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​Friday, 6:46 PM

         The sun was setting in an oily splash of color, streaked blood in the sky under swollen clouds. A train circled the airport like a rusting tapeworm, lengths of loud metal dragging against old elevated tracks that the government could barely be bothered to maintain. Down on the ground, Aima looked up with nausea slicking greasily inside her. Metal screeched against metal as the train turned a corner, and she winced.

         It had been years since she had stepped into one of those death traps; Kalu had insisted that a driver from his company shuttle her around since they had moved back home. She had thought she was blessed then, to have a boyfriend like him. He was generous, he adored her, and she was absolutely sure he’d never been unfaithful, which barely any other woman in the city could claim of their own partners.

         None of that had mattered in the end. If there had ever once been 2anointing oil on Aima’s head, it had long since dried up, leaving her faith unhappy and flaking.

         From the cracked sidewalk, she stared at Kalu as he pulled her suitcase from the boot of his car, his shoulders strange under his shirt, his face warped. His hair was cut low and neat as always. A plane whined above them as it descended, the sound fanning through the hot air. Kalu’s mouth was pressed into a stressed line. It looked out of place on his soft face—his mouth was always meant for easy smiles, his broad body for drowning embraces that Aima used to cherish. Her friends back in Texas had joked that Kalu was her personal teddy bear, somewhere safe and warm, someone who would never hurt her.

         Now, he looked like a foreign place, and Aima wanted to tap him on the shoulder. He’d look up with those dark, dark eyes of his; and she would ask who he was exactly, what he was doing here, and what had happened to the man who had laughed with her in Houston and promised to never let her go. She didn’t move, though; she just kept staring as a dry breeze blew the tips of her black braids across her back. Aima had loved him for four, almost five, years, and this morning, after she’d booked her tickets away from him, Kalu had refused to let the driver take her to the airport. He’d slid behind the wheel himself, and for the whole ride, Aima had pressed her forehead to the glass of the passenger window, her earphones locked into her ears.

         Over the gospel music she was playing, she’d heard ghosts—snippets of his voice trying to get to her, timid and weak attempts at connection, tendrils dying in the air between them. It was all small talk, nothing she could hold with both hands, meaningless chatter that avoided the truth of what they had both become. So, when they pulled up to the curb of the airport and Kalu had reached 3out to touch her arm, Aima had shrugged him off and stepped out of the car without saying anything. If he wasn’t going to talk about it, he didn’t deserve to touch her.

         Her dress whipped loosely around her legs as she stood next to the car, and she could feel the eyes of the uniformed men at the door moving over her. She wondered if they could see her thighs through the flowered chiffon—it was thin, and her skin was bare underneath. “You should wear a slip,” her mother used to say. “Don’t be indecent. God is watching you.” But it was hot, and even though God had crawled His way into her life since she had come home, Aima didn’t think He particularly cared about her clothing choices. With a body as full as hers, she’d been hearing people call her indecent since she was a child. She smoothed her hands down the front of her dress and waited as Kalu placed her suitcase on the ground beside her.

         The terminal for international departures was full of people seeing others off, families gathered with their children darting through a forest of legs, gorged bags being unloaded from taxis, voices flapping and thickening the air. Aima wanted Kalu to drive away, but she knew he wouldn’t leave until she was safely inside the building, as if someone was going to kidnap her from the pavement. As if another car was going to pull up, wheels smoking, arms and bodies leaping out to grab her and throw her inside and drive her off to a different kind of life, a secret part of the city, one that didn’t involve Kalu. But there was nothing, nothing except traffic and voices and polluted air and ruined love and a cracked faith. Aima sighed and watched dully as Kalu extended the handle of her suitcase, pulling it up in two sure clicks.

         “You don’t have to go,” he said, and she stared at him.

         Two and a half hours in traffic coming down from the highland 4because there had been an accident on the South-South Bridge that squashed everyone into a single lane. There’d been blood on the road, a bus on its side, armed personnel guiding cars past. Two and a half hours, and it was now that Kalu had decided to find mouth. All that evasive small talk just to bring up the true thing when they were about to part.

         Aima fixed her eyes on him and said nothing. His tone was an insult anyway. He’d made it too casual, as if he was presenting an informal option. He didn’t want to sound like he was begging her. Pride. Another thing she didn’t recognize in him. What other sins had he accumulated since they had come home? When had he become so set, so unwilling to be soft with her?

         She stared at his face, at the instability of his eyes. Four years together, four years of his pupils dilating for her. She had seen those eyes in all their permutations—clear and bright, dim, narrowed, wet. Aima knew the forked wrinkles that crowded in the corners, the way they changed course like undecided rivers when he smiled, the swoop of his eyelashes falling as he laughed. It was amazing how strange his eyes looked now. You could be so intimate, so familiar with someone’s skin and flesh and spirit, only to wake up one day and find that it had receded from you, suddenly, like a tide rushing back out into the sea, leaving you with dissolving foam and a damp heart.

         “You don’t have to go,” he said again, the same way.

         Aima knew she should ignore him, but to her regret, she was still soft. “What do you want me to do? Stay here? And do what?”

         “What we’ve been doing,” he answered. She knew he meant loving each other, but they’d already been over this.

         “Wasting time? Living in sin?”

         He flinched. “Please don’t start that again; it’s not true. We’re not 5wasting time, and you didn’t care about this living in sin nonsense until we came home.”

         Aima wiped a thin film of sweat from her forehead and sighed. It was humid beyond belief; New Lagos was in the middle of the rainy season. Of course Kalu didn’t care. He was the man—he would get congratulated for getting her to live with and fuck him without having to marry her. She was the one considered to be a whore, a slut, a loose girl, easy, no morals. He didn’t care that she’d woken up one morning and seen the sunlight break through the glass and something about the New Lagos dawn had woken God up in her heart. She had tried explaining it so many times, but he was hung up on the woman she used to be, and she was disappointed in the man he still was.

         “I don’t have energy for this, Kalu. Not again.”

         They’d been arguing for months and it was tiring, so tiring to fight for what was supposed to be love, allegedly love. It didn’t feel like love anymore. Their relationship felt distorted, a mask of dissatisfaction or apathy that had fallen into the skin underneath, cannibalized it. Whatever it had been, if it had been love, that thing was gone, dead. Aima wrapped her hand around the handle of her suitcase and swiveled it to start entering the airport. If she didn’t move, Kalu was just going to stand there and continue being the coward he’d recently decided to be. Before she could walk away, though, he came in for a hug.

         “You can’t just go like that, without saying goodbye.”

         Aima made a face and reached around him with one arm, going for a pat on his left shoulder, but Kalu wrapped her up as if nothing had changed for them. His palm was wide and gentle at the back of her head, and he buried his face in her neck, muffling his voice. “Please,” he whispered. “I love you so much, baby.”

         Aima felt tears start up and it made her angry. He smelled like home. He smelled like a hundred sleepy mornings together, and it wasn’t fair. As if she didn’t love him. As if any of this was happening because they didn’t love each other. He smelled like light, clean and bright and tearing through her. Aima squeezed her eyes tightly, refusing to cry in front of all these people.

         “Love isn’t enough, and you know it,” she snapped, pulling herself away.

         Her wheels clattered against the cement, and she didn’t look back as she dragged her suitcase past the men at the door, ignoring their voices as they tried to get her attention. Once inside, she put her suitcase on the conveyor belt, through the X-ray machine; then she collected it from the other side and stood in the crush of people.

         What was she supposed to do now? The counter for British Airways already had a long queue of people waiting to check in, heaping their bags on the scale and arguing with the airline employees about weight restrictions. Aima stood motionless and considered. She could get to the lounge, put her earphones back on, and listen to some music, pretend that none of this was actually happening. In three hours, she would be airborne and out of this damn place. The night would carry her away, and before sunrise, she would be in London.

         Her phone buzzed and she glanced at the screen. Kalu. I love you so much. I am so sorry. Have a safe flight.

         Aima wasn’t sure why that pissed her off all over again. It should be fine that he gave up. It showed who he really was, and besides, she wanted him to give up, didn’t she? If she was leaving, didn’t that mean she wanted to be let go of? Her jaw clenched with a surge of rage. No, Kalu shouldn’t have caved. She wasn’t sure what he should have done other than be a different person who wanted something 7different, or wasn’t afraid, or whatever, but he had definitely done the wrong thing. Aima shoved her phone into her handbag and turned left, walking to the Airtel booth, temper steaming off her. People stepped out of her way with curious glances at the set of her face. She recharged her phone credit, bought a new data plan, and went down to Arrivals, leaning her suitcase against her thigh to carry it down the stairs. Standing outside a snack stall, she took her phone back out and called Ijendu.

         “Bebi gehl.” Ijendu’s voice sang over the line. “How far? Have you checked in yet?”

         “Ije, I have a favor to ask, biko.” “No problem. What do you need?”

         Aima hesitated, then jumped. “I don’t want to take this flight. Is it all right if I come and stay with you? Just for a little bit?”

         Ijendu whooped in her ear. “Ahn, of course, bebi! My house is your house. You don’t even have to ask. So, you and Kalu are working it out, abi? I knew it. It’s not possible to just have everything end like that, not for the two of you.”

         The rage hammered under her molars. “No, we’re not working anything out. Unless he proposes, I’m not interested in whatever he has to say.”

         “Ah-ahn now. It’s not by force, Aima. Let him propose on his own time. Men don’t like it when you pressure them like that.”

         “I don’t care what he likes. That’s his own problem.”

         Ijendu tsked in her ear. “Babe, this your vex is much. The man loves you.”

         “Ije, please—”

         “Okay, okay, sorry. Go and find your taxi. I’ll be at the house.”

         Aima hung up and called an Uber. Eleven minutes. She sighed and sat down on her suitcase, trying not to put too much of her 8weight on it, hovering on the edge. She was good at that, trying not to put too much pressure on things, trying to fit into slivers of space, press herself against the edges so she wouldn’t bother anyone. It was probably why Kalu was so shocked when she stopped doing it, when she looked around and thought—Wait, I’m not happy like this. When she’d told him what would make her happy, he’d acted like she’d asked him to kill his own mother. Maybe he’d thought she would go back to the edges and give him back the space to do whatever he wanted on his own time, but that’s the problem with pressing yourself down too much, folding and folding when you’re not really made of a material that’s suitable for those kinds of creases. At some point, you just spring back up when you can’t take another bending, not a single pleat more. And upon that, you spring back with force, and your momentum can be quite upsetting to people who didn’t expect you to claim your space.

         Aima had thought about folding back, of course; she knew how much easier everything would be if she just agreed with Kalu that, yes, there was no rush to get married and they didn’t have to do things on the time line of anyone else; except that she wasn’t anyone else. She mattered in this, and he’d acted like she didn’t even have the common sense to think or decide or want things for herself, like she was just giving him an ultimatum because everyone else said it was somehow for them not to even be engaged yet. Something about that, how pliable he thought she was, had annoyed her to the point where she couldn’t give way, not this time. And so here she was, suitcase packed and Kalu driving away after four whole years. Amazing.

         Her phone rang and she picked it up, coordinating with the driver, who pulled up in a small but clean blue car. He made to get out of the driver’s seat, but Aima waved him off and put her suitcase in the back seat herself, climbing in next to it. 9

         “Mbano Estate?” the driver asked.

         “Yes, thank you.” Aima slid her earphones back into her ears and rested her forehead on the glass of the window again, watching the city reverse the way it had come less than an hour before. It was a thick city, especially in the lowland—brash and pungent, a hammering of colors and people. She tried not to focus on the burning sorrow in her chest, the despair that wouldn’t even allow her to pray. She’d prayed before, for a love that would never leave her lonely. She’d gotten it in Kalu; she’d been safe in it for years, allowed herself to feel safe only for it all to be stripped away in the end. What kind of an answer to a prayer was that?

         They were supposed to be together until old age claimed them. They’d both talked about forever, built a home together, made plans, and foolishly, she’d thought it was enough. Maybe this was all a lesson, that because she hadn’t formalized it in God’s house, that’s why she wasn’t getting her happy ending? Maybe she had been rash, careless to think that she didn’t have to do things the right way. Maybe she should have known that if he didn’t love God the way she did, then he couldn’t have been the real answer to her prayers. This could have all been a false faith, and now her eyes were being torn open. If there was gratitude to give God for that clarity, that release from a lie, Aima couldn’t quite find it in her to send it up. Right now, she didn’t want to talk to God. All she had was a plate full of bitter silence.

         There was no traffic in their direction, so the Uber reached Ijendu’s house quickly, not even thirty minutes through the twisting roads that took them into the highland. Aima thanked the driver and unloaded without waiting for Ijendu’s gateman to open the gate. As the car drove away, the gateman came out of the pedestrian door, the collar of his uniform stained with sweat. 10

         “Ah, Aunty, it’s you. Nnọọ”

         He took the suitcase from her and she allowed it, following him into the compound. There were orange and lemon trees lining the walls, heavy with green fruit. Ijendu’s mother was growing grapefruits and pomelos in the backyard—the woman could chatter on for hours about grafting and finger limes if you let her. The air was sweet from all the citrus, and Aima walked slowly to the back door, listening to the evening birds and the lack of the rest of the city.

         Ijendu was in the kitchen with pink glasses perched on her nose, her long legs bare and brown under a pair of sleep shorts. She could’ve been a model if her parents had allowed it; she had the graceful limbs, the soaring neck, and a sculpted face that was almost painful to look at, she was so striking. Ever since they were girls together, Aima had always thought Ijendu looked a little inhuman in that high-fashion way. She was pulling a plate of jollof rice out of the microwave when Aima entered.

         “Ah, perfect,” Ijendu said. “I just finished warming your own.” She handed Aima the plate and grabbed a jug of water, gesturing to the dining room with her head. “Bịa, ka anyị rie.”

         The room was decorated in typical rich Igbo ornateness—scalloped edges to the furniture, marble and gold, tufted and buttoned crimson upholstery. Two place settings had been laid out and Ijendu put Aima’s plate down on one of them.

         “I had them fry some fish for you instead of chicken,” she said. She was keeping her voice light, but her eyes were soft and sympathetic.

         “Daalụ.” Aima sat down opposite her friend, trying not to let the kindness set off a wave of tears. The plate was sectioned into quadrants—rice, dodo, fish, and shredded cabbage in the name of salad. 11

         “I’m glad you stayed,” Ijendu said, cutting into her chicken thigh. “Even if it wasn’t for him. I was already missing you. Besides, running away never fixes anything.”

         “What’s there to fix?” Aima replied, poking at her food. She knew she sounded flat, but she couldn’t help it. She’d moved home not for Kalu but with him. It was strange to suddenly be directionless now that she’d ended their relationship, like she’d turned into one of those women who ruined their own lives by centering it on a man. It hadn’t felt like that at the time. It had felt like they were a unit, partners. She could already hear the voices calling her stupid for thinking like that without a ring, without actual commitment. What were words without a contract? What was a partnership without God’s presence? She should have protected herself.

         “Ah-ahn, don’t be like that.” Ijendu gave her a kind look. “Don’t start repressing your feelings. These emotions are necessary! They’re part of healing.”

         Aima rolled her eyes and stabbed her fish with her fork. “Emotions ko, feelings ni.”

         Ijendu snorted. “You know what? Let’s not even discuss him for now. We need to distract you.” She thought for a moment, then snapped her fingers, the sound echoing through the dining room. “Ah, I know! We already planned to go clubbing tonight, but now you’re coming with us. Paffect. You can dance away your troubles.” “Coming with who? Your usual bad gehls?” Aima let her voice sound as mocking as she felt. She’d never bothered to hide how little she liked Ijendu’s friends. It wasn’t that she was a prude or anything, but she just wasn’t on their level. The kind of things they liked to do left her uncomfortable—they were too free with themselves, with their bodies and what they put into them. She and Ijendu had known each other in secondary school, gone to Bible 12study together because their families went to the same church. When Aima’s parents moved to London and Aima to the States, they never minded her returning to New Lagos without them because they knew Ijendu’s family was there. The girls had essentially been sisters in Christ, but Ijendu had splintered off quietly into a secular decadence, something she and Aima never really talked about. It hadn’t mattered; neither of them judged the other for her beliefs or lack thereof.

         Ijendu gave Aima a look. “They’re not that bad,” she tried to say but couldn’t make it through without smiling. “No, you’re right, they are. They really are.”

         Aima laughed back. “It’s no wahala; they’re always entertaining.” She pointed her knife at Ijendu. “But I swear, if one of them tries to start a fight again, I’m calling an Uber and leaving you there.”

         “Guy, Biola wasn’t starting a fight, that bastard grabbed her ass.” “And then she broke a whole bottle on his head! Please.” Aima raised her hands. “I’m just glad I wasn’t near you people when that happened.”

         Ijendu grimaced. “I forgot about the bottle part, yeah. We can’t go back to that club for a while.”

         “You see? Drama.”

         “Anyway, Biola’s traveling; she won’t even be coming out with us tonight.”

         Aima snorted. “We thank God.” The phrase was flippant in her mouth, leaving sourness on the inside of her cheeks. What was there to actually thank God for? Half her things were still in Kalu’s house—should she have made them get their own house together instead of moving into the one he had inherited from his family? Too late, too late—and the rest of her things were packed into one hasty suitcase and she had nowhere to live unless she went to 13London and faced her mother’s overt disappointment, her father’s gentle confusion at how she kept making choices he didn’t understand, just like when she’d chosen Texas over London. Aima had just wanted some air, some real space away from her family so she could figure herself out. She’d landed a cushy finance job there, but her parents still didn’t get why she’d chosen somewhere like Houston when she could have had London. Even after Aima had met Kalu at a corporate mixer, even after they’d fallen in love and moved in together, her parents treated it like it was all a distraction from the life she was supposed to be living. Moving back to New Lagos had been the first thing that had made sense to them in a long time, and now Aima had fucked that up. She was going to be illegible to her parents again, and it would have hurt, but right now she was illegible to herself, and that hurt far more.

         Ijendu’s phone buzzed with a text message. She read it in a glance, cutting up plantain with the edge of her fork. “Okay, some of the girls are on their way.”

         Aima glanced at the time. It was still early in the evening. “Already?”

         “We’re all doing our makeup here.”

         “Oh, okay.” Aima peeled some of her fish off its frail skeleton. “In that case, shouldn’t they have come a few hours before? You people who need to bake and whatnot.” She faked a grin as Ijendu cut her a side eye. Aima didn’t wear makeup like that and she liked teasing Ijendu about it, a small reminder that they could be different and it could still be okay.

         “I’ve already told you you’re rude,” Ijendu replied. “Biko, finish your food; let’s go upstairs. The maid will clear the plates.”

         Ijendu’s house had a marble staircase that clung and swooped dramatically against a curved wall and led to the upstairs parlor, 14which was upholstered in a deep plum velvet. Her bedroom was off to the side, large and lined with wardrobes, all filled to near bursting. Aima’s suitcase had been tucked away neatly in a corner. She put her purse on top of it and plopped down on the bed, watching Ijendu throw open her closet doors to decide what she was going to wear later.

         “I know you love those your platform heels,” Aima interjected, trying to focus on anything other than the heartbreak crawling through her. “But if you’re serious about dancing with me tonight, shey you know you have to wear something else—something you can actually move in.”

         Ijendu groaned. “Please don’t ask me to kill my aesthetic in the name of practicality, Aima. I can’t be going out in flats.”

         Aima rolled her eyes. “That’s why the block heel was invented. Or the wedge. Or literally anything that isn’t an actual stiletto.”

         Ijendu turned slowly to look at her, eyes wide with horror. “A wedge? It’s only because you’re sad that I won’t slap you for even suggesting that. You that likes to wear sneakers to the club—remember how we had to beg that bouncer last time to let you in?”

         “Beg ke? I had to bribe him.”

         Aima tried to ignore the mention of her sadness. Spotlighting it would make it balloon into a monstrosity she wouldn’t be able to choke down.

         Ijendu shrugged and turned back to her clothes. “That one is your own. We warned you, but you didn’t want to hear word.”

         “But it’s so stupid. What if I was … recovering from a surgery or something? Something where I couldn’t wear heels.”

         “If you’re recovering from a surgery, maybe you shouldn’t be in the club in the first place.”

         Aima laughed. “Whatever. It’s still wrong. Like how they wouldn’t 15let us into the strip club that time because we didn’t have a man with us.” It had been her first time going to one, and she’d actually been rather relieved when they had to turn around and go back home.

         Ijendu pulled out a silk peach dress. “That one pained me, I can’t lie. I was thinking the whole day about how I was going to take that yellow Anambra stripper into the private room and do certain things to her. And they just blocked me like that. Wickedness.” She held the dress against her and spun around to show Aima. “What do you think?” It was short, the hem hitting her upper thigh. Aima raised an eyebrow.

         “I think you’re not serious about dancing tonight if you’re wearing that. Unless you’re ready to expose yourself to everyone.”

         Ijendu winked. “Maybe I am.”

         Aima blushed and Ijendu laughed at how easy it was to scandalize her, then dove back into the wardrobe to try and find an empty hanger for the dress. As soon as she turned away, Aima let her face fall and stared over the edge of the bed at the carpet, the hurt in her chest quiet and solid, a drowning weight.

         
​Friday, 10:05 PM

         Ijendu’s friends arrived in a flood of loud and raucous laughing, one of them connecting her phone to Ijendu’s speakers as soon as she got in and blasting amapiano until it was beating against the walls. The girls moved around the room in an effortless cloud of perfume and powder, their gist overlapping, threaded with more laughter, delight bouncing off one another.

         Aima smiled from the bed, now quiet as she watched them share space at Ijendu’s vanity, their highlighted faces lined up in the large 16mirror. It felt as if they had their own world and she was a spy inside it, quietly witnessing, a visitor to a godless place, almost in a trance. Aima watched the stretch of sheer panties over hips and ass, the sway of breasts cupped in lace, their full lips as they slid small pills between them, the way their eyes dilated and hooded afterward. The whole thing was almost like boarding school again, that game of not letting anyone see the deliberately flimsy desire flitting about in her. Usually, she wouldn’t even look at it, that secret and shameful want, but tonight was different. Everything was broken, which meant something was broken open. She was angry with God. She was going to play in the places she wasn’t supposed to.

         When they offered her a pill, Ijendu glanced over. She’d offered Aima things like that before, casually, open doors and windows in case Aima wanted to climb into that world or, at least, out of her own. Aima had always refused gently, and it had never been a thing. Ijendu offered portals and Aima said no, and that was just a fact of their friendship. But this night was different. Aima took the pill, and Ijendu smiled and blew her a kiss that said welcome and turned back to the mirror. Aima reached for her glass of juice balanced on the headboard and used it to swallow the pill. What did any of it matter anyway? She’d heard it could help make everything unreal, and that felt like exactly what she needed. Besides, she was with Ijendu; she’d be safe. The desire stretched out in her, her old confidante. She’d never told Kalu about it; there had never been a need. They’d thought they would be together forever and now he was gone, and she was free to think about different things, do different things since she didn’t have a road to follow anymore.

         The housekeeper came in and collected the clothes that needed 17to be ironed or steamed, returning them carefully draped on hangers. Aima watched as the girls crafted their faces, as they contoured their cheeks and noses. She held still when Ijendu came over and took her face in her hand, sweeping a liquid lipstick carefully over Aima’s mouth. Her skin was buzzing from whatever the pill was. She hadn’t even asked. A brief alarm shot through her, but she wiped it away—it didn’t matter. Whatever happened would happen.

         “You’ll like this one,” Ijendu said. “It’s like black wine.”

         While the lipstick dried into a smooth matte, Aima brushed on mascara in the bathroom mirror and shaped her eyebrows with gel, hooking on gold earrings that dangled to her collarbone. There was a chance the earrings would be annoying once she started dancing, but with her hair up and her shoulders bare, they looked perfect. Out in the bedroom, one of the girls had lowered the music and started singing a song everyone knew from primary school days.

         
            
               Ijendu, nwe ndidi, ị ga-alụ di tomorrow / Ijendu, nwe ndidi, ị ga-alụ di tomorrow

               I nwere powder te n’ihu / I nwere pancake itekwasa 

               I nwere powder te n’ihu / I nwere pancake itekwasa

            

         

         Aima came back into the room as the other girls were singing along and dancing in a circle around Ijendu, who was beating out the rhythm with a container of eyeshadow, tapping it against the headboard of her bed with one hand as she preened and pouted. When the song ended, everyone dissolved into laughter and someone turned the amapiano back up. Aima smiled, but she still felt so separate from them, so carved out, and not just because she was high. It was more like there was a picture she’d been cut out of and 18that cutout had been carried over and someone had propped it into this other picture and it was supposed to fit.

         It was supposed to fit, but it didn’t.

         
​Saturday, 12:30 AM

         The lounge had rattan armchairs set out on the balcony, with ankara cushions and curved backs, glass-topped tables scattered between them. This place served the best cocktails, complete with hot bartenders who spun bottles and flipped shakers while flirting outrageously with the girls. Aima took a few shots early on because she didn’t want to stay in a funk all night. It would get too awkward; she would become a drag and no one wanted that. The girls were already skeptical about Ijendu’s believer friend tagging along with them. Aima wanted to fit in, to be cool, to be a bad gehl just for one night. With the vodka raw and burning through her, she could feel her joints soften, her body begin a stretch into something languid. More of Ijendu’s friends showed up and the group took up three small tables they had made a server push together. Aima crossed her ankles and stretched her feet in the comfortable gold block heels she had on, low enough that the other girls had made fun of them but high enough to flex her calves. She’d let Ijendu slather her legs in coconut oil so they were gleaming stretches, something you wanted to slide your hands or face on.

         “I’m having lunch with my godfather tomorrow,” Ijendu was saying. “Hoping he’ll dash me some money. I did way too much shopping the other day and I want to take a quick trip to Milan, pick up some things there.”

         One of her friends laughed. “What do you mean ‘dash you’? Your daddy is loaded! Besides, he loves to spoil you, don’t pretend.” 19

         “She’s not the only one he likes to spoil,” another one chimed in. “Daddy O likes to spoil all his daughters in God.” The table laughed and Ijendu laughed with them.

         “Please, he has different kinds of daughters; I’m not one of those.”

         “That one is even better. You don’t even have to do anything for the money.”

         Ijendu raised her glass in a toast. “We thank God,” she said, her smile sharp and pretty. Aima knew Ijendu was fond of her godfather—he’d helped her out of a tough spot more than once, and there was nothing to do except laugh and shrug at the things he did, the girls he privately fucked and sponsored while still wearing his wife on his arm in public. All the married men in the city were like that, even the pastors. Maybe I was lucky, Aima thought. Maybe if she’d convinced Kalu to get married, he would’ve ended up like all the other men. A licking voice in her head asked, What makes you think he wasn’t like them already? It dripped doubt in her memories, and Aima ordered another shot to wash it away.

         She had been so confident that he was different, that she would’ve known, that she would’ve noticed something. Kalu never attended those secret parties that his oldest friend, Ahmed, threw all the time; he’d always told her she was more than enough, but now that her mind was loosening, Aima couldn’t help but wonder if she was just being as foolish as the other women.

         Look at Ijendu’s own brother, Dike, for instance. He was back at their family house because his wife kicked him out for fucking their children’s nanny. The man had twin boys, toddlers, but if you watched the way he moved through the day, you’d never know it. He’d settled into his old room as if he’d never left, but he still drove his shiny SUV, didn’t wear a wedding ring, and even charged the hotel rooms he fucked in to his company credit card—expat perks, 20he’d joked to Ijendu. Half the women he was seeing didn’t even know he lived in the city, let alone that he had a whole family in the highland. You could do whatever in New Lagos. No one needed to know; no one would notice. And the women accepted the futility—they just assumed that their husbands were sleeping around because that made it a little easier when they were proved right. Not a lot, but a little. Some of the wives slept around too, did their own; and somehow it all balanced out. Aima wondered if that was the kind of life she’d been insisting on without thinking about it. If that was the type of life Kalu had been trying to save them from.

         The edges of her vision had gone porous. She needed to dance. “How long are we staying here?” she asked.

         Ijendu slammed an empty shot glass on the table. “We move!” she answered, her eyes bright. The other girls whooped and dropped cash, probably too much for the bill, but they didn’t care. They wound their way out of the lounge to the beat of whatever song was playing, glittering along the way.

         The first club they hit up wasn’t full enough, but they still bought drinks and Aima danced by the bar, green and blue strobe lights flashing over her skin. She could feel the colors—green was prickly, like small spikes brushing rhythmically against her. Blue was soft, like a hand made out of water. When they left half an hour later, Aima danced her way to the door and down the stairs and back into the car, leaving teal trails in the air. She was tired of thinking, and she didn’t have to when her body was moving, so the solution was to just not be still for the rest of the night. The second club was much better, an excellent DJ and a sexy crowd. The girls got a table in the center of the club, on a raised platform roped off with red velvet and they ordered a few bottles. “Don’t worry, I’m covering you,” Ijendu said to her, and Aima kissed her cheek. 21

         “Thank you, bebi.”

         Ijendu slapped her ass in return and laughed. “Oya, be dancing for me.”

         Aima smiled and let her eyes drift shut as she followed the music, braids swinging across her face, sweat beading down her spine. The music was molten silver rolling across her skin. Ijendu was dancing across from her in tight and controlled movements, not wanting to sweat too much. Aima lowered her waist, hovering above the floor, her hips snapping to the beat. She could feel people staring from the nearby tables (yellow stares, like the foam of dry sponges) and it fed her, a small performance. She was a mirror in front of a mirror, a looped reflection creating her own world. She spun in a circle, dropped her whole body to the beat, caught it on the next one, and alternated her shoulders on the way up. When she opened her eyes to glance at Ijendu, her friend was making mild circles with her hips and texting on her phone, a small frown blurring her forehead. Her nails were rose gold, matching her phone case, with tiny pearls curving against her cuticles. Aima closed her eyes again as the song started transitioning into the next one, letting the old beat go as she chased the new one underneath. She raised her arms, moving her hands and wrists, feeling the air-conditioned air push against her skin (lavender teeth scraping).

         When she looked at Ijendu again, her friend was shoving the phone into her purse, her eyes locked somewhere else, occupied. Aima danced closer to her, trying to distract her from whatever was disturbing her. This was what they had come out for, after all—to stop thinking, to suspend the world outside and disappear into a beat, a song, colored smoke, and cocktails. Ijendu smiled and came back, sliding one leg between Aima’s thighs, rolling her body back in a wave. Aima felt heat slide under her skin (pure red-hot, like 22the tip of a burning mosquito coil) but she just laughed and put a hand on Ijendu’s hip, the peach silk riding up. They ignored the spiked interest of the men at the next table (cloying brown, like mud), who were leaning forward in their oversize sunglasses and velvet blazers.

         Aima reached down for her vodka cranberry and Ijendu pulled out her phone again.

         “Who are you texting sef?”

         Ijendu kissed her teeth as she typed a quick message and put the phone away. “Nobody, just a friend disturbing me.”

         Aima pulled her close, her hand warm on the silk of Ijendu’s back (this is what you do in a godless space, abi?). “At two in the morning? Sounds like a booty call.” Her mouth was a blackberry stain against Ijendu’s ear. “Let me know if you need to run off; I don’t want to spoil your market.” She didn’t know where she was getting this courage from, but the world was a textured welt of colors and Ijendu was a warm clear amber, heated honey.

         “There’s no market, abeg,” Ijendu replied, not pulling away. “I wish I had someone delivering early morning dick.”

         “You can always collect one of those guys and take him home.” Aima tilted her head at the next table and Ijendu grimaced.

         “God forbid! And you call yourself my friend.” They laughed together, their heads touching, five different intoxications burning warm through them. Ijendu slid her arm around Aima’s waist and put her mouth next to her ear. “Is this helping, love? You feel better about Kalu?”

         In another world, Aima might have teared up at the care Ijendu was showing, but she was one pill and several drinks too deep into this one; she was an orphan of faith; she was climbing through a window and unsure of which worlds she was entering and which 23she was leaving behind. She let her hand slip down to Ijendu’s ass and smiled a knife of a smile. “Do you want to help me feel better about Kalu?” she asked, her voice hard and playful, a bruised purple. It was only purple that could have made her do or say a thing like that, new world color, new madness, a dead God.

         She expected Ijendu to push her hand away, to pull back, but her friend gave her a long look instead. They were both high, both drunk, but Aima could tell there was a pitch-black seriousness there, a barrel of tar. Ijendu raised an eyebrow. “Don’t start something you can’t finish,” she said, her voice level and low between them. One of the other girls glanced over, saw Aima’s hand still resting on the peached curve of Ijendu’s ass, and immediately, she turned to the others and started whispering. Aima ignored her, too intrigued by the easy surety in Ijendu’s voice. No one had told her unreal could feel so free.

         “I asked you a question,” she replied.

         “I’m just making sure,” Ijendu said.

         Aima slid her hand along the silk till she met the skin of Ijendu’s thigh, then she started sliding her hand underneath it. “Let me know when you feel I’m sure enough,” she said. She felt wicked and it felt correct. Ijendu blushed and pulled away a little, but her eyes were laughing and bright.

         “I’m calling the driver,” she said.

         Aima nodded and wondered what colors she would feel later when their skins were touching. One of the girls offered her another half a pill with gossip gleaming in her face, and Aima took it. It was a chance to spend the whole night chasing colors, falling into wonderland without a map. In that moment, she wanted nothing more than to be completely lost.
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            two

         

         Friday, 11:12 PM

         Kalu had one of his drivers rent out a regular taxi to take him to the estate by the lagoon so no one would recognize the car. Security at the first gate waved it in with a flick of their torchlights, and Kalu felt invisible, masked in the yellow metal. The car seat was worn and frayed, a spring glinting through the ragged padding. It reminded Kalu of his childhood, before he’d left to plan a life away from home somewhere in an American suburb. Before his mother fell ill and turned into a muted and folded woman, thinning out until her fragility called Kalu home to take over the family’s luxury car-service business. Every time she blessed him, her palms felt like spun paper about to flake gently over his scalp.

         As his taxi pulled through the second gate, Kalu turned the invitation over in his hands, feeling out the weight of the heavy paper. His driver spun the steering wheel slowly and drove the taxi into a corner of the sprawling parking lot. Kalu handed him a fold of 25thousand-naira notes and he handed Kalu a mask in return—soft leather made in battered oxblood. Kalu held it against his face, and for a quick moment, it felt like another skin, almost like he wasn’t the man Aima had walked away from yesterday, the man who had watched her crumple against a wall the week before, sobbing.

         “You’re never going to marry me!” she’d wailed, tears dragging her eyeliner down her heart-shaped face. “Four years of my life that I went and threw away on you! How do you think this looks in the eyes of God?”

         Kalu had just watched her. He knew he was supposed to pick her up and hold her and tell her that of course he loved her, of course he would marry her—but the raw bitterleaf truth was that he simply didn’t recognize who he was looking at. Aima sounded as if another woman’s mouth had eaten hers, like a church had spat over her face. Finally, she stood up and wiped her face. She’d looked as beautiful as she always did—with her delicate wrists and soft arms, her hips flaring into lush curves, and her dimpled thighs he used to sink his teeth into.

         “I’m going,” she’d said. “Call me a taxi.” She went upstairs and threw her things into a suitcase, drawers rattling and slamming as she packed. He’d run after her and held her, begged her to stay, and it had worked for a week. Then today he’d come home in the late afternoon and she was packed, about to call a car. Kalu had convinced her to let him take her to the airport, but he hadn’t recognized himself when he had let her walk away. That feeling of being someone he didn’t know had stayed with him since. Tonight, his plan was to forget about everything, including the way Aima hadn’t even looked back.

         The driver dangled a leg out of the car, striking a match to light one of his cigarettes. Kalu stepped out of the back seat and 26unbuttoned his jacket, the silk lining glinting a jealous green as he walked through the gleaming accumulation of cars. He was surrounded by residential prison blocks looming next to one another, dark units broken up by squares of blue and yellow light from the apartments. It was amazing how much people paid to live in projects like these. Kalu fastened the mask over his eyes as he climbed up the stairs, the leather sinking on his skin like a relieved breath.

         The door was nothing, a smudged beige portal with half the number plate broken and missing. He knocked once, a lonely sound that seemed inadequate, then waited. There was a click from the lock and the hinges swung briefly, stopping at a crack. The doorkeeper’s face showed through, covered in a heavy black veil of fine lace and thin gold thread, shining lines that Kalu followed with his eyes. His mask shielded his cheekbones but left his mouth open and vulnerable, one corner undecided, almost smiling in his nervousness. It had been a while since he had come to one of these parties. Kalu thought of the girl he’d just left, how she had smiled drowsily from a pillow that didn’t belong to her. She was a random hookup he kept on deck, and he’d called her to meet him at his house as soon as he returned from the airport—it was his house now that Aima didn’t want to live in it—before, it had been theirs.

         “Your mouth is almost as expressive as your face,” the girl had said, laughing when Kalu flinched from her hand. He had thought she could help distract him from the emptiness of his bed and chest, and she had, a little, before she started talking. “See,” she said. “Like that. It just went tight. You don’t like your face to betouched?”

         Kalu almost told her that it was her hand he didn’t like, that he used to let Aima run her fingers over every pore of his face in the cool mornings before the day kicked in. But he kissed her 27instead, ran his hands down her tight stomach, and washed his face after she left. Ahmed’s invitation had been waiting on the kitchen table, humming softly in its scalloped gold, and it led Kalu here to this frayed welcome mat. The doorkeeper took his hand and pulled him into the apartment.

         He knew the routine—turn off your cell phone and turn it in. Allow Thursday, the tall man with the milky eye, to pat you down. Give him your signed report from the approved doctor. The doorkeeper knelt and lifted Kalu’s foot to unlace his shoe. Kalu flattened his palm against the wall to stop himself from falling and sighed. He already knew it was pointless to ask for explanations. You just showed up and went with whatever flow Ahmed had picked for that night. The first party had been eight years ago, and even though Ahmed and Kalu had known each other for long years before that, ever since they’d been inseparable in boarding school, Kalu could never predict what each party would look like. He made a mental note to ask Ahmed about the shoe thing later, but then he looked down at the veiled woman kneeling before him, her henna-stained fingers quick and deft with his laces, and something dark stirred in him. Kalu caught his breath. This was just the kind of thing Ahmed liked to do—awaken coiled desires you didn’t even know you had. Kalu watched as she peeled his socks off his feet and he felt the beginnings of an erection as blood shifted in his body. Once he was barefoot, the doorkeeper unfolded to her full height and Kalu took a deep breath, stepping toward the weighted velvet curtains separating the foyer from the parlor and touching his new face to make sure it was still in place.
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