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  Embracing My Shadow traces Unoma Azuah’s challenging growth as a lesbian in Nigeria and how she navigated the paths of abuse, ethnic discrimination and homophobia in a hyper-religious and patriarchal Nigerian society. The struggles that dominated her growth as a girl with a nonstandard sexual orientation were further aggravated by the problems that came with being born of parents from two enemy camps. Her father was a Nigerian soldier, while her mother was an Igbo woman from defunct Biafra. Her parents’ romance was discreet. However, their situation became complicated when her father kidnapped her mother and her family as the Nigerian-Biafra war raged on.


  Despite striving and succeeding as a college student, Unoma’s sexuality remained the shadow that continued to haunt her, especially as she was forced to undergo a series of Christian deliverances to exorcise her of the homosexuality demon. These issues defined her formative years, and escaping her trauma became a mission.


  Embracing My Shadow, being the first Nigerian lesbian memoir, fills a crucial gap. It is a story of a real-life experience, and it affirms the conflicts and voices of LGBTQI Nigerians who have been constantly told that their sexual orientation is un-African.


   


  Praise for Embracing My Shadow:


  “The long-awaited memoir from the acclaimed writer and LGBT activist Unoma Azuah is finally here, and it does not disappoint. Azuah’s lucid and poignant prose makes achingly palpable the vicissitudes of anger, love, pain, and heartbreak she experiences growing up as a lesbian in Nigeria. She writes with tenderness and humor and joins the ranks of writers like Chike Frankie Edozien and Binyavanga Wainaina whose memoirs highlight the complex lives and humanity of queer Africans.”


  – Lindsey Green-Simms, American University


   


  “Mesmeric, moving and powerful. Embracing My Shadow is not just a personal narrative, Unoma has also written a manifesto for love, freedom, and bravery. This book is history on its own – and this will touch lives.”


  – David Ishaya Osu, University of Kent


  “When there is no enemy within, the enemies outside cannot hurt you.”


  —African Proverb.


   


   


  “I write for the still-fragmented parts in me, trying to bring them together. Whoever can read and use any of this, I write for them as well.”


  —Adrienne Rich,


  Blood, Bread and Poetry:


  The Location of the Poet


  For Chinelo, my first love.


  For my mother, Nwasoka Constance Nsugbe.


  For my father, Peter Akaa Azuah.


  1. Snakes and Sins


  I had sinned. We snuck out of our dormitory into the night, clung to each other as we thrust our tongues back and forth deep into each other’s mouths. A tingling sensation made me grind my thighs together to ease the itch. I savored every taste of her tongue as I cradled her oval face in my palms. She steadied me with both of her hands behind my back, kneading her breasts against mine. Her cocoa butter fragrance hung between my lips and my nose. It was as good as the first time I had a taste of butter pecan ice cream.


  That night, we saw what seemed like an endlessly long snake crawl by a few feet from where we stood. Nsukka snakes were said to be short; not this one. I shook, though I was not sure if it was because of a sudden wave of cold air or from the sight my eyes had fallen upon. My mind went back to the stories reverend sisters told us about Adam and Eve and how the snake made them fall into sin. I had fallen into sin again; maybe this was a sign from God to stop my sinful life. Shafts of moonlight shone along the snake’s skin and made it seem more menacing. When it slithered off sight, I looked around for Star. She was gone.


  Even for the time of the year, Nsukka had been unusually cold. The previous night had been a warm, bright night—too tempting to resist cuddling with Star. I found her very alluring and wanted to explore the attraction. It was not entirely physical; she had a knack for weird or stupid jokes, which I found refreshing. She joked about how Lady Koi-koi—the ghost that haunted our dormitory—ran into her one night and broke down in tears. A bunch of us laughed in disbelief. Everybody was terrified of Lady Koi-koi, so it should have been the other way around. Star ought to have passed out or cried in terror. Instead, it was the ghost who became terrified and cried.


  Star and I could not keep our hands off each other. There was usually no privacy, so we would often hide behind thick shrubs or find a dim, empty classroom. The shrubbery was our regular spot. On one of those nights, we were caressing and canoodling when a student stumbled upon us and screamed. Startled, I screamed too.


  “What is it? A snake?” I asked, terrified.


  “Unoma Azuah, is that you? Are you taking a dump? Who is that with you? What are you two doing inside the bush at this time of the night?” She started approaching us, and Star scurried off. Between being recognized and caught—and the possibility of a looming snake—I was upset.


  “What is your business, Echi? Come closer and find out!”


  “I will tell your school mother. This is where you all come to do bad things. God forgive you.”


  “Go to hell!”


  “Hell is already your destination!” she flung back and hurried off.


  I knew she must have shown up there to take a dump like most girls did when our pit toilets oozed with stench and smoke. I wanted to get to the dormitory before her, so I fled, screaming, “Snake! Snake! Snake!” to cover up what Echi might reveal to anyone. I ran to the girl nearest the door and grabbed her. Before I could firm up my grip around her, the whole dormitory was on a stampede. Everyone ran toward the end of the hall away from me.


  “Where is the snake?” Ora, a girl with bulging eyes, yelled, running toward me.


  “It is outside!” I yelled back. In confusion, they ran into one another. Some ran out through the side door of our dormitory. Some ran toward the main entrance but then changed their minds and ran to the end of the dormitory again. Some stopped short as their eyes fell on my face.


  “Why were you shouting as if the snake was already here with us?” Chibu, one of the meanest senior students, asked, glaring at me.


  “It was outside,” I said in a near-whisper with my eyes to the floor.


  “What were you doing outside?” she insisted.


  “Nothing. I was just outside.”


  “What were you doing outside at this time of the night to have stumbled upon a snake that was minding its business?” Ife, another senior with shiny cheekbones, joined in the interrogation.


  “Nothing.”


  “Go and kneel at the corner of my bunk bed,” she shouted.


  I kneeled down. Star must have been wiser and not uttered a word when she ran into the other wing of our dorm—the quieter side. Contemplating as I kneeled, the thought of the snake crept back into my mind. I had more questions. Was it that there were no apples in the Garden of Eden? Why would that one apple from a snake tempt Eve enough to eat it and then give it to Adam? Maybe they were hungry and it was convenient to eat that one apple. But why didn’t God know they were hungry? Instead, he banished them from the garden. If the garden was a paradise, why didn’t God provide enough apples? Will God banish me too? Has he cursed me?


  I shook the thought from my mind just as senior Ife’s snore soared to a high pitch and crashed with a snort. I rolled my eyes at her. My knees were already hurting, and I had to get up to ease the soreness. Besides, I was not planning to kneel throughout the night while she snored away in blissful slumber. With one last glance as I watched her chest rise like a weak wave, I tiptoed to my bunk bed.


  The next day, I expected her to scold me for not kneeling until she woke up, but she acted as if we’d never met. That was a relief. I was still bothered about what I’d been doing in the bush with Star. It was a sin.


  I decided to go to confession. I hadn’t fulfilled my sacrament of breaking bread because I was avoiding confession, which was often awkward. Half of the time the priest seemed to struggle with what I was saying. One time, I started off, “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned,” then reeled off my sins, half of them muttered under my breath. He’d cleared his throat and told me that any sin that was not heard by God was not going to be forgiven. I tried again.


  “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. I kissed and played with a girl. We groped each other too.”


  “What do you mean? Why would you kiss a girl? And which parts of your bodies did you touch?”


  “I don’t remember, Father.”


  “That is a horrible sin. It was the sin that destroyed Sodom and Gonorrhea. Did you put your finger inside her private part? Did you put your tongue inside her mouth?”


  “Yes.”


  “Yes to which one of the two? Did you put your hand anywhere in the girl’s private part?” he asked eagerly.


  I was confused. He was a new priest, and that was my first time going to him for a confession. The other priest merely told me the same thing: the sin that destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah. But this one wanted details. He wanted to know more.


  “No,” I said.


  “Don’t!” he said in a rather loud voice. “I forgive you your sins. Go and sin no more. Sweep the chapel next Sunday and say ten Hail Marys.”


  I left the confessional more rattled than when I’d arrived. I needed a place to be alone, to talk to God himself. My bunk bed was the only place I could think of. I had planned to get into bed and cover myself with a thick cloth to avoid people. But as soon as I stepped into our dormitory, my school mother grabbed me by the collar of my dress and dragged me to her bed corner. School mothers were senior students who were supposed to be guardians and care for their school daughters. As far as I knew, they were mostly tyrants. Without telling me what I was guilty of, she asked me to kneel. It all made sense to me when I saw Echi scowling at me from a distance.


  That same night, Star and my school mother got into a verbal brawl over me. Her impression was that Star baited me to do bad things with her. Little did she know that I wanted Star as much as she wanted me, but my young, naïve look and my baby face made people see me as blameless. Eventually, Star kept her distance.


  2. Gathering Clouds


  One of my earliest memories of childhood was watching rain clouds gather. The sky held me spellbound. I was sucked in, transported to another world. Even with the single drop of rain that landed on my left cheek, I was still staring into the clouds. The rumble of thunder started as if daring me to keep watching. I was in a trance. But my mother screeching my name pulled me away from the looming sky.


  “Unomaaaaa! Where are you?”


  “Mama, I am outside!”


  “What are you doing outside? The storm is here! Quickly, get all the clothes before they get soaked in rain while you daydream like a possessed child.”


  I leaped up from the cold concrete slab where I was sitting and ran to gather our dried clothes. I was still struggling with balancing the huge pile of clothes in my arms when the rains tore the skies open. My mother was quick. She must have been watching from the window because, before I tripped on one of the loose pieces of clothing, she yanked the bundle away from me and told me to run inside the house. She threw the clothes on her bed and asked me to fold them neatly. When I was done, I joined her in the living room, where she was patching up my torn school uniform. I lay on the ground beside her and listened to her sing one of her favorite hymns: “How sweet the name of Jesus sounds.” I was bombarded by my mother’s crooning of her Anglican hymns. They would often lull me to sleep. Soothed, I dozed off.


  That stormy day, I had a strange dream about a woman in the water. Everything was blurry. I couldn’t tell how long I’d lain on the floor, but my mother tapping me on my feet told me to go to bed. I mumbled an okay but just lay there. She nudged me again and told me I would catch a cold if I didn’t get up and go to the bed. I grunted a yes but didn’t move an inch. Then she scampered toward me and landed a resounding slap on my buttocks. I scrambled up and rubbed my aching rear. I mumbled in protest, and she swung around to face me.


  “Did I hear you say something?” she asked, her right hand positioned to land me another spank.


  “No, Mama!” I screamed and ran out to the corridor where I’d sat earlier.


  “I thought so,” she shouted after me. “When you catch a cold, it is me who will be running around to find you medication or take you to the hospital. Stubborn child!”


  I waited a while to hear her resume her hymn so I knew the coast was clear. Whenever she was aggravated or acted as if she was annoyed with me, I gave her some distance because I felt as if she read my body language to see if I was being disrespectful. When that was the case, she either glared at me or flung the nearest object she could find at me. So I learned how to take myself away from her to prevent her from reading anything from my body.


  She was on the second verse of her hymn when I made my way to her room, tiptoeing. She asked me why I was walking like that. I told her I didn’t want to break into her song with my noisy steps. She laughed and agreed I do have noisy steps, particularly when I flapped my oversized flippers around the house. I smiled at her. I went into her room and crawled into her bed.


  It was a strange world I found myself in. I was surrounded by what looked like a large body of water: an island. Then there was what looked like an abandoned palm nut plantation. Immediately, I screamed and started running. I was not sure if something was after me; as much as I yelled, there seemed to be no one around to help me find my way out of the maze. Out of breath, I ran onto a larger footpath and paused. I recognized the place as Ote, the palm nut plantation at Umunede. The ground was soft from a recent rain, and I had no shoes on. My legs seemed to absorb the moisture.


  I started screaming again and ran and didn’t stop until I stumbled into a palm wine tapper. I couldn’t answer any of his questions. He wanted to know where I came from, what I was doing in the forest. I couldn’t say. I started running again and stumbled out onto a path with a couple of women bearing firewood. There, the sun shone brighter, and its channels of light were reassuring.


  Again, my mother’s voice woke me up. “Are you having a nightmare?”


  Still drowsy from sleep, I muttered, “No,” and went back to sleep.


  My earliest recollections of the palm nut plantation at Umunede were with my mother. We walked through Ote on a deep, grooved path to her school. On our way, just before we got to Ote, there was a huge, open field where I would usually disentangle my hand from my mother’s tight grip and run wild, chasing butterflies and grasshoppers. She would often look back to gauge our distance, but I never waited long enough to lose sight of her. When her shadow seemed to be disappearing, I would tear into a run, and she would linger for me to catch up.


  Umunede was one of the many towns my parents lived in. Because my father was a Nigerian soldier, he was often moved around different cities and towns. We had lived in towns in the Midwestern part of Nigeria, the former Bendel State, and places like Ekpoma, Auchi, Uromi, Yauri, and then Umunede. It was not too long after our move to Umunede when my father died. I was six, and my younger brother, Ugonna was one. My father named him Orseer. I have two older siblings, Ofunne and Dada. We don’t share the same father, but my father cared for them as if they were his children.


  Some of my memories of my father are vivid. I remember watching him chew kola nut. The crunch in the sound of breaking nuts in his mouth was something I found quite delicious. They were lobes of nuts, so he was reluctant to give me any. He would say that I could swallow them by mistake and choke. When I insisted, he would chew a small piece and then put it into my mouth with his mouth. The taste it left, though bitter, remained something I craved years after our ritual of kola-nut-sharing ended. He gave me the acquired taste one needed to chew a bitter kola nut. I also remember him hitting two fingers on my butt to discipline me whenever I threw a tantrum. He had rather long fingers, which was not surprising because he was a tall man.


  I didn’t know much about him, yet he related to me as an everyday father would relate. He would speak his Tiv language to me for basic things like “Come and eat—Va ya ruam.” Many of those I barely remember, but his muscular face stays etched on my mind. For days, he was away from home. I would be with a group of friends—children like me who lived in the same vicinity—but then I was often lost in thought, thinking about my father and wondering when he would be home. Those were the days I attempted writing, scribbling what I called Questions for God. My questions for God didn’t seem to have an end.


  My mother became frantic some days and stepped out of our one-bedroom apartment to scan the long stretch of the half-dirt road that ran beside our building. I was sure she was looking out for him. Except for the occasional times I ran into them in what seemed to be a wrestle, I knew she loved him as much as I did, though the story of how they met was startling. It happened during the Nigerian civil war when Biafra tried to secede from Nigeria.


  This is my mother’s story in her words:


  It was a few years after my teacher’s training certification, and I was teaching at Iselle-ukwu Girls’ Grammar School. But with the crisis that started in the North, my mother asked that I come home and be closer to her. This was in late 1967. It was a warm Sunday afternoon, and I was about to scoop the first spoonful of rice when I heard this piercing scream and then a loud thud. At first, I thought it might be sudden thunder, but there were no signs of rain. I couldn’t find my mother or any of my siblings in the house. Everywhere seemed very quiet. I was tempted to scoop a second spoon of rice, still thinking about the explosive sound, when my oldest sister ran in and announced that the Nigerian troops had arrived. They had snuck into Asaba and set up camp at St. Patrick’s College.


  My mother returned and suggested we run to her brother’s house. We didn’t make it. We had run for about a mile when we saw a troop of soldiers in a pickup truck pointing their guns at us. They rounded us up and marched us to St. Patrick’s. I was surprised on arrival. It seemed as if the whole Asaba town was there. St. Patrick’s College had been made into a camp for civilians. My mother’s panic showed on her face. She searched the crowd, hoping to see my second older sister and my younger brother. They had gone to visit an ill relative and had not been with us when we fled the house.


  We spent months in the camp. Food was rationed, and we couldn’t wash for days on end. One day, with no warning, the women and girls were separated from the men. The women were taken to St. Joseph’s Mission near NECAB, while the men and boys were left at St. Patrick’s College. We hadn’t seen my brother yet.


  We hadn’t walked that far, less than five miles, when somebody snatched my hand away from my mother’s and butted his gun on my shoulder. I shivered with fear and couldn’t look that soldier in his eyes. He told me to step out of the crowd and follow him. My mother pleaded with him to take her instead. He ignored her and started dragging me out of the crowd. I didn’t think twice. I took off. I ran as fast as I could. I knew somewhere at the back of my mind that even if he tried to shoot me, he was likely to miss. He didn’t shoot. Instead, he raced toward me. I got lost in the crowd. I didn’t know where I was running to, but I knew I had to escape from the soldier. After a comfortable distance of sprinting, I stopped running.


  Out of breath, I was still cautious because the explosions continued. I stumbled upon a boy and a girl, perhaps siblings, who were so carried away at the sight of a fighter jet that they waved at it in awe. I looked up too, but when I stepped on a couple of corpses, I was reminded again that I was in a race for my life. My eyes welled up with tears. Corpses were littered everywhere. Then I heard a loud chant of “Nyamiri yakari! O sha baa!” Not wanting to be discovered, I ran to a tree and stood still until the chant subsided. With my eyes still welled up, I noticed an older woman beckoning at me to come. I wiped my tears to be sure I was seeing a true human.


  She persisted. I ran to her, and she guided me to a thatched house. The house was filled with many women. To my utter surprise, my second older sister was there. We screamed but were hushed by the women to be quiet so that we wouldn’t be found out. The largest woman in the room asked us to sit on the floor. I was excitedly telling them about how I escaped from a soldier when a rumble of explosions and shelling erupted. I kept quiet. The large woman assured me that I could keep talking but not so loudly. I was about to continue when another shell explosion ripped through the air. This one pierced our roof. It landed on the large woman’s left hand. Instantly, a pool of blood settled around her feet. Two women tore off the edges of their wrappers and tied the bleeding hand. The blood gushed. They wrapped the arm firmer and held it up, and the bleeding reduced. That incident was enough to make us decide to find our way to the St. Joseph’s women’s camp. I clung to my sister even as I whispered all the tales of our mother’s worries and how we were not able to find my brother, Big Man. She squeezed my hand and told me that it would be all right, that we would find him. Because we had been in hiding, it was decided that we would find a way to sneak into St. Joseph’s because if we were caught as escapees, we might be executed.


  We were barely at the St. Joseph’s premises when a short, chubby woman called my name. “Are you not Nwasoka Nsugbe?” I didn’t say a word. She continued, “They have been dragging your mother and your oldest sister around the whole town threatening to kill them if they don’t find you.”


  A yelp escaped me, but my sister covered my mouth. The lady volunteered to take us to where they were remanded with soldiers watching over them. I hurried to them, but before I could collapse in their arms, three soldiers grabbed me as if I was a wild animal. One slapped me. Another slammed his rifle on my buttocks.


  “So you can run,” another said. He cupped my breast with a smirk. “You can run with these big things,” he said, jiggling them. However, another, a tall, good-looking one, told them to stop. They were surprised at his reaction, and they bragged about how they had had many girls, even those who willingly offered themselves to them to save their families. This good-looking lifesaver asked them to take their hands off me, my sister, and my mother, that he would teach us a lesson himself. He walked us to a deserted area of the premises, and I could hear the screams of young women my age pleading for mercy. Goose bumps spread all over my body, and I remembered why I was bent on escaping. That might be my fate, my sister’s, and my mother’s.


  As he walked us out of St. Joseph campground, another soldier followed him closely. A distance away from the camp, the soldiers that followed us spoke to him in Hausa language. I stared at my oldest sister to see if she could figure out what they were saying. As a teenage bride, she had lived in Kaduna with her late husband. She could understand the language and speak it fluently. But she scowled at me. My mother broke down and pleaded with them to let her see her son before they killed us. My sister acted as an interpreter. Surprisingly, they both said something to each other. The language this time was not Hausa, as my sister confirmed. It was a strange language she couldn’t understand.


  A few minutes into our walk, a truck full of soldiers stopped right in front of us. A spatter of exchanges in Hausa language ensued. My oldest sister’s eyes brightened up. She addressed the soldier holding us captive. Other soldiers hushed her up. My mother warned her not to get us into further trouble. She asked her what they were saying and what she said to them. My oldest sister revealed that the elders of Asaba had called for peace, for an end to the violence. The Nigerian side had invited all men to Ogbe Osowe for peace talks. I could have sworn I saw a smile on my mother’s face. She called on Onishe, our river goddess, to save us.


  My sister then said that she had asked them to set us free since a peace deal was already in place. But the two soldiers who held us told us to shut up. They took us back to St. Patrick’s College. The good-looking soldier said that he had granted my mother’s wish to see her son for the last time. My mother and sisters were separated as the soldiers asked me to be the only one to identify my brother. We looked for hours but could not find him. My stomach was growling with hunger, and that was when I realized it was already late in the evening. I begged him to find me something to eat, but he asked me to choose between finding my brother and something to eat.


  We were heading to the last building we hadn’t searched when I tugged at his hand. I wanted to see how loose his grip was because I was planning another escape in my head. He kicked me, and I shook off the hunger. My brother was in the last building we entered. He was snoozing in a corner. I screamed as soon as I set eyes on him. We hugged and clung to each other before the soldiers separated us. They took us back to where they’d left my mother and my sisters, then headed to one of their bases at Umuagu. They had forcefully taken the Onianwa family home and made it one of their bases. We were shoved into a room and locked up. In there, we lost our sense of time.


  ***


  I was terrified by my mother’s story, and I felt “dirty” about being birthed at that time and with an enemy soldier, even though my father saved my mother’s family. The war, her story, always made me conflicted, as if there were two people that didn’t belong together living inside my being. My parents, a union that morphed into a monster that lived inside of me: a lesbian. I bore my double consciousness like the mark of the beast: a burden I often wished I could strip away. I wanted to be one: one person, from one ethnic group, whole, straight, like everybody else.


  3. Reaching


  At Umunede, the kids I played with were mostly boys. I couldn’t relate much to them except that I always wanted to play with them. The oldest of them all was Ezekiel. He was fourteen. I was six. We used to play a horse-riding game. Some of our neighbors would see us playing. They wouldn’t say anything, so I thought nothing of it. We took turns to be on our knees like a horse, and then one person would mount and ride away in an imaginary way. But the fourteen-year-old boy would try to poke his penis inside me, and I would ask him to stop. He would stop, but then he would lure me to an isolated storage space a few blocks away from our house. It was where Igbo traders stored their bags of garri. There, he would lift me and place me on top of one of the garri bags and then hump away.


  I was perplexed by this because I thought it was part of our horse-ride game. I wondered why it was just me and him when every other game involved about eight of us kids. I did not see anything wrong with the game except for the pain that came with it. But the garri hump became a pattern until I started feeling intense pain in my groin area. I did want to tell my mother at some point that he hurt me when we played, but I didn’t want her to stop me from playing entirely.


  The last time I remember him taking me to the garri storage place was on a rainy day. On that occasion, the first jab of pain as he tried to thrust his penis inside me sent me into a panic. It felt like my heart was trying to fall out of my chest. He was kneeling, and I was elevated by a garri bag. I reached up and grabbed his short, puffy hair and then screamed with all the strength I could summon. He tried to close my mouth with his right hand as he held onto his turgid penis. I pushed his hand away and screamed even louder. There were sudden voices in the background. He dragged his shorts halfway to his thighs and headed to the open entrance, where he paused with his head cocked to one side as if trying to gauge how close the voices were. I remember the intermittent rain with strong showers rattling through the metal roof. My heart was still thumping, but I made for the door and bolted away. After that, I avoided him. With time, the pain stopped, but I never stopped looking behind me each time I was out playing with other kids.


  I became cautious. I would look through our window to see if he was there. Even when he was not, I went out less to play. When I got bored of staying home by myself or watching my mother sew endlessly with her glittery needle and thread, I got a new group of friends. Instead of playing as horses conveying each other from one end of our houses to the other, we invaded the nearby forests, hunting bush rats. Sometimes we ventured into the abysmal Ote forest. We made sure not to stray or be too far apart from one another.


  Every rat we caught was skinned, spiced well with salt and pepper and then roasted over the fire we built from broken, dry twigs. We formed a habit of feasting on these, so much so that sometimes when my mother served me a meal, I would refuse. On the days when she was offended by my rejection, she would wave her fingers at me and warn me not to eat in anybody’s house because I could be initiated into witchcraft with food and fly at night like bloodsucking bats. Without the blood, I did fantasize some nights about being a bat and flying with reckless abandon. At the first chance I got, I thought, I would suck the life out of Ezekiel until he dropped dead.


  One day, I had gathered my hunting friends, anticipating a rich day of rats, only for us to discover that our traps caught nothing. We decided to climb mango and berry trees for some fruit. We’d pluck and eat while lounging on tree branches. We dared each other to play some stunts that included jumping off the tree. Some of the others tried, but I didn’t. I imagined what my mother would tell me or do to me if I went home with a broken leg or arm. So I watched as they jumped. While the other kids were carried away in their jumping game, I chitchatted with John. He was my favorite friend because he had a tiny voice and was gentle and kind. He was not rough like the other boys I played with. We decided to hang on to each other while our legs held on to the tree branch for support. We were entangled, swinging back and forth. It was fun, except that I got dizzy at some point.


  Out of nowhere, my older brother Dada appeared. He yelled at me and accused me of playing dirty games with boys and ordered me to come down the tree. I was only halfway down when he hauled me over his head and scurried home with me. I was in a panic. I didn’t know his intentions, and I didn’t want to be thrown down from his wobbly attempt to keep me on his shoulder.


  Once home, he told our mother he’d caught me and a boy playing with our private parts entwined. My mother seemed confused. There was a deep furrow between her brows.


  My brother was smiling. I was still lost for words. “They were playing dirty games.”


  I seemed to have found my voice. “We were playing on a tree. We were not playing any dirty game.” Before I could finish my words, my mother smacked me across the face.


  “Why are you out there with boys? Are you crazy?” She made to hit me a second time, but I ran off. She would always blame me. As a girl, I ought to know better, she would say.


  “Come back here, you stubborn child. Come back here, or you will sleep out there on the tree. Stupid!”


  My brother didn’t need to spring too far before he caught up with me and dragged me back home. As much as I pleaded, he didn’t let me go. When he took me to our mother, she already had a whip. She waved it at me and told me she was serving me a warning.


  Most of the kids I could find to play with were boys. I hardly found any girls to play with. They were either indoors doing chores or cleaning or doing nothing. How was I to explain that to my mother? I didn’t stop playing with boys or anyone who was willing to play with me, but I always made sure my mother was nowhere in sight when I played with them. If anything had gone wrong and my mother got wind of it, it would be my fault. After all, I was the one who “insisted” on playing with them, the one who sought them out. At least, that was the way I interpreted the situation.


  4. Branches


  Uncle Emma was a bearded, bulky Igbo man. He lived two doors away from us, and he owned one of the storage stores where Ezekiel took me to hump me. As a truck driver and a businessman, Uncle Emma was gone for weeks on end. He brought onions and potatoes from the north to sell them to traders in Umunede. When he came back from his trips, he brought us treats. We kids always looked forward to his homecoming because of the many treats he got us. Often, I fantasized that he was my father, and those warm thoughts of him as my father lifted the tiny wings in me. He brought out the colors in life, filled me with the kind of joy that sustained me for days and years. His visits filled some gaps my father left.


  We were in the middle of cooking an imaginary meal one day when he returned and decided to surprise us. Trying to scare us, he came at us with a roar. We abandoned our cooking and scattered around him laughing. He ran, and we chased after him. The game made us out of breath, but when he saw that we were getting tired, he slowed down. He scampered to a tree in the middle of our large compound, grabbed a bag and gave us small bags of peanuts and cookies. Then he took turns to twirl us in the air, one after the other.


  After the treats, twirls, and hugs, he announced that he was going to see his wife and kids at Akumazi Umuocha. We yelled in excitement when he invited us to come with him to visit his wife and kids, but he warned us not to get too excited because he needed our parents’ permission. I was the first to race to my mother to make the announcement. I proceeded to kneel and beg her to let me go. She ignored me and peeked through the curtain of our window to see what the kids were screaming about. I never knew why she did that because she knew Uncle Emma’s voice.


  As always, he noticed her at the window and called out her name. “Nwasoka! My sister, how have you been doing? I brought a bag of rice, some onions, and tomatoes for you and the kids.”


  My mother thanked him profusely.


  “It’s okay, if that is okay with you. I am taking the other kids too, if their parents allow.”


  I didn’t hear the end of their conversation as I sprang into our bedroom to get my slip-ons.


  The trip to Akumazi Umuocha was brief but fun. We would often stop by the roadside to buy roasted corn and the spiced, roasted meat suya. Watching bushes and other cars go by was fascinating too. When we stopped to buy snacks, Uncle Emma let us throng behind him to a suya spot where we’d point at the type of meat we wanted. I always wanted chicken gizzard. I liked that it was crunchy. While he haggled with the suya seller, the stench of overflowing gutter and tar would invade my nostrils. I would spit and stare into the night wondering what lurked in the dark as men and women hurried in and out of dimly lit makeshift shacks. There would also be a bunch of women frying eggs and yams by the roadside. There were others frying mackerel fish. The aroma would make my mouth water, but the stench of gutters around us mixed with coal tar made me want to vomit. I would spit endlessly until we left.


  The blaring music in the background made the night seem perilous and full of surprises. If it was not a woman chasing after a man for her money, it was a young man making away with a piece of fish displayed for sale. Not too far from us were more men, truck drivers coming in and out of metal sheds with torn curtains and women clinging to their loose wrappers. Some clung close to the men even as the men gave them wads of naira notes. Darkness was not fully descended, but oil lamps made a good light for dimmed transactions.


  As we pulled away, munching our meats, the wind blew into our faces, and I clenched even harder on my piece of meat. With every morsel I put into my mouth, I licked my finger. I was not used to so much meat because my mother often rationed what she could share amongst us—herself, my older sister when she was home from boarding school, my older brother, my baby brother, and me.
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