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Still no one knows it just the same,


That Rumpelstiltskin is my name.


The Brothers Grimm


Families are like branches on a tree. 


We grow in different directions, 


yet our roots remain one. 


Anonymous









AUTHOR’S NOTE


Named is a voyage of names through the prism of my life. It is a story based on the memories of my experiences. The names and other identifying features of some people, places and events have been changed to ensure they are not identifiable. 










INTRODUCTION


What are we without a name? 


Our names are entwined with our identity. They are repeated in countless transactions, conversations and written correspondence. Our names are stamped on our passports, utility bills and employment IDs. They carry a lot of information. When we hear a name, we attach an age, gender, class, nationality or ethnic origin to the name’s bearer, and, although we might not like to admit it, when we hear a name it influences our first impressions of someone. Yet most of us don’t question our names. They are just there, aren’t they? They are a necessary identifier to differentiate us as individuals. And, let’s not beat about the bush; they are a legal requirement. Without them, how would we function as a society?


So allow me to introduce myself. My name is Camilla. Of course it is. It’s the name written on the front cover of this book. But growing up, I was called an entirely different name. This was explored in an essay I wrote for the Observer, which, over time, grew into this book. As broadcast media has shown, more of us are questioning what makes us who we are and where we belong, so writing this story has felt increasingly relevant and timely. I knew I wanted to write a personal and factual exploration of the use of names through the lens of other people’s experiences as well as my own. So it is a memoir of sorts. My story is the beating heart of this book. But it is so much more than that. By telling my story, I consider wider universal themes of how we fit into this world. The dynamics of identity, belonging and not belonging, families and the intricate relationships between mothers, fathers and daughters. My parents’ shadows loom over the pages of this book. They are the key to unlocking the door to my name. Without them, this story can’t be told.


This is by no means a complete account of all the naming practices worldwide. This book can’t discuss everything, and I do not wish to overstep beyond my experiences and knowledge. I wrote this book to invite you, the reader, to consider your name. I hope it might spark conversations about what our names mean to us, because this seemingly simple part of our collective identities is anything but. There is a story behind every name; although this is my story, part of it may be your story, too. 


And finally, remember, whatever the circumstances of your name, take comfort in it. This name you carry around with you is your trusted escort and friend. Cherish it, change it or reclaim it.









One


Mandy, Mandi, Mandeee


If I’m gonna tell a real story, I’m gonna start with my name.


—Kendrick Lamar


Norfolk, December 2014


I wake up with a jolt. 


The downstairs phone is ringing. Who the hell is calling the landline on a Sunday morning? No one calls the landline any more except for crank callers, salespeople, and my mother before she discovered the joys of texting, emojis and WhatsApp. 


‘Shall I get it?’ my husband, Mike, asks, yawning. 


‘I’ll go,’ I say.


I fling off the duvet, grab a jumper and run downstairs. 


‘Hello,’ I say, picking up the receiver before it slides into a recorded message. ‘Hello?’ 


‘Camilla?’ the person on the other end of the phone says, in an uncertain way, like he almost doesn’t believe it. ‘This is Teju,’ he continues, but it’s difficult to understand what he is saying over the clank-clank of crockery and the opening and shutting of cupboards in the background. 




‘I’m sorry. What was your name?’ I ask, tasting last night’s vegetable curry on my breath. 


He laughs, apologises for the noise and says his wife can never make coffee quietly. 


‘I’m Teju. I’m your cousin, and we are proper cousins,’ he chuckles. ‘We are not first cousins removed or anything like that. My dad is your father’s older brother.’ 


It’s my turn to laugh. My family consists of my mother, brother, sister and me – that’s it. There are no cousins. 


‘I’m calling on behalf of him,’ he says. 


‘Who?’


‘Your dad.’ 


The word ‘dad’ hangs in the air as though it’s drying out in the breeze. What is a dad? How can he call someone I haven’t seen or heard from in nearly four decades a dad? 


‘Are you still there?’ he asks. 


I don’t reply. Instead, I focus on the beads of condensation trickling down the kitchen window, the perfect distraction from the shock and the wibbly-wobbly sensation in my legs. 


‘I said I’m calling on behalf of your dad. He—’ 


‘Is this some kind of joke?’ 


‘No,’ he replies. ‘Your dad asked me to find you. I realise it’s a lot to take in after such a long time.’ 


I expel air through my nostrils. That’s about all I can muster. I try to say something and my throat seizes up. I can’t get my words out. I struggle to breathe, which is ridiculous – I teach yoga, for God’s sake; I’m supposed to be good at this breathing lark. 


I figure the best thing to do is let him talk. Then, glancing down, I notice in my haste to reach the phone I put my jumper on back to front. I’m barefoot. The kitchen floor is bloody freezing, and part of me wants to scream, ‘I’m not interested,’ or, more accurately, ‘Leave me alone,’ and slam down the phone. 




But I don’t hang up. I remain silent. 


I listen to this man who claims to be my cousin witter on about my ‘dad’, and it takes every ounce of inner resolve not to mention some of my so-called ‘dad’s’ nicknames. He is not my dad. He is The Nigerian. But how can I yell out ‘The Nigerian?’ This Teju person has a Nigerian accent, and I’m not a child. I am a grown woman in my 40s with a mortgage and responsibilities. 


‘I haven’t called your brother yet. I thought I’d start with the youngest first,’ he says good-naturedly. ‘Then I’ll contact your sister Adunni and your brother Abdul.’


‘It’s Dunni,’ I say, correcting him. ‘She prefers Dunni.’


‘Ah – I see.’


‘Why now?’ I ask, leaning against the kitchen counter. ‘Why did he ask you to find us now after all these years? Is he unwell or something?’ 


Teju says that other than a mild stroke a few years ago, he’s in robust health. 


‘None of us is getting any younger.’ He pauses. ‘I think your dad wants to make up for lost time.’ 


‘Is that so?’ I reply sarcastically. 


As a tactic to get rid of this stranger, I ask for his email and number. But he mishears. He says my dad would be pleased to know I’d agreed to call him. 


‘Oh – but your dad’s hearing isn’t great,’ he says helpfully. ‘You’ll need to speak up—’


‘No,’ I say, raising my voice. ‘I want your contact details, not his.’ 


I pick up yesterday’s newspaper, scramble around the top drawer for a pen and scribble down the digits. 


When I finish, there is a heavy silence. 


‘It’s been good talking to you, Camilla,’ he says. ‘I hope we can speak again soon.’ 


Annoyingly, my overly polite gene raises its head. I mumble, ‘Well, thanks for calling,’ and I immediately regret it.


‘Wait a minute. Can you clear something up? I’m a bit confused,’ he says in an apologetic tone. ‘Your dad called you—’


‘Please stop calling him my dad!’ I bark. 


‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘Uncle Rimi calls you Amanda, and when I last saw him he said you were known as Mandy, but he told me I should search for Camilla. Would you prefer I called you Amanda? I called you Camilla just now, didn’t I, or do you like Mandy?’ 


‘Yes – no,’ I stutter. 


‘So when will you call back?’ he asks. 


I cradle the receiver against my ear and don’t reply. 


‘When do you think you’ll call back?’ he asks again. 


‘Soon,’ I lie, and I hang up. 


*


What would you say if I asked you to guess the first recorded written name in history? Perhaps you’d reel off a series of names from the past – names like Thor, Eve or Andromeda – all perfectly acceptable guesses. 


But to answer this question, let me take you back to the summer of 2020. It was a grim time. Lockdowns in the UK were just a few months old as the world dealt with the collective horrors of Covid. But in July, in the midst of the prevailing horrors, a large and remarkably fine pictorial clay tablet was sold at an auction in London. Known as the Kushim clay tablet, it was one of 77 pictographic tablets found in what is now southern Iraq. The tablet, etched with dots, brackets and drawings, appeared to depict business deals for multiple shipments of barley. 


It read: 




29,086 measures barley 37 months Kushim. 


In his book Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, the cultural writer and historian Yuval Noah Harari refers to this clay tablet. He believes the most probable reading of this sentence should be: ‘A total of 29,086 measures of barley were received over the course of 37 months. Signed, Kushim.’ This means that the tablet sold at auction in Iraq was one of the earliest references to naming, so, if Kushim was indeed a person, he may be the first individual in history whose name is known to us. 


And, five millennia later, just like Kushim, I too was named. 


My name was Mandy. 


Here I am, aged ten, on a Sunday afternoon in 1980, sitting cross-legged on the carpeted floor in the back room of our terraced house in Luton, a multicultural town some 30 miles northwest of London. 


In those days, life on a Sunday revolved around preparing for school on Monday. There were baths. After bathing, the ‘kink’ in my hair was pressed with a hot comb until it was as straight as a ruler. But not yet. It was a few minutes after two, and so far I’d spent the afternoon watching an MGM musical, and boy, did it brighten life up. Sundays back then were the day of closure. And that’s no exaggeration. It felt like nowhere was open.


My brother, Abdul, five years older than me, was out, and Dunni, my sister, four years older, was upstairs ‘doing her homework’. Except, in reality, she wasn’t doing her homework. We shared a bedroom and, when I left her, she was lying on her bed, her hands behind her head, staring at the poster of Mel Gibson on her side of the bedroom wall. 


Carmen, my mother, sat behind me, and I knew by the acrid smell wafting from the sofa that she was painting her nails. Remember that name – Carmen. It’s important to this story. 




By then, we no longer lived among the tight-knit community of the Marsh Farm council estate, built in the 1960s as part of the town’s post-war expansion. Our new home was on Bradley Road, which meant if I wanted to see my best friend Jess it was a 15-minute cycle ride away. Still, we had moved up in the world. Our new bay-windowed terrace house had a galley kitchen, a too-hot-in-summer, too-cold-in-winter conservatory, a ‘posh’ front room reserved for guests and a back room/dining room for eating and watching television. Television was limited to three channels and was a massive part of family life, and the back room, like the rest of the house, was immaculate. Today, we’d call Carmen an early 80s devotee of the yet-to-be-born Marie Kondo approach to cleaning and clutter control. But money was tight. My mother worked hard to furnish our home in a cost-effective style, and she favoured an interior design aesthetic of pastels and scatter cushions. Ours wasn’t a typical West Indian home. When I went to my Jamaican friends’ houses, there were were trinkets on the tables, plastic-covered sofas, Jamaican flags pinned on a wall, and mantelpieces groaning with photographs of family members from ‘back home’, AKA Jamaica. In the summer holidays, my friends who could afford the airfare travelled with their parents to visit the island. On their return, they swaggered down the corridor, reeking of the Caribbean and greeting one another in a brand-new way. Instead of, ‘How are you?’ they said, ‘Wah gwan.’ I envied their holidays with their Jamaican families and their use of Jamaican patois. We had no family in Jamaica, and even if we did have family in Jamaica – how could we afford to go to the Caribbean? Our summer holidays were spent roaming the back garden of Bradley Road or, if my mother could afford it, in the seaside towns of Margate and Clacton. And believe me, there was no ‘wah gwan’ in Essex or Kent. Plus, my mother wasn’t a fan of Jamaican patois, and we kids weren’t encouraged to speak it. So, perhaps because of this, we were labelled by some West Indian families as a little bit ‘other’ and a little bit ‘hoity-toity’, which we were most certainly not. 




‘Poor Judy,’ my mother said as the credits for Meet Me in St Louis rolled. ‘The Hollywood system worked that unfortunate woman to the bone.’ 


Intrigued, I asked her what she meant, but she didn’t explain. Looking back, I suppose Judy Garland’s ongoing battle with prescription drugs, alcohol and failed marriages wasn’t the most appropriate conversation to have with a ten-year-old. 


Instead, she shared a titbit. 


‘Her real name was Frances,’ she said, applying the final application of cherry nail varnish to her nails. ‘She changed it to Judy. I read all about it in the Woman’s Weekly.’


Of course, changing your name in Hollywood was as common as weeds in a garden. But back then, I was unaware this was even possible. I knew you could change your mind about which television programme you wanted to watch, books you wanted to read or socks you wanted to wear – but changing your name? Wow! My ten-year-old head thought, if Judy could change her name, why can’t I? Why do I have to be Mandy? 


You see, until a few weeks ago, Mandy had been a perfectly acceptable name. Sometimes I even experimented with its spelling. Out went boring Mandy, in came Mandi, and one morning, sifting through Abdul’s vinyl collection, I came across an album by the pop group Imagination. The lead singer was called Leee. So, for a few days, I became Mandeee. 


But now I saw myself and my name differently. And this nugget about Judy changing her name blew my mind. It was like being locked in a sweet shop, watching Gene Kelly films, or, better still, locked in the mobile library parked near the Co-op. 




Turning to my mother, I said in an eager tone that, like Judy, I wanted to change my name, but my mother seemed preoccupied. She raised a hand to her face, puckered her lips and blew air onto her freshly painted nails. 


I tried again.


‘I don’t think I want to be called Mandy any more,’ I said, hurrying to get the sentence out before I lost my nerve. 


‘Everyone knows you as Mandy,’ she replied, frowning and blowing on her fingernails. ‘Mandy’s your special Jamaican name.’ 


‘But we live in Luton, not Jamaica,’ I shot back. 


My mother told me not to be feisty and made that sound with her lips and teeth, a warning sign not to proceed further, but I ignored this. 


In a faltering voice, I explained I wanted to be like Judy, without disclosing the reason why. How could I say that wasn’t the name I had pulled from the bottom drawer in my mother’s bedroom a few weeks ago?


I’d told no one about it. It was my secret. There was no way I could tell Abdul or Dunni. They’d want to know why I was rifling through our mother’s underwear drawers, even though my mid-morning rumble was completely innocent. I was looking for a book. My best friend, Jess, who, like me, was a little bit show-off and shy, told me she’d found a copy of a book with a rude word on the front in her mother’s drawers. She said the book was by someone called Jackie Collins. My mother was a reader, and I knew she read Jackie Collins, so one Saturday morning I opened her chest of drawers, hoping to find a copy of The Bitch. Instead, I found a birth certificate. 


‘I don’t think I want to be called Mandy any more,’ I said again to my mother. ‘I want to change it.’ 


‘Everyone knows you as Mandy. You can’t change it. That’s your name,’ she replied with the faintest flash of irritation. 




No, it’s not, I wanted to say. That wasn’t the name I pulled from your underwear drawer. The name on my birth certificate didn’t say Mandy. It said Camilla. 


But I didn’t. I kept my mouth firmly shut. 


Camilla was my secret, and, whisper it: I loved the name Camilla. The moment I saw that name on my birth certificate, something shifted and squatted inside me. 


I scribbled Camilla in lower case and upper case using freshly sharpened pencils and coloured pens down a whole page in my notebook, like one of the naughty kids in my primary school who were always being punished by the teachers. Except this wasn’t a punishment. This was pure pleasure. When I was alone, I stood in front of my bedroom mirror and, in a grown-up voice, I said, ‘I am Camilla,’ and then in a louder voice, ‘My name is Camilla,’ dragging out the three syllables of my newly discovered name as though I were chewing on a toffee. But I wasn’t Camilla. Who was she? I was Mandy. Friends and teachers at my primary school called me Mandy. If I visited the doctor or the dentist, I was Mandy. Camilla was a name in a drawer. 


I tried another approach. 


‘Why are Dunni’s and Abdul’s names so different to mine, Mum?’


Silence. 


‘I think I’d like to change it,’ I said, choosing my words carefully. ‘Can I?’


At this point, my mother’s glare became more of a frown, but it didn’t alter her features. Of average height and slight build, she was knockout beautiful (you could cut your fingers on her cheekbones) and extremely well put together. If a fashion stylist peeked into her wardrobe, they would swoon and ask if they could borrow one of her outfits.


Without answering my question, she took one of her infamous tangents. 




‘I brought you three kids up without any help from him,’ she said, spitting out the pronoun of the man I hadn’t seen or heard from in over three years. 


‘Yes, Mum.’ 


‘That man,’ she said. ‘I can’t call him your father because he didn’t act like a father. He called himself a playboy.’ 


‘What’s a playboy?’ 


‘He was a good-for-nothing,’ she continued. ‘I didn’t leave Jamaica to train as a nurse and get lumped with him and all the other Nigerians.’ 


‘No, Mum.’ 


‘Nurse, did you come on a banana boat from Africa?’ she said, affecting the voice of one of her White-British patients. ‘Have you been on an aeroplane? Can you swim? Do you use a knife and fork in Africa? My name is S-A-R-A-H. Can you say it? S-A-R-A-H. Are people called Sarah in Africa?’


She shook her head at the murk of that particular memory.


‘I explained to the patient that I was a Jamaican, thank you very much. But none of the patients on my ward had heard of Jamaica,’ she said, making that sound again with her lips and teeth. ‘But they knew all about Africa. They knew all about Tarzan and Jane and lions and tigers and naked men and women running around a mud hut clutching spears with a bone poking through their nostrils. Don’t you ever marry a Nigerian, Mandy!’ 


‘I want to change my name,’ I said. ‘I don’t like it.’ 


‘Babies can’t name themselves, you know,’ she said. ‘You have a name. It is Mandy. You’ll learn to like it. You haven’t eaten your sandwich,’ she said, pointing to the plate of floppy white bread layered with thick butter and strawberry jam on the floor beside me. 


I took a bite but I was confused. I couldn’t understand why I was called Mandy, not Camilla. Or what this had to do with him. Why did she mention him? And why didn’t my mother just say, ‘Of course, love, if you don’t want to be called Mandy, then so be it. Change it.’


‘Did The Nigerian?’ I asked, whispering his nickname as though he were in the next room, not thousands of miles away in Nigeria. ‘Did Sanni like the name Mandy?’ 


By the early 1980s, Sanni’s names were interchangeable. He was never ‘Dad’. He could be a pronoun one minute, a nickname the next or we called him ‘Sanni’ – the surname me, my mother and my siblings shared with him. When they divorced my mother didn’t revert to Francis, her surname before marriage, and, because she referred to him by our surname, we children copied the new moniker. 


She pursed her lips and said Sanni was a good-for-nothing who didn’t pay maintenance money for us kids and, with any luck, was as bald as a coot, begging on the streets of Lagos. 


‘Why don’t you finish your jam sandwich or do one of your impressions, Mandy? Go on, love,’ my mother asked, changing the subject again. 


Now, of course, I realise this was her attempt to placate me and place a full stop on the subject of names and the thick forest of my parents’ divorce – and her strategy worked. 


In those days, I was known in our household for two things. I was a voracious reader. My childhood was full of books. I read by any means necessary – torch, street light from outside my bedroom or candle. I was also an enthusiastic mimic. Looking back, I realise part of my talent for mimicry and impersonations came from a desire to perform and make my mother laugh. Little wonder I enjoyed belting out Shirley Bassey’s ‘Goldfinger’ or impersonating the botanist and television presenter David Bellamy at my mother’s request. 


I got up and impersonated Frank Spencer, the curious and rather odd character from the television series Some Mothers Do ’Ave ’Em, which, if you come across it now on one of those classic television channels, like most sitcoms from the 80s, hasn’t aged well. Still, my rudimentary imitation of ‘Ooh Betty, the cat’s done a whoopsie on the carpet’ made her chuckle, and seeing my mother chuckle was like a cloudy day, and then boom, the sun came out. I was lost in her joy, but the disquiet I felt about my name lingered.









Two


All Change, Please


A person’s name is to him or her the sweetest and most important sound in any language. 


—Dale Carnegie 


The dictionary defines the word ‘name’ as a word or set of words that a person, thing or place is known, addressed as or referred by. This sounds relatively simple, doesn’t it? We have a name to identify us. Names are one of the first things we learn about people, and they play a significant role in our initial impressions of someone. They are part of who we are. It is human nature to give something a name, and we humans just love naming things. Ask around; you’ll be surprised at the random things people choose to name.


The average person in the US and the UK has two given names (a first name and a middle name), followed by a surname (last name or family name). However, not all countries follow the three-name configuration. It varies around the world. In Jamaica, double middle names are common, while in other nations, such as Italy, China and many East Asian countries, middle names are relatively uncommon. Still, regardless of our cultural backgrounds, our given name individualises us. It unlocks the door to our identity.


For Jeremy Schultz, a UK-based psychotherapist, names are central to his work. He says, ‘I often ask my clients about their names, how they were chosen, and by whom, as this reveals important information about their family of origin, such as who they “belong” to or who holds the power.’ Schultz goes on, ‘I am curious about how my client has responded, consciously or unconsciously, to these pressures and how family narratives may have influenced their identity, relationships or sense of themselves in the world.’ And Schultz should know. Like me, he chose to reclaim his name, which, in his case, was a Jewish surname, Anglicised from Schultz to Shaw to sound less Jewish. 


But for now, I want to stick with the concept of an unforced name change. You change your name because you want to, and that’s what I wanted to do as a ten-year-old. 


In the UK, when you reach the age of 16, you have the right to change your name unless it is for fraudulent or deceptive purposes. But there is a cost. You will need to pay £30 for a deed poll document, as well as additional administration charges. 


So, what compels someone to voluntarily change their name?


Some people change their names in response to their feelings. Perhaps they’ve outgrown a babyish nickname that doesn’t represent who they are. 


For others, changing a name marks a new chapter in their lives, and it can be a substantial or subtle change to distance themselves from a difficult family or upbringing.


In the 2023 film Past Lives, the central character, Na Young, emigrates to Canada from Korea and changes her name to Nora Moon to assimilate and make it sound less foreign there. The late sumo wrestler Akebono, who was born in Hawaii and became the first non-Japanese sumo grand champion, changed his name from Chadwick Haheo Rowan to Akebono Taro-after becoming a Japanese citizen. 


At the turn of the twentieth century, in the US, many Italian, Slavic and Jewish immigrants changed their names in their desire to mix within the dominant American society. Italian immigrants translated their names into English, dropped the final vowel to make them sound less Italian, clipped or shortened their given names or altered the spelling. Sigismund Schlomo Freud dropped the Schlomo and replaced Sigismund with Sigmund to avoid anti-semitic discrimination. While another psychoanalyst, and friend of Freud, Otto Rosenfeld, changed his name to Otto Rank. 


After emancipation from slavery in the 1860s, many former enslaved people adopted new names and surnames to represent a newfound identity and self-narrative. Some replaced a name or surname given to them by their former slave owners, like the African-American anti-slavery and women’s rights activist Isabella Baumfree, who changed her name to Sojourner Truth. 


In some Chinese-speaking communities across East Asia and South Korea, people change their names because they believe it ushers in good fortune or luck. 


In India, names can signify social and caste status, and Dalits are at the bottom of this rigid caste system. So, to combat this, some Dalits escape the discrimination associated with their name by converting to Christianity and choosing an Anglicised name.


Some people change their name to show allegiance to a Confirmation name in Catholicism or as part of a new religious or spiritual calling. Changing a name marks a shift in their lives and their dedication to this new path. 


In marriage, people change their names to show commitment to a new partner, and in divorce they change their names to outwardly disconnect from their partner and their past. 


And, of course, there are those who change a name simply for the fun of it. 


Why else would someone change their name from Craig Moore to Bowser I-Just-Wanna-Drift Moore? Or, how about the person in Texas who changed his first name to reflect his political apathy at the Trump and Biden presidential candidacy? In 2024 Dustin Ebey became Literally Anybody Else.


However, regardless of the ‘fun element’, according to Deed Poll UK most people change their names because they feel their name at birth doesn’t fit who they are. But what does that mean? 


Part of our need to understand ourselves is developed when we look back through the lens of our formative childhood experiences. When I ask my mother now about the afternoon we watched Judy Garland, and I announced I wanted to change my name, she says, ‘All that name talk, love. You were always off in your own little world.’ And I suppose I was. But this feeling of wanting to change a name can be experienced at any age.


The former Chancellor of the Exchequer, George Osborne, was 13 when he announced he no longer wanted to be known by his first name, Gideon. In an interview, Osborne explained the reason for the name change. He said, ‘I never liked the name, and I couldn’t think of anyone I liked or who was successful who was called Gideon.’ The writer Zadie Smith, like Osborne, was in her early teens when she changed her name from Sadie to Zadie. Dana Elaine Owens, better known as the rapper, singer and actor Queen Latifah, came across the name Latifah in a book about Arabic names when she was eight years old. Before she became widely known as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, the celebrated Nigerian author revealed in a recent interview that she was not born Chimamanda. Her birth name was Ngozi Grace. As a Catholic, she chose Amanda as her confirmation name (even though it wasn’t a saint’s name). She was inspired by this name after reading about a character called Amanda in a novel. However, at university in the US, her class was full of Amandas. It was a popular name, so she created the Igbo name Chimamanda by adding ‘Chim’ to ‘Amanda’ and the rest is history. A literary superstar was born. 


When I discovered the origins of Chimamanda’s name, it was interesting to realise we shared a commonality in our given names. Mandy is the diminutive of Amanda, and, growing up on Bradley Road, Mandy and Amanda were used interchangeably depending on the family member. Dunni called me Amanda. Abdul preferred Mandy, as did my mother, although, on occasion, if I did something wrong, I was Amanda. Sanni called me Amanda, and when he called me by this name it had a peculiar intonation and rhythm. He emphasised the first letter. I was ‘Ah-manda’ and, growing up, I remember thinking – why does my name sound so strange on his lips?


If we think about someone changing a name, it is often about those legally changing their surname after marriage and divorce. When I spoke to Mary, a retired teacher from the UK, she explained how she had changed not only her surname but her given name too. ‘I left the UK with an overnight bag and never returned,’ she explained. ‘I knew that my ex-husband would try any means, legitimate or otherwise, to find me, so I changed my name. It had to be untraceable, so I changed my first name, Eileen, to my second name, Mary, and dropped the letter “s” from my surname. Woods became Wood, and after a lot of form filling, the transition from “Eileen Woods” to “Mary Wood” was complete.’ 


For those going through the adoption process, once a child is adopted, changing their name is not encouraged unless there are safeguarding issues. For Tracy, an adoptive mum of two children, changing her children’s names was never an option. ‘My husband and I felt strongly about this,’ she said. ‘Considering all their losses before coming to us, their name is the only lasting gift given to them by their family. Their names are theirs to keep and not for us to take.’


Full disclosure: I am not what you’d call a religious person but, for purposes of research, I found myself flicking through the pages of the Bible. And I made a startling discovery. Names were frequently changed, which is an incredible fact, given that parts of the Bible are believed to have been written over 1000 years ago. It blows my mind to think we human beings have been changing our names for at least 3,000 years.


According to the Reverend Alice Goodman, who lives in the UK, changing names marked a sense of transformation or a turning point. ‘But there are many, many more changes of male names than of women in the Scriptures,’ she explains. ‘Besides Sarai, whose name is changed to Sarah, the other female name change is Naomi, who says, “No longer call me ‘Naomi’, but call me ‘Mara’.”’ However, Goodman says, ‘Nobody followed her instruction. She remained Naomi throughout the book.’ Despite the gender imbalance, what I learned about the many name changes in the Old and New Testaments was how symbolic they were. Changing a name was an act of transformation in acknowledging the person you’ve become, just like it is today. 


The scientific study of the origin, history and use of proper names is known as onomastics. A few years ago, I attended a symposium with a group of onomasticians from Europe, North America and Africa. 


In one of the seminars, Dr Julia Sinclair-Palm, an associate professor at the University of Calgary, discussed naming and changing names in the trans community. ‘Choosing a name is often one of the first ways trans people begin to assume a different gender from the one they were assigned at birth,’ she explained. ‘It is one of the most powerful steps in acknowledging the person you’ve become, as this change reflects the process of identity formation. It is a joyful process.’ 


This mirrors how Jai, a 22-year-old student living in the UK, described his naming story. ‘My name is just a few letters different from my birth name,’ he said. ‘It is a small change, but it’s positive. It’s my name. It reflects who I am and now, finally, I feel like I am wholly me.’ 


For Sophie, a nurse in the US, changing her name was a badge of pride. ‘When you are trans, you can write your own story and the names you choose are your Declaration of Independence from everything you have ever known.’


When you tell people you are writing a memoir that examines our names and identities, they are intrigued. I’ve discovered it is the number one social gathering icebreaker. Try it. Ask around. You’ll be surprised how inquiring about someone’s name opens a floodgate of name stories. At a recent gathering, one person told me her name was changed by her mother. She said her mother changed it when she found out her husband (later ex-husband) named their daughter after his ex-girlfriend. Another explained how she almost changed her name in her teens due partly to her fractious relationship with her parents. Someone else explained how his name – he was called Barry – was one of the growing number of extinct ‘untrendy’ male names. ‘Like Gary, Nigel and Craig,’ he said. ‘Now everyone is called Axel or Finn or Will. Barry just isn’t cool.’ And a few years ago, at a party in London, a well-dressed woman in her late 40s or early 50s sloped towards me, glass in one hand, vape in the other, and asked if I was the person writing the ‘name book’. 




‘Guilty as charged,’ I replied. 


Without pausing for breath, she launched into her name story. 


She said she used to be called Lesley, after an old raggedy doll that belonged to her older sister. Her mother wanted to throw the doll away because it was threadbare, had only one eye and was losing its stuffing, but her sister insisted their mother could only throw the doll away if she called her new baby sister Lesley. 


‘But Lesley is super dull. The name didn’t feel right to me. And then I thought, why should I have a name that I don’t really want? So when I was a teenager, I changed it,’ she said, blowing sweet-smelling smoke into my face. ‘I changed it to Emma. Emma’s a straightforward name, isn’t it?’ 


I didn’t answer because what exactly is a straightforward name? If pressed, I’d say Lesley was a pretty straightforward name. Growing up in the 80s and 90s, everyone’s mother was named Lesley, or else Mary, Julie, Carol or Karen. Karens were everywhere. And in those days, the name wasn’t slang for a particular type of person who called the police on Black people. What was wrong with Lesley? And how could I tell this dinner-party stranger, Emma, that much as I liked the name Emma I was drowning in Emmas? 


Once, out of curiosity, I scrolled through the contacts on my phone and made a startling discovery. I knew a lot of Emmas. I mean a lot. I’ve taught yoga to a lot of Emmas. I’ve hung out with a lot of Emmas. It is a popular name. In a recent study, Emma was perceived as a warm and competent name and, in 2016, when the dating app Tinder released its list of the most popular swipe-right names, top of the list in the US was Hannah and second was, you guessed it, Emma. No wonder, at this dinner party, Emma loved talking about changing her name and becoming an Emma.


But if you don’t change your name, what are the consequences? Does an inner conflict continue to churn away inside? Acting on the desire to change your name isn’t easy. It is a big step – a giant leap. You will worry you’ll offend the people who named you and about how others will react. When I spoke to Queenie-May, 26, from the UK, she explained how growing up, her name was considered ‘different’. ‘The kids at school used to bully and tease me about my name,’ she said. ‘I thought it was an odd name too, so from around the age of 11, or thereabouts, I really started to dislike my name,’ she explained. ‘I wanted to change it to something more gender-neutral. I liked the name Alex, but my mother was totally against the idea. She saw changing my name as a rejection of her.’ 


For some, like Kebbah, a musician based in London, who changed his name from Kevin to Kebbah to reflect his African ancestry, changing his name resulted in a long estrangement from his father. When we discussed this, Kebbah said, ‘In my father’s paradigm, changing my name was against everything he stood for. He said it was similar to losing a son. Thankfully, over the years, we’ve found common ground. He calls me Kevin’ I wouldn’t say I like it, but I’ve accepted if I want a relationship with my father, I must become this other person momentarily.’


Can I make it clear that there is nothing wrong with the name Mandy? It is a fine name. It has five letters, two syllables, and a certain creative pedigree. 


As a child, I read about the adventures and exploits of Milly-Molly-Mandy. In 1919, Irving Berlin wrote the song ‘Mandy’. The actor Nicolas Cage starred in a movie called, you guessed it, Mandy. In the 70s, the singer Barry Manilow crooned about Mandy as did the pop group Westlife, the French pianist Richard Clayderman and, slight curveball, a group called Mandy & Randy, who released a techno-inspired track called ‘Mandy’ in 2002. And a few years ago, I tuned in to a comedy on the television about a hapless heroine called Mandy Carter, AKA Mandy. So I’ll say it again: It is a fine name. Who wouldn’t want to be named Mandy? 


Well – me. 


But perhaps you are thinking – Why the fuss? What’s the big deal? Shouldn’t I get over myself? Move on. Sure, discovering another name on your birth certificate as a ten-year-old was discombobulating, but it’s no big deal. It’s only a name, right? Well, yes, it is only a name, but recent studies on naming suggest the impact our names have on our sense of identity. In his paper Names, Identity and Self, the US psychologist Kenneth L Dion refers to studies carried out in the US about the link between our names and how we see ourselves. The findings uncovered a definite correlation between names and one’s sense of self. Dion discovered people who liked their first names also liked themselves more generally. In one study, American college students were asked to answer three questions. The first of these was who are you? – and the reference to one’s name was the most frequent response. Sixty-three per cent of the respondents explicitly referenced their names when indicating who they were. Names matter. They are our central identifier, and yet, from the moment I discovered that name on my birth certificate, if I were asked the question – who are you? – I would struggle to know how I should answer.


Norfolk, January 2015


It is a few minutes past eight, and I am meeting Jenny, one of my Norfolk forest walking buddies, for an early morning stroll. 


Jenny lives between LA, London and Norfolk. She was married and divorced to the same rock star, not once but twice, and is in her 60s. I am 45 and, despite our 20-year age gap, we’ve bonded over our shared experience of growing up without a father and our love-hate relationship with Norfolk. Part of me loves Norfolk’s man-made broads, ancient woodlands, big skies and beaches. But Swaffham, the market town I’ve called home for the last five years, is a sleepy place. Although, saying that, there was once a scandal. The town’s local married MP, a certain Liz Truss, embarked on an affair with another married MP, and a political commentator described the ensuing fallout as ‘the most momentous thing to have happened in Swaffham since a cardboard box blew down the high street’. 


I steer my car into the only available parking space and wave at Jenny, standing next to her car in tight white jeans, a Puffa jacket and aviator shades. 


It is a Thursday, and the car park has a distinct ‘New Year’s resolution’ vibe. It is busy, and everyone is in a hurry except me. I don’t want to rush this walk.


I get out of the car, give Jenny’s dog, Bindi, a ruffle, and think about Mike and his never-ending requests that we ‘should get a rescue dog’.


‘Are you all right?’ Jenny asks, a note of concern in her voice. 


‘I’m fine,’ I reply. ‘Why, do I not seem all right?’ 


She smiles, slips her arm in mine, and we set off along a muddy path, wet with footprints and with an overpowering stench of horse manure. 


‘Come on, the suspense is killing me,’ she says. ‘Did you contact him?’ 


‘Who?’ 


‘The Oxford guy,’ she says. ‘The cousin who called you who lives in Oxford. What was his name?’ 


‘Teju,’ I say, noticing how unfamiliar his name sounds on my lips. 




It’s been a month since my so-called cousin’s telephone call, and Jenny is one of the few people I’ve told about him. And, thank goodness she’s a little more measured than one friend. This friend became over-excited at the idea that I had a long-lost cousin, which was, I think, due in part to watching too many episodes of Long Lost Family, the television show where estranged or family members who’ve lost contact for one reason or another reconnect. I tuned in once, and I am embarrassed to admit I was sucked into its emotional vortex. By the end of the programme, my tissue was sodden, and I was a blubbering wreck. 


I tell Jenny I haven’t called Teju back. 


She pulls at Bindi’s dog lead. 


‘So does that mean if you don’t contact this Oxford cousin, you’ll think about contacting your father?’ she asks. 


The wind picks up. I stuff my hands deep into my coat pockets and think about everyone who’s asked the same question over the years. When people find out you’ve not seen or heard from a family member, they are compelled to ask, ‘Will you ever contact or try to find them?’ And I utter the same response I give to Jenny. 


‘No,’ I reply finally, and we continue trudging along the muddy path in silence. And silence suits this walk. The walking here is beautiful, and as I walk, head down, biting my lip, I’d be lying if I said I’ve not thought about Sanni during our long estrangement, although it’s difficult to conjure up an image of someone I last saw four decades ago. My memories of him are hazy. He was such an absent presence it’s hard to imagine him as a complete person. He was like an extra in a movie with a walk-on part and a few lines, and I suppose over the years I blocked him from my subconscious. Sanni was like a big ball of dust, and he was better left under the carpet. He was an erratic presence in our lives, and, because of this, my siblings and I held our mother tightly, and she held us more tightly still.


But as I stroll forward, fragments of memories rise and bubble on the surface. 


I remember he was tall, well over six foot, slim, elegant, and, to my young eyes, supremely confident in his own skin. 


I remember he wore expensive cologne that smelt of spices. 


I remember the rustle of paper as he read The Times. 


I remember he didn’t teach me how to ride a bike. 


I remember he didn’t read me bedtime stories. 


I remember the scant occasions I saw him after my parents divorced. One morning he was supposed to be taking us children out for the day – at least, that was the plan. I stood at the window, waiting, watching, but he never turned up. 


I remember my mother’s tears when a neighbour called her at work and told her Sanni was at our house in Marsh Farm. He came with a van and a key and helped himself to most of our furniture. Later, when I asked my mother why, she said, ‘That’s the kind of man he is, Mandy.’ 


Jenny stops for Bindi to pee. 


‘I can’t wait for spring,’ she says, pulling at the collar of her jacket. 


‘Look,’ I say, pointing at two doe-eyed muntjacs peering out in the distance from a cluster of silver birches. ‘They say you’re never more than six feet away from a rat in London. Well, in Norfolk, you’re never more than six feet away from a muntjac.’


Jenny grins, and I smile, too, but I can’t shake the memories of this man I last saw decades ago. He was younger then. He’s in his 80s now. What does he look like as an older person? As an older person, he could pass me right here, right now, on this path, and I wouldn’t know who he was. A few moments ago, when I parked my car in the car park, I could have parked right next to his car. For all I know, Sanni could be among the few Black people in Norfolk I’ve given the secret nod. I call it the ‘secret nod’ because it acknowledges any person of colour in predominantly White spaces, AKA Norfolk, which, according to the last census, was 96 per cent White-British.


And let’s say I did contact him. What would I say? Hello, The Nigerian. Hello, Sanni. Hello Dad. Hello... hello, what? 


Years ago, before I started writing this book, I was on a train, travelling from Norfolk to London. In those days, like today, I carried a notebook around with me, and as the train chugged along, speeding through the countryside, I jotted down the names of all the people, past and present, in my life. Friends. Ex-boyfriends. Teachers. Family. Neighbours. Acquaintances. I didn’t know where all those names would take me, but there was something deeply comforting about writing their names on the paper. They were part of the story of my life. But there was one person missing from that list. Then, like now, I knew he didn’t deserve to be named. I can’t allow myself to call him by his name.


That’s what I tell myself.
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