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            A NOTE TO MY READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Many thanks for sharing this journey with me. In Nigeria, a few friends and relatives of mine often expressed to me feelings of unhappiness growing up in a home where there was no male child—an heir.

      

      Their emotions of discontentment when they spoke of their experiences often tugged at my heartstrings. I feel strongly about this, and I’m optimistic that as a community, we can evolve past this.

      

      Girls deserve equal opportunities as boys. Equal education, equal respect and rights. I hope that Ifeoma and her sisters’ experience sheds some light on this, and that somewhere, someone reading this is touched and motivated by this story.

      

      Best wishes,

      Amaka Azie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            A POEM BY AMAKA AZIE

          

          DO I DISAPPOINT YOU?

        

      

    

    
      Do I disappoint you?

      Born on a rainy Monday morning,

      In the early hours, I screeched my way into existence,

      Eager to see your face.

      My eyes met mourning.

      For born a girl, not what you hoped for

      I became your disillusionment, your disgrace.

      Do I disappoint you?

      You had another one; I’m your fifth sorrow.

      Your eyes cloud with regret—what you wanted was a boy.

      I’ll never carry your name forever,

      No future for you, no tomorrow.

      No matter what I do, I’m never going to bring you joy.

      Do I disappoint you?

      I grew up wishing I were a boy,

      Trying to earn your trust, your respect.

      I can do it, Dad—I’m a girl, but I can.

      I’ll make you proud.

      Again and again, my efforts met suspicion.

      I hate myself; I hide myself,

      Wishing I could be buried in the ground.

      Do I disappoint you?

      After years of shame, I met a man.

      He loves me, and I love him too.

      Yet deep inside, I carry the pressure

      To produce an heir, a son.

      I can’t disappoint him; I need to give him a boy, surely I do.

      The cycle continues.

      For though I have three lovely daughters,

      I am despondent, feeling like a con.
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      LIFE BEFORE LOVE - Running Away from Ghosts
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      Feeding people always made Ifeoma happy. In a world that had taken far more from her than it had ever given, cooking was one of the few ways she knew how to give something back and feel whole while doing it.

      Today, she sat beneath the small canopy behind the canteen, stirring a large pot of onugbu soup balanced over heated pieces of firewood. It was nearly noon, almost time for workers to begin arriving for lunch.

      She had already finished pounding yam and preparing egusi soup. The onugbu was the final item on the menu before the canteen opened for the day.

      People were always surprised when they saw her pounding yam. For someone so slim, with little body mass, she handled the mortar and pestle with a strength that caught them off guard.

      Growing up as the first of four daughters whom her father despised for their gender, Ifeoma spent years striving to gain his respect and win his approval. She fought constantly to prove that being female didn’t limit her ability to do anything.

      It never worked. Her father loathed the fact that he had no sons, and he turned belittling Ifeoma and her sisters into a daily sport, as though it might absolve him of responsibility for his failure to produce a male child. But his cruelty had an unintended effect. Instead of breaking her, it shaped Ifeoma into a strong, fiercely independent woman.

      She swiped the tip of the ladle across the back of her hand and tasted the soup. Perfect, she thought with a small smile. Lifting the heavy pot with the ease that came from years of practice, she carried it to the serving area.

      “Oluchi, have the customers started to arrive?” Ifeoma asked. Oluchi was staring at her reflection in a compact mirror.

      “Yes, three are already seated,” Oluchi replied nonchalantly.

      “So why are you sitting here admiring yourself? Go take their orders.” Ifeoma shook her head. Given that Loretta, her fellow waitress, was actively serving a customer, Oluchi’s inclination to relax was puzzling.

      Ifeoma hated it when women relied solely on their looks to get ahead in life. Oluchi, for instance, frequently wore heavy makeup and skimpy clothes. She was a pretty, curvy woman in her twenties, with honey-brown skin, who constantly bragged about her beauty and how it was sure to attract a rich husband.

      Because of tight funds, Ifeoma could only afford to employ Oluchi and Loretta, though sometimes her two youngest sisters helped out after school when they could.

      “Okay, but have you finished cooking everything?” Oluchi asked.

      “Yes,” Ifeoma snapped, wiping her hands on her faded apron.

      The canteen was a deep source of pride for Ifeoma. Eighteen months earlier, after running away from her hometown of Awka to Lagos, she and her sisters had been stranded with barely enough money to survive. Whenever she thought about what she had done to secure the loan for this small canteen, she cringed. Still, that was in the past. Despite the massive debt hanging over her, she was determined to pay it back.

      After obtaining the loan, she had found a cheap, semi-completed duplex and rented a room on the ground floor. With her sisters’ help, she worked tirelessly to renovate the space and turn it into a functioning canteen. Out of sheer necessity, she’d learnt basic carpentry, so crafting the wooden tables and chairs by hand wasn’t a problem.

      From behind the serving counter, her eyes swept across the room. Three customers were already eating, and from the look of their faces, they were satisfied with both the food and the service.

      “Mr Frown-face has arrived,” Oluchi announced, coming to stand beside Ifeoma behind the serving counter.

      Ifeoma’s heart rate quickened. She tucked herself farther behind the fridge and peered out at Mr Frown-face. They all called him that, and it made sense because he simply never cracked a smile.

      He came in every day for lunch and dinner, always sitting in the far corner, eating in silence while working on his laptop.

      From his expensive suits, polished shoes, and wristwatches alone, Ifeoma could tell he was wealthy. So why didn’t he eat at one of the luxurious restaurants scattered across the city instead of coming here, to this small canteen with wooden chairs?

      “Go take his order then, and stop standing here,” she said to Oluchi, nudging her forward.

      “You should serve him sometimes, Ify, he gives great tips.” Oluchi rubbed her thumb against the tips of her fingers to emphasise her point.

      “No, I’m okay right here, thanks.”

      Ifeoma watched Oluchi walk away toward the customer.

      That man scared her. There was something about him that made her feel weak, and she hated feeling weak.

      Mr Frown-face was almost six feet tall, with broad shoulders accentuated by his well-tailored suits. Today, he wore a navy-blue suit and a red tie that emphasised his athletic build. His physique suggested he worked out religiously. His head was shaved bald, thin sideburns framing his oblong face. A faint moustache and beard stubble covered his jaw and surrounded his mouth. He was handsome in a rugged way that reminded Ifeoma of the actor Desmond Elliot. His eyes were dark, large, and piercing, evenly spaced beneath thick brows and above a long, broad nose. He exuded a commanding and controlled aura, a powerful presence that was impossible to ignore. He was the kind of man who made her wary.

      She continued watching from her well-hidden corner as he spoke to Oluchi. She saw his lips move and couldn’t help noticing how full they were. Unexpectedly pink against his dark brown skin. Yes, he definitely terrified her. She would never be bold enough to wait on his table herself. If he affected her this much from afar, she had no desire to be anywhere near him.

      “What kind of man orders soup without pounded yam or even garri?” Oluchi asked after reporting Mr Frown-face’s order.

      “Only rich men,” Ifeoma replied with a chuckle. She ladled rich egusi soup into a bowl, then searched the pot for beef, adding generous pieces to the serving.

      “You’re giving him all the huge pieces of meat,” Oluchi said.

      “Of course, so that he’ll keep coming back. We need his business.”

      “Are you sure that it’s not because you want to keep staring at him?”

      “I don’t stare at him.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.”

      Oluchi glanced quickly at Mr Frown-face before turning back to Ifeoma. “I wish he would look up from his computer and notice me,” she added with a sigh.

      An uneasy sensation settled in Ifeoma’s stomach. For reasons she didn’t fully understand, she didn’t want Mr Frown-face noticing Oluchi.

      “I know what to do with him, I’ll show him what this does,” Oluchi continued, grabbing her own ass.

      “The way you have shown many men abi?”

      “Don’t hate, appreciate,” Oluchi said, taking the tray and swaying her hips as she walked toward his table.

      Ifeoma watched Mr Frown-face eat, as she had often done over the past four months since he began patronising her canteen.

      She was drawn to him like metal to a magnet. Worse still, he had intruded into her dreams. To her irritation, she had woken up in the middle of the night on several occasions, sweating after vivid, erotic dreams of him.

      Sometimes, in those dreams, she was running away while he chased her, a chain in his hand, intent on tying her to him. Never would she allow herself to be tied to any man. Never. She refused to live under a man’s control. She despised men and weak women like her mother, who had given up her entire life for one.

      At twenty-five, Ifeoma lived life on her own terms. She had never been in a relationship and had no desire to be in one. Though occasionally she wondered what it might be like to have flings with men, no strings attached. But after a failed attempt during her first year at university, she had sworn off the opposite sex entirely. Finding out the guy she dated for a few months had only been with her to win a bet had closed her off for good. Men could not be trusted.

      Her priority had always been her younger siblings. She was determined to see them through their education, and she worked relentlessly to make it happen, paying their university fees and the rent for the one-bedroom apartment the three of them shared. By the time monthly expenses were covered, there was barely anything left to service her own loan, the one she had taken to get the canteen up and running.

      The thought of it unsettled her. Soon, her creditor would come visiting again, his ugly potbelly leading the way. She shuddered at the memory of the ordeal she had endured four months earlier when she couldn’t meet a payment. The humiliation. The fear. Ifeoma vowed it would never happen again.

      Her creditor had only deepened her hatred for men. She hated her father. She hated every man she had ever been forced to deal with. She would rather die than allow any man to treat her the way her father had treated her, her sisters, and her mother, his own wife.
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      “Useless woman! You’re not worth the bride price I paid,” Papa Ify shouted, shoving his wife aside as if she were nothing more than an obstacle.

      “Nna anyi, please don’t go out like this, you’re drunk,” his wife cried, dropping to her knees in front of him, her hands clasped in desperation.

      “Shut up, foolish woman! How dare you tell me what to do? Eh?” He staggered toward the front door, his steps uneven.

      Mama Ify struggled to her feet and followed him, gripping his arm to steady him. “Biko, my husband, I don’t want you to fall into the gutter again,” she pleaded, tears streaming down her face. “You almost died last time.”

      “I said, shut up! Stupid woman! You can never do anything right!” Papa Ify swung his hand and struck her across the face.

      The sound of the slap echoed through the room. Mama Ify staggered backward and fell. Ifeoma rushed from her hiding place and caught her mother, pulling her into her arms.

      “Let him go out drunk,” Ifeoma cried, holding her mother tightly. “Better that than he beats you, Mummy.”

      Her sisters remained curled up in a corner, eyes wide, bodies tense, silently witnessing the familiar horror. They knew better than to speak.

      “Shut up too! Useless girl!” Papa Ify shouted, his unfocused gaze sweeping the room. “You’re all useless!” He waved his hand dismissively.

      “God cursed me by giving me a useless wife who could only produce useless girls!” He shook his head. “I’m squandering money paying your university fees!”

      “You don’t even pay my school fees,” Ifeoma shot back. “Uncle Emeka does.”

      She knew arguing with a drunken man was pointless, but the lie burned too deeply to ignore. He boasted often about paying her fees, yet it was her mother’s brother who sent the money. Her father never supported them. He believed spending money on daughters was a waste, that only sons deserved education. Whatever meagre salary he earned at the shoe factory disappeared into alcohol and snuff.

      They survived on her mother’s sewing jobs, on vegetables grown behind the house, on eggs gathered from the chickens Mama Ify reared.

      “Your mother is a prostitute; she’s sleeping with her brother,” Papa Ify barked. Then he turned on Ifeoma. “You’re not my child.”

      Spit flew from his mouth and landed on her face. Disgusted, she wiped it away with the back of her hand.

      “You’re all not mine. My sperm is strong and produces boys, not useless girls like you!”

      “I wish I were not your daughter,” Ifeoma spat.

      His hand shot up, ready to strike her, but he froze when he saw her eyes. He had never hit her. He feared her. He called her a devil child because she never cowered, never shrank beneath him.

      Slowly, he dropped his hand and lurched toward the front door. This time, no one tried to stop him.

      Ifeoma held her mother’s trembling body and let out a long, tired breath. Another night. Another performance of cruelty. Sometimes she wished her father would stumble into a ditch and die, but the image of her mother’s devastation always stopped the thought short.

      Lying in bed later that night, Ifeoma found sleep impossible. Uncle Emeka who sent them money every month, had suffered a stroke the week before. The illness left him partially paralysed and unable to work, which meant he could no longer support them financially.

      Uncle Emeka was her mother’s only sibling. He worked as a carpenter, making furniture for small-scale businesses. He didn’t earn much, but he was generous, always sending what he could. Now, confined by illness and stripped of his livelihood, he had told them quietly that the money would stop.

      The weight of it pressed on Ifeoma’s chest. She was in her final year at the University of Awka, studying business administration. In that sense, she was lucky. As the firstborn, she had been given the chance to go to university. Her sister who came directly after her had finished secondary school and now waited patiently, hoping for funds to continue her education. The unspoken agreement in many poor families in their neighbourhood was clear: the first child would be given the opportunity to go to university so that they could later lift the others when they found jobs.

      Ifeoma was expected to be that child.

      In truth, her desires were different. She never wanted a job. She wanted a restaurant. She enjoyed cooking, transforming raw ingredients into delicious dishes and infusing them with flavour and warmth. People often marvelled at the meals she produced with sparse ingredients. But dreams didn’t pay fees. Reality was closing in, and she knew she would have to find work.

      She planned to visit Uncle Emeka the next day to ask for help to secure a job before his condition worsened. Whatever happened, she resolved to support her sister’s education. The other two were still in secondary school, thankfully funded by the government, but time moved quickly, and the burden would only grow heavier.

      “I wish we could run away,” Ebele whispered.

      The four of them shared one room. Ebele usually slept in the same bed as Ifeoma, while the other two sisters occupied the second bed. Ifeoma rubbed Ebele’s back gently.

      “No such talk, we’ll survive this,” she said.

      She was six years older than Ebele and fiercely protective of her. Their mother had given birth nearly every two years, driven by the hope of producing a son. She had only stopped when complications during Ebele’s birth forced doctors to perform a hysterectomy to save her life. Their father never forgave that. He blamed Ebele for ending his chances of having a male child and ignored her as though she didn’t exist.

      “Seriously, Ify, I’ve been dreaming about running away.”

      “Don’t say that, please. I’ll work something out.”

      “I hate him! I wish he was dead.”

      “Don’t say that, Ebele. He’s our father.”

      “I wish he wasn’t.”

      Her voice cracked. Ifeoma pulled her into a tight embrace.

      “Sleep, my sister. Tomorrow I’ll start searching for a job and begin saving money. I’ll take care of all my sisters or die trying to.”

      The following week, Ifeoma convinced her uncle to let her work for him. She became an apprentice in his furniture workshop. At first, Uncle Emeka didn’t pay her while she learned the trade, but Ifeoma was a fast learner. Within a few weeks, she was able to work independently, and he added her to his payroll. The money was barely enough, but it was better than nothing.

      She saved every naira, hiding the notes beneath her mattress so her father would never find them. Whenever he ran out of money, he tried to extort her mother to fund his drinking. Ifeoma refused to let her hard-earned savings end the same way.

      One evening, she returned home from university to find her sisters crying.

      “What is it?” she asked, her stomach twisting with dread. “Has something happened to Mummy?”

      “No, daddy says he wants me to marry Mr Nwabundu,” Ebele said, her voice trembling.

      “What?” Rage flared hot and sudden in Ifeoma’s chest. Mr Nwabundu was one of her father’s drinking companions, an old, lecherous man whose eyes lingered far too long on young girls whenever he visited.

      “He has already come to pay my bride price,” Ebele sobbed.

      “I can’t believe this. Where’s Daddy?” Ifeoma snarled. “Where?”

      Ebele pointed at the wooden front door of their two-bedroom bungalow. “He has gone out to the beer parlour,” she said shakily. “He told me the traditional marriage is this weekend.”

      “What did Mummy say about this?” Ifeoma asked, dropping her bag onto the small stool by the wall.

      “She’s in her room, sewing the traditional wedding dress I’m to wear⁠—”

      Ifeoma didn’t wait to hear the rest. She marched to her mother’s room and flung the door open.

      “Mummy, why? How can you let Daddy do this?”

      “Ify, biko, we need the money, he paid a huge sum for her⁠—”

      “I don’t care! She’s only sixteen!”

      Her hands shook. Never would she allow this. Ebele was still a child. She knew her mother was too broken, too afraid to stop it, so the responsibility fell squarely on her shoulders. Whatever it took.

      Shaking her head in disgust, Ifeoma walked out and slammed the door.

      “Don’t worry, Ebele,” she said, surprised by how calm her voice sounded. “I’ll never let it happen. I give you my word.”

      “You can’t stop it … he has already paid my bride price, Ify, Chai!” Ebele wailed.

      Ifeoma pulled her into her arms. “I promise you, Ebele, I’ll not let it happen.”

      She led her sisters into the small kitchen and cooked egusi soup with garri. After dinner, she stayed with them in their room until they fell asleep. She, however, remained awake, sitting rigidly, waiting.

      Later that night, she positioned herself on a stool facing the front door.

      When she heard her father stagger inside, she stood.

      “Daddy, biko, stop this nonsense about Ebele getting married, biko,” she pleaded, rubbing her palms together.

      “Shut your mouth. Foolish girl. At least she’s now worth something!” he roared, his words slurred with alcohol.

      “How much did Mr Nwabundu pay? I will give you that exact amount. Please, daddy.”

      “Do you have fifty thousand naira with you?”

      The number struck her like a blow. She’d not saved that much yet.

      “No, but I promise, if you stop this, I’ll give you the money. All of it.”

      “If you don’t have it now, get out of my way.”

      “Daddy, please…” Desperation clawed its way into her voice. She dropped to her knees, an act of humility she had never once shown him. “Let Mr Nwabundu marry me instead … biko.”

      Papa Ify burst into drunken laughter.

      “Get up, stupid girl,” he spat. “Do you think he wants a skinny girl like you?”

      She waited, heart pounding, as his laughter slowly died down.

      “Nobody wants a girl as thin as you. You’re completely useless. You can’t even fetch me bride price.” He cleared his throat. “At least Ebele has shown some use in this house.”

      Tears slid down Ifeoma’s face. She finally understood that words would not change his mind. The money had already blinded him; his greed was stronger than any love he might have had for his children.

      “Get out of my way. Useless girl,” he muttered, staggering toward his room and banging his knee against a stool along the way.

      Ifeoma remained trembling where she was. Not with fear, but with determination. A steely resolve settled within her that night. And she knew, with painful certainty, that if she and her sisters stayed, this house would eventually destroy them all.

      She remained kneeling on the floor long after her father disappeared into his room, her body shaking as silent sobs wracked her chest. She knew her mother was pretending to be asleep. Mama Ify had heard all the insults, pleas and chaos, yet she remained silent.

      Angrily, Ifeoma wiped her tears away. She despised crying; to her, tears were weakness. She forced herself to think. There had to be another way. Tomorrow, she would go to Mr Nwabundu’s house and plead with him herself. The only way Ebele would marry that disgusting pig would be over her dead body.

      Sleep came in short, restless bursts. When morning arrived, Ifeoma woke before anyone else. The clock read six. She bathed quickly, dressed, and lifted the mattress with care, making sure not to wake Ebele. From beneath it, she pulled out an envelope containing twenty-six thousand naira. Everything she’d saved in the two months she’d worked for Uncle Emeka.

      She took the first bus to Mr Nwabundu’s house. She knew where he lived. On more than one occasion, she and her sisters had dragged their drunken father out of that same compound. Mr Nwabundu was a widower with no children, a man who seemed to live only for alcohol and cigarettes.

      Standing before the unpainted bungalow, Ifeoma knocked and waited. After several beats of waiting, she knocked again. Still no answer.

      Sighing, she turned, ready to walk around to the side to peer through the open window when the wooden door swung open.

      “My future in-law,” he said, grinning.

      Ifeoma recoiled. His tobacco-stained teeth flashed as he smiled. He was a stout, balding man in his late fifties whose stature reminded her of a turtle. “How can I help?”

      “Please, can I come in?” she asked, forcing a smile.

      “Of course, my dear, we’ll soon be related.”

      Over my dead body, she thought, swallowing the words as she followed him inside.

      He offered her a seat, which she accepted.

      “Mr Nwabundu, I know you’ve come to marry my sister, but I have a better offer for you,” Ifeoma said as soon as she sat down. There was no room for politeness.

      “What offer could be better?” he snickered, eyeing her as though she’d lost her mind.

      “You marry me instead,” Ifeoma said evenly.

      “Mbanu. You’re too thin,” he replied, shaking his head vigorously. “I need a woman with meat on her bones.” His eyes gleamed as though the idea delighted him.

      “But Ebele is still a child, I’m a woman⁠—”

      “She may be young, but she looks more like a woman than you.”

      “What if you marry me, and I give you twenty-six thousand naira back from the bride price?” Ifeoma said, watching him closely.

      He paused, considering, then shook his head. “Mba. I still don’t want a stick for a wife.”

      A cold determination settled in her chest.

      Slowly, deliberately, she stood and began to remove her clothes, loosening the tight strapping she bound across her chest every day. Mr Nwabundu’s eyes widened as her breasts sprang free from their confinement.

      Though slim, with long legs, Ifeoma had always possessed a body that betrayed her. Her breasts were full and firm, features she had spent years trying to hide. She hated the attention they attracted, hated what being female invited. From the age of sixteen, she had strapped her chest down daily, determined to erase anything that might draw a man’s gaze. It never worked. They kept growing until they reached a double D cup size she resented, a reminder of everything she wanted to escape.

      By now, Mr Nwabundu was sweating, licking his lips.

      Ifeoma’s lips curved into an irritated smirk.

      All men are predictable. And disgusting.

      “So, what do you have to say about my offer?” she asked him.

      “Eh … eh … And do I also get the twenty-six thousand back?” His voice wavered, his gaze glued shamelessly to her chest.

      “Yes, but only if you call off the wedding with my sister.”

      “And you’ll marry me also?” His pupils were blown wide with lust.

      Ifeoma nodded.

      “Okay, then, it’s settled,” he said, rubbing his left hand over his round belly.

      The way he looked at her made her stomach churn. His stare crawled over her skin, slow and obscene, and bile rose bitterly in her throat. She turned her face away so he wouldn’t see the tears gathering in her eyes and dressed as quickly as she could, her hands shaking. Just as swiftly as she had entered his house, she fled it.

      Only when she was several streets away, when she was sure there was a safe distance between herself and that man, did she allow her body to surrender to its exhaustion. She bent over and vomited into the gutter, her stomach heaving violently. When it was over, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and straightened.

      Against her better judgment, she turned to look back.

      He was there standing by the window, watching her. A wicked glint shone in his eyes, his hand resting on his groin.

      Dread slid coldly down her spine.

      Ifeoma turned away, her hurried, shaky steps carrying her onward, a deep, unshakeable certainty settling within her that a part of her had broken, an indelible memory seared into her mind forever.
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      The heavy rain and rolling thunder outside muffled the sharp crash of glass shattering against the floor.

      “How dare you tell me it’s over,” Chuma heard the woman he’d been seeing for three months scream, as she gripped another tumbler, poised to hurl it down.

      “Tonia, calm down.”

      “Don’t tell me to calm down!” She smashed the glass against the terrazzo floor.

      Chuma jumped back, trying to avoid the shards that skidded across the tiles. How he had ever found Tonia attractive, he couldn’t quite understand. Well, he could. She had a big, round ass and large breasts. But that was all she had.

      “Tonia, listen; we don’t want the same things⁠—”

      “Oh, Chuma, trust me, we do. I want you, you want me. We’ll make it work.” She grabbed a third tumbler, and that was when he lunged forward and caught her wrist.

      “Drop it now, or I’ll have you arrested.” His voice was a low growl, but it was the look in his eyes that made her hesitate. With trembling fingers, Tonia placed the glass back on the kitchen table.

      “Please, Chuma, I love you.”

      “No, you don’t,” he replied, shaking his head.

      As he stared at the shattered glass scattered across the floor, he realised what a terrible idea it had been to break up with Tonia in his own house. There was always collateral damage, yet he never seemed to learn. His ex-girlfriend had stolen two of his Rolex watches, and he had never recovered them.

      “I do, baby, I do,” Tonia said, unbuttoning her blouse. “I’ll show you how much.”

      Chuma stopped her.

      “Listen, I’ll put money into your account⁠—”

      “I’m not a prostitute,” she cried with indignation. “That’s your answer to everything: money.” Her chest heaved as she spoke, the tops of her breasts visible through the gap left by the undone buttons of her blouse.

      “What do you want me to say, Tonia? I’m being honest with you here. I want out,” Chuma said, his voice calm even though the mess on the floor was beginning to grate on him.

      Borderline OCD, he liked his life organised and hated seeing things out of place. He also despised weakness or any display of it, and as he looked at the tears pooling in Tonia’s eyes, he grew even more certain of his decision. She wanted more from him than he could ever give.

      When he had returned from work and found her in his apartment, he had been livid. He had never given her a key. Discovering that she had stolen his and made a copy had infuriated him even more. Still, that wasn’t the real reason he wanted out, though it had been the spark that ignited everything.

      After three months of wild sex and nothing else in common, he knew it was time to end things. She wanted more from the relationship.

      Chuma knew he was a cad, but he had never led her or anyone else on. From the moment they met at a political party, he had told Tonia he wasn’t interested in commitment. She had agreed to his terms. Until recently.

      “I want you to love me, Chuma … I love you.”

      He was tired of hearing that. He’d never believed any woman who told him she loved him. In his experience, all they ever saw was his money and the expensive things he could buy them.

      “Well, I’m sorry, Tonia, I don’t love you.”

      “Asshole.”

      “Won’t argue with you there. But I told you from the start that I’m an asshole, remember?”

      “I hope you die a lonely man.”

      “I probably will,” he replied. Chuma knew karma would catch up with him eventually. Similar ugly break-up scenes had played out in his life far too many times already.

      “Fuck you, I hate you.”

      He almost laughed at that statement and had to fight back the words, make up your mind, woman.

      After a few seconds of hesitation, Tonia turned and picked up her purse from the kitchen table.

      “Okay, send the money to my account,” she said, shooting him an acid look. “Nothing less than five hundred thousand or I’ll mess you up.”

      He laughed. Now, this was the Tonia he knew. All that talk about love suddenly felt hollow.

      “I’ll do that, Tonia, but not because of your threats. I’m a man of my word.”

      “Just tell me this before I leave: is it another woman?”

      “No, Tonia, I just want out, and I’m choosing to be honest about it. You deserve that.”

      “Don’t tell me what I deserve, asshole! I hope someone breaks your heart.”

      With those words hanging heavily in the air, she stormed out.

      Chuma sighed. He hoped that was the last time he would ever see her.

      Glancing at the shards of broken glass scattered across the kitchen floor, he scratched his clean-shaven head.

      Why do women have to be so dramatic?

      Sometimes he wished he were more like his twin brother, Nnamdi, who despised confrontation.

      Nnamdi preferred strategy. He played games to provoke women into breaking up with him first. He once told Chuma that reverse psychology was the most efficient way to end a relationship. But Chuma didn’t have a scheming bone in his body. He was painfully direct—brutally honest—even if it resulted in unpleasant scenes like the one he had just endured.

      Stepping carefully around the shards, he fetched a broom and swept the broken glass into a dustpan. As he bent down to gather the last fragments, he vowed to be more discerning in his choice of his next sexual partner. Never again would he date a woman solely because of the size of her ass or breasts. He needed someone who was on the same page, someone who wanted nothing more than a good time and could walk away without drama when it ended.

      At thirty-three, his focus was on building an empire. He had no intention of living under his father’s shadow. He wanted to carve out his own name.

      His father, Chief Obi, had built his wealth through importing and exporting cars. A few years earlier, he had expanded into transportation, acquiring a fleet of luxury buses that connected major cities across Nigeria. Chuma and his brother, Nnamdi, armed with master’s degrees in business administration and finance, had further diversified the family brand, establishing both an investment firm and a mortgage bank. Chuma headed the investment firm, while Nnamdi managed the mortgage bank. Their younger sister and the last-born, Adaora, had recently joined the investment firm and was proving herself more than capable.

      Yes, the siblings were well on their way to expanding the family fortune, and to Chuma, no woman was worth the distraction.

      Satisfied that his kitchen was finally back in order, he opened the fridge in search of something to eat. He found a bowl of leftover chicken salad shoved to the back. Lifting the lid, he sniffed it and recoiled at the sour stench. Spoilt. He tossed it into the bin.

      He was hungry for a proper meal. A cooked meal.

      His mind drifted to his favourite canteen, Eastern Delight, and he decided he would eat there. From the first taste, he’d been hooked. The food was so authentically delicious that it reminded him of his late mother’s cooking.

      His mother, Angelina Obi, had died when he was only ten years old. They had been close. He remembered sitting in the kitchen countless times while she cooked, the warmth of her presence filling the room. Though many years had passed since her death, those memories remained some of his most treasured.

      Chuma showered and changed into a pair of jeans and a black-and-blue jersey. He usually stopped at the restaurant on his way home from work, but for some reason today, he had driven straight home. Now he was glad he had. Finding Tonia in his apartment uninvited had given him the perfect excuse to finally end things.

      Whistling, he grabbed his car keys and left his three-bedroom penthouse suite.

      He rolled down the windows and enjoyed the cool evening breeze, the sultry sound of Sade’s Smooth Operator flowing through the speakers as he drove toward Eastern Delight. He parked his imported Jeep Cherokee beneath a tree, hoping it wouldn’t be vandalised or broken into. The canteen was located in the less affluent part of Ikoyi, and he always carried a small concern about being robbed or attacked while there. So far, nothing untoward had happened.

      Inside, he settled into his usual seat at the back of the room and pulled his laptop from its carrier bag. He wanted to review the financial plan he had worked on earlier that day. His need for perfection drove him to revise his work repeatedly, sometimes to the irritation of his secretary, Sandra, who often had to retype the same report several times.

      Subconsciously bobbing his head to the soft traditional music playing in the background, Chuma waited patiently for a waiter to attend to him.

      A quick sweep of the room revealed only three other customers. They were dressed ordinarily, in stark contrast to his polished appearance. He knew he looked out of place here. He was also aware that someone of his stature wasn’t typically expected to dine in a spot like this, but he loved it. There was something about the food and the atmosphere that transported him back to his childhood and to memories of his mother. Here, he felt calm. Grounded.

      Nnamdi, his twin brother, had once joked that the food must have been laced with juju to bind him spiritually to the place. It certainly felt that way sometimes, though Chuma didn’t believe in juju or mystical paraphernalia.

      When no waiter appeared, irritation began to prickle at him. He rose from his seat, intending to find out what was causing the delay. Before he could take a step, however, a slender, light-skinned young woman he had never seen before rushed out from behind the partitioned serving counter.

      “I’m sorry for keeping you waiting, sir,” she muttered. “We’re short staffed today.”

      She looked nervous, almost jittery. Chuma slowly lowered himself back into his seat.

      “What can I get you?” she asked, rubbing her hands against her apron.

      He couldn’t see her face clearly; she’d positioned herself at an angle, avoiding direct eye contact.

      “Oha soup, please,” Chuma replied, then added, “some garri as well.”

      She turned toward him abruptly, as if startled by his order. A rapid succession of emotions flickered across her expressive eyes—surprise, then panic, and finally fear.

      She was afraid of him.

      He drew in a breath, unsettled by her reaction. He was certain he had never seen her before, so why was she frightened? Did she think he was angry about the delay?

      An immediate and inexplicable urge to reassure her rose within him. He reached out and lightly touched her hand.

      “I’m not upset—” he began.

      But she snatched her hand away swiftly.

      The dim lighting made it difficult to discern her features clearly, yet she looked young. A colourful scarf was wrapped around her hair, and baggy clothes, hidden beneath a faded blue apron, concealed her slim frame.

      “I’m sorry for the delay again, I’ll get your food now, sir,” she said before hurrying away.

      Chuma shook his head as though to clear it, but the strange encounter lingered. That fear in her eyes unsettled him. He searched his memory, probing for any possibility that they had met before. Nothing surfaced.

      No, he had certainly never met her.

      Maybe she mistook me for someone else, he reasoned.

      But curiosity quickly replaced confusion. He found himself waiting with unexpected anticipation for her return. For reasons he couldn’t quite explain, he wanted to speak with her again, to see her eyes clearly, to understand what had frightened her.

      A faint flutter stirred in his stomach.

      He couldn’t remember the last time he had felt this intrigued by anyone

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ifeoma’s heart pounded at a manic pace as she retreated into the serving area of the canteen.

      Damn Oluchi and Loretta for disappointing me by calling in sick today, she thought, reaching for a glass bowl to serve Mr Frown-face.

      Just when she’d begun to relax because he hadn’t arrived at his usual time, she’d seen his tall frame walk through the door. She’d frozen on the spot, rooted there as though transfixed. It was only when she noticed him rising from his seat, a curious expression tightening into a scowl, that she snapped into action. Realising he was about to head toward the serving counter, she’d rushed out to his table instead.

      Standing near him had unleashed havoc in her body, and when he touched her, her heart had nearly burst from her chest. She was accustomed to feeling repulsion and hatred toward men. She didn’t know what to do with the unfamiliar sensations this one stirred within her.

      Ifeoma drew in a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and exhaled slowly to steady herself. She could do this—serve him and walk away. She was a grown woman who had survived years of emotional abuse from her father. Facing this man was nothing compared to what she had endured.

      Balancing the tray in her trembling hands, Ifeoma walked back toward Mr Frown-face.

      “Here’s your food, sir,” she said, placing the tray carefully in front of him.

      “Chuma,” he said, his face breaking into a bright smile.

      “What?”

      She was startled by the brilliance of his grin. Perfect white teeth flashed in the dimly lit room, transforming Mr Frown-face entirely. It was his first smile. And it was stunning.

      Wow, this ought to be immortalised in a frame.

      “My name is Chuma.”

      “Oh, okay, I hope you enjoy your food … Chuma.”

      “You haven’t told me your name,” he blurted, as though afraid she might rush off again.

      “It’s Ifeoma, sir … I mean Chuma.”

      “I like your name,” he said. “Means ‘good thing’ in Igbo.”

      Her lips twitched, resisting the impulse to point out that as an Igbo woman, she knew just that.

      His gaze settled on her with unsettling intensity, as though he were trying to decode a hidden map. Her pulse quickened.

      “I haven’t seen you before, are you newly employed here?”

      “No, I own the canteen, my waitresses are off sick today, so⁠—”

      “Madam, I want to pay o,” a customer who had finished his meal called out from the other side of the room.

      “I’ll be with you shortly,” she replied to the customer, relief sloshing through her. God! This man made her nervous, and the sooner she left for her safe place behind the counter, the better.

      She turned back to him. “I have to go. And once again, sorry about the delay.”

      With that, she hurried away.

      She could feel the heat of his gaze on her back as she attended to the customer. After collecting payment and clearing the table, she retreated behind the counter.

      Butterflies fluttered wildly in her stomach as she watched Chuma eat from her usual hiding spot. He was no longer Mr Frown-face; she had seen his dazzling smile, and she couldn’t pin him with that nickname.

      He was now the last customer in the canteen, and for what felt like the thousandth time that evening, she silently cursed her waitresses for abandoning her.

      She wasn’t afraid for her physical safety. She possessed the strength of a horse and could defend herself in a fight. Years spent trying to prove to her father that being a female child didn’t make her worthless had hardened her. She had learned how to fight physically and emotionally.

      Her eyes drifted to his mouth as he chewed the piece of beef he had saved for last. Because she loved cooking, she enjoyed watching people eat. She believed the way a person ate revealed something about their character.

      Chuma ate slowly but with smooth decisiveness. From that alone, she concluded he was meticulous, yet bold. Over the weeks she had observed him, she had also noticed how skilfully he carved meat from bone using only his fork and knife. To her, that spoke of patience and control. She, on the other hand, always needed her hands to truly enjoy meat.

      And somehow, watching him now, she felt as though she were discovering far more than just his eating habits.

      When Ifeoma saw that he had finished his meal, packed up his laptop, and pulled his wallet from his pocket, she moved toward him.

      “I hope you enjoyed your food?” she asked with a nervous smile.

      “I did as always, Ifeoma.”

      The way her name rolled off his tongue made her heart lurch. The price of the meal was clearly stated on the menu, so she knew there was no need to present a bill. She simply stood there, waiting for him to open his wallet.

      With yet another dazzling smile, Chuma handed her three thousand-naira notes.

      Two smiles in one night? She could hardly wait to tell Oluchi and Loretta the next day.

      “Let me get your change⁠—”

      “No, you don’t have to⁠—”

      “I’m sorry I can’t accept that. The food only costs eight hundred⁠—”

      “I know, but that’s what I always give your waitresses.”

      A startled gasp escaped her before she could stop herself. When Oluchi and Loretta had told her he was a generous tipper, she had never thought to ask how generous.

      “It’s still too much,” she protested, shaking her head.

      “Did you cook this meal?” he asked.

      Though she found the question odd, Ifeoma nodded.

      “It is the best soup I have tasted.”

      His voice was deep and sincere. Heat rushed to her face at the compliment.

      “If I went to a posh restaurant, I would have paid almost five thousand naira for soup not as delicious.”

      Her heart soared at his words.

      “Thanks very much, sir … I mean Chuma.” After a brief hesitation, she accepted the money. She desperately needed it to settle her outstanding loan.

      She expected him to pack up his stuff and leave immediately, but he remained seated.

      “Are you expecting any more customers?” he asked, clearly searching for an excuse to prolong the moment.

      “No, I’m about to lock up and head back home.”

      He glanced at his wristwatch. “It’s ten thirty p.m. How are you getting home?”

      “I take the bus like everyone else,” she replied, a hint of irritation in her tone.

      Chuma sighed and scratched his head as though realising his misstep. “It’s far too late for a young woman to walk alone to the bus stop, and it’s not safe for you⁠—”

      Her sudden laughter cut him off.

      “Now, you know what is safe for me?” she said, shaking her head. “You give me money and suddenly you know what’s best for me?”

      Reaching into her apron pocket, she pulled out the thousand-naira notes and thrust them toward him.

      “I don’t need your money, and I don’t need any man telling me what’s safe for me.”

      He blinked, clearly taken aback by her vehemence. His lack of response didn’t deter her. She held the notes out for a few more seconds, not even sure why she was so triggered. She just hated feeling her control slipping through her fingers. And with every second she spent here, she sensed it happening.

      “I’m sorry,” Chuma said finally, rising from his seat and gently placing his hand over hers. “It’s not my place to tell you what’s safe for you.”

      The apology seemed to surprise even him. He didn’t look like a man accustomed to saying sorry.

      “Keep the money, Ifeoma. And be careful when going home, okay?”

      Immobilised by his touch, Ifeoma could only nod.

      “See you tomorrow, and please cook your lovely egusi soup,” he added with a small smile before withdrawing his hand.

      She stood there, watching him leave the canteen, her hands trembling and her heart racing.

      Three smiles from Mr Frown-face in one night? She couldn’t wait to tell Oluchi.

      Overwhelmed by the warm rush flooding her body and mind, she slowly sank into the seat he’d just vacated. The woodsy scent of his cologne still lingered in the air. She inhaled deeply and sighed.

      What had just happened? What was that all about? Why had he bothered to talk to her? Why had he been kind?

      He was rich and handsome, surely it couldn’t be that he found her attractive. No, it couldn’t be. She wasn’t as conceited as Oluchi to imagine that a man as sophisticated as him would notice her.

      Ifeoma knew she had a pretty face, but she also knew she lacked the curves most men preferred. With her baggy clothes and her chest tightly strapped down, no one ever looked at her twice.

      What’s the end game here, Mr Frown-face Chuma? she wondered, still puzzled by the entire evening.

      With a deep sigh, she rose to close the canteen, though her thoughts lingered long after he had gone.
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