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1
            Nowhere | Dear Katherine

         

         It is the middle of June.

         The Black Sea is turquoise, stained by blooms of phytoplankton and polished with undulating mirrors, sunlight reflecting in ripples over the water. I stand on a tumble of rocks, holding an empty plastic water bottle and listening as the waves spit foam into the quiet of the morning. Seagulls wheel and yell against the sky. A magician I am falling in love with has asked me to bring him back a drop or two of the sea, this specific sea, the one I am close to. I meant to retrieve it—this seapiece—when I went swimming the other day, but I forgot. Instead I stood thigh deep in a cloud of green algae for an hour, my calves numb and my back burning. None of it made me feel as if I was anywhere.

         Perhaps it was the traveling, airports, and rough blue seats blurring into safety announcements, or the cities—white chocolate drizzled on a waffle at a picnic in Johannesburg, an Orthodox 2monk walking through a thunderstorm in Sofia, a little girl with afro-​puffs selling homemade lemonade in Brooklyn. Maybe it was the homelessness—a terminated lease in Trinidad, too many guest rooms in too many countries. They say the word nomad like it has a rough glamour, but in my mouth it is jet-​lagged, wearing a sheet mask with fifteen minutes left, a draped attempt to fix its dehydration.

         I don’t even mind anymore.

         The state of my body matches that of my mind—floating, tripped, and suspended amid clouds, crashing down into borders, lonely. Nowhere seems real; all the people are constructs. I have stopped fighting detachment and started learning how to sink into it instead. Rumi suggests being dead to this world and alive only to God; in Sozopol, a former monk leans across a dinner table with bright stained-​glass eyes and tells me about the types of nothingness in Buddhism. I tell him that my search for somewhere to be is really a search for self, and the only self I feel at home with is one that doesn’t exist, not anymore, one that’s been taken apart, whipped into dust.

         I tie back my hair, so it doesn’t interfere with my eyes, and start climbing down toward the sea. My sneakers slide slowly over the wet rock and I drop my legs into crevices, press my palm against outcrops. The rest of the land grows higher and higher as I sink. The sea pulls. I could see how people would try to lose themselves in it, when the detachment gets too strong, when the urge to be nowhere becomes an action. I unscrew the cap from the bottle I’m carrying and crouch on a rock, dropping my hand and waiting for the surf to wash it full. I feel utterly alone. The water is clear inside the faint blue plastic. I should leave—I have buses and planes to 3catch—but this curve of nothing feels too right, so I sit there for a long time.

         I text the magician, tell him about the way the sun turns the rocks into cradles and clothes-​racks. Perhaps, with time, if I waited here long enough, I could dissolve into foam and be withdrawn into something vaster than my immediate body.

         I want to be nothing, nowhere.

         The magician texts me back. I too am turquoise, he says, stained by phytoplankton.
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            Fire | Dear Jahra

         

         Kerosene burns nearly everything.

         Growing up, our house was sometimes invaded by soldier ants, rivers of red, clacking bodies that ran over our windowsills and bit us with thoroughness. We soaked newspaper in kerosene to make torches and burnt the ants back, singeing our carpets and bathtubs. The price of petrol kept climbing, so we transferred all our cooking over to the small green kerosene stove and watched as the pots blackened. In the dry season, we raked dead leaves into a pile next to the borehole that didn’t work, sprinkled some kerosene, and dropped a flame. I remember being amazed at how a little wetness could lead to such fire. My little sister and I danced around the blaze until we got called in and scolded for getting smoke in our hair.

         When you try to burn a person, it is cheaper to use kerosene instead of petrol. 5

         I spent my entire childhood in Aba, a commercial town in the south of Nigeria, where both my siblings were born. When I came back to the country after leaving for college, I knew from my first circling of the Lagos crowd that the location of my childhood could serve as ammunition against people who thought I didn’t belong, that I wasn’t Nigerian enough. No one argues with Aba. It was my best card—better even than being born in Umuahia, where my father and grandfather were born. It made me “authentic” in a way that was absolute; you couldn’t question if someone who grew up in Aba was a “real” Nigerian, even though it didn’t match what people assumed my background was. I looked and smelled too foreign, even down to my blood, so I must have grown up outside Nigeria or, at the very least, spent all my holidays abroad.

         The truth felt like a story. I wanted to tell them how we never had running water, how cockroach eggs gelled into the egg grooves of the fridge door, how the concrete over the soakaway broke and stayed open, the rancid smell becoming part of our air. We longed after green apples that were too expensive, three for a hundred naira swinging in a plastic bag, and we knew the intimate taste of ketchup smearing red on white bread, the cheap oiliness of margarine mixed into boiled rice, the accompanying shame. I didn’t say any of this. I just smiled and listened to the jokes about how Aba people can make and sell a fake version of anything, even a glass of water.

         I grew up with piles of books to read, bought secondhand from the post office on Ikot-​Ekpene Road or sent from our cousins in London or pulled from my parents’ separate collections. While the town was burning from the riots, my sister and I believed in 6invisible fairies, pixies hiding in our backyard. We had cats spilling over our carpets, a dog with raw, bleeding ears, and several Barbie dolls sent from Saudi Arabia, where my mother had moved in 1996. I didn’t know that I’d never live with her again. When our turkeys got fowl pox, we caught them and pinned them under our feet and learned that you could treat the pox with palm oil. When the dogs got maggots, we learned that applying careful pressure to the sore made them fall, white and wriggling, to the sand. We learned not to touch your mouth after handling bitterleaf, or touch your eyes after peeling yam, because the first ruins your tongue and the itch of the second can blind you. We mimicked the priests during Mass at CKC, whispering under our breath when we were meant to be silent. Deliver us, Lord, from every evil, and grant us peace in our day. On the drive home, we passed the familiar heap of decomposing bodies dumped outside the teaching hospital, their loss loud in the air. We played in the car. We stayed children.

         After a pickup truck shattered my sister’s leg in 1995, my father forbade us to ride okadas, saying that the roads were too dangerous. I disobeyed often, leaning into the wind and raising my heels away from the burning exhaust so my slippers wouldn’t melt. The first time I climbed on one, my best friend called out my name, distracting me, and I burned the inside of my leg on the metal. She made a face. “Look out for the exhaust pipe,” she said. By the time I went to school the next day, my burn had bubbled up and split. I packed it with powder and two types of iodine, till it was ugly and crusted in purples and reds. Eventually it scarred flat, and I learned to climb onto motorcycles from the other side.

         After I burned my sister’s left thigh, I learned that hot wounds 7always bubble reliably, whether you make them with metal or, in her case, water. We were all sitting to breakfast at the dining table one morning, the way my mother liked it when she was there, with the Milo and sugar and powdered milk and everything laid out. I reached over to grab the handle of the hot-​water flask, but our brother hadn’t screwed the top back on properly, so when the flask toppled over, it spilled a steaming river over my sister’s school uniform, scalding her leg. She jumped up screaming and ran into the parlor, everyone rushing to her while I apologized frantically. I think they cracked a raw egg over the burn, viscous and yellow. It was the second time I’d seen the skin of her leg do unnatural things. The first was when the pickup had dragged her down Okigwe Road, but her skin had opened differently then, more intricately, chopped up by white bone screaming out of the pulpy red. My best friend’s father fixed it. I learned that humans are meat.

         Bodies in the sun smell unbearable after a week because meat goes bad, but they smell even worse a week later. One evening, it rained while I was walking back home, and in the flooded water of Faulks Road, I learned that a dead body will float and even bob. I learned that brains were gray before I was eleven, from the tarmac of Brass Junction, from the cracked calabash of what was a person’s head. We looked at it every day on our way to school, holding our breath as we drove through the junction and turned left on Aba-​Owerri Road, heading toward Abayi. I learned that we can bear much more than we predict.

         When the armed robberies in Aba got too bad, to the point where you could report one to the police and they would just make sure to avoid the area, a team of young vigilantes formed in response. They called themselves the Bakassi Boys. Their 8headquarters were in Ariaria Market, and we often saw them as we returned from school, their vehicles whistling down the road. They dangled out of car windows and off bus roofs, waving machetes and guns streaming with red and yellow strips of cloth.

         They killed and burned thieves, hacking them with machetes, throwing a tire and that faithful kerosene over them, then leaving the corpses out as warnings and reminders. No one dared to remove the bodies until it was allowed. When I was fourteen, we went to Malaysia to see my grandparents, and I told one of my cousins about the Bakassi Boys. “That’s terrible, that they’re killing people,” she said as we walked on the beach. I looked at her like she didn’t make sense. Even our own state governor had allowed the killings—just like he allowed the riots in 2000 after the massacre of Igbos in Kaduna, after they stacked our dead in lorries and sent them back to us.

         Looking back, I think about how casual taking a life was, how young I must have been.

         I learned other things in Aba: that a mother you see once a year is a stranger, no matter how much you cry for her in the long months when she’s gone. That if my father is a man who will wield a machete at the NEPA worker who came to check the meter, then I cannot tell him what our neighbor who took my sister to the hospital after the pickup accident did to me, because at twelve I am entirely too young for that kind of blood on my hands. They treated that neighbor like a hero; he called my sister his little wife for years. We can, I promise you, bear much more than we predict.

         I told a friend some of this during a lunch in Lagos—not the parts about myself, just about the bodies and the curfews and the ritual kidnappings they called Otokoto and the time they burnt 9down the mosque and killed every Muslim person they could find, murdering three hundred Northerners in the two days after the lorries arrived with the bodies from Kaduna, when we got five days off from school and stayed at home and saw the ashes in front of the Customs House. I told her how a classmate had joked with me then that I should be careful. “You know you resemble a Northerner,” he said. I told her about the rumors of a Muslim man who could pass for Igbo, and so when they came for him, he joined the mob and killed his own people to stay alive, to prove he was one of us. I told her about the woman next door, whose gateman was a shoemaker from the North, how she hid him and his five-​year-​old son in their boysquarters. When the child heard the noise in the street, he tried to run out to see what it was, but she caught him and beat him and sent him back. He was five. We shared an avocado tree with their compound.

         We were sitting in Freedom Park when I said these things, and my friend stared at me the whole time, horrified. “You’re making that up,” she said. “Are you serious?”

         “It was Aba in the nineties,” I reminded her. “I thought everyone in Nigeria grew up like this.” I hadn’t expected her to be surprised. She was Nigerian too, after all, and older than me. Surely, she’d seen worse things.

         “No, everyone did not grow up like that!” She was agitated. “Why don’t you write about this?”

         I shrugged because it was just death and Aba was just Aba. None of it had seemed worth writing about. I could hear how the stories sounded when I said them out loud, dark like old blood, like I was supposed to be traumatized, different, like something in me, perhaps my innocence, should’ve caught a whiff of kerosene 10and gone crackly and black, too, smoking away like suya edges. Except I felt like nothing had happened. In college, I had a friend from Serbia who wouldn’t even talk about the things he’d seen. I had a girlfriend in New York who’d spent years of her childhood in the middle of the war in Liberia. We know that life churns on, bloody and normal, as sacrilegious as that sounds.

         After I wrote Freshwater, I had to reconcile with the fact that I’m not even human. What does that mean about how I see life, or, more important, death? I am thinking of the place I grew up in and the self that was formed there, the version of me who knows that a body is meat but also someone’s child. I am thinking of how the darkness can live inside your memories, even as a town goes aflame twenty years ago.

         Sometimes the fire is not fire. Sometimes it’s not everything that burns.
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            Mutilation | Dear Eugene

         

         
            To be an ọgbanje is to be categorized [as] other—and to bring alterity home in a way that transcends the more ordinary, bifurcated “otherness” of gender. This other gender is marked from birth—as male and female statuses are marked—by special behaviors towards and physical adornment of the child. The sexual appearance of the ọgbanje may, indeed, be seen as a sham—yet another promise that the ọgbanje is likely to break in its refusal to act according to human norms.

            —Misty Bastian, “Irregular Visitors: Narratives about Ọgbanje (Spirit Children) in Southern Nigerian Popular Writing”

         

         This will make sense shortly.

         An ọgbanje is an Igbo spirit that’s born to a human mother, a kind of trickster that dies unexpectedly only to return in the next child and do it all over again. Humans call them malevolent because, well, humans take things too personally. Ọgbanje come and go. They are never really here—if you are a thing that was born to die, you are a dead thing even while you live. Igbo ontology explains that everyone is in a cycle of reincarnation anyway: you are your ancestor, you will become an ancestor, the loop will keep 12looping within the lineage. Ọgbanje, however, are intruders in this cycle, unwelcome deviations. They do not come from the lineage; they come from nowhere, so it’s important for an ọgbanje never to reproduce. If it did, it would contribute to the lineage, and when it died, its spirit would join those of the humans, participating in their reincarnation loop.

         Removing a uterus is an efficient way to make sure this never happens.

         I have always had a violent aversion toward reproduction, toward having a body that was marked by its reproductive potential—a uterus to carry children, full breasts to feed them with—it repulses me to even type this out. Two years after I moved to Brooklyn, I had my first surgery, a breast reduction. It was an outpatient procedure: some fat removed from my chest, some glands, some skin, nothing much. It required a letter from my therapist to prove that I was sane.

         “I’ve never heard of anyone like this,” the surgeon told me. He was an old white man who had performed many surgeries on transgender patients, from breast augmentations to double mastectomies. “Male to female, female to male, fine. But this in‑between thing?”

         I ground my teeth into a smile and handed him the letter, along with printed images of the chest I wanted. It was one that felt right for me, one that wouldn’t move much, wouldn’t sway with pendulous wrongness or leave me gasping shallow breaths because my ribs were encased in the flattening black of a chest binder every day. I paid his office ten thousand dollars, skimmed from my student loans, and tried to reduce my anger at having to jump through such hoops. If I’d asked for an augmentation, it would’ve been 13fine, but wanting smaller breasts in the absence of back pain was considered ridiculous enough to require a therapist’s approval. I hate humans. During my post‑op visit, the surgeon complained that he’d never had to spend as much time in consultation with a patient as he had with me. We’d spent maybe thirty minutes together over a few appointments.

         My scars hypertrophied, leaving shiny brown keloids and flat glossy rivers on my chest. Sometimes, back when I thought flesh terms were the only language I could use, I’d look at them to remind myself that I was “trans enough,” because I’d chosen to modify my body. Even though dysphoria and surgery aren’t prerequisites for being trans, the scars still served as a grounding reflection of my own certainty. I wasn’t sure then what I was transitioning my body to, but I was clear that the gender I’d been raised as was inaccurate—I’d never been a woman.

         After that first surgery, my depression lifted significantly. It was a connection I hadn’t made before, how that physical dysphoria was affecting my mental health, eagerly contributing to my depression—I’d survived a suicide attempt just four months before the surgery. The choice to finally modify my body felt like a big deal in large part because other people treated it that way. Their alarm was almost infectious, but I was the one who had to live in this body; I was the one who suffered in it. The reduction was simply a necessary procedure, something that helped pull me away from wanting to die, something that made living a little easier.

         Still, as I contemplated my second surgery, there was a deep sense of transgression about what I was doing that I couldn’t shake, especially as a Nigerian. It was too easy to tune in to my 14community and hear the voices heavy with disgust, saying that what I had done was disfiguring, that God had made me one way for a reason and I had no right to say or do otherwise, that I was mutilating myself. There was an ideal that my body was supposed to conform to, and I was deviating from it by having surgery. I was rejecting it as a center and choosing something else: a world where the deviation itself was the ideal.

         I chose it readily. I’ve never minded being a mutilated thing.

         
            *

         

         the robot was called a da Vinci.

         It was delicate, precise, inserted through my navel to slice my uterus and fallopian tubes into small, unimportant pieces, which were then suctioned out of my body. The procedure had a technical name that filled my mouth—a robotic-​assisted subtotal hysterectomy with a bilateral salpingectomy. I had to repeat this about seven times on the day of surgery, as nurses came in with forms clarifying that I knew what I was getting, but I didn’t mind. I’d waited years for this. It was the second time I was choosing to mutate my body into something that would fit my spiritself. In another life, I’d trained to be a surgeon myself, dissecting cadavers and cutting through layers of dermis and fascia and muscle with a #10 blade. But in this one I was twenty-​eight and cold, my numb skin wrapped in a hospital gown as nurses draped me in warmed blankets. Still, anticipation rang clear chimes through me. I couldn’t wait to be wheeled out of that operating room, finally sterile.

         My best friend, Alex, flew into Upstate New York for the hysterectomy. After the excision, they unfolded a cot in my hospital 15 room while I ordered waffles from room service. When the nurses came in, they tried to get me to stand up, but the pain was a riptide dragging me under. I swayed, nearly collapsing, so they eased me back into bed and upped my pain meds. I caught my breath as Alex and I exchanged alarmed looks, their hand warm around mine.

         “I didn’t think it would be this bad,” I managed to say.

         “Me either,” they replied.

         The nurse gave us a brief but incredulous look. “You got an entire organ removed from your body,” she pointed out. “It’s kind of a major surgery.”

         I made it out of bed a few hours later, walking in slow motion around the hospital floor with my IV stand rolling beside me, my palm scraping against the walls and the nurse at my elbow. The next day, Alex drove me home to my attic apartment. Most of my early recovery was spent there, in a wingback recliner the color of wet moss. It had a wooden handle on the side that opened the back hinge and made the foothold pop up with a creaky jerk, stretching the chair out. I slept in it for a week because I had difficulty standing up or bending into narrow angles, and my bed was too close to the floor. I was full of stitches and hydrocodone, and my guts had been rearranged. It wasn’t my first mutilation, but it was one of my best.

         If ọgbanje represent an overlapping of realities—a spirit who looks incredibly convincing as a human—then what does it look like for one to experience dysphoria and take surgical steps to resolve it? It was inevitable that I’d be drawn to these overlaps, since I live there, inhabiting simultaneous realities that are usually considered mutually exclusive. What can we call the dysphoria 16experienced by spirits who find themselves embodied in human form? Flesh dysphoria, perhaps. Nonhuman dysphoria. Spirit dysphoria. Metaphysical dysphoria. I don’t know, but it required me to modify my body to reflect the type of entity I am.

         The possibility that I was an ọgbanje came to me years before I wrote Freshwater, around the time I began calling myself trans, but it took me a while to collide and connect the two worlds. I suppressed it for a few years because most of my education had been in the sciences and all of it was Westernized—it was difficult for me to consider an Igbo spiritual world to be equally if not more valid. The legacy of colonialism has always taught us that such a world isn’t real, that it is nothing but juju and superstition. When I finally accepted its validity, I revisited what that could mean for my gender.

         Do ọgbanje even have a gender to begin with? Gender is, after all, such a human thing.

         In flesh terms, being trans means being any gender different from the one assigned to you at birth. Whether ọgbanje are a gender themselves or without gender didn’t really matter, it still counts as a distinct category, so I didn’t consider my transition to be located within human parameters at all. Rather, the surgeries were a bridge across realities, a movement from being assigned female to assigning myself as ọgbanje—a spirit customizing its vessel to reflect its nature.

         It was considerably difficult to convince a doctor to remove an uninjured organ, even though my wholeness depended on its absence, especially because that organ was reproductive and they thought I was a woman. I didn’t have a doctor’s letter for my uterus—it was too difficult to find a therapist who had experience 17with nonbinary trans patients—and I didn’t have money to cover the operation. But I thought perhaps I could save up for it, so I made appointments with a few gynecologists to discuss my options. I chose not to disclose my gender (or lack thereof), but instead expressed my desire for the surgery as an elective choice because I didn’t want children.

         The doctors received me with resistance and thin contempt. “What if you change your mind?” they asked me, in exam room after exam room, metal and glass and white coats all blurring into a single closed door. I had a thousand comebacks, but I bit them all back because these people had what I needed: gloved hands to cut me open and toss my uterus into the bright plastic of biological waste, or wherever unwanted organs end up. The dysphoria had built a tight knot of a home in my body, since I had no idea how I was going to afford another surgery or, at this rate, even find a doctor willing to perform it. It wasn’t as severe as before my first surgery, but it was still there—a reminder so red it was almost black, showing up every month. I couldn’t live with even a chance of getting pregnant, so I tried an IUD. When they inserted it, I screamed from the pain, the excruciating wrongness of something passing through my cervix. In the months afterward, I bled too heavily, through ultra tampons and overnight pads, flooding menstrual cups. Eventually, an ultrasound showed that the IUD was out of position, so they had to remove it. It felt like my body had spat it out, a reminder that nothing short of an excision would suffice.

         By then I’d left Brooklyn and moved upstate, to the attic apartment with the moss green recliner. Occasionally, I had bouts of searing pelvic pain that trapped me in bed for hours. A few weeks 18into my second winter there, I went to see a urogynecologist, thinking there was something wrong with my bladder. It took the entire afternoon to run tests; then he called me into his office to tell me there was an 84 percent chance I had endometriosis. “We could put you on birth control,” he suggested. I refused.

         “Why not?” he asked, and just like that, the air in his office stopped moving. I could feel my nerves jangling, the familiar taste of the moment right before each and every disclosure like a sharp film over my tongue.

         It’s easier when I’m alone. Today, my closest family and friends are those who understand that I’m not human. Back then, I just told them I wasn’t a woman, but some continued to think of me as one anyway. I ignored it because sometimes it’s easier to not fight, to accept the isolation of being unseen as a safe place. Those friends fell away with time. I exist separate from the inaccurate concept of gender as a binary; without the stricture of those categories, I don’t have to think about my gender, I don’t even have to pretend to be human in the first place. Alone, there’s just me, and I see myself clearly.

         Speaking to other people, though, requires channeling who or what I am into language they can understand. It requires folding.

         “I’m trans,” I explained to the doctor. “And I’ve had a breast reduction, so hormones would reverse that.”

         He nodded while my stomach churned. “I’ve had a few trans patients,” he said. “We could do a hysterectomy, if that’s something you’d want. Your insurance would cover it.”

         I stared at him, hope and disbelief numbing my hands. I’d been terrified that he was going to say something transphobic, that I’d have to deal with the violence of that tearing through my skin, 19a bullet I hadn’t scheduled when I showed up there that afternoon. Instead, when I left his office, I had a surgery date only two weeks away.

         The robot went through my navel for the procedure, unfolding it and then tucking it back into my abdomen in a new and renovated configuration. At my post‑op appointment, the doctor called the nurse over to brag about how well the wound had healed. There were only two small scars, each barely a centimeter long, at the top and bottom of my new navel.

         A week or two after the surgery, I called my human mother and told her what I’d done, even though I knew she wouldn’t understand. She sighed with the resignation of a mother who has tried to stop her child before and failed. “Could you try not to cut off any more parts of your body?” she said, and I laughed so hard my stitches hurt.

         A few days later I flew to her house for Christmas, attendants pushing me around both airports in a wheelchair, weak but giddy. The rest of my recovery was uneventful. After seventeen years and approximately two hundred periods, I slipped easily into my new and bloodless life.

         
            *

         

         there is a vivid history of mutilation with ọgbanje: a dead one can be cut and scarred to prevent it from returning undetected. Ọgbanje are a cohort—they separate from each other at birth, but return to the cohort when they die—and I like to think that there is a form of shared or generational memory within that. Being dead or mutilated are not unfamiliar things to any of us; we’re not afraid of either. 20

         It has been grueling to remake myself each time I learn more about who or what I am—to take the steps and bear the costs that such remaking requires. Sometimes those costs are worn on my heart, like when the people I love no longer have space in their worldview for me. Other times, it’s the body that bears them, in markings and modifications. By now, I’ve come to think of mutilation as a shift from wrongness to alignment, and of scars as a form of adornment that celebrates this shift. The keloids on my chest and the small lines spilling out of my navel function as reminders—that even when it means stepping out of one reality to be swallowed by another, I continue choosing to move toward myself.

      

   


   
      
         
21
            Execution | Dear Nonso

         

         We’ve never met. This might not even be one of your many names, but I know you’re out there, several people scattered across the world, storytellers who are starting out. In this letter, I think I’m teaching, sharing, because there is no unfolding of a self without the space to do it in, without the safety that my career as a writer has given me. I don’t teach a lot of things, but I can try with this: the spell that I used to carry me from being a baby writer walking blind in faith and terror to where I am now, where I am sure and certain and strong in my work. This I know, as intimately as the wet side of my skin if it was taken off the muscle and held up, flapping like a sail looking for direction. The teaching helps me remember, helps me loop back into myself. Just remember that anyone can tell you their spells, but like most lessons, I don’t know if it will help.

         So. There are these questions about how the magic moves. Is it 22the rites you perform, the resources you use, or does it come from something deeper inside a person? Does the spell work for people who aren’t me? I hope it does. I share it often and openly because I want it to work for others; I want it to do for them what it did for me. I think it could make so many of us safe. The magician tells me that other people can’t do what I do, and maybe I believe him a little, but that’s not the point. People can do such spectacular things if you forget to tell them it’s impossible. I want them to try.

         This is a spell for storytellers—for those of us who make books or are trying to. We want the work to sustain itself, we want it to feed us and keep us safe, but sometimes it feels like we’re missing a map. How can we get to where we want to be? What is the hack, the strategy to make it happen? What words do you chant into the space between spaces, to bend your desires into reality?

         Here’s what I did. I hope it helps.

         
            *

         

         when i started the spell, I thought about the things I wanted. After I wrote Freshwater, I wanted a book deal, I wanted to be able to write full time, and I wanted a Nigerian visual artist to design the book’s cover. A year or two later, I wanted a bungalow, a personal hairstylist, and money. I wanted to be able to afford to keep making my work. I wanted to wear my pink faux fur to my book launch, and I wanted to stunt at awards. Right now, I want a television show and I want to be entirely out of debt. As I write this, it’s the fall of 2019 and I’m lying in bed in my bungalow, planning outfits for a gala where my second book is being honored. I’ve been writing full time since 2014.

         This is how I know that it doesn’t matter if you think the goals 23are attainable. They are. What matters is that they are impossible without the work, they cannot happen if you don’t make the work. With my spell, I drew a map of the future I wanted, then I took those defined lines and pulled them across time, dragging them into the present. Time bends very easily; you can fold it like this with little trouble. So. The spell is to make that future real, which can be done because you are not powerless, and the only thing that needs to be done in the here and now is to make the work. Or, to put it simply, all you have to do is write.

         The future fans out in brilliance, powered by imagination and ego and hope and a thousand other things, but all that glory can be condensed across time into the choice to sit and write words down. It doesn’t even have to be done well—that’s what revision is for. It just has to be completed. There is such a space, a stretch of desert, between imagining something, writing it, and then finishing it. Execution is a particular discipline, something built out of corded rigor, tight and greased with sacrificial blood. There are many components to this spell: how to make the task at hand the only one that is real; how to work when you don’t want to; how to summon your want and collar it for your purposes, setting it to work.

         I bribed myself with the future. I dangled the things I wanted in front of my greedy eyes, and in the flush of that desire I reminded myself that writing five hundred words right now would reel in the world I wanted. There is always something you can do right now; there is always a first step, no matter how small it is. Seeds are often tiny, and it means nothing about what they will grow up to be. You plant them anyway, and that’s what making the work is.

         I don’t think everyone believes that it can be that simple, but 24again, I’m not sure how making and fulfilling your own prophecies works for other people.

         If you say yes with enough force, your chi will say yes, too. My chi and I are hurtling forward at breakneck speed—faster than my body can handle; my flesh breaks down at this pace. I believed in the spell with everything I had, and maybe that is the generator powering it all—that utter belief. Not on its own, but the actions that are fueled by it.

         I wrote The Death of Vivek Oji while Freshwater was on submission to publishers. In the fall before Freshwater came out, I wrote Pet. All you have to do is write. By the time Pet came out, I had completed Little Rot. It doesn’t get easier with each one, but after the first execution, you know that the rest are possible, and with possibility you can do almost anything. You refine your spells, adjusting a touch here, a sacrifice there, but the work is a spell on its own; it does its own magic once executed.

         I’ve watched people try to find shortcuts, hacks that avoid the work, and they end up wasting so much energy that could’ve been put into the work. For storytellers like us, it’s hard learning how to give the work the devotion it requires, how to let the rest of the world burn, how to abandon control. It’s a little like madness—and people will foam at the mouth to tell you so, as if you don’t already know, as if you’re not screaming inside from the fear. I don’t know what to say to that. I suppose you have to be willing to go mad. Can you lose control of something you never really controlled in the first place? Illusions are the best things to burn, I think, but some people consider such fires to be threats, and those who start them even worse.

         Maybe this spell is specifically for people who talk to God. I’m 25sure it can be adapted for others, but its foundation in God is my only point of certainty. I have no reason to believe what I believe without the flame of faith. I knew what my futures would be because they were shown to me—I don’t consider myself a prophet. Obey, I was told, and receive all you desire. Again, it seems simple, but none of it is. Execution isn’t, and neither is obedience; both are rife with costs, both are stained with ash from the burned offering. You get nothing for free; you pay for all of it. God asks for so much. How much will you give? Your loved ones, your reality, your friends, your pleasures, your time, your security, your sanity, your fear, your control, your illusions? How much will you get?

         Some people can’t finish the spell because they balk at the costs. That makes sense; who wouldn’t? If it wasn’t hard to sacrifice, it wouldn’t be a sacrifice. This doesn’t work like a crossroads deal. When I talk about the journey with my friends, we call it the desert: the place between where you came from and where you are trying to go, the hard place, a sky that drives you mad and nothing on the horizon. There is no map. There is no food and there is no water. There is manna that goes stale, there is temptation; there is God; there is a requirement for patience beyond what you thought possible, for trust beyond what seems sane; there is an end, but you cannot see it. I don’t blame people for not completing the spell. It’s a bloody road to stick to, simple as it is. It asks for the world and gives you silence, but part of the rigor is staying, showing up for the work regardless of the conditions. This is ritual, religion, sacrifice, magic—this is the spell.
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