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Advance praise for We Were Girls Once





‘Gorgeous and ambitious. Odafen writes women the way they should be written, that is to say, ecstatically. A lovely epic about female friendship and a country finding itself’ Novuyo Rosa Tshuma, author of House of Stone


‘Odafen writes with great insight and compassion about life, sisterhood, family, community and power. Each of her characters is so fully realised, their histories so richly drawn that they feel alive. This is a superbly written novel’ Chika Unigwe, author of The Middle Daughter


‘A gorgeous story of the redemptive power of friendship. With moving and immersive prose, Odafen invites us into the lives of three friends whose lives take remarkable turns, diverge and return to each other. Deftly, gracefully, she paints a vivid and unflinching portrait of Nigerian society of the past and present, its failures and triumphs… I thoroughly felt this book’ Francesca Ekwuyasi, author of Butter Honey Pig Bread


‘We Were Girls Once is a beautiful, blazing book. The characters are complex and true, the setting vividly rendered, and the plot at once heartbreaking and mesmeric. This novel stands as proof that the political and the personal are always intertwined. Aiwanose Odafen is a master storyteller. I couldn’t put the book down, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it when I was done’ Abby Geni, author of The Lightkeepers
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For my family











For those of us


who were imprinted with fear


like a faint line in the center of our foreheads


learning to be afraid with our mother’s milk


for by this weapon


this illusion of some safety to be found


the heavy-footed hoped to silence us


For all of us


this instant and this triumph


We were never meant to survive.


A Litany for Survival AUDRE LORDE













1 EGO





The difference between a flower and a weed is a judgment.


UNKNOWN













1 Home



Sometimes it was one word, other times two. Stuttering at the corner of my brain, angling desperately to make themselves known. Whenever this happened, I was reminded of my father.


Here I was, thousands of miles away, in another country, on another continent, thirty-three years old, and still I could not break the hold he had over me, the power with which he pervaded my subconscious, controlling my actions, determining my thoughts.


In the early mornings, squashed between bodies as Londoners scuttled onto the Tube, pushing and shoving, I heard the condescending arrogance of his voice: ‘Riff raff.’ At the office, when a colleague did or said something he would consider strange or colonial: ‘White man’s rubbish.’ But as always, he was loudest in my happiest moments – when I received a promotion or a complimentary email from a superior acknowledging my tireless efforts: ‘You’re a disgrace.’ I could never escape his words or the crushing feeling of inadequacy: the reminder that I would never be good enough.


On my 30th birthday, my mother had gotten me an enormous fruit cake decorated in icing with the words, ‘Happy Birthday Ego Baby’. My colleagues, assuming it was from a boyfriend, were afraid to cut into it, unwilling to offend. Speaking to my mother later, she cackled at their assumptions, then asked me, rather directly, if I had received anything from a romantic interest, until my stepfather shouted, ‘Obianuju, leave her alone,’ before taking the phone to wish me a happy birthday as well. My mother giggled in the background, a girlish sound that made me long for what they had.


Messages flooded my Facebook profile, strangers and friends – Zina posted three times and Eriife twice, because that was what best friends did – welcoming me to this great new age that solidified my spinsterhood. I went through the messages one after the other, liking and commenting, even the random ‘HBD’s from people who couldn’t be bothered to type in full. I kept it open as I worked, watching my notifications, waiting for his name to pop up. At midnight, wine drunk and forlorn, I stumbled onto his page to see he’d posted hours earlier – a newspaper article announcing a new business venture, a quote by the state governor embedded in it. As always, my grandmother – my mother’s mother – was in the comments: ‘Congratulations, my son.’ For minutes, my finger hovered over the block button, willing myself to end the torment, then I slammed my laptop shut, disgusted at my cowardice.


He’d been the one to add me on Facebook, a year after I moved to London, still struggling with the city’s pace, the aloofness of its habitants. I’d stared at the invite on my phone, confirming that it was indeed my father, then left it unanswered for weeks, relishing the power to deny him something. Eventually, defeated by the uselessness of it, I clicked ‘Accept’.


As with everything else, my father used Facebook for his own aggrandisation: to announce a new government appointment, a new business venture, a new family. I became careful with my posts. Did he see them? Were they impressive enough? Did I give too much away? Were my words crafted appropriately?


Frustrated by my self-consciousness, I gave up on the platform altogether, long before privacy concerns began to surface in the news.





‘What time is it?’ Anna, a director at the law firm, asked, standing in front of my desk. The tightness of her bun made her blotchy face appear even sterner than usual.


I minimised the brief to counsel I was reviewing, then looked up, smiled politely and said, ‘One o’clock.’


‘Thank you,’ she said, then walked away, her heels clicking on the tiles.


Beside me, Ceri giggled, and when Anna was far enough, she leaned in to whisper, ‘Why does she keep doing that?’


‘Doing what?’ I asked, making a face, and we both burst into laughter.


‘Might as well ask you for the date while she’s at it, so you can go, “Year of our Lord Two Thousand and Fourteen”,’ Ceri added, and we laughed even harder.


There was a large clock on the wall, a watch on her wrist, a laptop on her desk, but Anna insisted on approaching me multiple times a day to ask for the time. When she wasn’t asking the time, she said, ‘What are you up to?’ A seemingly innocuous question loaded with innuendo. Each time, I parroted off a list, creating more tasks as I spoke because I didn’t want to appear idle.


‘She wants you to know she’s always there, watching,’ Ceri had explained to me once. ‘Maybe she sees potential in you and doesn’t want you to waste it,’ she’d added with a wink.


I’d smiled and nodded, though I disagreed. It was no coincidence that I was the only person at the firm she did this to, and the only person that looked like me. Anna needed me to feel anxious, uncomfortable and out of place so that I would remove myself from where I wasn’t wanted.


After five years at the firm, I knew I would never get used to the passive aggressiveness of the professional English setting. If there was one thing I missed about Nigeria, it was the blunt directness.


‘Plans for the weekend?’ Ceri asked, reminding me that it was a Friday. The days tended to merge into one another nowadays.


‘Not sure yet, catch up on shows, then maybe a bit of work. You?’ I replied in the semi-British accent I’d acquired at Oxford.


Ceri shrugged. ‘Iain’s birthday’s in a couple of weeks so I have to find a way to sneak out the house and shop for some presents. Want to come?’


Ceri and I were not friends in the truest sense of the word – we shared no earth-shattering secrets – but we were as friendly as co-workers could be and, if I was honest with myself, she was the closest thing to a friend I had in the city.


‘Sure, I’d love to,’ I said, mentally cancelling my plans to watch television.


It was destiny that Ceri and I joined the firm on the same day, both young and eager, and over the years came to share binding memories: the time after our first dressing down by a junior partner, we hid in a bathroom stall, wiping away tears and assuring each other we were cut out for this brutal profession. I was at her garden-themed wedding to Iain, a bubbly Scottish man with a boisterous laugh; I’d silently screamed with her in the office kitchen as she showed off the engagement ring he’d hidden in a slice of cake. On St David’s Day every year, she baked traditional Welsh cakes with cinnamon and dried raisins – a special box for me – and I said, ‘Dydd Gŵyl Dewi Hapus’. On Nigeria’s Independence Day, I fried plantain, soft, sweet and slightly burnt, for us to share over lunch.





In the Uber home after work – I hated to use the Tube at night – I pondered what to eat while scrolling Twitter. I’d never bothered to try to get a driver’s licence; the moment I landed in the UK, I’d concluded I would never get accustomed to driving on the wrong side of the road.


I was hungry. Staring down at the belly of my form-fitting suit, I considered the Lebanese restaurant not too far from my flat with its jovial owner and rich Mediterranean menu of mezzas, mashawi and platters. Sometimes his mother was around, and she went from table to table, asking diners if they were comfortable, assuring them they could ask for anything. She reminded me of my own mother with her maternal concern and persistent dishing out of unsolicited life advice.


I stopped off at the Chinese restaurant across the street instead, its owners a first-generation immigrant couple from Sichuan, punctilious in their politeness.


‘What would you like, ma’am?’ the wife asked as soon as I walked through the door, the red lanterns dancing above her. Her English was stilting and unsure, as though worried she might be required to speak beyond the words she’d committed to memory. When, in fact, this happened, she called on their son, a newly minted university student.


‘How can I help you today?’ he said with the estuary accent of one who’d grown up in the UK, but when he turned to his mother, his rapid-fire Sichuanese Mandarin affirmed his connection to his parents’ roots. I watched, enthralled, as her face transformed with understanding, and left, minutes later, food in hand, full of rapturous admiration for this family I barely knew. My country’s colonial past ensured that I understood the language, yet daily life in London felt like putting on a shoe that didn’t fit, that pinched at the edges in discomfort.


I walked home, eyes glued to my phone screen, accustomed to the path I’d trodden several times over. On Twitter, I moved through the carefully curated timeline that reflected my interests: news, sports, jokes, Nigeria. Every now and then, I branched out to others’ timelines, going by an alias – @NaijaUKLawGirl – so my colleagues could never find me. Twitter came with its own madness but at least it was mostly devoid of the pretentiousness and boasting of other social media. I was no longer subjected to endless pictures of weddings and naming ceremonies and mindless epistles (though the latter would eventually rear its head in the form of threads). But most of all, the nonstop scrolling and constant barrage of needless information served as a distraction, relieving stress, and during late-night work hours, keeping my eyes open.


Occasionally, I volunteered legal advice, but mostly I tweeted about current events and Nigerian politics, desperate as I was to feel connected to life back home. I’m Nigerian, I proclaimed, even though I could no longer remember what harmattan felt like. I ignored news from the UK, swiping past without stopping. The country had become increasingly anti-immigrant: visa categories cancelled, new laws enacted, a hostile bill passed. The message was clear, reinforced via daily microaggressions that left me anxious.


My Twitter following had only just begun to grow when I took to sharing my experiences in the workplace:
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My notifications were flooded with recollections of similar experiences.
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Sometimes I made up scenarios, seeking to confuse any colleagues who might stumble upon my tweets, but there was always someone who replied, ‘That happened to me too!’





I unlocked the door to my apartment and turned on the lights haltingly, listening for the click of the echo of the switches, acknowledging the emotion at the pith of my insides. Chilli oil and spices wafted from the takeaway and attacked my nostrils.


‘Please make it spicy,’ I’d said to the woman at the end of my order, reminding her I wasn’t one of her paler customers.


‘Spicy,’ she’d repeated with a thumbs up and a familiar smile.


But now I was wondering where my appetite had gone. I felt it again, that gnawing feeling, malignant and rife: loneliness.


It wasn’t the usual sort of loneliness, the type you grew accustomed to when living in a city like London, intimidated into inconsequentiality by overpopulation, the monumental structures and infinite bustle. It was a different kind; the kind that steadily worked a path through your consciousness, obliterating your peace and stability. It was devastating, humbling. I had no solution to it.


‘You should get a boyfriend,’ Zina had said the last time we’d spoken on the phone, her tone reprimanding like my mother’s. We’d been discussing a new movie role of hers. ‘You spend all your time working, before you know it, you’ll be 40, then 50. Don’t waste your best years o.’


‘I’m not wasting my best years, Zina,’ I’d said with a laugh.


‘You’re laughing? I’m serious. You’ve been there for almost ten years and I’ve never heard you mention a boyfriend, even a foreigner.’


‘That’s a lie!’ I protested.


‘Well, if you’ve mentioned anyone before, I can’t remember, so it means you didn’t date him for very long. You’re tall, you’re fine. Tell me, what’s your excuse?’


I rolled my eyes. ‘You’re sounding like my mother.’


‘Oho! So I’m not the only one that has noticed. Thank God. For Aunty Uju to say it, it means your case is critical.’


I laughed again, not the polite haha I used at the office, but an actual laugh that ricocheted off the walls, a Nigerian laugh.


‘Get out! My case is not critical. Look who’s talking! Are you married? Are we not the same age? Madam big-time actress. When is your next movie coming out? Make sure to mail me the DVD. When will Nigerian films come to Netflix sef?’


‘Don’t change the subject, at least I’m trying, I’m not like you please. Heaven helps those who help themselves,’ she said. I could see her, stretched out on a sofa, shaking her head vigorously like she did when she disagreed with something that was said.


‘Who said I’m not helping myself? I’ve just not found what I’m looking for.’


‘What are you looking for? Do you even know?’


‘Well, I know what I don’t want.’


Dating in London was a dance, you were either a maestro or a novice, and I was a certified postulant, banging at the gates to be let in. I was ignorant of the basics: choosing where to hang out, creating the right vibes, dressing to be desired. In part, it was due to my Nigerianness. I was not like the born and bred Nigerian Brits, aware of social references and innuendos, and I refused to act like some other Nigerians, pretending they’d sung ‘God Save the Queen’ all their lives and never taken a plane from Lagos to Heathrow.


My phone rang as I bent in front of my refrigerator with the dan dan mian I no longer felt like eating.


‘Nwakaego!’ Eriife screamed from the other end.


The desolation dissipated for the time being.


‘This woman, why are you screaming? You think we’re still in university ehn?’ I said, automatically slipping off the veneer I wore at work and donning ehns, ahs and ohs of Nigerian speak. ‘Soye must not be at home for you to be shouting like this.’


‘Ah. He is o. In fact, I’m tired of him,’ she joked.


‘How can you be tired of what others are praying for?’


We fell into easy conversation, even though it had been years since we were face to face. Her politician husband had received a promotion within his party and was getting ever closer to his dreams of one day becoming president. I burrowed into the warmth of my sofa, the dan dan mian forgotten by my side.


‘I saw your boyfriend today o. In fact, that is why I called,’ Eriife said after we’d spoken for a while.


I stiffened. ‘He’s not my boyfriend,’ I retorted.


She hissed. ‘Well, have you had another one since you abandoned him?’


‘I’m sure he’s a pastor now like his father,’ I said, avoiding the question.


She pretended not to notice. ‘No, he’s into fintech now, and it looks like he’s doing well. He came to the conference in a jeep.’


‘That’s nice,’ I mumbled.


She laughed a knowing laugh. ‘I know you won’t ask, but he didn’t have a ring on his finger. Maybe he’s still waiting for you – you know you broke his heart, Nwakaego.’


‘Why are you calling my full name? Call me Ego,’ I deflected.


‘You’ve been over there for too long. See how you’re pronouncing your own name. Ego, like those British people. In fact, come home, come and marry him. How long are you planning to stay there?’


I rolled my eyes. ‘See your mouth like “come home”. What will I do there? I have a job here, a life.’


‘You can always practise your law; you can just renew your licence or whatever you people do. You’ll be like an expatriate with your London experience, you can get a big position at one of these international firms.’


I chuckled. ‘You think it’s that easy? I read the news o. Nigeria is not that straightforward.’


‘Yes, yes, I know. But things can only get better. You know elections are coming in a few months, Nigerians are angry, we’re ready to change this government.’ Eriife lowered her tone. I imagined her looking over her shoulder to make sure no one was listening. ‘Don’t say I told you, but my husband’s party has a lot of plans, if everything goes well…’ She let the promise hang.


‘Madam president!’ I hailed. ‘I’m loyal to your government.’


She chuckled. ‘When will you ever be serious? Anyways, you get my message. Come back. There’s no place like home.’


The call ended an hour later with promises on my end to send the shoes she’d ordered online, and to consider her words seriously.


But in my sleep, there were no wistful images of home, nor of friends and family left behind, not even of him. There was only my father.










2 Witch!



‘WITCH!’


That was what my father called my mother when he was angry, and he was angry often. His temper came like an unseasonable storm, triggered by the slightest disturbance, roiling and cataclysmic, destroying everything in its path.


‘Witch!’ The word reverberated off the pillars and through the walls of our home, surrounding us, imprisoning us in its echo. My mother ran, fruitlessly, from it.


‘Ego, please take your siblings upstairs,’ she would plead, her voice quivering as she glanced anxiously behind her, anticipating my father’s presence. He was never far behind.


My father was handsome. As a young man, he’d been the one the women in church whispered about and fluttered their eyelashes at as they furiously swished their handfans against their faces after service. Years later, women would still stare and tilt their necks high to catch his unusually light brown eyes in spite of the gold band on his ring finger. My primary school class teacher always had some new insight about me she needed to share with him whenever he happened to pick me up from school. To my mother, whom she saw often, she only ever said a tight-lipped, ‘Ego is doing well.’


When he wasn’t my father, he was Chief Dr Chigozie Azubuike, the charismatic CEO of one of the country’s largest trading companies. ‘Leading from the Front: Transforming the Private Sector’, as a business magazine whose cover he’d graced put it. He’d worn a designer suit for that feature, ordered directly from Milan. You could tell from the pictures that the photographer had been enamoured of him; everyone was enamoured of him – this extraordinary man who’d come from absolutely nothing to build a business that stretched the length and breadth of the country. At the soirées he held at our home, he charmed the nation’s most powerful with his disarming smile and swaggering confidence. And then there was my mother, standing beside him, as she’d done from the very beginning, through it all.


But when the doors closed behind his guests, the caterers packed away their chafing dishes and the musicians and photographers turned off their expensive equipment, the clouds would gather and the storm would begin. Sometimes it was a shattered lamp or broken vase, other times, a fractured bone or swollen cheek; we were never left unscathed.


Each time, as my mother scrambled, pleaded and cowered to protect us, I would stare emptily at the black-and-white picture that hung in our living room, radiating charm and suave that matched Father’s, the genesis of our predicament – a photo of the man my mother was in love with.





My mother Obianuju Azubuike née Nwaike was in love with a ghost: my great uncle Ikenna who’d disappeared during the Nigerian civil war, and it was for this reason she would end up with my father.


Her meeting my father was fate, or at least that was how my mother described it before her mouth no longer turned up in a smile when she spoke of their marriage. My father was a struggling reporter at a local newspaper, and she was a final year student at the University of Lagos. It was a Sunday in August 1978, eight years since the end of the civil war and eleven years since my mother last saw her uncle, Ikenna.


As a child, she’d planned to marry Ikenna, intricately plotting the details, calculating their ages and estimating the dates, until my grandmother had informed her that she could not marry her own uncle. But she could marry my father, and that was exactly what she did within a year of their meeting.


Fate. That was what connected them, the air alive with it that day. My mother’s friends – my best friends’ mothers, Aunty Ada and Aunty Chinelo – had forced her to attend church service by threatening to report her as a heathen to my grandmother, and there was no one my mother feared in this world more than my grandmother.


His voice captivated her, a mellifluous tenor that rang through the church auditorium, and rooted her to her seat as he belted out the lyrics to ‘All Hail the Power of Jesus’ Name’, enthralling the entire audience. Let angels prostrate fall, but my mother had an entirely different subject of adulation in mind.


She never understood why my father chose her; of all the women there, he’d singled her out. Like a scene from a romantic movie, he’d asked to speak with her after a service, and as she followed him, dumbstruck, he’d simply said, ‘Sister Uju would you be free on Tuesday after mid-week service? I’d like to take you out.’


Nat King Cole’s ‘Unforgettable’ played on their first date, floating from the speakers of the restaurant across from the church, reminding my mother that that moment was indeed one she’d never forget. They bonded over their shared loss – he’d lost both parents to the war, and my mother, her precious uncle. My mother thought he was the most charming man – aside from Uncle Ikenna – she’d ever met, not that she’d met many before him. Whenever she spoke of this time, I tried to imagine my father as she described, to replace the image of the man I knew.


Four months later, under the shade of a frangipani tree at the city park, he asked my mother to marry him.


‘No flowers, nothing! He just asked me to marry him. Can you imagine?’ my mother always complained many years later. Perhaps it was her hesitation that would make him bear a grudge, but my mother wasn’t ready. She was yet to graduate and she had dreams of travelling and breaking free, even if briefly, from her mother’s constricting hold. And so she stared at my father in dazed silence as he lost his patience and asked in frustration, ‘Obianuju, do you want to get married or not?’


My father zoomed off in his tokunbo Volkswagen after dropping my mother at home that evening, and my grandmother, hawkish as ever, immediately knew something was wrong. She pressed relentlessly until my mother confessed about the proposal, thus sealing her fate.





Whenever my mother spoke of Uncle Ikenna, she spoke of Nigeria’s independence; her first memories of that illustrious time in 1960.


INDEPENDENCE: the rippling excitement, feverish anticipation and boundless – almost delusory – hope for the future of a country. Jubilant citizens paraded the streets, resplendent in their traditional garb, waving miniatures of the newly designed national flag as they shouted, ‘God Bless Nigeria’.


‘Biggest African State Nears Freedom’, ‘Hail Free Nigeria’, the newspapers trumpeted in bold black ink. My mother was too young to read but she knew by the way her father held the pages that those indecipherable letters spoke of monumental events.


On October 1st 1960, they gathered around the black-and-white box television in their living room with plates of jollof rice and chicken and bottles of Coca-Cola like it was Christmas. Her father wore his Sunday best, complete with the red cap that denoted him a titled man in his village.


‘Today is Independence Day… This is a wonderful day, and it is all the more wonderful because we have awaited it with increasing impatience,’ the newly minted Prime Minister announced to the crowd and dignitaries – including Princess Alexandra of Kent, the Queen of England’s representative – gathered for the Independence Day ceremony at Tafawa Balewa Square. ‘And so, with the words “God Save Our Queen”, I open a new chapter in the history of Nigeria, and of the Commonwealth, and indeed of the world.’


Two years later, the zestful enthusiasm had waned, but not the hope, never the ardent hope. By 1962, it had become clear that an amalgamation of over 300 ethnic tribes and conflicting interests was never going to go smoothly, independence or not. A national census had already been cancelled, and a political crisis was brewing in the Southwest. But Nigeria was young, and its future was replete with limitless possibilities, and that was why Uncle Ikenna sent a letter to his elder sister – my grandmother – to inform her of his imminent return after years of study in England on a government scholarship.


My grandmother prepared for his return like it was the second coming of Christ – with utmost vigilance and cheerful readiness, even though the letter had arrived several months after it was written and its author never thought to mention a specific date. She kept it tucked in her bra as if the feel of the folded sheet against her skin assured her of the letter’s existence, a promise soon to be fulfilled.


An insistent knock one afternoon alerted them to Uncle Ikenna’s arrival. My grandmother’s splitting scream closely followed, and my mother and her brothers ran out to see what the matter was. They found my grandmother engulfed in the arms of a strange man, weeping. When she finally collected herself, she introduced him to them as her brother, their uncle.


Uncle Ikenna’s easy laugh and ineffable charm were unassuming, attracting without meaning to. My mother and her elder brothers fought like warring wives over him, each planning how to sabotage the other to ensure they got the most of his time. But my mother was the chosen one.


As the last child and only daughter, she was accustomed to being the exception, subject to a different set of rules, but never like this. Uncle Ikenna said her name – Obianuju – like she was royalty, as he handed her sweets and ribbons hidden in his pockets. He encouraged her to be unfettered, to speak her mind regardless of the moment. With him, perfection was never expected.





War came in July of 1967 in the way war usually came – with ominous foreshadowing amidst futile prayers. The independent union was not going well; there had already been several political crises across the country since ’62, including a federal election crisis. And then in ’66, a bloody coup d’état had thrown the country into further upheaval.


‘FIGHTING BEGINS,’ the Daily Times announced in bold font on its front page, as if to say, ‘it has finally happened’. But few had expected the Governor of the Eastern Region to announce the secession of the region from the republic. Before then, Uncle Ikenna and my grandfather argued in the living room about the state of the country.


‘We must do something! We cannot continue to be persecuted in our own country,’ Uncle Ikenna said. It was one of the last times my mother would hear his voice.





No daughter of my grandmother’s was going to throw away a perfectly good proposal, and definitely not her only daughter.


Everyone knew the story because my grandmother never tired of telling it. She’d been married for many years with three sons, Kelechi, Ugochukwu and Ikechukwu. But she’d desperately wanted a daughter, someone she could bond with. And so my grandmother had prayed to both the God of her Christian faith and her ancestral deities, wearing amulets and reciting talismanic incantations, and as punishment for her infidelity to both, they’d sent her my mother.


‘You should be grateful that you have someone like this. He reminds me so much of Ikenna. In fact, that was the first thing I thought the day I met him,’ my grandmother said to my mother that night after my father drove off in ’78, her eyes raw with emotion.


And when my mother said nothing, she barked, ‘Listen to me! Tomorrow you will go and meet Chigozie and accept his offer. And you better pray he hasn’t changed his mind or you won’t have a home to come back to.’


My mother nodded in meek acquiescence, not for the sake of the fledgling love she felt for my father or the spectre of the man she saw reflected in him, but for the irrepressible yearning for her mother’s approval.


At their white wedding, my father held my mother’s hand in a deathly grip, like he was worried she would fly away. But she had no plans to escape. My grandmother’s smile shone brightly at the front of the church, matching the lustre of the gold wrapper set and headtie she wore. In the pictures, she leaned heavily on my mother, pushing her deeper into my father’s shoulders.










3 Love me jeje



My phone screen lit up, startling me from a daydream; wandering desultorily through time. Another Friday in September 2014. It wasn’t yet midday and I was ready for the day to be done. I glanced at the screen:




Hey. Are we still meeting up today?


What restaurants do you like?





Zina had convinced me to join Tinder, a decision I’d already begun to regret.


‘You cannot keep holding on to the past, Nwakaego,’ she’d said.


She meant it in more ways than one.


‘I’m not holding on to the past,’ I said.


‘Okay, if you say so.’ She didn’t sound convinced. ‘You’re in a country that’s cold, don’t you need someone to hold?’


We laughed. But she was right. I hadn’t dated in a long time – a purposeful decision. Love was an emotion I no longer wanted; vulnerability a risk not worth taking. Yet, Zina was right.


At the office the next day, I googled: ‘How to date in the 21st century.’ The results were endless. I browsed through articles on Cosmopolitan floridly detailing why every woman needed a little black dress and what shades of lipstick went with every sort of dinner date; Psychology Today had a column on signs of doom in a relationship.


‘I can’t do this,’ I told Zina vehemently. ‘There is even talking stage? Talking! I talk enough at work. These people don’t date like we do in Nigeria.’


‘How do you know how we date in Nigeria? You’ve been there for so long. The dating market is rubbish everywhere,’ she retorted.


‘Hm. At least I know we take dating seriously – it is in preparation for marriage, not this thing they do here. I even saw “friends with benefits” on one page, what is that? And then I should join an app and be swiping? Normal people meet in person.’


Zina’s screech of laughter rang through the phone. ‘When did you start sounding like my mother, Ego? It’s 2014! Everybody dates like that now.’


Tinder, the articles said, was a great way to meet people. For a week, I stared at the icon and willed my fingers to sign up. My first match was a white man named Jack, whose picture did not quite match the image I met in person, leading me to learn the meaning of the word ‘catfish’.


‘You’re so exotic, so dark and beautiful, and your lips…’ he said on our first and last date, his eyes hungrily roving between my chest and my legs. Exotic. Would he have referred to an English woman that way?


My next swipe was a Nigerian British boy who assured me he was a feminist and believed bills should always be split down the middle, to the smallest penny – he even kept a spreadsheet. I blocked him.


Then there was Liam, a mixed-race British boy with curly hair and a dashing smile. At dinner, he was gentlemanly – pulling out my seat and filling my glass – and had an easy-going air that lulled me into thinking that perhaps I’d been wrong after all. Until he texted the very next day asking to come over and spend the night.


‘Can you imagine?’ I ranted bitterly to Zina over the phone. ‘After one date! What does he take me for? Is this how they do here?’


‘Don’t give up, Nwakaego,’ Zina encouraged. ‘I’ve heard some good stories about people who met their life partners on these apps. Or do you want to start attending Nigerian parties in London? You might meet someone there.’


No, I wasn’t interested in attending parties. I forged on with Tinder and now had a date with John.


My phone beeped again. I breathed a sigh of relief as my mother’s message came in:




Me and Matthew





I clicked on it, opening the messaging app to reveal a picture of her snuggling a furry Labrador. When she’d first moved to America, my mother had complained about the country’s obsession with pets. ‘They love their animals more than human beings. You see more outrage on the news when something terrible is done to a dog than to a person, especially a black person. Is that normal behaviour?’ Months later, my stepfather had gotten her Matthew and now she sent me pictures of him in sweaters and asked my advice on what treats to get.


Another message slid across the top of my screen from John:




Are you ignoring me? Let me know if you’re coming or not so I don’t waste my time.





I deleted the app – I needed to stop listening to Zina.





Zina was the reason I went home in May 1998.


‘You no dey go your papa house? One would think you’re homeless. A whole big man’s daughter,’ she said, cracking a groundnut shell with her slender fingers before throwing its contents into her mouth. Midterm exams for our second semester had just ended and while others packed up their belongings to return home for the break, we sat on old newspaper pages on the floor of our university hostel room eating boiled groundnuts in affable silence. Between sharp cracks of splitting shells, Zina loosened the worn braids she’d had in for half the semester; the once glistening lines were overrun with new growth and flecks of dirt and grease.


I hissed, looking up from the scattered shells in my fingers. ‘You too, you no get papa house?’


Our eyes met and a loaded stare passed between us, saying that which didn’t need to be said. The corners of Zina’s lips turned up in a wry smile as she cracked another groundnut.


We were both on the run, desperately fleeing the turmoil of our parents’ homes, finding comfort in each other’s company and the shared understanding of never saying too much for fear of revealing the dysfunction, staying silent when others spoke fondly of their parents’ love, wondering what it felt like, crushing the desire under our heels.


I broke the silence. ‘You won’t finish fast enough at the pace you’re going. Eriife said she’ll be here by three this afternoon. It’s already 1.30pm.’ I gestured with my chin at the unloosened braids held up in a rubber band.


With Eriife we were three: complete, as we were meant to be. Our lives had become entwined long before our births, at the back of a packed bus in the Southeastern parts of the country in the late 1940s. Our grandmothers had been unmarried girls then – about our age – on a one-way trip to Lagos to meet the husbands their parents had chosen for them. The twelve-hour trip on the dusty roads, surviving the near accidents, smell of passengers’ unwashed bodies and crippling fear of the unknown had formed a bond so unbreakable it would last three generations. Our mothers had been brought up together, attending the same schools, sharing a hostel room at university – even before our births they had been determined to keep the tradition going.


Zina and I had come into the world months apart in 1981 and Eriife had joined us a little less than a year later. Aunty Ada – Zina’s mother – always said it was a sign that we were to accompany each other in life, and every time she said this, my mother would nod in agreement and Aunty Chinelo would smile, a wide smile that brightened her face and made her cheeks puff up like a baby. At least that was how it had been until the tragedy of ’97. Now our mothers rarely spoke of each other and Aunty Chinelo was gone.


Zina shrugged nonchalantly. ‘Eriife is always late.’


I laughed. ‘I’ll tell her you said that.’


‘I’ll deny it,’ Zina returned.


‘She’ll believe me, everybody knows you lie al— aah!’ I shrieked as the shell Zina threw connected with my forehead. I returned the favour with three shells of my own and soon we were squealing and hurling shells at each other, our familial troubles forgotten.


Minutes later, I was ransacking Zina’s wardrobe for a spare comb to help loosen her braids.


‘I’m serious. You don’t have to form hard girl,’ Zina said suddenly when I was on the third braid. ‘You should go home. It might help you feel better.’


My first instinct was to pretend I had no idea what she was talking about, but Zina knew me too well. I sighed, ‘I’m not sure.’


I missed my mother – the candid conversations we shared, the flavourful dishes only she knew how to prepare, her comforting hugs. But there was also the darkness, and for some reason, this time, I was afraid it would overwhelm me.


‘I should organise some boys to beat up that fellow called Ademola or I should do it myself. God will punish him,’ Zina muttered.


I giggled because I knew she was quite capable of doing just that. That was the difference between Zina and me – she didn’t just talk, she acted; it was why we’d nicknamed her, ‘Action Mama’. She’d been the one to lead the expedition to Aunty Chinelo’s office during our lunch break in our second year of primary school. The three of us, just above table height, holding hands and crossing streets and busy expresses to get to the large office complex in Marina and upon our arrival, telling the gateman we were there to see our aunty and mother Chinelo because we were hungry and she had money.


Our mothers cried that day, more from relief that we’d not been killed or kidnapped than anything else, then they punished us, making us kneel in a line after we’d been fed plates of rice. I’d knelt the longest because our mothers were convinced I was the mastermind.


‘Always coming up with bright ideas, this one. And always talking. Cho cho cho,’ my mother said, sounding like her own mother. But I only talked, Zina acted.


‘Maybe I shouldn’t have turned him down,’ I said to Zina’s braids.


She huffed. ‘It’s a good thing you did, imagine dating such an idiot. And it still doesn’t give him the right to do what he did.’





‘October Rush,’ she’d said to me a week into our first semester at the university. I’d been eager to immerse myself in the full experience. It was the relief of being away from home – from my father’s stormy temper, my mother’s ceaseless tears, my grandmother’s interventionary visits, the black-and-white picture hanging eerily in our living room. And I revelled in it: the air devoid of the weight of fear and trepidation, the constant amiability. When people asked if I was related to the Chief Azubuike whenever I scribbled my name down for the endless activities, I laughed, a vague laugh that could never be mistaken for affirmation.


‘October Rush,’ Zina had repeated that first week when all had still been well. ‘You’ve never heard of it?’


I shook my head.


‘It’s when first year students resume on campus, all the higher-level boys come looking for the girls because we’re fresh blood. And very soon, all the finest girls are taken and all the senior boys have new girlfriends.’


‘Well, it’s been a week and no one has “rushed” at me yet,’ I said.


‘Like you would notice,’ Zina muttered, turning away.


The very next day I met Ademola at the departmental orientation for new students.


‘It is my honour to welcome you all to the Faculty of Law. My name is Ademola Adetayo and I am the Vice President of the Law Students’ Society,’ he announced to our class with a triumphant grin, the whiteness of his teeth augmented by his skin. He was dark, the kind of luminous dusk that stopped you in your tracks. He spoke with the inspired confidence of one who was accustomed to being listened to.


Halfway through his speech, I felt Zina’s fingers pinch my side. ‘He’s looking at you!’ she whispered.


‘You’re sure it’s not you he’s looking at?’ I countered – Zina was the one they called mami water – and rolled my eyes, catching his. He winked.


‘Ooohhh,’ Zina squealed into my ear.


‘SHHHH!’ the girl beside us cautioned sharply, her hand moving swiftly across the pages of her notebook, jotting down his every word as if we would be tested on them.


Zina hissed. ‘Efiko!’


‘Don’t you know who he is?’ Zina asked me once the session was over.


‘You won’t even congratulate me first?’ I challenged. I’d just been elected as the class representative after a rather unusual nomination process.


‘Always try,’ my mother used to say, and so I’d put my hand up when Ademola had asked for volunteers for the role of class representative.


Zina laughed. ‘You’re already behaving high and mighty with me? If you now become president of the country nko? Anyway, do you know or do you not?’


‘No. I do NOT.’


‘That’s why I’m here for you,’ she returned. ‘He’s the son of a former diplomat and his family owns one of the largest law firms in the country. The rumour is that he’s descended from a royal family. I mean his name literally means “crown is added to my wealth”. He’s smart, tall, dark and handsome. He’s hot cake! And he’s winking at you!’


I stared at her, surprised by the amount of information she had on this stranger. ‘We’ve been here for less than two weeks. How do you know all this, Zina?’


She shook her head. ‘You should listen more to gossip, Ego. It might save you one day.’ If only she’d known how prescient those words would turn out to be.


The following evening, I found a heart-shaped note stuck with tape to my door – ‘Meet me at the cafeteria at 8pm’. By 8pm, I was at the cafeteria wearing my most fitted dress, buoyed by Zina’s encouragement despite my wariness.


Ademola’s choice of place and time had been deliberate. The cafeteria was where everyone congregated after classes. The boys converged around the television at one end to catch up on the football matches, the couples whispered about their days to each other, and the hungry gathered around the counters screaming orders to the attendants. Aunty give me big meat o. Not that one! Yes, yes. That one. Ademola wanted people to see, to whisper as he ordered from the most expensive vendor, when he insisted I choose whatever I wanted with a possessive palm on my waist, and while he held out a chair for me to sit.


‘You look beautiful,’ he said when we were seated, staring at my dress.


‘Thank you,’ I said, pulling at its top in discomfort.


‘You know I could make your time smoother here. All you need to do is trust me.’


The word went round – Ademola had a new girlfriend.


‘They said he’s your boyfriend o,’ Zina informed me after class the next day even though I’d never had a boyfriend. I was still unconvinced.


‘What are you waiting for? Are you playing hard to get?’ Zina complained when over a month and a half had passed and I was still yet to agree to be Ademola’s girlfriend. The tongues had become a wagging flame.


I wasn’t playing hard to get – I didn’t know how to – but there was an infinitesimal something that held me back. I could see fate playing the same tricks it had on my mother. Ademola’s popularity, his charm, his commanding aura. The enticing smile that never seemed to fully reach his eyes, just like my father’s. It was a fate I’d sworn never to repeat.


Maybe if I’d listened more to gossip, I would have realised how it appeared to everyone else – a first year student, a nobody, unyielding to the tireless efforts of a perfect boy who could get whoever he wanted.


Just before the Christmas break, Ademola ushered me to a corner table in the cafeteria.


‘Ego, what do you want me to do? I don’t understand.’ He sounded frustrated, like he was at his wits’ end. The top of his shirt was unbuttoned and the collar looked unironed; he was always impeccable. I stared at the collar, then at the empty plates of food – I’d offered to pay but he refused – and I wondered if I was the problem.


‘I don’t know,’ I mumbled truthfully.


He grabbed my hand. ‘Come spend Christmas with my family. We have a house in England, we can get to know each other better and you can meet my parents.’


My father also had a house in England.


I wondered what it was about me that convinced him I was the kind of girl to introduce to his family. Was it my height? My ‘seriousness’? The novelty of my rejection?


We said goodbye with a clumsy hug. I wouldn’t spend Christmas with his family. I’d made the decision without asking my parents. My mother would be uncomfortable and my father would see it as another opportunity for a business deal. Ademola’s arms tightened around my waist as I pulled away and his face came down slowly, expectantly. Surely, I would not deny him something as simple as a kiss. I turned my head to the side and his lips connected with my cheek.


His eyes were hard when he raised his head. I saw my father in them.


The new year brought fresh rumours with it. Over the holidays, someone had taken it upon themselves to confirm my father’s identity and I was accused of the greatest sin: pride. Who does she think she is? Is her family better than his? His father can buy hers many times over.


Then a new rumour formed, harsh and vindictive – I’d been assaulted in primary school. It was why I hated boys and wanted nothing to do with someone as good as a prince. And somewhere down the line, the story changed – I’d not turned down Ademola. He’d dumped me when he found out who I really was: bitter and damaged.





I felt a tear forming by the corner of my eye, blurring my vision of Zina’s braid, and wiped at it hastily. Months later and the tongues still wagged.


‘This place is dry. Let’s listen to something,’ Zina said, jumping up and taking the braid in my hands with her.


She returned with a device that served the dual purpose of cassette player and radio. ‘Let’s check what they have playing on here,’ she said turning the knob.


‘Maybe we should listen to the news,’ I suggested.


‘By this time of the day? What are you expecting to hear? Another coup?’


I laughed, even though it was dangerous to do so. Our lifetimes had been a string of coup d’états, of waking up to the national anthem playing and a new face claiming control of the government, accusing the previous of corruption and then going on to do the same.


Keeping her ear to the speaker, Zina turned the knob, listening to the static until she landed on a station and turned up the volume. Then she twisted her waist as Seyi Sodimu and Shaffy Bello’s voices blasted through, asking to be loved tenderly.


Love me jeje.





Zina had what people called half-caste hair, just like her mother. They had no idea what part of the family had produced such convenient hair; there was no known white ancestor lurking in their family tree. When water touched her hair, it did not shrink in the way mine did, coiling within itself, shielding its strands from moisture, nor did it dry as quickly, brittle and hard at the slightest breeze. In secondary school, the teachers let her wear her hair out, to share the beauty of her curls, while the rest of us were mandated to appear in neatly done cornrows. The hairdressers would spoil her hair anyway; they wouldn’t know how to handle such fine hair.


By the time Eriife arrived, it was four o’clock and Zina’s hair had been washed and blow dried, circling her face like a luxuriant mane, and we were clustered around the mini-television and VCR we’d combined our allowances to purchase, eating groundnuts.


‘The doc!’ I hailed as Eriife walked in.


‘This place looks like a jungle,’ Eriife commented as she made her way through the ruins of cracked shells and pulled off her lab coat.


‘And you’re late!’ Zina accused, her eyes narrow.


Eriife laughed. It wasn’t a sound we’d heard too often recently, and it tugged at my heart. ‘I’m sorry, I was stuck at the lab. Unlike you, some of us don’t have any semester break.’ She turned to me. ‘And Ego I’m not a doctor yet.’


‘I’m preparing in advance.’


‘Are you ready?’ she asked Zina, rolling up her sleeves and sitting on the bunk. She’d learnt to do hair from her father’s relative who owned a salon and was the only person Zina would allow to braid her hair.


‘Ever ready!’ Zina said, pulling out the packs of hair attachment, a pair of scissors, combs and a tub of hair cream from her wardrobe before settling between Eriife’s spread legs.


‘Ego, press play,’ Zina instructed.


‘What movie were you watching?’ Eriife asked as she meticulously traced a line across Zina’s head with a tooth comb.


‘Nneka the Pretty Serpent,’ I answered.


‘Again?!’


‘Zina won’t let us watch anything else,’ I complained, staring pointedly at Zina who deliberately ignored us, her eyes fixed on the screen.


‘It’s because they’re both mami water,’ I quipped and Zina’s leg stretched out to kick me.


Eriife chuckled, her eyes not leaving the braid she was deftly weaving. ‘Are the both of you planning to use your break to only watch movies?’


‘It’s just me and you on this campus o. Ego is going home,’ Zina responded. She did not bother to look at me – Nneka was calling out to the river spirit.










4 Any boy?



Chidiadi was the first to make me realise there was something wrong with my family.


‘How many brothers and sisters do you have?’ he asked in primary two, just before the rainy season came with heavy storms and chilly winds.


After our excursion to Marina to find Aunty Chinelo, Zina and Eriife had been placed in different classes; we needed to learn to make friends with others.


Chidiadi was much taller than me, the tallest boy in my class. It was recess and we were all gathered by the swings.


‘Thu. I have thu sisters,’ I replied through the space where my front teeth had been, thinking of my twin baby sisters who were still learning to talk. I glanced around the playground for Zina and Eriife.


‘Any boy?’ he asked, his thick brows coming together.


I shook my head no.


He drew a sharp breath, his eyes widening and his mouth taking on an ‘O’ shape. And when his friends looked with curious faces, he waved them over.


‘Come and hear what she said. She has no brother, only two sisters!’


‘I have two sisters too,’ one of his friends said, smiling sheepishly and kicking his foot in the sand.


‘But you’re a boy. It’s not the same,’ he said.


‘How is it not the same?’ I asked.


‘Every family should have a boy. That is what my daddy says.’


‘Well, your daddy is a liar,’ I retorted and stuck out my tongue.


‘My daddy is not a liar!’ he screamed before shoving me so hard I toppled into the sand, tasting dust in the space between my teeth.


I told my mother about Chidiadi in the afternoon, showing her the fawn-hued sand stains on my uniform and white socks. She listened patiently, then she slowly unbuttoned my dress and pulled off my socks, her face expressionless. When she was done, she dropped to her haunches, grabbed my shoulders and held my eyes.


‘Ego, there are some people that believe that, but they’re wrong. Very wrong. Don’t listen to them. You will show them that you’re better than them,’ she said.


My mother had lost babies before my sisters, frail foetuses she never spoke of. My grandmother insisted that they’d been sons, the miscarriages an extension of her own eternal punishment for fusing what should never meet. She invited my mother for church prayer meetings and gathered prayer warriors in our home, screaming and shouting to cleanse the walls of evil spirits killing the unborn babies. When my sisters finally came in ’85, she clucked her tongue in disappointment, patted my mother on the shoulders and said, ‘God will give you more.’ In defiance, my mother chose the names Nkechinyere (whichever God gives) and Nwamaka (child is beautiful).


My father did not seem bothered at first – he had more important things to worry about then, like our almost abject poverty, until the elusive wealth he sought found its way to us and he was comfortable enough to insist we visit his village for the Christmas holidays, ready to remind those who’d looked down on him of the song ‘Nobody Knows Tomorrow’.


It was after the new year service in ’88. A woman in our village named Chinwe, whose husband Okpara owned a large supermarket in Enugu, had given birth to her second child and everyone was talking about it. It had been a mostly restful holiday spent eating roasted yam and ofe akwu, attending weddings and parties; even my father didn’t scream as usual, too busy plopping his wealth on display.


‘God is good! I’m so happy for her,’ the women gossiped outside the church building.


‘Congratulations!’ men and women greeted Amaechi Okpara as he stepped out of the church.


‘Okpara! Okpara!’ the influential men’s group cheered their friend, my father at their centre.


‘My brother we hear congratulations are in order,’ my father said and Okpara laughed from his belly like the big man he was.


‘Congratulations, my brother. A son! You are now a man!’ another man boomed, pumping Okpara’s hand and grinning from ear to ear.


I watched my father’s face change, the smug satisfaction disappearing from his eyes, replaced by a new realisation. He turned his head to stare meaningfully at my mother.


My mother cried more and ate less after that; she lost so much weight the hollows at the bottom of her neck looked like water-fetching bowls. At night she wept, heartwrenching sobs that shook her body where she knelt in front of the living-room couch in prayer. When the weather was hot, sweat ran down the back of her neck, and mosquitoes sang in the dark, but she seemed not to notice.


‘God! Goooddd!’ she begged each time, oblivious to my silent presence, her voice hoarse with anguish.


My grandmother invited a special prophet to bless our home. His oversized white gown dragged on the floors as he went from room to room spraying holy water and anointing oil and reciting incantations. My mother and grandmother followed behind him shouting ‘Amen,’ even though I was not sure they understood all he said.


When he was finished, he raised a battered wooden cross and smiled. ‘It is done.’





Familiar black wrought-iron gates were waiting for me when I arrived home in May ’98, high and forbidding and topped with electric wiring. A ‘BEWARE OF DOGS’ sign warned robbers away even though we lived in one of the most secure estates in the country, and there were no dogs because my mother was frightened of them then, and she had told my father he would have to find another house if he ever brought one home.


I pressed the bell and waited for our gateman, Usman.


‘Ah Aunty! Long time! Welcome back!’ he shouted through the peephole then quickly pulled back the bolt keeping the pedestrian gate locked. He reached for my duffel bag, and when I pulled it away, for the backpack on my shoulders.


‘It’s not heavy,’ I insisted, removing his hands from my shoulders. I wondered if it was an innate reflex and that was all he knew how to do – serve.


I took in the expansive compound: freshly trimmed hedgerows, the imposing three-floor edifice with its concrete pillars and wide white-painted windowsills, the alabaster winged angel fountain at the centre of the courtyard gushing crystal water, the open garage housing my father’s numerous cars.


‘Oga is not around?’ I asked Usman, noticing an empty spot. My father owned several cars but he only ever travelled in his Jeep Grand Cherokee, with its customised plate ‘Akajiugo’.


The hand that holds the eagle – one of the names he’d assumed when he’d acquired the ozo title.


‘He travel go village, some days now,’ Usman confirmed. I nodded, relieved, and my steps quickened as I moved towards the front door.


My mother always kept a key hidden for me under one of the potted plants by the door, even though I almost never came home. Some days, she drove by my hostel and when I came down to see her, pulled me into a tight embrace, saying, ‘I just wanted to see your face.’ But even her coming was a reminder of what I was running from, and for the wariness I felt, guilt ate at my conscience.


Nothing had changed in my months away, yet something seemed different. I stared at the picture of Uncle Ikenna in its usual position and wondered if there had been any new word. Every couple of years, something arrived – a letter, a picture, a sighting claim – and my grandmother and mother would journey for days to seek answers to their decades of questions only to return with even more. Eager to keep my grandmother – his number one ally – in his good books, my father kept the ads running in the newspapers even though they’d all silently acquiesced that it was at most a futile effort.


‘Mummy! I’m around,’ I screamed and waited for my voice to carry to her. Her response came, a tinkling laugh of joy so clear it sounded spectral.


‘This one that you came to visit us today, I hope we’re not owing your pocket money for the month. Or did you forget something at home?’ she joked as she hurried down the staircase.


I laughed, feeling her joy. ‘We finished our tests for the semester, we have a short holiday before classes start again. Where’s everyone?’


‘Your father travelled to the village and your sisters are with Mama for the weekend, you know she likes to spoil them,’ she replied, pulling me quickly into an embrace. For the first time in weeks, I felt at peace.


‘I missed your trouble,’ she said into my hair before letting me go to grip my shoulders with a smile.


I laughed again, opening my mouth to respond. That was when I saw her eyes.


My mother touched her face. ‘What? Why are you looking at me like that?’


‘What did he do this time?’





I’d loved my father once – my tall handsome daddy with the voice that opened up the heavens and made angels prostrate fall. My first memories were of him swaggering into our small apartment at the end of the day, newspaper tucked in his armpit, a satisfied smile on his face as I ran into his arms screaming, ‘Daddy Daddy’.


With time, the memories grew darker: tears, blood, Mummy spending days at the hospital, the long holiday with Grandma and Grandpa. When we were asked to draw crayon pictures of our families in primary school, my drawing made my teacher ask my mother, ‘Is everything okay at home?’ With age came understanding, and with understanding came the knowledge that my father was far from the paragon of perfection I thought him to be.


Yet the image of him with his newspaper under his arm remained in my mind, a cenotaph of better days. He’d been a simpler man then, an assistant editor at a local newspaper known as The People’s Voice. He’d been determined to be just that when the military government took over on the very last day of ’83, penning scorching critiques of the government’s abuse of human rights and corruption scandals, refusing to be silenced until they came for him one afternoon. Even behind bars, he’d continued to protest.


In prison, my father was remade, scored of his humanity. I always blamed Nigeria for the man he became, whether it was because I had no one else to blame or that I wanted to believe that the nonpareil with the newspaper was who he was somewhere deep inside, I was not sure.


Our visits to the prison were drawn out and hollow, with him seated in silence, rotating jaundiced eyeballs here and there, staring but not seeing, as my mother spoke of false positives –the new provisions shop, how church members were organising weekly prayers on his behalf, her father’s cousin that knew someone high up in the army – with forced cheer. And when I called, ‘Daddy, Daddy,’ he did not respond with a smile or his usual acclamation of ‘My girl!’ The only sound he let himself make were the munching noises as he stuffed his mouth with spoonfuls of the bowl of rice my mother always brought along, because if there was one thing he’d been running from all his life, it was hunger.


My father had been born into poverty – shameless poverty, he called it; the kind that couldn’t be hidden. His mother’s children had died in infancy, succumbing to illnesses, some said it was because she was cursed, others said my grandfather had spent too much time away from his people, trading in the middle belt of the country and the spirits no longer recognised his kin and couldn’t offer protection. My father had been the one to remain, coincidentally, the very year the pipes were laid for clean water to come to their town, and his survival had inspired the ones after him to stay as well – even the spirits answered to clean water.


He might have overcome sickness, but he nearly did not survive hunger. His father was an uneducated trader who’d married late in life; he made up for the delay by marrying three wives, and what little they had was shared amongst all the children. They ate off the small farmland inherited from his father’s father – a constant diet of cassava and yams. Eggs were split into the smallest quarters, a reward for the fastest fingers only, rice was for very special occasions, and bread was unheard of. They did not attend school until their hands could touch the other side of their ears because that was how age was measured then: in height and market weeks.


When others chose to pursue something useful like a trade or return to farming at the conclusion of secondary school, my father refused, insistent on his desire to study. Working as a labourer, he saved just enough to afford the West African Senior School Certificate Examination, the university entry form, and to support himself through four years of study, owning just four shirts and a single pair of sandals and eating a meal a day. He survived, as he’d done before.










5 Till death do us part



There it was again: the slight pinch at the corner of my brain whenever I struggled to recall something; this time, the details of the asset purchase agreement I was working on. I’d foregone the assistance of a trainee solicitor and taken the client call alone, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t make sense of shorthand in front of me. I groaned inwardly. Anna had already noted, with a triumphant smirk, that I’d been falling short of the pace I’d set for myself since joining the firm, becoming a solicitor long before even my British peers.


The scar at the side of my head itched, calling for my attention. I ignored it and tried again, focusing my energy on the thought, like the therapist had taught me. On days like this, it was a wonder that I’d managed to pass my exams. I heard my father’s voice: ‘Corporate law is not law.’ Once upon a time, I’d wanted to be a lawyer for entirely different reasons.


Sunlight glimmered through the glass walls, providing a shimmering view of the City of London. Pushing away from my desk, I shuffled to my feet, taking a moment to balance on my heels, and headed for the lunch room, deciding coffee was what I needed to wake my mind up even though it had never worked for me as it did for others.


Ceri was waiting by the coffee maker; an excuse to chat with Rayan, the handsome British Pakistani senior solicitor who’d joined the firm a year before us.


‘He’s cute, isn’t he?’ she’d said to me once.


‘We should ask Iain,’ I’d returned pointedly.


‘Come on, I’m allowed to have a crush!’


I waited at the other end of the room, refusing to be drawn into conversation. Words had feet, travelling faster than their owner.


The lunch room was for talk: questioning why Miley Cyrus had ridden a hot dog on her comeback tour, banter about Manchester United’s performance a year after Sir Alex Ferguson’s retirement and futile wails ‘Noooo’ when George Clooney and Amal Alamuddin obtained a marriage licence.


It was bizarre to me the level of possessiveness exhibited over celebrities, the derangement and rabidness of fans’ social media comments, more so if the celebrity was British: ‘There’s something about her.’ ‘He should have chosen an English rose.’ ‘She’s trapped him.’ I was convinced it was some form of national madness.


In the early days, the lunch room had provided fodder for my Twitter account, attracting a band of loyal followers:
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