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Praise for Dazzling:


‘I am truly dazzled. Emelụmadụ has revealed surprising layers of our world and given me the eyes to see them.’


Tracy Chevalier, author of GIRL WITH A PEARL EARRING


‘On starting Chịkọdịlị Emelụmadụ’s Dazzling, I was immediately impressed by her virtuosic facility with language and fierce imagination. Enchanted by both Ozoemena and Treasure, I wondered how their parallel stories would come together. The storylines converge in an unexpected, explosive, and deeply satisfying conclusion that had me turning right back to the beginning to appreciate all that I missed the first time round. Bravo! I envy other readers their first and subsequent reads.’


Melissa Fu, author of PEACH BLOSSOM SPRING


‘Dazzling is a feast of shimmering, beautiful prose. Dark and humorous in places, it is an incessantly pleasurable read. Emelụmadụ has gifted us a thing of beauty.’


Chika Unigwe, author of ON BLACK SISTER STREET


‘I struggled to come up with a line that captures the magic within. Emelụmadụ’s singular debut is uncanny and affecting in equal measure.’


T. L. Huchu, author of THE LIBRARY OF THE DEAD


‘A vibrant, immersive read that takes the reader on a dizzying journey through Nigerian mythology - Emelụmadụ does what I love best in this novel: she lays bare human weaknesses and celebrates female strength; she builds a world bursting with magic, bright and visceral; she has created two immensely memorable protagonists and woven a story that will linger in my mind for a long time.’


Jennifer Saint, author of ARIADNE and ELEKTRA


‘Chịkọdịlị Emelụmadụ has written one hell of a book. Dazzling is bold, funny, louche, smart, shocking and very, very addictive. It seizes you by the scruff of the neck & plunges you into a world packed with juicy characters, macabre magic and plotting to die for. I loved it.’


Meg Clothier, author of THE BOOK OF EVE


‘This book is a masterful storm. The voices are so precise and clear they cut you. Reading through the pages took me deep into the dappled world of Ozoemena and her leopard, and I will never be able to leave.’


Doreen Cunningham, author of SOUNDINGS









About the Book


DAZZLING


A bewitching and immersive Nigerian magic realist novel from an extraordinary literary voice, for fans of Chigozie Obioma, Abi Daré and Deepa Anappara


Soon you will become the thing all other beasts fear.


Treasure and her mother lost everything when Treasure’s daddy died. Haggling for scraps in the market, Treasure meets a spirit who promises to bring her father back - but she has to do something for him first.


Ozoemena has an itch in the middle of her back that can’t be scratched. An itch that speaks to her patrilineal destiny, to defend her people by becoming a leopard. Her father impressed upon her what an honour this was before he vanished, but it’s one she couldn’t want less.


But as the two girls reckon with their burgeoning wildness and the legacy of their fathers’ decisions, Ozoemena’s fellow students at her new boarding school start to vanish. Treasure and Ozoemena will face terrible choices as each must ask herself: in a world that always says ‘no’ to women, what must two young girls sacrifice to get what is theirs?
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The Arrival


They knew he must have been a slave, the stranger, because he bore proof on his wrists and one ankle, his back red and raw, buzzing with flies. Nobody flogged a grown man unless he was a slave – or a criminal. A runaway, as the manacle around the right ankle testified. Or a violently mad man? The lookout had sounded the alarm and now the village lay hushed, the elderly, the children and the infirm. Runaway slaves had a way of bringing trouble with them.


The town, named ‘Oba-of-the-nine-brothers’ after its founders, hid, her best warriors crouching in dense bushes, watching and waiting. They were lucky, these children of the goddess Idemili, and they knew it. Collectively, they were one of the smallest villages under her dominion. The same goddess who fed them from her river, encircled them with her totem, the giant python, keeping their enemies away. Sometimes, though, they were not so lucky, and the same river allowed their enemies to draw up under the cover of night and try to steal their children away. Hence, the warriors in the bushes, and the silent eyes following every shuffling, weary step of the stranger, to see how far he would go before one of them buried a spear in his back.


Presently, he stopped and sank to his knees, unable to continue. The warriors stepped forth, wearing their leaf-and-raffia camouflage. The stranger fell on his face, speaking softly, his breathing laboured. The boldest of them all, Ejimofo, drew forward, prodding the stranger in the back with his machete.


‘I want to see the elders,’ the stranger said, arms outstretched. He lay prostrate until he was sure nobody was going to take his head from his shoulders, then he finally risked raising his face. ‘I want to see the elders,’ he repeated.


‘And who are you that you should demand anything from us?’ The warriors were tense. This close, they saw that the man’s eyes were clearer than they had imagined, and when he stood, the esoteric markings under his matted chest hair, which they could not see until he drew closer, caused further unease. They fell back as a group.


‘What did you do, then?’ Ejimofo asked, hefting his machete. It spun in the air, landing in his palm with a smack, the raffia-bound hilt crackling. ‘Big man like you, in chains. You killed someone you should not have, is that it? I know your type. Drunk with power. Did you kill a white man?’


The stranger said nothing, but each of the men knew himself to be watched. The spears and machetes raised. The stranger licked his split lips. He stood stock-still so that the flies feasting on his wounds settled like anklets around his feet.


‘We don’t want you here. Go.’ Ejimofo pointed back the way the man had come. The group hesitated. The stranger had asked for succour, after all. He had asked for the elders, as was his right. One did not turn away anyone seeking aid. And had he not come in the day, on his own two feet?


‘Do you know who I am?’ he asked.


Ejimofo’s downturned mouth spoke his disdain. ‘And who are you? We should fear to speak, eh? Because you bear markings we cannot fathom? Your sort do not speak so boldly. You hide and you whisper and plot in the darkness. How are we to know you did not do those to yourself?’


The stranger bristled. He stared at the warriors, and they tensed, waiting for him to spring. Instead, he lowered his head. ‘My sort. You think there are people like me. Here?’


‘We do not know.’ Another warrior spoke up. Ejimofo, eyes flashing, cut short the exchange.


‘We can give you water to drink, but after that, you must go. You smell of problems. We don’t want the kind of misfortune you are bringing with you.’


A gourd was brought forth and, hands shaking, the stranger took it. He drank, little sips at first, but the sweetness of the water overtook him, and he gulped it down, gagging and spluttering. He poured the rest over his head, and it trickled down his muscular body, soaking into his loincloth. He handed back the gourd. Ejimofo motioned again, pointing the way out of the village, but the stranger ignored him, sitting down on the ground. The warriors glanced warily at each other. The end of the day was approaching. Soon, the path would be full of people returning from a day in the market, or children going on errands or playing before night fell. They did not want the stranger’s presence known. They had no wish to cause a panic.


‘Get him up,’ said Ejimofo. With the flat of his machete, he slapped the stranger’s broad, broken back, which rippled threateningly even though the man did not move. The smack set off their hysteria, and, as one, the warriors fell on the man and beat him. When they dragged him off into the forest sometime later, the earth was disturbed, bloody and scattered. They left the youngest warrior in charge of sweeping it over with a branch from a palm tree, and hauled their prisoner into the hut used for manhood initiations and rites. They left him there while spies were dispatched to the surrounding areas, to see if the stranger had come alone or if he had brought company with him. They argued into the night about what to do with him, and took turns guarding him while they decided whether or not they would tell the elders of his arrival. It was not the done thing to beat a stranger and keep him locked up, but Ejimofo was in charge – and had he not taken the most human heads during wars? Nobody dared defy him.


Until somebody did.


The youngest warrior was on watch that night, away from his new wife’s bed. It was he who, feeling in his heart the wrongness of what they had done, ran on swift feet to call Isi Idemili, the goddess’s priest. Together, they bore the stranger up from the cold mud floor of the hut and spirited him away to the shrine, where he could be treated with herbs and potions, chants and prayers, the priest begging forgiveness from the Mother Idemili for the breaking of the laws of hospitality.


By the time the warriors noticed his absence and traced him to the shrine, the stranger was on his feet, healing impossibly fast, even for what he was. Ejimofo’s eyes burned, but the stranger was now under the priest’s protection. Ejimofo stood at the threshold to the shrine, staring into the dim hut at the man whose wide chest filled and emptied as he breathed life-giving air.


Ejimofo spat. ‘Oru!’ he hissed. An enslaved man. And one with strange, unreadable markings. Who knew to what type of clandestine sect he belonged? Ejimofo could do nothing more than spit. Idemili was their mother, and the stranger, through her priest, had anchored himself to her waters.


‘Do not shoot your saliva in this house before water drowns you where you stand,’ Isi Idemili warned. ‘What is a fly but a spot on the buttocks of an elephant?’


Ejimofo brushed past the young warrior on his way out, murder in his gaze, but the boy was freeborn, from a long line of titled men, already wealthy with land and blessed with yams. He feared only the gods’ displeasure.


‘I will bring you to the elders when you are properly recovered,’ the young warrior told the stranger. ‘I should have said something earlier. There will be a fine for breaking the laws of the land – may Ani forgive us all.’


The stranger stood. ‘I am Nwokereke; many call me Idimogu,’ he said with pride. ‘When it is your turn to fight, I will stand with you.’


In the trees above, a hornbill trilled suddenly and took to the skies, broad wings blotting out the sun.










CHAPTER ONE


Ozoemena: Then


On the day Ozoemena’s uncle Odiogo died, she developed an itch in the middle of her back that no amount of scratching could ease. She did not tell anyone. Ozoemena, at eight, was a girl who had learned to read a room and provide exactly what it needed; and in that moment, the room needed her silence. Her uncle had just been delivered to their house, shot multiple times by armed robbers.


The building filled with panicking and the heavy metal scent of blood. Her mother scurried this way and that, from the medical storeroom-cum-laundry room in the two topmost flats they shared as a family, pulling packets of needles and scalpels and bags of intravenous fluids off the shelves. She handed them to auxiliary nurses, who raced downstairs to the ground floor of the four-storey building, where her father’s theatre was located behind swinging double doors. There was no wailing – that would come later. So Ozoemena sat and tried to scratch at the itch on her back, just beyond the reach of her fingers. Her sister, Mbu, smacked the reaching hand away, watching their mother pace, torn between being with her daughters and going downstairs, where she would certainly be in the way of the surgical team. Mbu cradled their sleeping baby sister on her lap, making a spiky sort of nest from her gangly twelve-year-old limbs and a cushion.


‘Stop scratching,’ Mbu said. ‘I don’t like how it’s doing my ear.’


Mbu was sensitive to sounds, and found many irritating. Ozoemena stopped, but only for a moment. The itch seemed like a concentration of heat rashes without the soothing cool of mentholated dusting powder. She rubbed against the knitted antimacassar on the back of the settee, its knotty cobweb design bringing relief.


‘Stop scratching,’ Mbu repeated, her voice harder. It had been growing steadily so since they returned to Nigeria from the UK four years ago – a time Ozoemena could no longer fully remember nor appreciate. Mbu yearned to go back, Ozoemena to go forward. They remained at an impasse.


Baby, the baby, stirred on the cushion and Mbu patted her back absentmindedly. Their mother took the baby and sent them off across the landing to bed.


It would be morning before they discovered their uncle had died on their father’s operating table before the first IV bag could begin its job. Ozoemena’s nails were reddish crescents from scratching in her sleep. Her morning bath was hellish, and she cried, both for herself and her uncle, and the change she sensed but could not name. For the unmaking of her father, withered to a whimpering boy before her very eyes by the absence of his closest sibling. They did not go to school that day.


A few days later, they made the hour-long trip to their grandfather’s house in Oba. For Odiogo’s funeral, they wore an indigo wax print. It was the closest thing to black that was not. This was not Ozoemena’s first funeral. At five, her best friend, Nnenna, had died from complications arising from sickle cell anaemia. A whisper-death, six other siblings having died the same way. Ozoemena had stood at the open graveside with her classmates, schoolmates and teachers, watching Nnenna’s wailing mother, imagining all eyes on her, expecting something that she could not make happen. In the end, she had looked up into the harsh sun overhead, blinding herself to the sight of all those eyes. The tears had fallen, and people had made the right noises, patting her head and shoulders, even though what Ozoemena felt was bewilderment. Her father had tried to save Nnenna too, half-dead when they brought her into hospital, a greenish fluid leaking from her mouth. The family, it seemed, had dallied with herbal remedies first, until it was too late.


Her uncle’s grave was wide and red, a hungry maw that swallowed the coffin whole and had no more room for the soil that came after. Its stomach distended high above the ground of her grandfather’s compound. The old man did not attend and neither did her grandmother – it was anathema for parents to outlive their children. The night before, during the wake, her grandmother, M’ma, had sat in her bedroom, receiving visitors silently and shovelling utaba into her nostrils with one blunt thumbnail. The women of the village had kept her company, comforted her, held her when she could no longer bear the pain of her loss, and mourned for her when her voice failed. Their ululation had carried into the night, spattering anyone who heard it with chills. Ozoemena had wandered amongst the canopies arranged in her grandfather’s compound, playing games with her many cousins. When she tired, she had sat on a frigid metal chair and eavesdropped on conversations – easy to do in a place where nobody regarded children as people, until they grew up and proved their worth. The gospel band had played songs of heavenly consolation, the loudspeakers had blasted, and the generator carrying the fluorescent lights rumbled somewhere in the backyard, belching smoke. And then there was morning, and right now.


‘Mbu? What’s a hard death?’ she asked her sister. The jollof rice was hot. Too hot. It made the plastic plate soft and malleable, like chewing gum.


‘Where did you hear that?’ Mbu’s voice sharpened, and Ozoemena knew she held her sister’s attention in a bad way.


‘I just heard someone say it. What does it mean?’


Mbu scowled, her small eyes narrowing even further. ‘Don’t let Daddy hear you say that.’ She walked away to join the big girls serving food, her Ventolin inhaler forming a small tent in the pocket of her dress. Ozoemena accepted that she should not ask again. One of her father’s sisters, Aunty Edna, passed her, carrying the baby, who reached out salivary fingers, recognising her big sister. Ozoemena waggled her hand at the baby in return and headed off by herself towards the animal enclosures belonging to her grandfather.


The boy stood there, at the goat pen. At first, she wanted to turn around and wander off again, but she cleared her throat. The compound belonged to her grandfather, after all.


‘Excuse me? You’re not supposed to be here.’ She did not know if this was true – after all, the boy could be a distant relation, as welcome as she was – but it felt true. Her grandmother’s ewes nestled on some hay, their young shying away from the boy’s outstretched hands. In the area next to the goats, the chickens darted around, pecking at pawpaw leaves tied to the posts to discourage them from pecking each other to death. The boy did not turn.


The pens were made from dried mud and wooden posts. The zinc roofing crackled in the sun.


‘Excuse me?’ she said again, embarrassment in her voice. Her mother drilled good manners into her, into Mbu. Ozoemena still often found herself on the wrong footing with her classmates, found them to be rude and unresponsive to her questions, which they deemed obvious. They mocked her lack of knowledge of certain games. They made fun of her snacks and accent, long after she lost it. She never knew what to do in the presence of rudeness except be ashamed, blame herself.


Ozoemena crossed her arms. ‘I’m going to call someone, since you won’t listen. If M’ma catches you there, you’ll know yourself.’


She turned away, walked past the covered pit latrine on her left, radiating heat, and headed towards the back of her grandmother’s kitchen, cluttered with tools of the woman’s trade: hoes and machetes and empty jute bags, wooden carriers with chicken wire made for ferrying chicks. Everything was covered in red earth or caked with rich black loam. Through the slit in the back of the kitchen wall, Ozoemena saw a wire basket of dried fish suspended from the sooty beam over the spot where her grandmother lit the wood fire for cooking, blackened ears of corn keeping it company.


The back of the kitchen was to her left; the pebbled concrete cubicle that served as the bathroom for the compound was straight ahead and to the right. The steps that led up to the cubicle were broken, and moss grew in the cracks. The ground remained wet. The big tree shielding bathers from the sun was fruitless, having gulped its share of bathwater and soap. Ozoemena meant to round the bend to the left, to call the attention of the women stirring tripod iron pots outside the kitchen, talking, instructions and orders flying. She saw the smoke coming from their cooking. She saw the dog she meant to avoid, a bitch named Chuzzy, who got meaner each time she pupped, and her litter was seized and sold. But she felt something the moment the dog’s ears pricked up.


It was what told her the boy was behind her.


Chuzzy rose, growling, and Ozoemena turned around, her eyes level with a black mark on the boy’s chest. Too slow. The boy placed a hand around her back, on the itch clustered there, and it exploded into heat and pain. Ozoemena’s mouth widened to form a scream, and Chuzzy went insane, pulling on her chain, which was tied around a metal stake driven into the ground. Saliva dribbled from her fangs.


Ozoemena thought she was screaming, but she was not. All she felt was pain, in her head, in her veins, shrieking, a salted-snail shriek. Eventually, the women would stop throwing scraps to appease Chuzzy and come and check what she was barking at. They would see Ozoemena crumpled on the floor, her funeral blouse torn open at the back and the beginnings of a welt on her skin; they would shout, and M’ma, her grandmother, would spring to her feet and leave her room, alerted by cries that contained more alarm than sorrow, and follow them. M’ma would take one look at her granddaughter’s weeping back and laugh and cry, and the women would wonder if she had already lost her mind from grief, because they had never seen her act with such ambiguity, but they would do as she said and lift the granddaughter up, and fetch the girl’s father from the front of the compound, where he received guests under his special canopy and allowed himself to be consoled by old friends and classmates of him and his brother – the Inseparable Duo, so named by people who did not realise the brothers were bound by more than just blood. And Ozoemena’s father would come and look and go in silence, such grim silence that nobody recalled him speaking afterwards, not even to accept heartfelt words from the delegation of priests whom he always treated in his hospital for free. His wife would ask him what was wrong, and he would say nothing to her.


In that moment, though, Ozoemena’s body shrieked in pain, and the bitch Chuzzy rattled her chains as she leaped and jumped, her empty flattened teats swinging like bunting, and the strange boy leaned over and whispered in her ear, his breath a cooling breeze: I am sorry.










CHAPTER TWO


Ozoemena: Now


The sun shines its malice straight into Ozoemena’s eyes. She is a child of above average height for her age, most of her growth spurt occurring in her legs. This proves rather unfortunate on the occasions where she sits in the front seat next to her mother, her short upper half denied shelter from the car’s sun visor. It is barely ten o’clock in the morning. Her face burns. Sweat prickles her top lip, and the inappropriate fur interior of her mother’s Honda Prelude – much more suited to the temperate region of the world from whence it came – prickles her neck. She cannot risk scratching. Her mother, Prisca, is like a scorpion these days. Ozoemena does not wish to get stung.


‘Did you take your medicine today?’ Prisca asks.


Ozoemena nods before she replies. ‘Yes, Mum.’ She shuts her eyes, wishing she could have ridden at the back of the car. It is her space, a place in which she had once shared sweltering, scratchy journeys with her sister, poking their fingers into the crispy hole in the synthetic fabric that had been made by their father’s carelessly discarded cigarette, before her sister grew too big and began to ride in front. She thinks wryly that the shadow of the visor never misses Mbu’s face.


The chasm between the sisters has widened, Mbu abusing her seniority once she hit secondary school. She refers to Ozoemena as ‘child’ and delights in the keeping of womanly secrets. Now they are almost strangers, reduced to imperial commands from one and grudging obedience from the other. Sometimes, it irks Ozoemena how much Mbu and Prisca are alike, how her sister expects the sort of respect Ozoemena reserves for their mother, simply because she is older and privy to mature confidences. Thrice, Mbu has sent Ozoemena off to buy her sanitary towels. The packets of fluorescent yellow Simple pads, as thick as loaves of bread, seem to glow through the black polythene bag designed to camouflage them. Each trip to the shops down the street has been worse than the last, Ozoemena feeling all eyes on her, women and men, girls and boys alike, the contents of the bag announcing a fecundity to the world that is not hers.


Still, Ozoemena wishes her sister could have been on this journey with them. Anything to distract Prisca from—


‘Recite your twelve times table for me,’ says Prisca, and Ozoemena is off before she even has time to consider the request fully.


‘Twelve times one, twelve; twelve times two, twenty-four; twelve times three, thirty-six; twelve times four, forty-eight; twelve times five, sixty . . .’ She falters, begins to panic. ‘Twelve times seven, eighty-four . . .’ Ozoemena is sweating by the time she finishes, the perspiration gluing her cotton vest to her back.


‘You should know it better than that,’ says Prisca. She taps on her horn twice and gives an unruly driver a dirty look. ‘You were too slow. What is twelve times thirteen?’


‘Em . . .’ Ozoemena adds quickly. ‘One fifty-six.’


‘Maybe you should have stayed behind one more year,’ Prisca says, and Ozoemena’s heart leaps out from behind her ribcage and into her throat.


One mark. One mark is what separates her from true freedom. Ozoemena had scored twenty-nine in the Common Entrance examinations, missing the cut-off point, and meaning she was doomed to stay on for Primary Six instead of leaving for secondary school from Primary Five as her teachers had predicted. The day she went to pick up her results from school, the best students were invited to the headmistress’s office to view their scores first. Ozoemena can still taste the mouldiness of defeat on her tongue when she thinks about this: the involuntary gasp of disappointment from her teacher, Madam Ozioma, who went outside to wipe her eyes with a handkerchief.


‘Ogbo m,’ she said on her return. ‘Don’t worry, it’s just one mark.’ Madam Ozioma had called Ozoemena ‘namesake’ since the first day in class, when she had misheard the shortened form of her name, ‘Ozo’, and assumed that the two of them shared the same first name. ‘If not for everything that happened in your family . . . how can they expect that you will pass in flying colours? Just one! It is nothing. You are intelligent enough.’


Had Prisca not been persuaded to let her daughter try to get into a private secondary school, Ozoemena would automatically be returning the following term for another year of primary.


After the extended and celebrated farewell to all her teachers and friends.


Back to the pointing fingers and pitying looks.


Back to the gossip and taunts.


She has to pass this next exam.


Prisca slips a cassette into the player and turns it up. Jim Reeves’s deep baritone comes through the speakers. She immediately ejects the tape, and winding down the window with her free hand, flings the cassette out into the dust, hissing. Ozoemena grinds down on her teeth. It had been one of her father’s.


The sky has no clouds, only a relentless, cheery expanse of blue that fills Ozoemena with dread. She turns her head towards the window, watching her reflection as the car flitters in and out of the shadows made by trees, providing brief respite. The presidential elections are about ten months away, and posters cover tree trunks, gates and walls, despite many abodes being daubed with ‘Post No Bills’ in bleeding paint. The election touts have been busy, covering every spare inch of space, including buses and roadside stalls. Some traders use the posters to tie up wares for customers, to sit on, to create makeshift shade, risking a beating from whatever rogues are working for which party.


Ozoemena exhales. Her nose and forehead are oily. She pulls a handkerchief out of the pocket of her school skirt and dabs off the shine. Tucking it back into place, she attempts to drag the elastic waistband of her skirt lower than her stomach, where it sits squeezing her like a toddler with its hand on a full tube of toothpaste. Earlier, Ozoemena had tried to get out of wearing her old school uniform to what could potentially be her new, grown-up school. Along with the fresh patewo hairstyle on her head, its plaited fringe curving over her forehead and ending somewhere on her right cheek, Ozoemena thinks she looks like a baby.


Beside her, Prisca sighs and leans on her horn, a warning to the car in front of her, which has braked suddenly. She passes the offending driver, winds down her window, and splays her fingers at him.


‘Waka,’ she says, her wedding band glinting in the sun. The next cassette is in her hand, and she feeds it to the player. Paul Simon. Before her mother can snatch it up and hurl it out of the window again, Ozoemena ejects it.


‘Why are all these tapes in my car?’ Prisca asks, half to herself, in Igbo. These with emphasis, to show how little she thinks of them, their owner – her husband – and his taste in music. Ozoemena shrugs, refusing to admit she brought them along for the journey because she craves the comfort.


They fly into a pothole and out again. Ozoemena’s teeth crash together, and she tastes bone. Her mother is like an extension of her car, small and quick. At ten, Ozoemena is almost her mother’s height, which she loves, but is also horrified by on an innate level. In the side mirror, she watches the overladen bus behind them navigate the same dried-out hole, crawling around the outside of its rim, balanced unsteadily on two wheels. Its conductor alights, his button-down shirt open and flapping in the wind like a distress flag.


‘They will just keep on loading and loading the vehicle, putting people’s lives at risk just to make money. Look at that, how the chassis is dragging on the ground. Can you even see the wheels of the vehicle? Then when they get into an accident, they will bring their broken bodies to us and expect us to work miracles.’


Her father provided commentary on all their journeys: irate, despairing, humorous – or what counted for it in his dad-world. Prisca, on the other hand, can do entire journeys in near silence. Ozoemena swallows, unsticking a dry part of her throat. It hurts.


‘Did you bring your rosary?’ asks Prisca.


‘No, Mum.’


Prisca sighs. ‘Open that glove compartment. There is an extra one in there.’


This is another reason Ozoemena wishes Mbu was along for the journey – their mother’s assumption that they are now Catholic by default, as she is. Their father was casually Anglican, which has never done for Prisca. Now, with him gone, she has free rein to initiate her children into the ways of The One True Church. Mbu has refused this encroachment, and Prisca, with her newfound respect for her maturing daughter, will not insist. She would not have forced Ozoemena to recite the rosary had Mbu been in the car.


‘In the name of the Father,’ Prisca starts.


‘And of the son, and of the Holy Spirit.’


‘I believe in one God, the Father Almighty, maker of Heaven and Earth . . .’


They pray, Ozoemena without paying attention to the words, content in the soothing ritual, the up-and-down of tones, the smooth wax beads linked by rough string. Her mind wanders and drifts; her vision is colour-bar bright and noises of traffic loud-loud, lorries belching smoke through sideways exhaust pipes. The heat sings in her ears. She is young enough that hours still feel longer than they are, stretching into something resembling days. Ozoemena busies herself reading the signboards to the various places they pass: Dikenafai. Isieken’esi. Isieken’asaa. Signposts advertising products, services and speed limits that nobody seems to obey.


In the months following their uncle’s death, their father had grown increasingly paranoid and would make the sisters take note of everything – where they were, what the vegetation looked like, what cars were following, and if they were white Peugeot 504s. Count the people inside. Four or less? Any women or just men? Even now, in the starkness of daylight, Ozoemena watches and counts. Her uncle’s murderers had driven a white Peugeot 504. Sometimes, Ozoemena cannot decide if it is a blessing or a curse that he regained consciousness briefly, only to relay this information to her father. What did it do? The robbers have never been caught, despite her father offering a reward. Despite her father’s standing in society. That broke him.


‘We should be getting there by now,’ Prisca says. The hardness has vanished from her voice, leaving it lighter. Praying a chaplet always has this effect on her mother. Ozoemena notices there are fewer vehicles, and bicycles begin to appear. She has only ever seen bicycles in villages, not in the town in which they live. Where on earth are they all going? There are breeze-block bungalows interspersed with tracts of farmland and fallow land. Ozoemena sits up, craning her neck as her mother slows down to take stock.


‘Is this the way?’ asks Prisca.


Ozoemena does not respond because the question is rhetorical. Her mother takes off again, at a slower pace, winding up her windows against the dust from the earthen road, which stretches out wide and flat in front of them.


Soon, they pass a Catholic church, followed by a government hospital, and Prisca steps on the accelerator again, triumphant. She turns on the air conditioner. Its breeze is hot, almost scalding, and Ozoemena takes it full in the face without complaint.


‘Don’t worry, we will get there soon. They said after the hospital and church, I will keep going straight until I get to school,’ her mother says. ‘Drink some water.’


Ozoemena pulls out her water bottle. A quarter of water had been frozen in the bottle, to which Prisca had added boiled, cooled and filtered water before their journey. The water bottle sweats condensation as Ozoemena lifts it to her lips, thinning down the cotton wool consistency of her saliva. A finger of ice slips into her mouth and she sucks on it gratefully until it dissolves into a needle and slides dangerously down her throat.


The way grows narrower, and Prisca pushes forward, dried twigs clutching and scratching at the car like claws. A few riders dismount from their bicycles to let them pass, muttering as they are forced deeper off the path and into the bush. Prisca waves her thanks and apologies, but hardly anyone acknowledges her. A furrow appears between her brows.


The path spits them out again, and a dwarf wall appears on their right, keeping time with them, disappearing into dense vegetation only to reappear. Election posters form a cacophony of colour on the wall, plastered over each other in competition. The faces and smiles are composites of various candidates, some ripped off by rival touts and faded by the elements. They follow the fence to a clearing, where a cylinder with a handle stands glinting in the sun. The short grass around its concrete platform base is lush and green, the earth cracked in a way that says it is often muddy. In the dryness of the surrounding area, it stands out.


‘Manual pump! Ehhh? When last did I see those?’ Prisca exclaims, and they are there at last, by a gap in the fence through which they can see a vast compound, lined with buildings. To the right of the gap is a white signboard, higher than their eyeline, recently repainted and stencilled with the name of the school. There is no imposing gate to speak to the school’s grand reputation, no security spikes on the walls, but there is a guard in uniform, and he waves them through, saluting and bowing as though they are royalty. Prisca waves back, pleased by this show of good manners, and the guard points with four fingers towards the four or so cars parked on a huge field opposite the classroom block. Prisca drives on.


‘Mum, he is saying we should park in the field,’ says Ozoemena.


‘In the sun? You want me to cook. I am going to look for a tree.’ But there are no trees near any of the buildings, and Prisca circles back to a sliver of shadow beside a long, low edifice painted the dusky pink of Mbu’s Ventolin tablets.


A man approaches in the shirtsleeves and trousers combo of a civil servant. His shoes are thick and hardwearing, brown to match his trousers. The muscles of his jaw stick out at angles on his face. He reminds Ozoemena of a praying mantis.


‘Welcome,’ he says, pushing his glasses up his nose. Another pair hang from his neck on a piece of cord. ‘Welcome to Novus College. You are Mrs Nwokeke? I am Basil Chiwetara Udegbulam. All the children call me BC. Please follow me.’










CHAPTER THREE


Treasure: Then


I see the woman dodge into the shop and know her immediately. Mummy and Daddy’s friends them, have all vamoosed, but me, I will never forget them. Mummy used to say I have bad heart because if you do me bad, I do you back, God no go vex. And this woman, she did me and Mummy bad. Common shop cannot hide her keep. If she likes, she should run to Kafanchan today, me I will follow her in her back-in her back.


Her name is Mrs Mbachi, Mama Ujunwa. Me and Uju, her last-born, used to be friends before-before. Mrs Mbachi them would come to our house, she and her husband. I don’ know his name. I use to call him Uncle or Papa Uju. He like to drink Seaman’s Aromatic Schnapps and pour libation on the carpet because he carries chieftaincy title. Mummy would boil and mud her face, frowning. After they left, she made Mercy, our housemaid that time, to scrub the carpet with Elephant Blue and brush. She used to point in Daddy’s face with her yellow fingers like uncooked shrimps: ‘Bia, this man, don’t be bringing these bush people to come and spoil my Italian carpet for me!’ And Daddy would throw his head back and laugh because he liked when Mummy does as if she is scolding him, even though they are always doing love. Daddy would pinch her cheeks and call her ‘Ikebe Super’, his hailing name for her because he said he can perch on her bum-bum and she will just be walking and not know he is there. Then he will beat her on the thing, kpaa!, like that. Mummy will pretend to be vexing until he drops something for her, and I knew I was getting a new dress and shoes and bag to match after escorting Mummy shopping to spend the money, and maybe even Den’s Cook for hamburger and ice cream for me and cream soda for Mummy. Mummy will tell them not to put tomato o, because I don’ like tomato and they will say, ‘Madam we know noooow,’ and she will dash them money too because they behaved well to remember what me I like to eat.


Those were the days when things were sweet.


When we came back from eating his money, Daddy will now put turntable and play William Onyeabor ‘When the Going is Smooth and Good’, and he and Mummy will dance and dance, but I dinor know that something like that song is singing can do us as well.


That time, Mama Ujunwa used to give my mother cloth on hand, and she will pay after – George and Georgette and Akwete and plenty-plenty Hollandaise – fresh from Main Market in Onitsha, before any of the wives in our side had them. After Daddy died, she was among the first to come and collect her property back. I didin even see her at the burial. That’s why she is hiding from me inside the shop like a rat in a food store.


I leave where am squatting and pursue Mama Uju. She enters a jewellery shop in Ogba Gold. I know this shop. Mummy used to come here before, when Mama Uju introduced her to Solo, the owner, because he don’ cheat since he is a church person and can swear on Bible. Inside, all the showcases are lined with black foam so that the rings, earrings and all those assorted things shine like stars in the night sky. Mummy used to buy gold, not GL, as she told anyone who asked, but I don’ know what is different between gold and GL. It don’ matter anyway. The whole thing is gone now, plus-including her wedding ring and the small ring made from Igbo gold that I used to wear when I was small. It’s in all the pictures. Those ones too are gone, the albums and frames. Daddy’s brothers took them. What is their business with pictures they are not inside?


Am leaning against the zinc walls of the shed, and people are looking at me with corner-eye but nobody chats to me, not even small ‘How are you?’. My silpas are too big. Aunty Ojiugo said it is better to be big than small so that I will wear it a long time. The sun is entering innermost my eyes. It’s afternoon. My eyelashes divide the colours into red and green and yellow and orange but me, am not going to find shade where will cover me. Let Mama Uju come and pass. I want her to see me here. I want to see the thing her face will do.


A mineral seller plays bottle music with his metal opener, sliding it across the red Coca-Cola crate on his head. Some of the bottles are empty. The others are black like heaven, sweating with cold. There are also Krest bitter lemon and the tonic water my mother used to sometimes drink, that tastes of malaria medicine. The soft drinks are what carry Mama Uju’s legs out of the shop. Always a longathroat, this woman.


‘Hey, mineral-person! Come!’ It is her voice. The man stops and turns back. He don’ even give me face and maybe that’s what makes Mama Uju think that me I’ve gone. She steps out. ‘You have soda water? Is it cold?’


‘Aunty, good afternoon,’ I say.


‘Jesus!’ She jumps. The mineral seller shows me warning with eyes not to spoil market for him. Mama Uju comes back to herself. Her chest is going up and down, up and down, like a dog that has chased its tail tire.


‘Treasure? Is that you?’ That is the name that everybody uses to know me because of my daddy.


‘Yes, Aunty. Is me.’


She holds her throat as if her heart is jumping out of it. Her hand is full of chains and gold rings. When I was small, Mama Uju was black. Now only her hands and feet are remaining that colour. Her face is fair, but it’s not fresh like Mummy. Mama Uju’s yellow is forcing-yellow, like a mango that has been tied in a waterproof bag to ripe it quick before selling. Her cheek and eyelids have drawn red-red threads inside. She is wearing a blouse that sits on her shoulders, orange lace. English lace. The space between her breasts sparkles with sweat. There are hairs there and under her chin. Everybody knows only wicked women like Mama Uju have beards like men.


‘Hewu! You poor child. How is your mother? Embrace me.’


‘She is fine,’ I say.


Mama Uju narrows her eyes. She is continuing to open arms to embrace me, but I refuse to move. The mineral-man’s eyes are on her and then me. He hands her a bottle of soda water and also a bottle of tonic water.


Mama Uju waves him away, irritation doing her whole body. ‘Go! Take that thing that is not cold and go.’ She sucks her teeth. ‘Idiot.’ Mama Uju likes doing Big Madam. She thinks if she shouts at people it shows how important she is. She stares at me and I stare at her back and don’ bite my eyes. I know she wants to leave me here and go, but shame is catching her. She shuffles her feet.


I feel like insulting her. I want to tell her the ancient and modern of her life. I saw it all. Nobody here gives children ear, so I saw everything just by being quiet and doing like I dinor see. I saw how she used to sneak eyes at my daddy when her husband dozed on the armchair, blinking like this and that as if there was something in her eye. She is his third wife and the man is old and rich and didin go to school. When they sat down to eat the food Mercy cooked, Mama Uju would use her toes to be touching Daddy under the table. When Daddy smiled at her, she dinor see that he mercied her, but me, I did. After all, her husband was old and smelled like ogili okpei inside carton, and everybody knew he stored his money under the matras as per local man, and Daddy was the one that helped him use his money well, like importing and exporting and that kind of a thing.


Anyway, I need Mama Uju to dash me money, so I suck my words and swallow them.


‘Aunty, how is Ujunwa?’ I bend my head to one side. ‘Long time I have not seen her eyes.’


‘Hewu! She is fine, my dear. She keeps asking when she can come and see you people, but she is so busy now, as per secondary school chikito, you know. All those assignments . . .’ She stops talking because she can see me standing in front of her and am not in school. Stupid woman.


‘Do you know where we are living now? I can come tomorrow to your shed and take you to the place. Or now, sef. Did you bring your car?’ I say.


Mama Uju looks around the market for somebody to call her name so that she will now go to greet them and never come back. ‘Ah, my car is in the mechanic, my dear, but I will find the place and I will come, you hear?’


She fumbles in her bag and brings out one ten-naira note like this. It is rumpled and she straightens it, ironing it between her hands.


‘Mummy is not yet well. She sleeps all the time. The other day, she was calling your name – “Nne Uju, Nne Uju” – like that. I haven’t eaten since two days now, and Aunty Ojiugo hasn’t come back since she left for Nkwelle-Ezunanka. You remember Mummy’s sister? Her half-sister. Yes, the one that farms. Her husband don’ want her to see us again.’ I twist my face and my empty hands – the money is already inside my pocket. I see from her eyes, from the way she is looking at her watch, that she don’ want to give me more money and am angry. After all, didin Daddy make them money? He used to gist Mummy what he did for them and me, I heard. Before everything happened, all of them used to come to him as if he was Jesus, now she wants to leave me in the middle of Eke Awka market with only one dirty ten naira that plenty people have touched?


‘Please, let me follow you to your shop and sit for a while, Aunty, the sun . . .’


‘No!’ She clears her throat and smiles. The lines in her cracked lipstick spread. ‘I’m not going to the shop.’


She don’ want me there. Am the daughter of ‘That Man’ and she don’ want people to remember that she knew him. I start crying loudly. People are beginning to look. It takes a few tears before she brings out another five naira. Stingy woman. Mama Uju takes her bag and walks away fast-fast. She don’ even say ‘Don mention’ when I say ‘Thank you’ to her.


I cross from Ogba Gold into Babies and wander among the tinkling toys and tiny clothes. The whole place smells of Tenderly and Pears baby powder. The traders here, they like to rub their stuffs all over theirselfs and be smelling baby-baby. Who don’ like baby smells? Before, when I used to come buying with Mercy, she hated to waste time, so it was put head-come out. Now, am just walking slow-slow in the market, eating with my eyes. Where else am I going today? Mummy is just sleeping sleep all the time. She will not know if me am there or not there.


The matured men and women selling, stare at me and the ones doing boyi for them in their shop, learning trading from the traders, stare too. Nobody walks like I do in Eke Awka, dragging their feet. You can do that in a supermarket with the things arranged fine-fine on shelves, with one door in and that same door out, but not in the market with plenty ways in and out. A man with a ring of powder around his neck uses his eye to poke inside my own. Just as am about to poke him back, I notice one pregnant aunty like this sitting in his shop looking at baby bath. She’s on a bench, in the cool shade. I run towards her, but the man is faster, blocking me.


‘Get out of here,’ he says. I twist my neck around his potbelly.


‘Aunty, please.’ I put my hand to my mouth to act eating like I see the beggar-boys do. ‘May you born boy, a big strong boy. May your house be full of boys.’ The woman laughs.


‘Don’t give her anything. You can’t see she is in school uniform?’ He turns to me. ‘Why are you not in school?’


I want to ask him can he not see that my uniform is too small for my shoulders? I have opened the armpit so that I can move inside it, but it don’ matter sha. The man’s question has nothing to do with the price of garri.


‘You will born plenty-plenty sons, one by one, until your house is full,’ I say. People like sons.


‘And what if I want daughters, nko?’ asks the woman. She is a small aunty, just past ‘sister’ level, wearing a starched boubou and scarf that tells me her marriage is new. Her outfit looks like to-match, one for her and another for her husband from the same cloth. She has a big open-teeth on top and a smaller one below. Her body jiggles like hot agidi jollof. She gives me five naira and I pocket it as well. I sing for her:


‘Your marriage will be a blessing, your children surround your table, you will see your children’s children, so says the Lord of Hosts.’


The woman gives me a packet of four biscuits from her bag. The man shaas me away because he don’ want beggars to think that his section is where it’s happening.


Twenty naira. Allelu-alleluia! I wander around Ogba Cosmetics but the men there are young and are afraiding me with their shirts open at the neck. A lot of them have plenty chest hair and wear chains. Some of them bleach like Mama Uju. One or two have Jheri curls, shiny and bouncy, curl activator melting on their necks. I used to have Jheri curls when I was four. By six, Mummy started plaiting my hair for school – not by herself because she don’ know how to plait hair. She paid someone to come to the house every weekend. By ten years, it didin matter what me I did with my hair. Mummy started sleeping and Daddy was not there to say, ‘Ikebe, ah-ah change this girl’s hairstyle now, has she not carried this for one week?’ Aunty Ojiugo got me that comb that you put razor inside and when you comb, it cuts the hair. She had to use scissors first to get the whole thing down.


The men in cosmetics look after theirself like women to bring women in. They stand at the door to their shops and gossip to one another across the passage, and when girls come, they eat them with their eyes, pulling at their hands, gently-gently. They sing, ‘Ifeoma, I want to marry you, give me your love,’ in case one of the girls is called ‘Ifeoma’. They shout out common names too: ‘Bia, Chi-Chi, come and look at my shop,’ or, ‘Ngozi, I’ve got just what you need.’ Sometimes they pull hard, and someone’s wristwatch will cut, then the girls insult them, but the men like that, so they laugh more. I like the smell of cosmetics the most. There is Cleopatra piled by my elbow, the soap Mummy used to use and baff. I would like to buy but food is greater than Cleopatra.


In Kwata, the meat side, I find intestines. When Daddy was alive, he loved to celebrate by slaughtering animals. A ram for Mummy’s birthday, a goat for mine, a cow for Christmas, which he shared to our neighbours and the less fortunate, the motherless babies and widows them. Now, am the less fortunate and I know that everything is food, is just remains how to cook it. I haggle how Mercy taught me, when the traders would grow saucy and ask why she was being stingy, after all, the money she was saving was not her own. They would ask out of the corners of their mouth, half-joking because they wanted to do customer with her.


Mercy. They came to collect her like property too. The man that came was the same man that brought her to our house. She use to call him Uncle Joe. He was an agent and his job was to be carrying girls from the village to do maid in town. Mummy was not sleeping that time and she begged Joe, that he should please let Mercy stay. She told that man that me and Mercy were like senior and junior sister.


‘What kind of life will she have in the village?’ Mummy asked. ‘Let her stay here, two years she will take WAEC, by then her value to you people will rise. She will be able to do any job she wants, even employ plenty people if she has her school cert.’


I was just looking at Uncle Joe as Mummy was begging, and I could see the begging was sweeting him. His own was just to find houses for the girls he brought from the village and collect finder money, which was already much. Mercy told me that she and her friends thought Uncle Joe used to throw all of them far from each other so that they would learn Igbo fast-fast. The truth was that he did it so they didin talk about how much they were paying them. That was how she saw another of the girls in the market that had left her madam, and the girl told her that Joe was chopping their money and sending kobo to their parents in the village. Chicken change. Mercy reported to Mummy and Mummy now started sending her money to Ikot-Ekpene, cutting Joe out. We didin see him again oooo, until after Daddy died.


After Daddy died, Mummy told Mercy that she cannot pay her until things were better, and Mercy said anywhere me and Mummy go, she will go. That if we are eating palm nut, she will follow us to eat. Until Uncle Joe landed.


‘Dem don already pay bride price,’ said Joe. ‘She be pesin wife. Wetin you wan make I do?’


‘Let me speak to her father,’ Mummy said.


‘Her papa no too wan talk, Madam. E talk say make I return im property with immediate alacrity. Wetin una wan take the pikin do? She no too dey useful to una in town, and the old man no dey chop anything for im hand.’ Joe pulled himself up until his head reached Mummy’s chest, and changed to English. ‘Please Madam, let us not make this difficult.’ Joe looked Mummy inside her eyes as if they were mates. No more bending neck.


I saw Mercy cry that day as she picked up her things. When she came to our house, she only had one waterproof bag with comb, Vaseline, two dresses and toothbrush, but when she was going, her things fulled two suitcases. Mummy really tried for her. This was before the uncles now came to clear the rest of our property and Mummy started sleeping. Before she left, Mercy now blew her nose and washed her face well. She didin want Joe to see that she was crying because he will tell her father. What kind of child was not happy to go back to their parents? Me, I dinor cry. Crying don’ do anything for anybody.


The butcher coughs.


‘Should I tie?’ He puts the intestines for me in a santana waterproof. It is warm and slimy. I ask him to please double-waterproof for me, but he wants to collect money for extra bag, so I leave him and go away.


Someone jams my body, hard.


‘Sorry!’ A group of boys in tear-tear shorts and vests. The one who bumped into me is wearing monkey coat. His arms are bare and thin but strong like a village boy’s. He pulls me up and they surround me, dusting me, brushing off the dirt and animal hair, plus pieces of bone that break off when the butchers chop up the animals into cooking chunks. I push the boys away from me. Their hands are everywhere.


‘Get out from my face!’ I say. They troop off like a swarm of locusts after something to destroy. My packet of intestines is intact, and I pick it up and follow their path into the food section, hills of garri and ground corn in sacks and basins, fine cassava flour for mixing nni oka, fingers of okro, heads of green and ugu. I approach the friendliest-looking seller, a mama that looks as if she will put hand after she has measured out what I need.


It’s after the garri is tied in its bag that I search my pant for my money, but don’ find it. My hand is in my pocket, through the hole, deeper than any pocket can be, and the woman is eyeing me one-kain as if I am doing bad-bad things in front of her shop. Something holds my throat and squeezes it and all the blood in my body goes into my head.


‘Are you buying or not?’ says the mama. I can’t answer her. She takes the black polythene bag and pours the garri back inside her basin, piling it high into a mountain top.


I know when the first tear leaks out of my eyes. I don’ want to cry. I want to look for my money well, but my eyes are not agreeing.


‘Ha! Please leave the front of my shop before you bring me bad market. Did I tell you I am doing salaka with my garri? It’s not for free.’


My body is shaking me. Those boys with their monkey-coat leader stole my money. Where did they follow me from? When Mama Ujunwa gave me that fifteen naira? When the shining pregnant woman dashed me the five naira? It’s as if somebody has cut the rubber holding me and now everything is falling down inside me. Through my eyes-water, I follow the way the boys have gone. Am like a mad person, opening my eyes waaa, looking inside shops and down roads and people are shouting ‘Comot there’ but my money is gone. Soldier ants are stinging me all over my body.


I sit on the floor and wait for the boys to pass again. Don’ thief have the same places they like to go? Agaracha must come back. If I wait, they will return. The ground is wet and muddy even though is dry season. The women here spray their vegetables with water. Carrots are crying like Judas, aṅara and cauliflower heads, round and white like boils full of pus. There in the mud, under the trays of raining vegetables, I finally allow myself to cry, hoping that all the water will hide the ones coming from my eyes. I don’ stay long. Nobody likes idleness. After they check to make sure I am not dying, the women chase me away again. I won’t go home. I find a dry spot around the men selling yams. They are old men with those line-line mazi caps falling over the sides of their faces, weighed down by the ball at the end. They drink palm wine and salute each other, blasting Chris Mba from the radio. They don’ chase me.


The sheds are closing when the feet appear under my nose. Brown, leather ’pons, with the mouth of the shoes pointing to heaven. The man’s hands are long and thin and he’s holding an open bag. I know the smell. It’s ugili. I hate ugili fruit, it’s stinking and only bush people eat it, but my stomach makes a loud noise as if it forgot. I look up into the man’s face. Thin like lizard, with moustache. He chews the ugili and his moustache moves like he has two mouths. He swallows and the ball on his throat moves up, up and down again.


‘If you give me your mgbịlịma afọ, you can have some ugili,’ he says, pointing at my packet of intestines.


When I blink, my eyes click camera noises in my ears. My face is tight-tight from the salt I was crying in my tears.


‘Is there mango there?’ I ask.


The man sighs, disappointed but not vexed. ‘You children don’t know good things.’


‘If you want my intestines, I bought them, seven naira.’


He laughs. ‘I’m not giving you money.’


‘Okay, I want the whole bag of fruit, then.’ I don’ know what me I will use ugili for, but this is business. After much-much, I will see someone that will give me something for it, or I will ask somebody how to bring out the agbọnọ from inside and how to cook it as soup for Mummy.


‘You’re not serious,’ says the man, but I know he will give me. He was the one to ask for trade-by-barter first, and . . . there is something else. He looks straight inside my eyes. Daddy used to look at me the same.


‘Well, do you want this juicy intestine or not? Think of how they will look in your wife’s soup, curled up like shrimps.’ Intestines was what Mummy used to feed our dogs, over-salted so that they would drink lots of water.


The man stops chewing. He smiles and the moustache smiles, but I can’t see his mouth. ‘Ngwanu, bring,’ he agrees. He hands me the bag of ugili and I give him my packet of intestines. One of the fruits rolls out of the bag. I run and pick it up.


Is then that I see his shoes and his feet properly.


‘You negotiate just like your father.’ He tears open the santana waterproof that sees-through, pulls out one pink tube and sucks it into his mouth like supageti.


His feet. They are not touching the ground.
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