGHT O’CLOCK in the night and drove quietly to avoid attracting the guards around the town, because leaving this town through this route was forbidden due to difficulties in navigation which is believed to be a major hazard coupled with the border security issues between the two countries. In other words these routes are prohibited. We were told we would be taken into the border town of Algeria, Tamanrasset through the trafficker's own route, which means we will be entering the country not through the main border. As nationals of Nigeria and 
Ghana we require an official international passport with a validpreviouslyobtained visa to enter the country. Our actions constitutes trespassing, at least a month of police detention and repatriation, list of fund invested for the fare,while for the trafficker it could amount to a jail term if caught. 
We stayed the night at a tree conservatory, an oasis, while the trafficker drove off leaving us, we suspected they could be combing the area for any security operatives. We were three passengers including me, the other two passengers seem like they were friends, both from Ghana. They both previously lived in Nigeria and could fairly speak pidgin. We remained in this hidden place not knowing what to do or to  expect. But we  kept whispering to one other discussing what could be the reason our trafficker's left us here. Non of us could sleep despite being tired and the time is very late.  At about 01:00 they turned up with four more passengers. We were hurried to the moving truck, we drove off, our truck was driving at about 20km/h in the sands,  but goes faster whenever we hit a rocky terrain, which is very rare. We kept going for over 2 hours nonstop. These Tuareg smugglers seem very familiar with these routes that they depended mainly on the moonlight, avoiding the use of headlight so as not to attract attention.  They drive close in between the sand dunes and empty tracks looking like old waterways, valleys of rocky hills. These are mainly camel routes, hardly used by vehicles except for specialised 4x4 trucks like Toyota Land Cruisers  built to run these terrains. At one point we got stuck in the sands,  it's was a difficult spot, our truck was not able to run through the soft sand. We all had to jump out to help in pushing it out with the help of flat long aluminium boards they normally used during this sort of incident. I was told this was a normal occurrence in the sand, hence the flat boards they carry about on the vehicle.
To avoid attracting company we had to slow our pace many times, especially during the day, we may run into helicopters flying about to track trekkers, but this is more possible along the Libyan border, I was told. At each one of these random stops, the traffickers will always spread out their praying mat to do their prayers after which they prepare their favourite green mint teas, shahi they call it! brewed in a small Aladdin kettle, with excessive amount of sugar which they consume regularly, served in small glass tumblers to each person to consume, while we make use of the little opportunity to snack on whatever we have as food before we set off again. For drinking water, they have goat hides tied on several outer parts of the vehicle filled with fresh water. The idea of fastening these hides filled with fresh water on the body of the running vehicle is a very smart technique that helps Tuaregs keep their water cool even in that scorching heat. As long as the vehicle remain in constant motion the the water remains chilled.
This journey has been a similar experience to the road to Agadez, cold and windy night especially as the trucks gallops, hot and scorching daytimes. But this time I was better prepared in combating the night cold, as I had extra layers of clothes to protect me from the night cold! However, there were no sand hips along the route to Agadez, which was mainly flat sandy terrain.
The journey to Algerian border village is scheduled as a two days journey, including the trekking. Before 10am this Tuesday morning we were informed that we are getting closer to a small Tuareg campsite, that our drivers will be stopping at this campsite to pickup a man who will guide us to the last village through a certain route, one passenger whispered. This passenger has been the man who transmits the messages to me, as I was fond of asking them questions to know what's going on since they were all older and seem to know better, besides all passengers spoke English. Some of the new passengers spoke Hausa. But between them, they converse in Twi and Kumasi the two popular  Ghanaian languages.
The villagers  here lived on hills and valleys but rocky terrains, werd could see a cluster of camp sites miles away from where we are now camping, we were told to organize ourself before setting off to our first major trekking as our smugglers would be leaving us here. We were also told that on getting to this next village everyone will go separately to enter the town of Tamanrasset as this could be the only successful technique if we want to avoid being noticed in group, as being noticed could warrant the security guards sending us back.
Though we could see our destination from this spot, however, we anticipated getting there could take  a whole afternoon.; We took a rest here, changed our clothes to look a bit tidy before setting off and started following our guide to this little village on a very hot morning before midday. It was our first major trek, the day was very hot and exhausting but personally my spirit remained high, young and vibrant I was looking forward to a great adventure. We waited until we got a signal that the road was clear before setting off following our guide, holding only the most important belongings we needed in small bags. We climbed several rocky hills quietly following him until we got close to the camps and from the camps we could look down to see a long stretch of road leading into Tamanrasset. 
As mentioned earlier from this very village, we all have to go one man at time, giving at least 15mins intervals, but following this long road leading to the town of the town centre. Once inside the town we may easily find someone to ask for directions otherwise as devised one should keep going until a big farmland, cross the farmland and keep going towards a round about, here we could find people waiting to be picked up for work,  ask anyone west African who speaks English for directive.
The direction  to the town was very accurate and the walk wasn't as tough as was originally imagined even meeting my first migrant west  Africans was quite easy. As the next farm owner pulled up and with no time to waste, I was tempted to immediately started my first tussle for farm work as soon as my instructor ran me through the hustle drill. But I was counted out by the farmer who at the end of the tussles will finally do his selection of those he need for his job. 
There were different west African nationals in this town and majority are from Ghana. These were all stranded travellers, people who set off from home with very little fund heading to Europe or anywhere across the Mediterranean.  
 I did not get my first job trial, however, I carried on in search for people from Nigeria to be able to secure a place to stay. 
There were no jobs in Algeria either. However, compared to the Niger, citizens live a lot better. Tuaregs Muslims and mainly farmers, the town was much more organised, roads are better kept, there were bars, restaurants and a central town market for fresh farm products, this place was vibrant and better organized in terms of infrastructures. In fact I had my first feel of Europe here in Tamanrasset to be honest! 
 Since agriculture was the main occupation here in Tamanrasset, it's obvious the only means of earning a living for most stranded Africans here. People  of course may engage in other skills they are comfortable with, such as helping out in construction if they find such opportunities, shoes repair is another skill that could pay well in places like Tamanrasset, however, being a cobbler will make more sense in a place if people plan to live there which is not the case in Tamanrasset. I did not find any African engaged in buying and selling either which again I believe could be down to statue of stay. But nearly all of Africans work in the farm as it's the main engagement of the indigenous people here, farm work is the quickest and most guaranteed way to earn, as payment are disbursed just immediately after the day's job is done. 
However, getting a job entails gathering on a designated spot where farmers visit on a daily basis in search of migrants workers. One must be physically fit, as this involves jumping into moving vehicles, pushing and struggling for space whenever these farm owner turns up in search of laborers. There are Africans who have decided to base in this town. Some of these people engage in different trades, for example I did a two days construction job for a man from Guinean who was into home development, conduit wiring was his area of expertise however, I didn't get paid. I spent two straight days breaking walls and pulling electric cables only to come out unpaid. I was not given any reason why I was not paid, the contractor just didn't turn up the day he was suppose to pay me. A certain day I went to the site early in the morning  to wait for him thinking my impatience could have lead to me not receiving my payment. I was up the building waiting as he turned in, immediately he noticed my presence he jumped on his motorbike and ran away. That was the last I saw of him. This could be one of the reasons jobs like construction may not attract labourers, could be because it takes longer to complete a specific work site. Except in rare cases when a builder needs workers for a day job in which case the labourers could receive a payment at the end of the day. This is just my opinion at that time. I had a bad experience working for that Guinean man, from then on I refused any construction work to avoid wasting my time and not getting paid. 
in town, daily I remain desperately in search of a job, I must soon start earning if I want to help bring someone out of  Niger and leave this town as well. I also need a place to stay at the same time. Then I saw the two friends whom we did the journey together as they approach the job square or  kalifo centre as the Ghanaians call it!” Together we went searching for a place to stay of course for a fee. 
Everything costs money here in Tamanrasset, the only way one is allowed to move into a ghetto is when they know you can afford the rent, the ghetto bosses never listens to promises, they collect the money first. There are free ghettos, I was told,  but they are quite far from the centre of Tamanrasset. You must be in the centre of town where there are job opportunities. I also later heard that free ghettos, outside of town are for those who have lived in the country long enough that they are now having a permanently paying jobs. If one was lucky enough to come in contact with these sort of people they could find cheap or even free accommodation, through them. However the chances at meeting these sort of people remain slim as they rarely mix up with the stranded hustlers or desert burger, as the Ghanaians referred to us.
In Tamanrasset People from the same countries live together in ghettos named after their country. I joined the two Ghana men to the Ghana ghetto called Nema. This ghetto was governed by ex-military man in his late fifties, captain he was called in regard. Captain was a mean businessman, he owns and runs the entire place very ruthlessly, he cooks and sells the food himself.
I paid my fee for the night and  spent my first night in the Ghana ghetto. Woke up in the morning to my first crowd of what seem like a refugee camp, everyone in line toward a small kitchen where the captain portions out the breakfast ration to each person. It was rice porridge this morning, I was really looking forward to a hot meal after two days with little  or no food. In no time it was my turn to receive my. Two ladles of soft cooked hot rice was slapped into my plate with two spoons of carnations milk, I was already on my way to join my two friends to enjoy my first cooked food. We finished our breakfast and head off to kalifo centre for job. 
At the centre chances are I may meet people from Nigeria. That early morning as we walked down to the centre we met everyone in a desperate mood, all expectantly waiting for the next pickup truck to pull up. People were seated on pavement, on bare floor, some are standing, I could hear some argue in pidgin while some talk about their encounter with the farmer the previous day, few were just chatting and laughing but  all looking forward to their next experience.
Some farmers park their vehicle away from the location and walk straight to the kalifo centre to select their labourers too, but this doesn't happen very often. As a truck turned up then I witnessed my first tussle. People were literally jumping into a moving vehicle, pulling and pushing at each other to gain access to the back of the truck. This form of desperate struggle for anything is actually not new to Nigerians, I don't know about the situation in Ghana but I don't expect anything different judging from the general lifestyles in Africa. Struggling to catch a taxi or any transport in Nigeria is normal life for many the citizens especially in the big city dwellers like Lagos. While a few are already in the vehicle, some are still fighting to grab any part of the vehicle so as to pull them self into it. It all looked like a free for all brawl as one man just fell down he's been stepped on while he struggles to gain his balance.
I was only observing things on my first morning appearing to the centre, kind of learning any form of technique that I could use to gain my first job opportunity. But there was no such thing as technique, the only tactic one needs here is physical energy and persistence added with one's ability to withstand opposition. I surely did met a few Nigerians and had a chat regarding where to stay and was guided. It's the number one desert rule to stay close to your countrymen. I could not gain any job this first day, rather focused my energy towards securing accommodation which after chatting the Nigerians.
As the day ended, we went to where they were putting up. I was introduced to the rest of the people; I moved in. The next morning I went into full engagement and started searching for work to make some money and help out the other guys I left behind at Niger. The Nigerian ghetto was different, nobody was in control as per selling anything but there are staying fees to be paid but I don't know to whom as I was not introduced to the person in charge of collection. However, I was allowed to remain without payment at least my first night was free or sort of.
Job was very scarce; it was like one job for about twenty people. Whenever a  truck pulled close to the square, they were crowded by desperate labourers. It was a real fight for work, the owners of the truck would have to force the people out of their vehicles and finally pick a hand full or just one person for the job they have available, which is really frustrating.
On my second day at the square, at a distance I saw someone looking like Akum whom we sent to our families, unsure and surprised at the same time, I could be wrong, I decide to get  closer to make sure it was really whom I thought he was. This was the person we sent home from the Arlit park to visit our families and solicit for support money for us to continue our journey.
It was my third day here in Tamanrasset and seeing himl, I was thinking Akum came with the rest of the guys. So I asked him about the rest of the guys, if they were all here as well? He said he was about to ask me about them to as he has arrived to Tamanrasset with another guy I had never seen before, Tobi by name. We came through a different route, he said!, meaning you decided to leave the other guys I questioned? I didn't mean to, he replied!. I asked him about the money from our families, he said on his way back to the park, he met this guy who was with him now, and he had to sponsor him that he promised to pay him back. However, he said he was willing to work and send money to the other to come over. I asked him how my brother was and how much he gave him for me. He said my brother gave him some money but he did not remember the amount as all monies were in local currency, but promised to pay me back some money sooner or later.
From his statement, my brother was the only person that gave him money to give to me. The other guys’ families did not accept to give him money on their behalf. I did not believe him, but there was no way I could prove anything and besides, I couldn’t reach the other guys to tell them that I was there with him.
As he became the only one I knew very closely there, we had to start living and searching for work, even planning our forward journey together, with Tobi, the new guy.
When it was time to leave Tamanrasset, we had to use the popular method, by looking for a guide, as any journey across the desert routes was deemed illegal and punishable by law. Hence, all departures were kept very confidential. This meant departing at a time of the day or night when nobody would notice, so as not to attract attention. The town of Tamanresset was our only chance to be able to stock up all the necessary provisions we needed for the journey; crossing to the next country, as there would be no other opportunities to buy provisions along the way. We had to get enough water, bread and powdered milk as those were the most essentials for the journey.
From Tamanresset, we were heading to another neighbouring town on the West; there the country shares a very deserted mountainous border with Libya.
It is at the border of these two countries you would find one of Africa’s most popular mountains. This would be the part of the journey that involved hills and mountains. Travelling through this region, you would need a guide from start to the end as the route was called the complicated route, no terrace for driving; the journey was a nonstop trek for as long as it took. However, only donkeys and not camels can go through this route because of the slopes.
It took two days to get to the border town. We camped at the side of a hill overlooking a major road in the town. There, the guide gave us all the instructions through the translator; he made it clear that the journey started after crossing that major road which would be in the night. He also told us of a military base there and how they routinely patrolled the town, hence we had to be very vigilant and avoid been detected even by ordinary people.
We were about twenty people including the guide. Among us were some who were doing the journey for the second time, these people successfully went to Europe through this route, lived there for some time, and travelled back , but for some reasons could not afford to go back by flight.
***
“Please let us pray and retire to our beds” I said to my family. I promised them to continue my story on Saturday since everyone will be at home. With hugs and kisses, we slept off.





                                  CHAPTER SEVEN 
                                 INGIZEN-ALGERIA 

IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL SATURDAY MORNING, we all did the morning chores quickly, packed our picnic bags and set out to enjoy the summer sunlight at the beach. I took my family through the crowded beach to a cool spot I reserved for this special moment. I could feel the great excitement from my wife and children. We sat where no one would disturb us with our Straw-berry ice-creams and snacks. I remain grateful to God for giving me this compensation (My family) after a long journey. I was still admiring my family when one of my daughters said. “Okay, Dad please tell us your story!” With a smile, I said, “Can you remember that Commandos film we watched some time ago?” They all nodded in affirmation. “I saw myself, James, Ijem and the others as the commandos ready to penetrate the enemies’ line and conquer...”I said. I saw the curiosity on the face of one of my daughters so I quickly added, “Don’t think...that I was fearless, as a matter of fact, my heart was pounding and hands sweating. I was afraid but my goal to see your beautiful faces, remained my drive.” I smiled as I continued... *** We were in groups of twos, threes and fours; this made it easy to carry the provisions as it was shared between the groups. We prepared for the main trek by throwing away all needless items in our possession to avoid excess load. We departed at about 11pm; we had to walk down a valley and climbed down another hill that brought us to an area that looked somewhat like a school compound. We walked straight through the compound and came out to the major road. Crossing the major road, we came to an empty land close to a small hill. It was a very dark evening and visibility was poor but you could see someone standing close to you. As we were heading to this hill, we heard shouts and before we knew it, we were surrounded by armed men all speaking Arab. They came at us from all angles, we couldn’t see their faces nor identify their uniforms due to the darkness, but they were armed, and we all thought they were military men. When we heard their shouts and footsteps close to us we all ran for our lives, we separated, everyone looking for where to hide away from them. They were merciless to anyone they caught, kicking, beating and hitting us with their weapons. But we kept running and spreading out in the desert leaving some of our belongings behind, as they made away with whatever they could lay their hands on. “Can you imagine the commandos fleeing from the enemies?” I asked, as a way to calm the tension building up among my children. They laughed at my witty interjection and I continued... The incident happened very fast, it was about approximately 5-7 minutes. They disappeared just the same way they came. We took some time to recover, search for each other and most importantly the guide because without him we will all be lost in the desert. We found the guide and he told us that those people were not military but armed bandits. He started telling stories of how bandits used to raid travellers, many times they capture the guides, take them to their camps for questioning and sometimes torture them to deter them from trafficking people. He also told us how they sometimes capture citizens of their Eastern neighbouring country like the Malians. There was a man from Mali among us, he disappeared after the ambush, we all began to assume he must have been captured and taken away, after listening to the guide’s story. During our first night trekking, I struck my foot on a stone and it bled for so long. We had to continue the journey without this man; everyone was now on the lookout for ambush, maybe the military this time. We later met this Malian man and reunited, along the way he told us that everybody should keep a close watch on the guide; because he might disappear and go back if he felt threatened by this kind of incidence. If that happened, we would be lost in the desert with nowhere to go. We all decided to keep a close guard on the guide, but without him knowing, and we even volunteered to supply him his regular dose of chewable tobacco, as some of us did smoke. On the second day of the journey, we walked about 100-150km of plain rocky paths with occasional sand traces which must been as a result of sand storm. This was a very dry land with no sign of vegetation of any kind. There was nothing to remind us of civilization or humans there except for donkey dung or stools which we came across and it was very rare. We also came to a point where stones were gathered in the forms of graves, with wooden crosses on them. We assumed those to be spots where people were buried, possibly travellers who couldn’t continue the journey. There was silence as we saw the graves, fear silently crept into our bones, and some of us did silent prayers and did signs of the cross to beat the fear. Even the warriors could feel the grip of fear. We had more days ahead to trek and we had no idea on what to expect next on the way, except sometimes the guide might say something to the translator and he passed it around to us the best way he could. On the third day, we arrived at an oasis. This was actually a coincidence for we had no information from the guide about water on the way, so we were very happy as we were almost running out of water. The water was between two very huge rocks on the back of a hill and it was very cool. It looked very dark like a cave from a distance but as we got closer we saw white sand at the shore. The cave was narrow from outside, and looked wider inside but dark, the water appeared shallow, but as you go in, it gets deeper. We were not brave enough to check the depth. We all took a very cool bath, refilled our water cans and spent a good part of the day resting while thinking of the journey ahead. I took some time to reflect. I remembered my little job at the Sea Port as a security man. I remembered my friend James, the train journey to Kano, the encounters we had at Niger Republic, most especially the flood that nearly took my life. I allowed my mind to replay the flood experience for some time. I wished that James was with me. I wondered how he was fairing since Ijem did not go back to them and I was yet to land a good job. I came back to reality when the guide through his translator announced that it was time to move on.





                            CHAPTER EIGHT 
                            GHAT-LIBYA 
AFTER SEVEN DAYS TREKKING, WE ARRIVED at a small farming village. The guide pointed to us from the hill, how to go to avoid been seen by the village vigilantes or security men who patrolled the town at all times. He also pointed the direction where he said there was a military base and possible barricade or land mines. We waited a full day there and entered the town very early in the morning. We all had to go separate as we do not want to attract attention of the people who would later inform the army. When we successfully entered the town; we had to look for people to help us find a place to stay. There was a man who ran a sandwich shop, from his accent we suspected he must be from our country or somewhere close. We went in, it was a small catering shop, hungry, with the little Algerian money we had we exchanged and bought some hot sandwich from him to eat a cooked food after seven days of eating dried bread and water. “Nwa Nnaa ndewo” I greeted the man in our dialect after eating. The way he reacted confirmed my intuition. He quickly scanned our faces before answering. “Ndewo” he came over and we shook our hands like lost brothers. He also greeted the other guys with me. “Please, we need a place to stay and hustle too.” I whispered to him. He smiled and made some signs to the people across the road where we were eating. He connected us to some people from our place staying there temporarily. Two came and accepted for one of us to go with them; we waited for one other guy who came and took us to the place where he was staying. Sunny, that was the guy’s name. He was a tall and fair skinned guy, who could easily pass for Arabs. He loved dressing like Arabs with his flowing gowns and sandals. From his story, we understood that he was once into importation business in my country but his nine container loads of goods were impounded by the customs because he was not from the ruling tribe, with little or nothing left, he sold his household properties and joined the trans-Sahara journey, only to be duped and abandoned by the agent that promised to take him to Spain. “Nwa nne…I have suffered but you guys will not suffer, I promise you…” he said looking at me. Osundu was really helpful. He was like a senior brother to us. Our dream of Europe was becoming clearer, as any other journey would be by transport, no more trekking. We had to start looking for job with the guidance of Osundu. However, jobs there were mainly farming and sometimes, the builders will need helpers – block carriers, cement mixers, all those unskilled labourers. Libya was one of the richest countries in Africa; there were a number of foreign contractors, lots of companies involved in road construction and those in-charge of building government low-cost houses and offices. I got my first job as a house-help with an Indian family. The man was a doctor, he had a little daughter and his wife was a young Indian lady. I go to their apartment once a day between 12 noon and 2pm, to clean up their home, do their dishes after lunch time, as he usually went home for lunch; this was the tradition there. One day Osundu came and announced that a date plantation not too far from where we were was looking for harvesters and their pay was good. He said the amount and it was better than where I was working. That was how I got my second job in the dates’ plantation. We gathered the dates after plucking them from the trees; spread them on mats and sun-dried them. The third job came when the date harvest was over. I joined a construction site as a labourer. I was helping the builders; I supplied raw materials like sand which I carried up to the floor, I mixed concretes and supplied cement. Some of the jobs lasted for about a week, some for about a month and there were some that were just a day job. I spent about 4 months in this farm village, living with Sunny and my fellow desert warrior, Chima; we crossed the desert together. This village was linked by road to the place we trekked from, through a different route of course. I met my fellow countrymen that came through those routes by trucks or trekked as we did. I woke up each day with the knowledge that I would soon be in Europe.




                                 CHAPTER NINE 
                                  BENGHAZI - LIBYA 

WE HAD TO LEAVE TO A NEARBY BIGGER TOWN about 300km. Although before leaving, we received information about how easier it was to get a better job and make more money in two of the biggest cities in the country - Libya. This bigger town is called Sabha, a transit town, this was where we would catch a transport that would take us to Benghazi. 
Benghazi was an old city and the second most populous city in Libya. We were told that people there were more open and friendly to foreigners and jobs were always available. We took a bus from Sabha town heading to the old city. It was a whole day journey and we arrived at night. We were led by someone who knew the area, he took us to an old compound called school ghetto, as it was once used as primary school. He told us that it was formerly a school. The compound was divided into different sections according to the number of different nationals living together in harmony. Work in Benghazi took a different shape due to the position of the city. There were so many opportunities, but the competitions were very high, because of the huge number of hustlers. There were farming and building jobs but in a more sophisticated mode than what I was used to. People were developing new ideas to beat the competition. There were lots of job opportunities in Benghazi, like warehouse jobs, selling, shoe repairs, painters, car wash, sign writing and so on. More people were getting creative, it was when we arrived that somebody introduced the use of wheelbarrow for logistics in the grocery market. The guy’s name was Joseph from Onitcha, he was a great hustler, full of ideas and was ever ready to help out. His idea of the wheelbarrow for grocery delivery reduced the stress and competition we had in getting work as a matter of facts. Many migrants stopped gathering at the market square waiting for one farmer or house contractor that was in need of workers. After trying jobs like farming and warehouse for a couple of weeks, I joined the wheelbarrow pushing as it was less competitive. Overtime, the wheelbarrow pushing became more popular than other occupations. Car washing was also another job that gained more popularity than wheelbarrow due to the many parking spaces inside the city. *** My older daughter asked me, “Dad, why did you go into wheelbarrow pushing?” “My first job in Benghazi was farming, I said, I was helping in harvesting vegetables like tomatoes, potatoes and water melons. I did this for about a month then moved to building and maintaining, like painting and renovating old houses. I chose wheelbarrow because it was becoming a better occupation compared to the other jobs. Even though more people were joining wheelbarrow, it gave you a sense of doing a tangible job; as you were helping people transfer their goods from the market to their vehicles, sometimes we delivered the goods to their homes, for those living nearby.” I answered and continued with the story. *** As wheelbarrow workers multiplied, we experienced a lot of desperate hustlers in the market. The business value started reducing and we lost the bargaining power because the customers now decided how much they wanted to pay for a drop, if you refused any job because of the pay, someone was waiting to take it. I remembered vividly the day a woman approached me to carry her groceries to her home which was about three streets from the marketplace, I told her four Libyan Dinars, before the woman would even bargain, one of the guys near me gave her a sign with two of his fingers, meaning, I would do the job for two Libyan Dinars. She went over to him and he did the job. There were several incidents like that. People were looking for means of survival; it was the survival of the fittest. I changed my occupation to wheelbarrow buying, designing and reselling, although this almost got me into trouble but I was able to make a little living out of it. I had to stop because people were bringing old stolen wheelbarrows for me to buy and repaint. I was accused of stealing; for this reason I had to stop. I started sign writing on trucks as trucking was big business there. There was a man who was doing this business as a monopoly. After speaking with him and people around to know how he was doing it and how he acquired his materials, I decided to give it a try. This time I had stayed about six to seven months in this city. A lot of things changed, people went separate ways due to work. Some went to smaller towns near the city where oil companies were based. There were real employment opportunities there if you had the right documents. I made new friends because the other ones had all gone to seek better opportunities, but I had to remain in the city. I went to a depot in a nearby town and tried a warehouse job but had to quit the same day because it wasn’t good for me. One of my new friends, Eric, lived and worked with me. We had all our business dealings connected; we shared the work tools. We seemed to come from the same family background. He was my closest friend while I was pushing wheelbarrow, we shared ideas, cooked and ate together, we also shared most of our items like toiletries. Eric joined me in the sign writing business. We both planned together and invited each other in case of extra job. Having saved some money while I was doing the wheelbarrow job, the other jobs I took were to keep me from spending the money I kept aside. These jobs were to keep me going until I find a better paying opportunity, and it was running out fast due to the number of immigrants in the city at this time. A lot of people were making money but there were no much chances of leaving the country to the Western world due to the following reasons: 1. The country was sanctioned. 2. The Leader Muammar Gaddafi was seen as a terrorist. 3. They had diplomatic relation with only the European communist blocks. 4. The system restricted everybody even the citizens from travelling out, except on a very special mission. 5. Visa. The only countries that offered visas, if any, were the eastern European Embassies, Soviet Union, Poland, Romania, Yugoslavia, Bulgaria and Hungary. But the requirements for the visas were not easy to meet, as almost all foreigners in Libya were doing illegal jobs for survival. We used to visit these embassies sometimes just to know what their requirements were, and also to know if there were people working as agents who could collect certain fees to help one obtain a visa. We were always refused visas on the ground that we were doing illegal jobs. However, some people get lucky sometimes, after trying for several times. Some other people just pay to join fishing boats that would take them to Sicily Italy, France or Turkey. This could be very dangerous and risky as some of them can either get caught by the Navy and sent back to their country or the boats sometimes sank at mid sea drowning everyone on board. My first attempt for a Tunisian visa was granted, but later it was cancelled for a reason I did not knows. I decided to forget embassies for sometime and kept working to make some more money. I tried to stop the sign writing because it was not bringing much money, the job was slow and demanded a lot of patience, it was not really for me. My friend was still doing it but he was also looking for other options. *** I quickly took a look at my time piece and said to my family, “Please we have to go home now…after church service tomorrow, we will continue with the story.” We happily packed our picnic bags and headed towards our vehicle. I could sense a kind of admiration from my wife…’a kind of I am here for you’…’a kind of I care for you’ and just to confirm my feelings, I reached out and held her hand. Like a child, I culled a smile.




       CHAPTER TEN 
       TRIPOLI – LIBYA

WE HAD A NICE SUNDAY SERVICE, and a great family lunch; happily we retired to continue our story. I was eager to release myself of the burden I had been carrying for long and I was happy to have this wonderful audience--my family. My mind like DVD player was ready to replay my journey to Europe. “One day…” I said. With great excitement and expectations, everyone glued to my story. *** One day, someone came and told us that Polish embassy had started issuing visas. I did not go to work the next day, I decided to try it out. Luckily, I was one of those who obtained a Polish visa. I was very excited. My dream of entering into Europe was becoming a reality. My friend Eric also came back rejoicing with his passport showing off his Polish stamp. From that day on, our whole plans and prayers changed, we started looking for a connection to Tunis. Since Tunisia was not offering visa, our only option was to search for an illegal means to enter the country and fly from there. We had to travel to Tripoli the capital of Libya as this was the city where Libya was sharing a common border with Tunisia. We took a bus from Benghazi and arrived Tripoli in the early afternoon and from there we went to the garage where buses leave for Tunis. We booked a bus leaving that afternoon so we could get to the border at night to increase our chances of passing without being detected for not having the Tunisia visa. I and Eric rehearsed what we would do when we get to Europe. Like little excited brave boys, we happily looked forward to the day we would send the money back to our parents and siblings. “I can’t wait to call my brother to tell him that finally I am in Europe.” I said to Eric. “Even myself, I can’t wait to send my parents money, cars and container of used- clothes…my parents are into used clothing business.” Eric responded. Eric went ahead to elucidate how his parents sold their only landed property in order to support his journey. We strongly believed that we would wipe away the tears and shame of our families. TUNIS - TUNISIA Our journey to the border took about two hours, we were controlled but was allowed to enter without question. Driving to Tunis from the border was another 3-4 hours, we arrived before midnight, booked a room in a hotel and decided to look around town that night. After staying in Libya close to one year, Tunisia was a complete opposite. There was night life, we went to a disco, just to compensate ourselves for all the restrictions in Libya. We bought our flight tickets the next day and also went around the city to have a good look at Tunis. Flights leave to Poland once a week so we had another two days before our departure date. We utilized the opportunity to go the beach. The golden beach, sunny weather and the unique blend of Arab and Berber cultures were enough to keep one in Tunisia but we were not there for partying, we were there on transit and our destination was Europe. “Eric, we will go the grocery market and push wheelbarrow tomorrow instead of dying of boredom here” “That is a brilliant idea, I was just thinking along that way!” We laughed at ourselves. “Once a hustler, always a hustler.” both of us chorused. Immediately, we went to the Hotel reception desk and got a direction to the grocery market. The following day after having our bath we went down to the grocery market to know if they had wheelbarrow workers, but to our surprise it was none existence and we were really disappointed. We took to the beach since Eric was a good swimmer, he came from the riverine area of Nigeria and he was born to a fisher man. I was just watching in amazement as he manoeuvred in the water. The beach environment was really beautiful and clean. There were good hotels in the area though very expensive because of the influx of tourists from all over the world. The continental delicacies offered at the beach were second to none; though because we had little money on us, we were careful not to over spend. We walked down few streets from the beach environment to a less expensive eatery and quenched our hunger. Life went on! After eating, we sat down to enjoy Bob Marley’s song “Buffalo Soldier” from a radio speaker not far from where we were sitting. “That man is a prophet” Eric said as he puffed the smoke from his cigarette into the air. “Yeah, Bob Marley is really a man that sees the future…he is a prophet” I replied as I watched the smoke from my own stick of cigarette rising into the air. I can’t count how many sticks of Marlboro cigarette both of us had smoked that day.





CHAPTER ELEVEN 
WARSAW- POLAND

JUST RELAXING ON THE AEROPLANE SEAT, my mind was busy, I was thinking about Africa, my Africa. My mind went to the beautiful poem David Leon Mandessi Diop wrote many years ago, when he was reflecting on the history, cultures and values of Africa. He titled the poem, “Africa, My Africa”: 
Africa my Africa 
Africa of proud warriors in ancestral Savannahs 
Africa of whom my grandmother sings 
On the banks of the distant river 
I have never known you But your blood flows in my veins 
Your beautiful black blood that irrigates the fields 
The blood of your sweat 
The sweat of your work 
The work of your slavery 
Africa, tell me Africa 
Is this your back that is unbent 
This back that never breaks under the weight of humiliation 
This back trembling with red scars 
And saying no to the whip under the midday sun? 
But a grave voice answers me 
Impetuous child that tree, young and strong 
That tree over there 
Splendidly alone amidst white and faded flowers 
That is your Africa springing up anew 
Springing up patiently, obstinately 
Whose fruit bit by bit acquires 
The bitter taste of liberty. 
I pondered on the last two lines, “Whose fruit bit by bit acquires the bitter taste of liberty,” I permitted a long sigh to escape from my heart not just lips. I thought of the sufferings I passed through at the Sahara desert with other desert warriors living or dead; the warriors with deep scars that had left them maimed for life, some were on the sick bed, others in prison and many others are preparing to join the dangerous route. Africa with so much mineral deposits that it should be a tourist centre, had her children too numerous to count crossing the Mediterranean on daily basis as tourists. Africa whose land are so green that it should be the world’s food basket, cannot t count daily the number of her children seeking for greener pastures from her neighbours. We are so blessed yet hungry. We are warriors yet beggars. We are kings yet living like paupers. We are so blessed by nature that many natural disasters that ravage other places were not mentioned among us, yet we are walking disasters, epitome of disaster. I remembered the skulls that littered the Sahara desert. I remembered the fresh shallow graves with wooden crosses. “Oh! The desert warriors…fallen in motion…they lay lifeless under the desert dunes…they said good bye to their parents, kissed their wives and children with assurance of better tomorrow, but…but they are dying slowly from thirst and hunger with no hope of the refreshing Oasis in sight…what are we missing as a people? Who has bewitched us? I whispered to myself.We arrived at around midday, Eastern European time, queued at the immigration to have our passports checked and stamped. There were some other people we met at the airport in Tunis, we knew them from Libya, we all boarded the same flight to Poland, and queued in one of the lines different from where we were. We could all see each other, however, due to the state of things, we pretended not to know them to avoid any misconception from the part of the officers. The queues were moving slowly and they seemed to go through the immigration first before us, so we didn’t see them again from then on. It got to my turn, I was stamped and was asked to declare the amount of money I had since I had a two weeks visa. I showed $400 and the officer told me to wait. I was waiting while my friend, Eric was checked and stamped, he declared and passed through. I could see him on the other side waiting to know what was wrong as he never had the chance to know while he was on the queue. I was waiting without my passport, until a the whole passengers passed through, then somebody came holding my passport and ticket and asked me to follow him. I followed him down the stair leading to the toilet. He showed me a small room by the corner and told me to go in and by the door was an armed military guard. I went in and saw two people I believed were in the same situation, a Somalian and a Lebanese. The Somalian said they did not allow him board a flight going to one of the Scandinavian countries because he had no visa, and he was kept in a hotel for sometime waiting for the next flight to that country, but he was later brought here waiting to be sent back to his country. His passport was seized because they thought he was going to seek political asylum in that country. The Lebanese was in the same situation but he had people in Sweden who were sending him money to come and meet them in Stockholm, because Lebanon was at war and they were granted refugee status in most of the Scandinavian countries. After two days, he received money and a flight ticket to Stockholm Sweden, while I remained there with the Somalian not knowing our fate. From the Somalian’s story, I realized that I was going to be deported. I was so disappointed and frustrated with everything, but the determination was still there and I knew that I would come back some day to Europe. I made friend with the armed military guard called Adam who was keen in learning English language, and I managed to teach him. He tried telling me stories about Poland and Polish people with the little English words he knew. We joked and chatted about everything. I was detained for a full week, while waiting for the next flight back to Tunis, as they had only a flight per week. It was the rule to have at least $500 cash as BTA in order to be allowed to enter the country especially the Communist countries, but people do try their luck, and some do succeed, depending on the immigration officer on duty. I went back to Tunis and straight to the hotel where we lodged before leaving for Europe. I had to arrange myself before going back to Libya to start all over again, as part of the money I saved was used up both in Poland and paying for a hotel again in Tunis. This time, I had to plan alone as now in Europe.



CHAPTER TWELVE 
RETURN TO TUNISIA 

I NEEDED SOME TIME TO THINK about everything before leaving for Libya, so I paid for two nights at the hotel to give myself some time. I went around the town seeing places and trying to see if there were job opportunities in Tunis so that I wouldn’t have to go back to Libya. I went to the grocery market where we visited before leaving for Poland, just to survey if I might start something, but the atmosphere wasn’t like it was in Libya. Then I thought of the Tunisians in Libya doing the same manual job we did and I got discouraged. Instead, I went searching for a cheap eatery and luckily, I found roadside vendors selling food, I bought from them and ate it there. It was a very hot day, so I had to go back to my hotel to shower and have a rest. I entered the reception and saw a black bag on the floor that looked exactly like my friend’s, I didn’t suspect anything because my friend successfully entered Poland, I just passed it and went to my room. After taking a shower, I came out and the bag was still there. Then I asked the receptionist if he knew who kept it there. He gave me a name; Eric my friend came back from Poland on his own. I was still talking to the receptionist when Eric entered, I was surprised and disappointed. I asked him what happened, because I don’t think that I would have come back if it were me. He said people there weren’t accommodating if you were not a student as he met only Nigerian students living in school hostels. He also mentioned the weather and I reasoned with him on the issue of the weather because it was winter already in Europe. He said the students told him to search for other travellers in the city because as students they were not in the position to assist him as it was against the rules of the institution. He booked a hotel and stayed two days, took a train going to East Germany, got to the border, but he was refused entry because he did not have the visa. He returned to Warsaw, with nowhere to stay, he went back to the hotel and paid for one more night. The next day he went and okayed his ticket and returned to Tunis. Great story! Now we were both together again, we had to plan how to go back to Libya and start all over again. The next day we took a cab back to Tripoli and a bus back to Benghazi. The Libyan President Muammar Gaddafi had a culture of celebrating an event annually, he remembers when America bombed his residence in Tripoli, and he came out unharmed. Months before this celebration, he would instruct the military guards to organize a mass raid, where they would capture the immigrants and lock them up in cells around the country for about two weeks. The unfortunate immigrants would be taken to military barracks where they were trained as combat mercenaries. As we got back to Libya to start all over again, it was about three months to Gaddafi's celebration and we were not aware of this event, as it was our first experience of the celebration. We got information about how people were being arrested in the markets and other public places but no one we knew had been arrested, and in Benghazi the situation was getting tough. During one of the military raids in Benghazi, Eric was arrested. I lost contact with Eric as I had to start staying in a different place when I heard from some people that he was arrested and deported. After staying in a couple of places when we came back from Europe due to constant disturbances by the Libyan police; I made new friends. This time a lot of people I knew had either left the country to Europe or voluntarily went back home. The only option I had was to go back to work as a wheelbarrow pusher even if earnings had fallen significantly; I did not want to do car wash or farm work. One evening after work, we were all preparing diner when we were surrounded by young Libyan officers in civilian clothes and we were told to join them to the station to prove our nationalities and to be brought back to the ghetto after that. Some of us were suspicious of the encounter, they whispered to others that these men were from the Libyan force. Some managed to escape but were intercepted at the gate by some other group of the forces stationed outside the compound. We all delayed the movement until they started using force but still assuring us there was nothing to fear that they would bring us back. That night we were taken to an old prison where we saw other people from different parts of the city already waiting there, this was when all of us finally got it that we were about about to be deported. We spent the night there, were taken to Tripoli the next day and were put into smaller cells according to our nationalities. They knew we were all living in Libya illegally and would not try to contact our embassies. The majority of illegal aliens this time in Libya were Ghanaians and Nigerians. The soldiers always targeted these nationals as they believed that a good number of them indulged in illegal businesses. We were kept in these cells for two weeks and the Nigerians about twenty in number were kept in a small dark cell with hardly any ventilation, while the Ghanaians were kept in the open inside the prison yard, with constant overhead police monitor with live ammunitions and water hose which they usually sprayed at the people whenever fights broke out, as it was a regular occurrence. During meal time, the Nigerians were allowed to join the Ghanaians. We had an evening entertainer by the name of Friday Gobadia, a Nigerian, who always imitated the songs of Majek Fasek, Bob Marley, Lucky Dube, Fela, etc. They kept us for three weeks before we were finally transferred to a military camp, they gave us military uniforms and we were forced to train twice a day. In this camp, we met other Africans from Liberia, Gambia, Sierra Leone. We trained from 5am-11am and 4pm-7pm daily. Once a week, we were taken to desert camp for real military drilling and we were forced to train under a very hot weather of about 40-45 degrees between 12noon-4pm. One afternoon, I was so exhausted that I couldn't keep on, my legs couldn’t carry me and I was limping. I went to complain to the commandant, a Chadian mercenary, he kicked and punched the hell out of me and forced me to run and join the fast moving squad. We had a full two months training and were prepared for the Gaddafi’s celebration day. We were dressed in full military regalia of desert camouflage and equipped with live ammunitions, we were trained to be the main attractions for this occasion, and also to serve as human shield for Gaddafi, who was not prepared to risk his military in the case of any attack. During the trainings, we got instructors from different parts of Africa, teaching different forms of military ideologies, and there was one of the instructors that was from Nigeria by the name of Yousaf Gomwalk, a brother to one of the members of the coup planners who assassinated Muritala Mohammed. Rumor had it that he defected to Libya and was on exile, working for Gaddafi to recruit young rebels to be used as mercenaries in his war against Chad and for other political reasons in all parts of Africa. After the celebration, we went back to Benghazi, while some people stayed behind hoping to use the opportunity to join Libya higher institutions while still serving in the army. It was business as usual, three months was such a long time, it became very difficult to make a living in the country, people were working for less money. We struggled to get jobs; the car wash became very competitive, car washers were fighting daily for customers who were not ready to pay good prices; the customers would always haggle the prices and it was the same in the market for the wheelbarrow pushers. Benghazi was a big city with numerous offices, many car parks and car wash spots. When people discover new car wash spots that pay a little better for a day or two, it would get crowded when others hear about it. But the market remained with very few wheelbarrows, the few workers relied mostly on the market wholesalers, who dealt on dry foods and had shops in the market. This time I had a new friend by name Soneri, we found an old man called Haj Ahmed who allowed us to help his customers with their wares to their pickup trucks, while we hung around to help him do some of his store works like opening up in the morning, displaying the products, stock counting, carrying and weighing the purchased items. Sometimes, we even helped talk to the customers when Haj was busy with some other customers. This time, the main wheelbarrow work was only early in the morning from around 4am until 6.30-7am, when the farmers brought their goods to the market for auctioning. Buyers were not allowed into the markets with their cars, so it was an opportunity for the wheelbarrow workers who were prepared to wake up early. Usually under three hours a hard worker could earn enough to stay away for the day as the wholesalers who came to buy in bulk from the farmers were always in a hurry to get back to open their stores and sell their fresh produce, so they had little or no time to haggle. One afternoon, while we were with Haj Mohammed, news broke out that the military were raiding Benghazi, but everyone thought it was just a rumor. It was when we heard that the military were close to the market, that we really believed that there was problem. There was really no where to run as the military in civil dress could be anywhere, they sometimes moved on big trucks and if they found foreigners, they would always want to know where the person(s) was from, they wanted to know if the fellow was a Sudanese, or not, they would always find out from the person’s accent, and then force him into the truck. We were living in Yankee ghetto, an old building used as an American base in Benghazi but we had to evacuate this building and moved into a nearby market called Tunisia market. Tunisia market was a non-food market populated with Tunisians and Sudanese. They sell fabrics, furniture and some household utilities. Majority of the sellers there lived in makeshift tents inside the market and we rented a small hut from a Sudanese just to stay out of town for a while until the raid stopped. It was during this last raid that I heard that Eric was caught and deported to Nigeria, I did not hear anything about him again. I and Soneri continued working for Haj Mohammed while living in the Tunisia market which was quite closer. But while in Tunisia market we encountered a problem with some Tunisians who seized our passports and almost rendered us stranded. The reason was because they trusted a Nigerian by name Alfa who worked for them as a guard, and they always gave him money to keep for them. We in turn trusted the Tunisians to safeguard our international passports for us. Our tent was just at the back of their stores and Alfa usually came to our tent in the day to sleep after doing night duty. Alfa was also entertaining a man we all knew called Sunny. Sunny, instead of working like the rest of the people, went around with fake stories and also looking for all kinds of illegal businesses. The Tunisians did not see Alfa and they came to us asking if we knew his where about since we were his only close contact they knew. We did not see him either we told them, and promised to search around and we would let them know if we came across him. I and Soneri immediately had the feeling that Alfa and Sunny had left Benghazi with these people's money, so we became very afraid for our documents that we gave them for safe keeping. The next day we met them to ask for our passports and they refused to return our passports to us. We reported them to the police yet they refused to accept that we were not party to Alfa's plan. Soneri had a very good Libyan friend by name Kalifa whose younger brother was in the military. We told Kalifa to help us inform his brother to come to our rescue. Luckily, Kalifa's brother came home for the weekend and Kalifa informed him of our challenges. He followed us to the police because we were invited again by the police to come and make another statement the next day being Sunday. Kalifa's brother was really furious after we told our story at the police station that he warned the Tunisians to return our passports or they would face the consequences. They got frightened and returned our documents to us. We had to leave the market and looked for somewhere else to stay. Things were getting tougher and tougher, they were sending people home especially people without travelling documents, so if you had a document on you, you stood a better chance of not being deported. Visas were hard to obtain in Benghazi, so we decided to leave for Tripoli but it was a risky venture as people were being caught and deported daily along the way to Tripoli. And from the informations that got to us, Alfa was arrested on his way to Tripoli and was sent back to Nigeria, no cash was found on him.In Tripoli, we heard that Bulgarian and Hungarian embassies were issuing visas, we went to try our luck in the Hungarian embassy but were refused. Staying in Tripoli was a different experience; comparing to Benghazi, the streets of Tripoli were somehow deserted. Tripoli was more expensive with few friendly people, though the environment was quite cleaner. At the time we arrived, it was when Saddam Hussein was attacked and this kept Gaddafi nervous. People were being kept off the important areas of the town due to high security alert because Libyans were expected to protest against the Baghdad bombing. We spent about a month and half in Tripoli, there was nothing like the ghetto life people knew about in Benghazi, I and Soneri were lucky to be allowed to stay inside the compound of Nigeria embassy. I had the opportunity to validate my passport that had expired and we went for the Hungarian visa but were refused, later we tried the Bulgarian embassy and they issued us visa.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
LEAVING AFRICA FOR BULGARIA

I AND SONERI ARRIVED AT SOFIA AIRPORT, Bulgaria. Sofia Airport is the main international airport of Bulgaria. We were stopped at the immigration after everyone had crossed. This time, I was a bit surprised because both of us had enough BTA (basic travelling allowance) at hand, but we were not asked to declare our cash, instead we were detained for about an hour, then, one of the immigration officers came to us and asked us to buy them a roll of Marlboro cigarette, which we did before we were allowed to check out of Sofia Airport. They called a taxi cab that took us to Hotel Civastopo. I could not hold my excitement knowing that I finally entered into Europe. In my excitement, the thoughts of my parents and senior brother was so strong within. I wished that they were with me to celebrate this success. I wished that there was a way I could easily communicate with them. Since I left Nigeria, we have not spoken to each other. The last time my senior brother heard about me was when we were stranded at Niger Republic and we sent someone to go to our relatives to collect some money to help us continue with our journey; that was months ago. The next day, we went searching for any African or Nigerians in particular to get information on how to continue as Bulgaria was not our final destination. The students we met were friendly but they made it clear that we were not allowed to remain in their hostel as a school rule. But we were given directions on how to contact other Nigerians who may be in the position to either accommodate us or help us leave the country. We met some people but they directed us to a guy called Osas. Osas had the connections to Embassies. Osas was the one to help us obtain Hungarian visa in Sofia. We saw him many times but did not have the opportunity to meet and discuss our problems because there were always visitors and friends hanging around. We even got distracted by a guy called Larry who volunteered to help us get to him and explain our problems to him. We thought Larry was part of Osas' friends living with him so we took him to be our representative, we even went to the extent giving him our hotel name and address. After staying two days in Sofia, we were still not able to approach Osas. On the third day early in the morning, Larry came to our hotel room. “Good morning guys!” “Good morning Larry.” we responded. We were so excited like puppies that saw their owner coming back. “Osas and I have arranged a taxi to take you to Greece the next morning and all we needed from you is just $500 cash to pay the driver.” Larry lied so convincingly. In as much as we wanted to leave, we were not prepared for the news, we became a bit unstable and needed time to think it over. After some few interrogations from both of us which Larry handled slightly well to convince us, Soneri felt it was genuine but I was not completely convinced. Larry just stood there puffing his cigarette. Soneri asked me to bring some money and I told him that my money was not close-by, that if he really thinks we should give this guy the money now and not the next day, he should use his money to pay him and I will refund him later. He gave Larry the cash that morning as we prepared to leave the country the next morning to Greece. We were all set and waiting for Larry the next morning, but he didn't show up, we thought maybe he would come and give us a feed back on what caused the delay but we did not see him until the day was getting dark. Then we decided to go to Osas' home where we saw him first, ‘he would definitely be there’, we thought. On getting there, the whole compound that used to be crowded was completely empty, the only people we met told us they hadn't seen Larry, we asked about Osas, and they said he had travelled to to the UK. That was when it dawned on us that we had been duped. The next day, we met people who knew Larry closely, some said they hadn't seen him, while others, said they saw him last when he was about to board a train; meaning he had left the country. We left the hotel as we could not keep up with the bills and moved in with some private students living in a private flat.We spent over 3 months in Bulgaria waiting for other opportunities until one day, we heard that Osas had returned and we went to him to inform him about our encounter with Larry. He felt pity for us and helped to arrange the Hungarian visas cheaper than he usually charged, then we left Bulgaria


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
HUNGARY- BUDAPEST HUNGARY


BEING A FORMER COMMUNIST and the most peaceful country in Eastern Central Europe was where I was lucky to find my self; I was there during their transit to democracy. The Hungarians were friendly people with great curiosity about foreigners especially Africans. If you introduce yourself to a Hungarian, it would always attract the question every foreigner dreaded, "Miert jottel Magyarorszagra"? “Why did you come to Hungary?” We arrived at Budapest-Keleti train station around midday. The day we arrived at Budapest was one of the warmest day to the Hungarians, during a very cold winter but for an African it was not warm, Bulgaria was cold and we were learning to cope with it as was the case for everybody even the Europeans. At the train station we met some Africans, and after a few discussions with them, we were introduced to Nigerians who took us to a workers’ hostel inhabited by Vietnamese, Polish and some Nigerian immigrants staying illegally. We were allowed to stay in this hostel just two days and those two days we always had to sneak in at night to avoid been seen by the caretakers. On the third day, there was no place to sleep, we were denied access because someone had seen us and reported to the administrator. This led to the worker harbouring us to be threatened to lose his job if he continued to accommodate people illegally. The owner of the hostel also owned a textile factory and Soneri wrote textile worker as his profession in his passport. On the second day of our arrival we had the opportunity to go out to look for work and he was promised a job for that reason, meaning he could stay in the hostel while I had to look for an alternative place to stay.This time my only option was to join a group of people who were sleeping in train coaches, and sleep in the train. We met Larry in Hungary; on one of those days Soneri got information on where to find Larry, we went there and saw him. Soneri was very nervous and wanted to start trouble but I warned him to stop. We met Larry on many occasions but I can’t remember if he ever paid Soneri back his money. There was a time he went to Austria to stay but later we heard he went back to Nigeria. On my third night in the train, I met another Nigerian early in the morning, as we were discussing he told me he was on his way to work, then I asked him if there vacancies because I needed a job. He said that I should follow him to his company, that morning I was given a job. That same day, I looked for people to share their accommodation with and I found 4 people at Keleti train station staying together in what looked like an old warehouse. They accepted that I should join them as the fifth. After about two months we were evicted. I and one of the guys living in the old warehouse teamed up and got an accommodation while I was still working for that company. One evening at a night club, I met a brother of a person I knew in Libya by name Fidel Chukwuemeka, he had no where to stay. I took him to stay with us until he found a place to stay. While he was staying with us he found a job as a sandwich man in the city. Later the owner of the house told us to leave the house, I rented another apartment with Fidel. There was another Nigerian in the city who was working as a sandwich man for a topless bar, Fidel always spent his afternoon with him, he decided to give some of his shifts to Fidel as an exchange to move in with us in our apartment. He later left the job and Fidel took over the whole shifts and offered me some of his night shift, 8pm-12pm, while I also kept my other job in the factory. I must not forget to mention that we arrived Hungary with a valid 4 days tourist visa which allowed us to remain in the country for only four days. But due to the political situation at that time, the immigration office was a bit in disarray. We were given visa extensions for another 4 days without any proof of work or occupation in the country which would not have been the case today. Because of illegal migrants status, the job was not steady, there were periods our visas were extended by four days, we had no jobs, with no idea of how or where to look for jobs, it was really tough on us; we were living on the remains of the small funds we had. During my shifts as sandwich man I met so many tourists from all over the world and made lots of friends. I was able to make good connections that took me and my friend to Basel, Switzerland. The working condition was better and more friendly. I stayed about 18 months in Switzerland. *** Looking back through my journey, I came to conclude that I was lucky to survive the ordeal. Every part of the illegal journey a migrant makes from Africa to Europe across the Sahara desert and the Mediterranean is filled with hazards and recurring nightmares. The sight of helpless young men and women dying of thirst, sickness, desert storm or even being killed by bandits and some times by the traffickers on the desert remains a nightmare to me. Unfortunately it remains a choice many young people face. With odds stacked against them caused to the bad government, ever-rising unemployment rates, security issues and an uncertain economy, life-risking illegal migration has become an increasingly normalized option for many young Africans and most especially Nigerians facing a difficult or uncertain future. Even Nigeria’s wealthier middle-class are leaving through economic migration programs and asylum claims to wherever they will get greener pastures. The truth is that most of a migrant’s journey on the way to the fabled promise of a better life in Europe is spent simply waiting for the next pick-up vehicle, for the next meal, for hope, and sometimes, for death. Much of the waiting happens in ghettos where starving migrants while away time discussing conditions back home and dreams of a future they were trying to reach with new friends. For these migrants, making new friends to forestall boredom is a near necessity as they travel with strangers. Only few people like me luckily will spend time in farms or doing other menial jobs while waiting for the green light, information, connection or money in order to move to the next destination. It is really a snail journey, you can’t take more than one step at a time. There is still hope for the young men out there. If our Government can make our COUNTRY and its systems conducive, there is no place like home. I salute all the desert warriors, your struggles are not in vain. This is my story, this is my life! ABOUT THE BOOK This is a true life story. It is the story of a young man who survived the trans-Sahara dead route to Europe. It is a journey that took the author two decades of his life to complete. Join me as we throw more light on the sufferings of young Africans as they cross the desert to Europe. ABOUT THE AUTHOR Chetachukwu A. Oji was born in the Southeastern part of Nigeria, residing in the UK. He is a husband and father of three beautiful angels. Chetachukwu is a trained chef, an avid writer, footballer, and a physical exercise enthusiast. Chetachukwu obtained a bachelor's degree from the Open University with a focus in business
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