Groundhog Day

According to legend, on February second, a furry rodent crawls from his burrow to blink at the day and gauge his shadow to determine the coming of spring or the continuation of winter. A shadow means more snow, and the lack of one, means blooms are on their way. If the same groundhog crawled from a sewage ditch in Lagos and managed to dodge the perpetual foot traffic on the side of Lekki Expressway, the sun could surely cast his reflection, but winter’s snowflakes wouldn’t appear, and on the off chance that a stray cloud passing overhead concealed the animal’s silhouette, the earth would not be renewed by spring. That reminds me of Bill Murray. 

Bill Murray starred in a movie called Groundhog Day where an endless cycle of mornings dawned the same day. A replica of the previous 24-hour’s events occurred no matter how he tried to alter the course of events. And he strained through numerous opportunities. Each time Bill laid head to pillow to release the failure of another day, the alarm clock radio woke him at precisely the same time with exactly the same song to confront a day IDENTICAL to the one he’d struggled through only yesterday. That reminds me of life in Lagos.

As the feature star in my own drama, My Life in Lagos, I live six degrees north of the equator and as routinely as each day wanes at roughly 6:30 PM, exactly twelve hours later, so begin the daylight half for me. The sun’s shining varies only fourteen minutes over the course of a year. In tandem exists an invariable tropicality -- warm and muggy or warmer and muggier? The leaves don’t fall into piles that warrant jumping, but consistently drop one a day budding anew a replacement or two. Seasons, months, holidays, even one’s own birthday, lack any landmark clues as to their approach. My first year, I forgot Halloween, Thanksgiving and even Christmas until my homeward-bound plane dropped me into the twinkling, tinseled aisles of Wal-Mart. 

Upon moving to the Dark Continent, the frenzy to recreate our familiar world within Africa, Nigeria, Lagos and even our company compound powered us.  We labored at making a home and a life from a host of random and virtuous details that represented us, our family. Like Bill Murray, we grappled with each day to force the Nigerian culture to accommodate us, but we couldn’t seem to change a single thing from getting the furniture we needed to reorganizing the safety elements on a job site, no matter how much energy we threw at the day. And, as life spins out, it is the little things that kill us or drive us to madness or to drink, and that minutiae slowly wore us down. Each time we asked, “When do you think we can get our broken light bulbs replaced /oven door reattached/washer hooked up/new assignment…?” we heard the familiar chant, “Anytime from now…” 

Without a schedule of checkmarks to brag of accomplishment, we gave up, or in, or relaxed into a near-comatose state. We rose at the same time and bedded at the same time missing birthdays, Mother’s Day, winter, spring …

One thing finally saved Bill Murray in Groundhog Day from living out a lifetime trapped in the same day – a genuine interest in others.  And it saves every expatriate who learns this lesson. Our move to a continent that is strange to us can cause us to act pretty strangely ourselves. Trust and savvy help us to embrace such a foreign place and to come to grips with the fact that it won’t adapt to us. When I learned to love Nigeria for its own intrinsic value, I found a new day in each 12-hour sunlit opportunity, and then, My Life in Lagos took a shape that I will regret leaving behind. 
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