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          STARTING OVER AGAIN

        

      

    

    
      Abandoned by her husband and left to care for a sick child, Onome is desperate to find a job. After several failed attempts, she eventually lands a job at one of the most prestigious banks in Lagos. She’s finally rebuilding her life after her divorce, and everything seems to be falling into place. However, she finds herself irresistibly drawn to her new boss, Nnamdi, who is also notoriously known for his womanising ways. Desperate to fight this attraction, she struggles to keep him at arm’s length. She can’t afford to let her growing attraction to him jeopardise her job, and most importantly, her heart.

      Scorched by the burden of a scandalous family secret he stumbled upon when he was a young boy, single father Nnamdi finds it hard to trust women. He has always lived his life lightly, with his relationships free from deep emotions and entanglements. To protect himself from hurt, he has built a wall around his heart. But there is something about his new executive marketing assistant, Onome, that makes him consider a future with her. The more time he spends with her and her daughter, Fejiro, the more the wall around his heart crumbles. And just as he is beginning to warm up to the idea of forever, her ex-husband resurfaces.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            A NOTE TO MY READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for sharing this journey with me. As a part-time family doctor, I can’t help bringing bits of my medical background into my books.

      This book touches on sickle cell disease, a blood disorder affecting many Africans or people of African descent all over the world. It is passed on genetically.

      I remember sitting by the hospital bedside of a friend of mine at university, while she was in agony during a sickle cell bone-pain crisis. She told me that she often blamed her parents for her suffering whenever she was ill with complications from sickle cell disease. When I asked her why, she said, “My father is a doctor and my mother a nurse, they should have checked their genotypes before deciding to have me. They should have known better.”

      Her response, even though given at a time of weakness and pain, touched me. I decided to check my genotype that day.

      I hope that one day there will be a cure for sickle cell disease. But until then, I encourage everyone with African heritage to know their genotype. All that’s required is a straightforward blood test to reveal if someone possesses the gene and could potentially transmit it.

      There are many charities supporting people with sickle cell disease. Active research into the disease is still ongoing. I hope that reading about Fejiro and Onome’s experience touches you to become a part of the future of sickle cell disease.
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      “I’m sorry, I can’t do this anymore,” Efe mumbled, yanking clothes off their hangers and shoving them into a large suitcase on the bed.

      “What do you mean by that, Efe?” Onome spat out, trying not to shout, careful not to wake Fejiro who was fast asleep.

      “I mean, I want out. This marriage isn’t working. We’re not working.”

      “You can’t just walk out, we have a daughter, a sick daughter.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m miserable. I shouldn’t have to be miserable because I have a child.”

      Efe didn’t look up as he spoke. He continued his movement from the closet to the bed, gathering clothes and dumping them into the suitcase.

      Onome moved from the door towards him, despair choking her throat.

      “She’s your daughter; I’m your wife. You can’t simply abandon us.” Onome’s voice broke at the last sentence. Tears clouded her vision.

      “We should never have gotten married. Even your father knew that,” he spat back without looking up.

      “Leave my father out of this.”

      Efe’s words felt like a vise around Onome’s heart, wrenching it from her chest. It was true that her father had been against the marriage from the start. He disowned her when she insisted on marrying Efe despite his strong objections.

      “I gave up everyone in my family for you, Efe, how can you leave me?”

      “I didn’t ask you to do that … I feel trapped. You’ve trapped me in this life of sorrow, and I have to get out. I need to survive.”

      “What do you mean, trapped you? We were both adults when we⁠—”

      “Yes, Onome! Trapped. We both are sickle cell carriers. You knew it, and yet you pushed us to get married.”

      “Pushed us? Pushed us?” Onome shook her head in disbelief. “I didn’t push you to do anything. We were both adults when we got married. We chose to get married!”

      “Well, it was a big mistake. I can’t take any more of Fejiro’s sickness. She’s always ill. Always in hospital. I can’t take it anymore!” He paused, shaking his head, “And then there’s you … I mean, look at you. You’re no longer the woman I married. All you do is surround yourself with Fejiro. All you do is talk about sickle cell disease. I’m fed up!”

      “She’s your daughter! Our daughter!” Onome snapped, unable to keep her voice from rising.

      Drawing a deep breath in, she lowered her voice. “Efe, please don’t leave me.” She moved towards him, placing her hand on his arm. “Please, please. I love you.”

      Efe shook her hand off his arm. He snapped the suitcase shut and fastened the zip swiftly.

      “I don’t love you anymore, Onome.” He turned to face her for the first time since they had begun the conversation. “I don’t love you anymore. And I think it’s best I move on.”

      Onome froze. She stared at the blank expression on his face when he said that. He looked far away. As if he had already moved on. She was erased from his mind, as if she had never been.

      “Efe, please, I’ll do better. Please tell me what to do. I’ll do anything, please.” Her last desperate appeal to him hung in the air for moments. And for a second, Onome thought she saw a flash of regret in Efe’s eyes before it turned indifferent again.

      “I’ll send the divorce papers through my lawyer, Onome.”

      “Divorce? We can just separate and think for a while. We don’t have to divorce⁠—”

      “Yes, we do! I can’t be with you anymore.”

      Onome began to panic. She’d not considered divorce as a possibility. That Efe even mentioned it startled her.

      “So, you’re just going to leave us in the middle of the night? Without a word to Fejiro? She’s your daughter.”

      “No, she is your daughter! I never wanted a sickler in the first place.”

      “How can you say that? How can you say that about your own child?”

      Tears flowed from Onome’s eyes. Her heart was breaking into pieces. Staring at Efe’s handsome face, she couldn’t believe this was the man she had devoted her entire life to.

      At eighteen, she fell for him, and her feelings had remained strong ever since. She had met him as a freshman at the University of Benin. He was a third-year law student at the time. She had not looked at another man since then. Her whole life had been about him. When they both discovered they were sickle cell carriers, they had been devastated. Yes, she remembered Efe storming out and saying he didn’t want them to go ahead with their marriage plans. But he had come back to her. She hadn’t forced him to.

      “I can say that because it’s true. I told you then that getting married was risky.”

      “You did, and I agreed too. But you came back to me. I didn’t force you.”

      “Listen, Onome, I don’t want to go back and forth with you about this. I’m moving on, I suggest you do the same.”

      He lifted the suitcase from the bed and grabbed his car keys from the table stand.

      “My lawyer will be in touch with you,” he said, marching towards the door.

      “Please, Efe. Please!” Onome rushed towards him, falling on her knees, tears in her eyes, pleading.

      “I’m sorry, Onome,” was his final statement before he shut the door behind him.

      Onome collapsed on the floor, crying. How had things come to this? She had devoted her whole life to Efe. Right from when they had met at the University of Benin. She had clung to his side. Even Voke, her best friend and roommate at the time, had advised her she was too young to get so involved with any man. But she had not listened. She had fallen in love with the tall, slim, and funny law student.

      And here she was, fourteen years later, sprawled out on the floor of the home she and Efe had created together, unable to stop the flood of tears that poured out of her eyes. What was she going to do now? She didn’t know herself apart from Efe.

      “My life is over!” she sobbed. “My life is over!”
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      Onome strutted briskly into a large waiting room alongside a young man who showed her where to sit before walking away.

      Taking a short, calming breath, she sank stiffly onto the long leather couch beside four nervous looking candidates.

      Her gaze skimmed her surroundings. The beige painted walls gave the spacious room a blank canvas vibe. They sat facing a large flat screen television across the room, its images flickering silently from a news channel. Her attention settled on the painting above the standing fan in the room’s corner. The artwork depicted a dark-skinned African boy in a red and black school uniform, clutching a worn school bag. Even though the painting seemed out of place in the waiting room, the boy’s radiant smile drew Onome in, almost as if she could feel his joy.

      Perspiring under the navy-blue skirt suit she wore, she finally turned her attention to her competition. She was the only woman here, and the interview was for a position at Zenith, a mortgage company that had posted the job opening four weeks earlier. There had been about a hundred initial applicants. That she had been shortlisted for the final interview pleased and surprised her immensely.

      The four male candidates were dressed smartly, each holding a folder thick with evidence of their qualifications.

      She glanced down at her very thin folder and sighed inwardly. There was no way she was going to get this job. Obviously, it appeared they were more interested in male candidates with portfolios thicker than her bum. And she did have a huge bum, which she had packaged under her skirt hoping it was not too noticeable. She wanted to be taken seriously today. She hated that sometimes people did not take her seriously because of her voluptuous figure.

      “Mr. Kunle Aramide. You can come in now,” a tall, slim lady announced, stepping into the waiting room.

      Onome watched Mr. Aramide rise, his nervous energy palpable. She understood exactly how he felt. With this present economic climate, every job interview brought with it a sense of hope, but also anxiety. Each rejection meant another build-up of hope shattered. Another chance lost. She had been on six similar interviews since her husband left her eighteen months ago. None of them had been fruitful.

      This was her seventh opportunity. The job of marketing assistant at Zenith Mortgage Bank. The salary was quite substantial. A few of the attractive perks included health insurance for employees and their family members under eighteen years of age, including six weeks of annual paid leave. She needed this job badly. She needed the money to look after Fejiro, her daughter.

      Silence descended after Mr. Aramide and the tall lady disappeared into the adjacent room. A heavy sigh erupted from one candidate, which made them all chuckle.

      “Serious problem dey,” he muttered, and they laughed again, breaking the tense environment.

      “I have been to ten interviews this year. Ten!” he grumbled.

      “That’s not a lot, my brother, this is my thirteenth interview,” the man sitting on the couch beside him responded. His skin tone was a deep mahogany hue that contrasted dramatically with the pale grey suit he had on.

      He turned towards her. “What about you, Ma?”

      “Onome,” she corrected. She hated being called “ma”. She was only thirty-four years old. It irritated her that people considered it polite to refer to a young woman as “ma.” Yet it appeared to be the norm in Lagos.

      She missed Benin City. Nobody called you “ma” unless you deserved it.

      “Onome, so how many interviews have you been to?”

      “This is my first,” she lied. They didn’t need to know the truth. After all, they were competition. Let them believe that she didn’t desperately need this job. Let them underestimate her.

      The mahogany man’s eyes widened, and he seemed stunned that this was her first job interview. “Eh, you’re lucky o. It seems you’ve just graduated abi?”

      “No, I was working somewhere else. At a large mortgage bank in Benin City,” Onome continued to lie, the fib flowing so effortlessly from her mouth. It was almost comical how easy it was to make up stories to total strangers. “I’m only here because they refused to promote me at my old job, so I quit.”

      “Eh, so you left your job? In this economy?” The man seemed even more dumbfounded.

      “Yes, I can’t be disrespected.” Onome struggled to keep a straight face. A look of utter disbelief made the man’s facial features comical.

      “You no get problem o!” he muttered in broken English as he turned away.

      Onome almost laughed. She had succeeded in making the man uncomfortable. Silence, heavy and suffocating like a woollen blanket, fell upon the room, making everyone seem even more on edge. Good. Best to make the competition worried about her abilities.

      Before long, Mr. Aramide emerged from the interview room, his face etched with a mixture of distress and fragile optimism. He did not even bother to speak to anyone as he made his way out as fast as he could.

      The interview must have gone badly, Onome thought, her stomach twisting.

      She peeked into the interview room as the second candidate was called in. She wanted to see who the interviewers were; if there were any female interviewers. But she could see no one. The door shut before she could catch a glimpse of anyone in there. Too bad.

      Lowering her eyes to her sweaty palms, she released a soft sigh. Hopefully, someone on the interview panel would want her.

      The ticking clock on the wall filled the otherwise silent room as she and the other two candidates awaited their turns.

      Around four in the afternoon, the tall woman beckoned for Onome to come in. She was the last person to be interviewed. Typical. The only female in the cohort, yet the last person to be interviewed. These people knew nothing about the concept ‘ladies first’. Now she would be late picking up Fejiro from Madam Bisi’s place.

      As she rose, clutching her folder tightly, she held her breath. “God, please,” she prayed silently. “Let me get this job.”

      Trying to keep her nerves steady by breathing slowly, she followed the lady into a spacious room.

      The tall lady announced her presence and exited the room without even a glance at her.

      Onome swallowed a sigh as she looked at the people who would decide her fate today.

      Three middle-aged men sat in executive seats, their critical gazes fixed upon her. Great! Once again, the only woman in the room. Do I really stand a chance?

      There was an empty executive seat. Whose was it? And where did he or she go? Hope stirred inside her. Please, God, let it be a woman.

      With her heart pounding ferociously, she took the leather seat opposite the six peering eyes. This was it. Her chance to dazzle these people. She could do it. She had the qualifications. A second-class upper degree in banking and finance from the University of Benin, a master’s degree in finance from the University of Lagos. She could feel the strength surging within her, ready to prove herself. She was just as capable as all the male candidates who interviewed before her.

      What a man can do, a woman can do also, if not better.

      The man directly opposite her cleared his throat, a subtle sound, which meant the interview was about to start.

      “Good afternoon,” Onome said, trying not to sound nervous.

      All three men nodded in response.

      “Tell me about yourself,” the man sitting beside the empty seat said. A small wooden desk wedge displayed his name and position in bold letters. Mr. Rotimi Falade. General Manager, Finance Division.

      “My name is Onome Odafe. I graduated from⁠—”

      “I can see you’ve started without me,” a baritone voice interrupted her words, causing her to turn her head sharply towards the entrance of the room.

      Her heart almost stopped. The most handsome man she’d ever seen in her life had just walked in, his presence immediately filling the space. He was tall with broad shoulders encased nicely in a perfectly tailored black suit and silver tie. He had light brown skin. Onome was not usually attracted to light-skinned guys, but his skin was evenly smooth, like butter. And his face—almost pretty. Thick curly hair, thick eyebrows, long lashes, dark brown eyes, a strong long nose and full pink lips. He was beautiful. Not handsome. Beautiful. Yet, there was no denying that he was all man. A firm, strong jaw, a strong neck and large hands and feet. Yes, he was all man.

      “So, Onome, continue telling us about yourself,” Mr. Pretty said, a small smile playing on his lips.

      He was clearly aware of his striking appearance and accustomed to the awestruck silence of women.

      With an arrogant air, he took the empty executive seat, and Onome’s gaze immediately fell upon the desk wedge. It read, Mr. Nnamdi Obi, CEO. She was face-to-face with the owner of this establishment. Now she knew she did not stand a chance.

      When applying for this job, her research into Zenith Investment and Mortgage Firm had revealed a little about him. She had read on a few gossip blogs about his total lack of respect for women. His social media pages depicted him as a relentless womaniser and a brutal heartbreaker. In fact, she found his Twitter post following his latest breakup with a prominent socialite very distasteful. He had tweeted, “Another chick bites the dust.”

      Onome sighed inwardly, her eyes quickly scanning the faces of the interviewers.

      “I’m a graduate of the University of Benin—” she resumed, her pulse rate quickening. This man’s presence had increased her anxiety a thousand-fold. She never expected the CEO to be carrying out interviews himself. She couldn’t afford to let herself get overwhelmed by this man. She needed this job badly.

      “We know who you are, we can read,” Mr. Pretty CEO interrupted again, quite rudely.

      Onome immediately disliked him. Although he was attractive, he was rude and obnoxious.

      “Tell us why you think you’ll suit this role?” he continued, rolling his pen between his fingers and reclining in his seat.

      “I’m passionate about banking. Especially mortgage banking. I know how difficult it is to own a home or any property for that matter. Mortgage banking has transformed the way Nigerians view home ownership.” Onome paused, focusing her attention on the other interviewers’ expressions for a clue on how she was performing. Their bland expressions gave nothing away. “During my youth service, I got a few farmers at Irrua to mortgage farming land so they could own the land they had been borrowing for farming⁠—”

      “Impressive, but we’ve seen all that. You dropped your CV with us, Onome,” Mr. Pretty CEO cut in, shaking his head. Onome turned towards him, fighting the irritation creeping up her spine. “Tell us things about you that will convince us you can work with this firm, the best mortgage bank in Lagos and, soon, in Nigeria.”

      Onome hesitated, then looking boldly into his eyes, she said, “I don’t take no for an answer. I fight tooth and nail to get what I want, and I won’t accept bullying of any kind from anyone.” She noticed a smirk forming at the corner of his lips.

      “Are you married? Do you have children?” Mr. Okon, the man at the far end corner, asked. The desk wedge placed in front of him described him as the general manager of human resources. This was a tricky question. Onome wanted to tell the truth, but she knew if she announced she was a divorced single mother to these female devouring four, she was as good as done.

      “No,” she murmured. She heard a snicker from Mr. Pretty CEO. She ignored it.

      “So, if given the job, will you be devoted to the hours we expect of you, and not distracted by your personal life?”

      Mr. Pretty CEO’s rude question infuriated Onome. This interview was going pear shaped. How dare this man insinuate that a woman could not handle the pressure of work because of her personal life?

      “For example, it’s Friday and you have to stay late because of work, or perhaps travel on short notice to secure an account, would you do it? Or would there be an unhappy boyfriend somewhere making this hard for you?”

      What? Onome could not believe the question she had just heard. Was this a joke? Was there someone hiding in the corner about to jump out and tell her that she was being pranked? She eyed Mr. Pretty CEO sceptically, expecting him to crack a smile, but his expression was serious. This was no joke. He was dead serious.

      Now she understood why she was the only woman shortlisted for the interview. She was probably there to fulfil a legal quota so that the firm couldn’t be accused of gender discrimination. They had no intention of hiring her. This knowledge infuriated her immensely, so she decided to play the game. If she wasn’t getting this job, she might as well make them feel ashamed of their chauvinistic behaviour.

      “Actually, Mr. Obi, there is no danger of me having a boyfriend. I’m attracted to only ghosts. Therefore, in my case, it would be an unhappy ghost.” The room fell into startled silence. “And, by the way, I spent the entire week preparing to answer the question about the four-year gap in my employment history. I’ll tell you, since you didn’t bother to ask that very important question.” She paused, suddenly enjoying the shock on their faces. “I spent those four years in a convent practicing to become a nun. Anything to keep me away from men like you.” She rose to her feet and picked up her folder. “I’m a hard-working woman with zeal and determination, and if you don’t even want to consider that I have a lot to offer your firm, it’s your loss. Good day, gentlemen.” Onome turned and strutted out of the room with her head held high.

      It was only when the heat of the sunshine greeted her outside that all her bravado fled. The reality of what had just happened dawned on her. She had messed up this brilliant opportunity because she couldn’t control her anger.

      “Oghene me! I’m cursed! Cursed!” she muttered angrily to herself as she rushed towards her small grey Audi, tears stinging her eyes. She opened the second-hand car she had purchased a few months after her ex-husband, Efe, left, and got in quickly. Tears flooded her eyes and streamed down her face. She had believed she had a chance with this job when she woke up this morning. Now, she had flushed this much-needed opportunity down the toilet with her outburst. She should have tried to control herself better. But since Efe left, she’d been in a man-hating zone, and couldn’t stand chauvinists. She just couldn’t.

      Wiping her tears with the back of her hand, Onome started the car. She needed to rush to pick Fejiro up. She couldn’t afford to pay Madam Bisi the doubled rate she charged after six p.m. She glanced at her watch; she had about an hour before she had to worry about that. If the traffic would let her, she would be there just in time.

      As Onome navigated her way through the surprisingly thin traffic, she thought about the interview she had just ruined, and fresh tears flowed from her eyes. Who knew when another opportunity like that would come? For the past year, she had been living from hand to mouth. Efe never sent any money for the upkeep of his own daughter. He had not even bothered to visit her since he left. Onome was slowly running out of options, and she needed a way out fast.

      Many times, she had wanted to reach out to Efe and plead with him to see reason and provide for his daughter, but she always stopped herself. Her pride wouldn’t let her. She never wanted to grovel, and she was determined to make it without returning to her father’s house. Doing that would mean that all the years she had gone against her family’s strong objections to elope and marry Efe had been for nothing. Nothing! She couldn’t even admit it to her own self. No, she would not return to Benin City with her tail between her legs. She would find another job. That pretty devil CEO could take his job and jump off a cliff.

      After parking in front of Madam Bisi’s gate, Onome stepped out of the car anxious to see her daughter, the only good thing going in her life. Her one ray of sunshine. No matter how heartbroken she was about Efe, she was thankful for Fejiro. She loved her so much.

      “Mummy!” Fejiro exclaimed, running towards her in excitement. She flung herself onto Onome who caught her and twirled her around. Onome loved that Fejiro still showed her exhilaration at seeing her every time she picked her up from Madam Bisi’s house or from school.

      “My little angel,” Onome whispered, kissing her on both cheeks. “Sorry I’m late.”

      Madam Bisi walked into the sitting room, a toddler balanced on her hip.

      “You’re not late, Onome, right on time,” she said, patting Onome on her shoulder.

      Madam Bisi was a short, chubby woman in her early fifties who ran a child-minding service in her home, looking after children in the neighbourhood at an affordable price. She was greatly loved by the working parents who lived in the area. She owned a minibus with which she picked up children from the nearby primary school where Fejiro attended, so she could look after them until their parents came back from work. Madam Bisi had performed this service for years and was well trusted by the community.

      As Onome packed Fejiro’s bags to go home, Madam Bisi told her, “Fejiro was good today and finished all of her homework.”

      Onome paused and glanced at her daughter with a smile. “She’s always a well-behaved girl.” She kissed her daughter again. “Thanks, Madam Bisi.”

      “How was the job interview?” Madam Bisi asked, accompanying Onome and Fejiro to the front door.

      “Don’t even ask … it was a disaster.”

      “Erm, what happened?”

      “Nothing but me being me again. I messed up!”

      “How? I saw you practicing your answers earlier when you dropped off Fejiro this morning.”

      Onome proceeded to tell Madam Bisi about her encounter with Mr. Pretty CEO and his annoying interview questions as well as her own dramatic outburst.

      “Onome, you should have ignored them. You needed this job,” Madam Bisi chided after Onome concluded her story.

      “I know I should have, but I couldn’t help myself … you know how I am.”

      “That’s the problem with women nowadays. This female empowerment thing was not heard of in our time o! We controlled men by pretending to be submissive.” Onome laughed. Her mother had repeated those sentiments many times when she was growing up.

      “Don’t worry, my dear, I always say what you don’t get is not meant for you. If you don’t get this job, it was not for you in the first place. You’ll find another one by God’s grace.”

      “Amin o. I really need a better paying job; I can’t continue with the salary I earn teaching economics in a secondary school.”

      She was over-qualified for that job, but she had no other choice. They were the only ones who were hiring when she desperately needed a job. Her salary barely covered rent and looking after Fejiro. With Fejiro’s repeated hospital admissions, she needed a higher paying job.

      “See you tomorrow, Madam Bisi,” Onome said with a faint smile. She was glad for people like her who always had words of encouragement for others.

      Onome strolled towards the car hand-in-hand with her daughter. She cast a sidelong glance at Fejiro when they settled in the front seat of the car. The girl was a fighter. She had been through so much, but remained an upbeat child. A sweet, lovely girl she was—her long-limbed seven-year-old daughter. Fejiro was tall for her age but also too thin. Although her dark cocoa skin tone and small almond eyes were like Onome’s, she looked more like her father.

      Onome brushed her hand over Fejiro’s cornrows. “We’ll be fine, baby girl, I’ll look after you.”

      “I know, Mum, you always do,” Fejiro said with a smile, revealing a set of white teeth protruding from swollen gums. A telling evidence of the illness she suffered. Sickle cell disease. A sense of guilt gripped Onome. Her throat tightened. She blamed herself repeatedly for passing this faulty gene to Fejiro.

      She would move heaven and earth to protect and care for Fejiro. Sickle cell disease wouldn’t defeat them. No way! Whatever it took, she would eventually find a good job so she could afford proper treatment for her daughter. Nobody would stop her. Not Efe, and certainly not Mr. Pretty CEO.
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      Parting the curtains slightly, Nnamdi peered through the window of his newly purchased five-bedroom duplex home. His chest felt tight with a mixture of trepidation and excitement.

      “Relax, Nnamdi, she’s not here yet,” Adaora, his sister, muttered, moving to stand beside him and placing her hand on his shoulder. A gesture that usually comforted him but did nothing at that moment.

      “I’m trying, but I can’t seem to,” Nnamdi said, pulling the curtains back together again. He rubbed his eyes with his index fingers. He had not slept a wink last night. In fact, he had not slept much since finding out that his daughter was moving in with him.

      Although he had spent much of the past year fighting in court to see more of her, he had not really expected to be solely responsible for her. A single father. A single father of a little girl. Boys, he knew what to do with, but a girl? How was he going to raise a girl? Alone? The only thing he knew about women was what they could offer him between the sheets.

      “You’ll be a good father, Nnamdi. You are a good father,” Adaora’s soft voice came again, breaking through his pensive thoughts. Nnamdi swallowed hard and smiled at her. She had been his rock through all of this. He didn’t know what he would have done without her. A mother of two herself, she had been there helping him develop a bond with his five-year-old daughter, Nkem.

      “I don’t know, Ada … I hope I don’t mess her up.”

      “Don’t say that, you don’t give yourself enough credit.”

      “I haven’t been with her longer than a day, and now, I’m supposed to look after her all day, forever? I don’t know the slightest thing about raising children.”

      “Nobody knows everything about raising children, and you do know a lot more than you think. I’ve seen her with you. She adores you.”

      “Yeah, because I buy her gifts and toys. Now, I also have to discipline.”

      “You’ll figure it out, Nnamdi. Besides, we’re here to support you, Chuma and I. We have experience with our kids, so we’ll know exactly how to help if you need it.”

      “Oh, Ada, I’m so glad you’re here. Thanks for dropping everything to be here.”

      “No problem, she’s my niece and I love her.”

      The sound of a horn at the gate made Nnamdi jump. Nkem was here. He felt a sudden thick lump wedged in his throat.

      This was it. Today marked a new beginning for him. A new beginning for her. Suddenly wrenched away from her mother, whom she had lived with since birth, she was here to live with him, a man who had never had any major responsibilities in his life. A man used to living his life lightly, with no deep feelings, connections, or regrets.

      “You’ll be fine, big bro, don’t stress out,” Adaora said softly. Her words brought immediate tranquillity to him. He needed to be calm for Nkem. If he felt this wound up, he could only picture the storm of worries swirling inside Nkem. Inhaling deeply, Nnamdi left the sitting room. Adaora followed closely behind him.

      He walked slowly but steadily down the short corridor and opened the front door. Standing there, Nnamdi watched as the SUV pulled into the compound, the crunch of the tires on the gravel reverberating in the air. The car came to a halt and, within seconds, his twin brother, Chuma, stepped out of the driver’s seat and opened the back door.

      His heart pounding furiously, Nnamdi watched Nkem step out, a worried expression on her face. It looked as if she was fighting tears.

      Moved by this, he rushed towards her and took her in his arms. She stiffened and appeared to withdraw from his embrace. She blinked, and tears escaped from the corners of her eyes.

      “It’s okay, Nkem baby, Daddy is here now … It’s okay,” Nnamdi crooned, holding her closely and rubbing her back.

      “Put me down!” she wailed.

      He complied immediately, anguish contorting his face. He swallowed hard. Her rejection hurt, but he understood it. They had only known each other for a few months, and he was practically a stranger in her eyes.

      Nkem held tightly to her colourful backpack, wiping tears from her face. She averted her gaze from his.

      “Let’s go inside,” Adaora suggested in a soft voice.

      “Yes, let’s go inside,” Chuma said.

      Nnamdi nodded as he grabbed the rest of Nkem’s luggage from the trunk of the SUV.

      With a heavy silence hanging in the air, they made their way into the house.

      Adaora stretched out her hand towards Nkem. Nnamdi observed how easily Nkem took it, and a jealous emotion tightened his chest. Nkem had opened up to Adaora but not to him. It hurt him a little. But he had to force himself to understand. It was still day one. He couldn’t expect her to warm up to him instantly, considering that her mother had just died. She was still grieving. He would just have to be patient.

      “Let me show you your room,” Adaora said to Nkem, who turned towards him, eyeing him hesitantly.

      “You can go with Aunty Ada, Nkem,” Nnamdi said.

      Nkem nodded and followed Adaora up the stairs. He waited until they disappeared before he sighed.

      “I’m worried I’ll mess this up,” he muttered, massaging the bridge of his nose.

      “No, you won’t. You can’t afford to doubt yourself now, Nnamdi. She’s here now; you have to figure it out.”

      Chuma’s tone was stern, unyielding, and Nnamdi found himself grateful for it. He didn’t need softness. He didn’t want to be coddled. This was real life now. He was a single father, and there was no room left for excuses or half-formed plans.

      He had to get his act together. For Nkem. He had to raise her into a responsible, refined woman. Someone with dignity, someone who knew her worth. Not like the women he’d surrounded himself with for most of his adult life.

      The truth stung more than he liked to admit. He’d always been drawn to women who made things easy, women who asked for little and expected even less. He despised the chase, resented effort, had no patience for coyness. He typically dated women who enjoyed the flash of money, a few nights of wild sexual pleasure and carefree fun, then he was gone. No regrets from either party.

      And now—this. A daughter. Watching him. Learning from him.

      The weight of it pressed down on his chest, tight and unforgiving. How could a man like him raise a girl? How could he teach her self-respect when he’d spent years rewarding the absence of it? How?

      When he found out he was Nkem’s father last year, he had gone through phases of denial, anger, withdrawal and acceptance. And just as he was getting used to co-parenting with her mother, like a sudden explosion, he had been thrust with the responsibility of being Nkem’s sole source of guidance.

      “Listen, Ifeoma and I are still figuring out parenting each day. Nobody knows how to be a parent instinctively. We learn every day.” Chuma was gentler this time. They strolled into the sitting room as he spoke.

      “It takes time,” Chuma continued, settling into one of the plush brown leather chairs. “You’ll make mistakes. We all do. But you have to keep pushing on.”

      “She hates me⁠—”

      “No, she doesn’t, she’s still in shock. She’s only five years old and just lost her mother.”

      Nnamdi considered Chuma’s statement in silence for a few seconds.

      “What was she like when she was staying with your family?” Nkem had stayed with Chuma, Ifeoma, and their three-year-old twin sons all week as Nnamdi worked tirelessly to get the house he had purchased on short notice ready for her.

      “She was quiet most of the time. Played with the boys sometimes. But mostly quiet.”

      “And food? What did she eat? What does she like? I’m not even sure what to cook⁠—”

      “Ifeoma prepared some food and packed it in bowls. The bowls are in the car. I’ll store them in the freezer later.”

      “Oh, thank her for me. That wife of yours is an angel,” Nnamdi said, and Chuma smiled.

      “She is, but don’t tell her I agree with you.”

      They both chuckled. The tension in Nnamdi’s gut loosened slightly.

      Nnamdi regarded his twin brother with gratitude. Chuma had been very supportive during this process of getting to know Nkem, and for that, he was grateful.

      Dark-skinned, with his head shaved bald and sparse facial hair, Chuma looked nothing like him. They were both about six feet tall and maybe had a similar muscular build, but that was where any similarities between them ended. Nnamdi was light-skinned, had a full head of thick hair, and was completely clean-shaven.

      “I can see you’ve child-proofed the house. Very good,” Chuma observed, his gaze sweeping across the sitting room.

      “Yes, I went over every detail with the interior decorator so many times he thought I was crazy,” Nnamdi responded.

      “You can never be too careful. See, you’re already thinking like a father, Nnamdi. You’ll be fine. You and Nkem will be fine.”

      “I hope so, Chuma, I hope so.”

      Moments later, Adaora and Nkem joined them in the sitting room. Nkem looked more relaxed and less pensive.

      “Did you like your room?” Nnamdi asked, smiling down at her.

      “Yes, thank you, sir⁠—”

      “Daddy,” Nnamdi cut in. He never wanted her to call him sir. Nobody called him, sir. Not even at work, where he was the boss. He never allowed that. All his employees called him by name. He preferred it that way. He knew they’d give their all if they considered him a friend.

      “Yes, thank you, Daddy.”

      “Nnamdi, you went over the top,” Adaora teased. “The room is beautiful, painted pink, with loads of toys, a huge princess bed. Just like Ikenna did for Anuli’s room. You guys do too much.” Anuli was Adaora’s daughter and Ikenna, her husband.

      “Nothing is too much for my little princess.” Nnamdi smiled at Nkem. She smiled back shyly and turned away, her grip on Adaora’s hand tightening.

      Later that evening, after Chuma and Adaora left, Nnamdi sat in the dining room with Nkem. They were having fried rice and chicken for dinner. He watched as Nkem picked at her food, her eyes focused on the small plate, avoiding his gaze.

      “Do you want to eat something else?” Nnamdi asked her.

      She shook her head. “I’m not hungry,” she muttered. “I ate at Aunty Ify’s house.”

      “I have chocolate ice cream in the freezer⁠—”

      Her face lit up instantly, the gloom melting away as if it had never been there.

      Nnamdi chuckled despite himself. “It’s obvious you would like some,” he said, already rising from his seat.

      “Yes, thank you … Daddy.”

      The word hit him square in the chest. Every time she called him Daddy, the reality settled a little deeper, a little heavier. This fragile, beautiful child was his sole responsibility now. He turned away quickly and went to the freezer before the emotion showed on his face.

      He watched her in silence as she savoured her ice cream, her small spoon scraping the bowl with focused delight. She was beautiful, with smooth caramel skin, wide expressive eyes just like his sister Adaora’s. Her hair, parted neatly into two ponytails, reminded him painfully of his late mother.

      A vow formed quietly in his heart. Now that it was just the two of them, he would do everything in his power to raise her right. To make her a decent, accountable member of society. Someone he could be proud of.

      Though if he was honest, bribing her with ice cream on their very first day together probably wasn’t the best start. Still, he needed to ease the tension for both of them. He knew how much she loved ice cream, and he couldn’t bear the thought of her first night with him being heavy with sadness.

      “It’s just me and you now, kiddo,” he whispered, gently twisting one of her ponytails around his finger. “Just me and you. I’ll look after you. I promise.”

      And he meant it.

      His own father had been a single parent once, and somehow, they had all survived. Well—mostly. He had turned out less than fine, if he was being truthful. His father had drowned his grief in alcohol after his wife died, leaving the children to raise themselves for far too long.

      Nnamdi refused to repeat that history. He would give Nkem everything he had.

      And it would start with him. With changing the way he saw the world. The way he saw women.

      Maybe if he learned to respect women, he could finally learn how to raise his daughter properly.
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        * * *

      

      Seated at the desk in his large office on the top floor of a four-storey building, Nnamdi stared disbelievingly at the document in his hands. A string of irritation tightened the muscles between his shoulders. Massaging his neck trying to ease some of it, he pressed down the intercom button.

      “Kunle, come in here, please.”

      “Yes, sir,” Kunle sputtered.

      Nnamdi heard the clatter of items crashing to the floor and a muttered curse. Seconds later, Kunle stumbled in looking frazzled.

      “Yes, Nnamdi. How many times do I have to tell you to call me by my first name?”

      “Sorry, sir … Nnamdi.”

      Nnamdi held out a file to Kunle. “You’ve made another mistake with this document. You’ve been here two weeks already. Why do you keep making the same mistake?” He tried to keep the annoyance from his tone, but failed.

      “Sorry, sir,” Kunle muttered, reaching for the file Nnamdi held out to him. “I’ll correct it right away.”

      “Nnamdi … Nnamdi … You can’t even get that right.” He shook his head in exasperation.

      “Sorry, sir … Nnamdi.”

      “I don’t want to keep hearing your apologies. I want you to step up quickly and stop making the same silly mistakes.” He sucked his teeth, brushed the sides of his eyes with his thumb and forefinger, and then added, “I’ve highlighted the corrections needed. Don’t make me call you in here again for this same mistake.”

      “Yes, sir … Nnamdi,” Kunle mumbled as he sauntered away.

      Alone in his office once again, Nnamdi let out a long, exasperated sigh. He missed his old assistant, Tayo. He couldn’t believe it had been only a week since Tayo had left him to relocate to America with his family. It seemed like a decade ago. They had worked well together for over twelve years. His leaving felt like the end of an era. Now, here he was, forced to work with an incompetent and clumsy assistant. He was slowly running out of patience.

      I should have just hired Onome.

      The unexpected thought caused his heart to lurch in his chest. He pulled open the drawer at the edge of the large Maplewood desk in front of him and retrieved a file. Opening it, he glanced at the passport photograph of the face that had repeatedly popped up in his mind for the past two weeks. Typical of a cheap passport photo, it was unflattering and blurry. However, the eyes that stared back at him were sharp. Their intensity drew him in. They were determined eyes. Intelligent eyes. Eyes of a woman who knew what she wanted from life. There was just something about her that intimidated him. Her boldness during that interview had stunned him and strangely aroused his interest at the same time.

      After the interview, his other colleagues had been so intrigued by her that they all wanted her employed. He had vehemently refused for two reasons.

      The first reason was that she had made him uncomfortable that day. No woman had ever made him feel like that. A wave of shame had washed over him after she left, making him feel inadequate, and the urge to chase after her and apologise had been almost overwhelming. And humbling. A new experience for him, and he didn’t like it one bit. For reasons he couldn’t explain, he found himself thinking about her a lot after that day. He knew instinctively that there was more to her.

      The second reason he didn’t want Onome—he loved the sound of her name in his head—working for him was that he didn’t want to work with a woman. He believed women were not dependable. Women always left. That was all they did. His mother left when he was only a young boy. She died suddenly, no warning, leaving him with so many questions and pain. Nkem’s mother also died suddenly in a car crash while driving intoxicated. He just didn’t want another woman to come into his life only to abandon him.

      He glanced at the photograph again. This woman scared him. The aura she carried around her reminded him of his late mother’s poise and sass. All the character traits he loved about his mother, but wanted to forget, so he could continue to focus on his disappointment in her.

      Nnamdi’s stomach roiled. He knew something about his late mother that he had never told anyone. Including his twin brother. But that secret left him scorched and untrusting of women. Every time he thought about the gravity of the secret he kept about his mother, the woman whom everyone had adored, he felt sick to his stomach. Over the years, he had often wanted to confront his father about it, but he never did. No, he would take this secret to his grave. Because despite what he knew about his late mother, Angelina Obi, he had loved her. And so had his father.

      A fond smile played on Nnamdi’s lips as the thought of his father, Chief Obi, filled his mind. After many years of hiding his relationship with Mama Uzo, a widower and mother of five whom he had dated for many years, they were finally engaged. There was no need to dredge up the past and ruin his father’s happiness.

      Sighing deeply, he put the file back in the drawer. He redirected his attention to the desktop in front of him and scrolled through the slides on the screen. Everything seemed perfect and ready for the presentation at Port Harcourt next week Friday. He needed to secure this account. It was worth over five hundred million. There couldn’t be any mistakes. Not only would his twin brother be greatly disappointed if there were any slipups, but they might lose the yearly bonus given to the junior staff. At the rate at which the country’s economy was declining, every account mattered.

      Hours later, Nnamdi rose from his seat. He needed to pick up Nkem from Chuma’s house. The adjustment process since she moved in to stay with him had been difficult. Nkem seemed to have withdrawn into a shell. He knew she missed her mother, and it was too soon for her to get over it, but it hurt all the same. He felt so helpless that he couldn’t connect with her the way he wanted to.

      The traffic to Chuma’s house was a frustrating, congested mess. As he wove his way through it, Nnamdi found his mind wandering to his five-year-old daughter. He was worried about her. Although everyone kept telling him that he needed to give her time to adjust to the change in the circumstances of her life, he worried she may need psychological help. The funeral service for Bianca, Nkem’s mother, was in two weeks. Nnamdi was anxious about it. He knew Nkem needed to attend, and he had to be with her, but he was worried about her reaction to a funeral. He tried to explain to her intermittently that her mother was never coming back. Sometimes she seemed to understand perfectly, but other times, he noticed a faraway look of hope in her eyes. As if she expected the ordeal to end.

      After parking his SUV in the large compound of his twin brother’s home, Nnamdi smiled as he got out of the car. His life was gradually changing. Ever since he had found out about Nkem, he had made rapid changes. He had finally bought a house after years of ignoring his brother’s advice to do so instead of renting the former three-bedroom penthouse apartment he had lived in. Not only that, but he had also finally purchased a sensible child-friendly car. He glanced at the SUV again, and his smile widened. Never in a million years did he imagine he would be caught driving a non-flashy, average-sized black car instead of his ostentatious bright yellow Lamborghini with gold plated rims. Yes, he had definitely changed.

      “Hey, bro,” Ifeoma, Chuma’s wife greeted him with an embrace.

      “Hello, madam, you look ever so lovely,” he responded, walking beside her into the hallway of the six-bedroom home his brother shared with his wife and two sons.

      “Thanks, Nnamdi, you’re kind for saying that even though you know my hair is a mess. The children have been playing with it all day, pretending to be hairdressers.”

      Nnamdi chuckled. Her hair was indeed scattered in various directions on her head. But it still didn’t take away from her natural beauty. His brother was a lucky man. One of the rare few who had found a loving woman and held on to her. Sometimes, Nnamdi envied the ease of his brother’s love for his wife, the certainty with which he gave himself to her.

      He had never known that kind of feeling.

      At forty-one, he had shared his body freely, carelessly even, but his heart remained tightly locked away. He had never trusted any woman enough to risk it, never believed one worthy of the vulnerability his brother seemed to offer so effortlessly. He wondered, as he had many times before, if the women had ever been the true source of the problem. Maybe he had only himself to blame.

      He gave his head a gentle shake to dispel the solemn thoughts. Relationships weren’t for everyone. Certainly not for him.

      “I hope looking after Nkem has been no trouble for you,” he said.

      “Are you kidding? It’s a delight to look after her,” Ifeoma answered, a jovial smile brightening her face.

      “Thank you,” he said, grateful for her help.

      For the past two weeks, Ifeoma had picked Nkem up from school and brought her back to her house to stay with her own three-year-old twin boys. She left them in the care of a trained nanny before she went back to work. As the owner of the upscale and successful restaurant Eastern Delight, she had reliable employees and could easily manage the childcare arrangements.

      “How has it been at home with her?” she asked him as they walked into the sitting room.

      Nnamdi sighed before he replied. “She’s always so withdrawn. I sometimes feel like she blames me for her mother’s death. I’m not even sure if she fully comprehends what has happened.”

      “Give her time, it’s only been two weeks. Children are more resilient than we give them credit for.”

      “Do you think I should take her to see a therapist?”

      “I’m not sure how that might help. She’s only five, and she may find it hard speaking to a total stranger. But I’ll ask Dr. Olubanjo. He was my therapist. He might know about therapy for children.”

      “Very kind of you, Ify … and thanks for everything.”

      Ifeoma smiled again before exiting the room to fetch Nkem who was in the playing room with the twins and the nanny.

      When Nkem saw Nnamdi, she lowered her lashes and muttered a greeting.

      Determined to keep trying to win her trust, Nnamdi crouched down and kissed her forehead.

      “How are you, my princess? How was school today?” he asked Nkem with a smile.

      She returned his smile hesitantly. “It was fine, Daddy.” A moment of silence passed. “I made a new friend at school today.”

      “Excellent! What’s her name? Or … his name?” Nnamdi asked, encouraged by her willingness to share this with him.

      “Amanda is a girl! I hate boys!” Nkem shrieked.

      Ifeoma and Nnamdi burst into laughter.

      “That’s what you say now. I hope it stays that way for a long time,” he said, patting her ponytail with his hand.

      “Yes, Daddy, I’ll always hate boys … well, except my cousins.”

      As if on cue, the three-year-old twins rushed into the room.

      “Uncle Nnamdi!” they yelled, jumping into his arms.

      He staggered backwards slightly as he tried to balance them both in his arms.

      “Chinedu! Chibuzo! My boys!” he cried excitedly as he kissed them on their heads.

      From the corner of his eye, he noticed Nkem’s downcast expression. The awkwardness between them had returned. He knew exactly why. They didn’t share the same relationship he had with his nephews. She was wary of him and therefore had never flung herself into his arms the way her cousins had.

      That would change, he resolved, the thought energising him. He would get Nkem to lower her guard and trust him.

      The drive home was tense, filled with unspoken words. Nkem sat in the back of the car on the booster seat, staring out of the window.

      Nnamdi searched his brain for something to say, something to lighten the mood, but came up empty. He didn’t know what five-year-old girls talked about. It disturbed him that he never saw the relaxed laid-back side of Nkem when they were alone.

      Peering through the rear-view mirror again, Nnamdi smiled at Nkem.

      “So, tell me more about your new friend, Amanda,” he said, trying to get her to talk, to open up to him again like she did a few minutes ago while they were with Ifeoma.

      “Erm … she’s six years old … and she knows how to draw.”

      “Wow, she sounds interesting. Is she new to the school?”

      “No,” Nkem replied. She paused for a moment as if considering her next statement. “Her mummy just died … Like my mummy, so she’s my new friend.”

      Nnamdi’s chest constricted with emotion. He had also been through that pain of losing his mother. It had been difficult for him many years ago, and he could only imagine what Nkem was going through.

      “Tell me about your mummy,” he asked her. She hesitated, but her face brightened a little.

      “She enjoyed baking yummy cakes.”

      “Wow! I love cakes! What’s your favourite cake?”

      “Easy. Chocolate cake,” Nkem answered with a chuckle. Nnamdi laughed.

      “Me too! I love chocolate cake and ice-cream.”

      “Ice-cream! Oh, Daddy, can we get some ice-cream?”

      “Okay, baby, let’s get ice-cream.”

      Nnamdi knew he shouldn’t give in every time Nkem wanted a sweat treat, but he was having such a nice time hearing her talk. He wanted more moments like this with her. More moments where she didn’t have a wall up, where she was simply a child with her father.

      With a sharp turn left, he veered onto the slip road and began driving towards Sweet Chills, a famous Lekki ice-cream shop.

      They got there in twenty minutes, and Nnamdi drove around for another ten minutes before he found somewhere to park. The place was crowded with families also stopping for ice-cream. He held out his hand to Nkem who tentatively took it. As she smiled up shyly at him, his heart melted. This was a good day. A step closer to her. He felt hopeful. Maybe they could actually overcome this hurdle and build a stronger bond.
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