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Praise for Someday, Maybe




‘A masterfully woven exposition on love and loss, of the undoing of us, of what it takes to heal. Nwabineli is magic with words, and manages to be at turns bitingly funny and heartbreakingly gutting.A book that acknowledges despair whilst encouraging hope.’


Bolu Babalola, author of Honey & Spice


‘One of the most powerful novels about grief I’ve read, it is simultaneously moving, witty and restorative.’


Daily Mail 


‘It’s hard to believe that this outstanding novel is a debut. Poignant and heartfelt… A beautifully drawn story that shows us how to help those who are grieving.’


Prima, Book of the Month 


‘A love story in retrospect, heartbreaking in its inevitability but also shot through with moments of joy and humour as Eve searches for answers.’


Stylist 


‘A book about suicide may not sound heartwarming, but this one about a woman struggling to go on after losing her husband strikes the perfect balance between gut-wrenchingly sad and surprisingly funny. It’s a great rainy-day read about the love that rallies around us in tragic times – and a reminder that light can come from the most unexpected sources.’


Good Housekeeping 


‘This tender novel about grief triumphs in its reflections on how we are buoyed by the families we are born into, and the ones we make along the way.’


Ayòbámi Adébáyò, author of A Spell of Good Things 


‘An exploration of one young woman’s grief, Someday, Maybe is equal parts sorrow and joy, and debut writer Nwabineli is one to watch.’


Red Magazine, Book of the Month 


‘If you are someone who gravitates toward emotional gut punch reads, allow me to introduce you to this spectacular debut.’


BuzzFeed 


‘A touching debut... Eve’s family are lovingly written: they gossip, chide her in Igbo and prescribe a bitter leaf soup to heal her broken heart. They also contribute to the surprising perkiness of this novel, in which sensitive observations about the nature of grief are set against humour… I was reeled in by her chatty voice and stayed for the tender, touching depiction of grief and family.’


The Sunday Times 


‘Incisive and witty, this deeply moving debut about the many faces of grief took me on an oscillating journey of emotions. I couldn’t put it down.’


Lọlá Ákínmádé Åkerström, author of In Every Mirror She’s Black 


‘Touching, funny, insightful and, well, beautiful.’


Dorothy Koomson, author of My Best Friend’s Girl 


‘A beautiful and heartbreaking meditation on the layers of grief and love, the complicated expressions of human suffering and the courage it takes to let go of the past.’


Derek Owusu, author of That Reminds Me 


‘An intimate, stunning novel. Onyi Nwabineli weaves a tender portrait of grief that attends to the ways that healing is never linear and is a life-long journey for those experiencing loss. At turns deeply poignant and darkly comedic… This book will stay with me for a long time.’


Jade Bentil, author of Rebel Citizen 


‘Onyi Nwabineli’s graceful prose carries you through this moving meditation on grief, memory and community. Someday, Maybe is an astonishing debut, rich in both heartbreak and humour.’


Jendella Benson, author of Hope & Glory 


‘Someday, Maybe is an honest and profoundly stirring portrait of loss… A beautifully written love letter to the resiliency of the human spirit.A stunning debut.’


Xio Axelrod, author of The Girl with Stars in Her Eyes 


‘Most touching is the way Eve grows to emotional maturity as the story goes on, swapping rage for grace and hurt for healing.’


FT 


‘Onyi Nwabineli’s Someday, Maybe is a blistering debut that packs a punch. Phenomenal.’


Melissa Cummings-Quarry, Black Girls Book Club 


‘Nwabineli’s exceptional debut is a heartfelt and moving portrayal of grief and recovery in all its messiness...This is an excellent choice for book clubs and for readers who enjoy thought-provoking, deeply emotional fiction.’


Booklist (starred review) 


‘Someday, Maybe is a powerful debut novel about young love, profound loss, and the possibility of hope. Onyi Nwabineli is an author to watch.’


Brenda Jackson, author of The House on Blueberry Lane 


‘A satisfying read and testament to our human ability to heal.’


San Francisco Chronicle 


‘Fuelled by inventive use of language and driven by sharp wit, the book conjures up a raw, living reality of sorrow, loss, and love… The author accomplishes a difficult task with Someday, Maybe – creating a genuine, living, breathing portrait of the meeting place of youth and death… A funny, realistic elegy to love.’


Irish Examiner 


‘Exploring themes of grief, mental illness, and irrevocable love, Someday, Maybe is a heartrending tale about a young Nigerian woman who loses her husband too soon. Keep the box of tissues close!’


Brittle Paper, ‘100 Notable African Books of 2022’


‘Reflective and heartrending, Someday, Maybe is also surprisingly witty and compellingly relatable.A powerfully realized debut.’


Ms. Magazine 


‘An unconventional story told through the eyes of Eve, a recent widow in a British-Nigerian family. Nwabineli deftly explores themes of marriage, loss and perseverance in what makes for a heart-filled debut novel.’


Hunger Magazine 


‘Nwabineli deftly weaves Eve’s Igbo heritage into the story, incorporating phrases, food and traditions... Both respectful and honest... Nwabineli turns clichés into quirky, imagery-laden metaphors.’


Associated Press 


‘Someday, Maybe is able to capture the volatile world of grieving, embracing how it acts with chaos and complete irrationality but also welcoming the lighter moments in which we can find relief… This novel is ultimately about the resilience of the human spirit, the strength of family and community, the transformative power of love and life-long journey of healing.’


Bad Form 


‘A perceptive, painstaking interrogation of loss and depression... Nwabineli’s first novel is a clear-eyed, compassionate take on grief.’


Shelf Awareness 


‘A devastating and powerful story about loss, love, and healing... An emotional journey packed with heartbreak, grief, and beautiful memories.’


She Reads 


‘Expect Nwabineli to emerge as a fresh new voice in contemporary fiction.’


Reader’s Digest 


‘A harrowing and beautifully written debut, I can’t wait to see what Nwabineli writes next.’


Em’s Shelflove 
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For my parents, the beginning.
For J, the end.




SOMEDAY, MAYBE





PROLOGUE


Around the time my husband was dying, I was chipping ice from the freezer in search of the ice cube tray wedged in the back. But only because I was taking a break from filling his voice mail with recriminations about his failure to communicate his whereabouts. The memory of this along with countless other things would weave together the tapestry of blame I laid upon myself in the days and weeks after his death.


Therefore, in the spirit of continued honesty, here are three things you should know about my husband:


1. He was the great love of my life despite his penchant for going incommunicado.


2. He was, as far as I and everyone else could tell, perfectly happy. Which is significant because…


3. On New Year’s Eve, he killed himself.


And here is one thing you should know about me:


1. I found him.


Bonus fact: No. I am not okay.





HOME
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I read somewhere once that going through a breakup is like experiencing the death of a partner. They called it a “kind of bereavement.” While there are certain similarities—the spontaneous tears, the despair, the need to press items of clothing to your face and inhale the lingering scent of your beloved— this sentiment is incorrect. Bullshit. Well-meaning, perhaps, but bullshit nonetheless. Of course death trumps breakups. Always. How could it not?


Death makes it impossible for you to demand a list of reasons for the demise of your relationship. Logging on to Instagram to stalk his profile reaps a hollow reward; there will be no updates, no new faces, no experiences lived without you. Your beloved is frozen in time. There are no relapses, unplanned nights of passion wreathed in nostalgia followed by bittersweet, awkward mornings where you navigate the putting on of clothes, suddenly aware your jeans are ripped, your underarms unshaven for the past three weeks.


But the worst thing about death, the thing that makes the comparison laughable, almost cruel, is there is no chance of reconciliation. With death there are no do-overs. No drunkdialing snowballing into hour-long reminiscences that end in reunion—the kind of sheet-tangling makeup sex that makes you stop in your tracks when you are besieged by a flashback. This isn’t something that can be forgiven with a kiss.


With death your suffering is permanent.


When someone you love dies, there’s this period of disbelief—a time of dug-in heels, the refusal to process your new reality. A preamble to real Denial, which brings its falsehoods and proclamations of It’s not true and Not you, girl. Someone else.


I spend the first two days after Quentin dies pacing the house, twitching curtains to watch the parade of visitors arriving only to be sent away and dodging the arms of my family, who, after the police finally ceased their questions, begin asking their own. “How could this happen, Eve?”


“Did he have a doctor, Eve?”


“But you saw him that day, no? How did he seem, Eve?” Eve, Eve, Eve. My own name becomes a curse. I have no answers for them.


Then, when I learn that there is to be a postmortem, the emotional duct tape keeping me together finally gives way. I take to my bed like a consumptive Victorian lady. And so here I am. I can no longer miss him like I have been, like there’s an end in sight. I am no longer suspended in that terrible limbo. He is gone. The house is silent, his noises conspicuously absent. He is not coming back. The realization keeps hitting me, clubbing me over the head, pounding away at the back of my skull.


It would have been a lot easier to just break up with me. But Q was nothing if not thorough.


In the film Run Lola Run—one of Q’s favorites and eventually one of mine—Lola, the red-haired heroine, sprints through the streets of Berlin in a bid to procure an obscene amount of money to save her hapless boyfriend, Manni. She runs because she has only twenty minutes to secure the cash. During her mad dash to save a man whom, frankly, she might have been better off leaving to perish, she bumps into strangers along the way. The best thing about this film and one of the reasons Q fell in love with it is that we, the viewer, are shown flash-forward sequences depicting the futures of those Lola meets. We are privy to the consequences of Lola’s fleeting interactions with these people and they are often lovely or sad. It’s a wonderful thing to watch and watch it we did, repeatedly, never tiring of Franka Potente’s questionable late-90s fashion or the way we felt when the credits began to roll: spent, like we had done the running ourselves, but also sort of grateful.


I slip our well-worn copy of Run Lola Run into the DVD player (because Q insisted that DVDs could live alongside streaming services in perfect harmony) and watch it start to finish in a continuous loop. And I imagine a series of alternate futures for Q and myself; futures where he lived like he was supposed to. In my little scenes, there are the usual things most married couples imagine for themselves: trips and birthdays, house improvements and career advancements, but mostly I dream of simple things like calling in sick to work so we can spend the day in bed or having someone handle the spiders who act like they pay rent. It’s a future full of moments like this I would sell skin to have back.


I focus on the back of Lola’s head as she races around a corner and ignore my sister, Gloria, who stands beside my bed with a plate of food I won’t eat.


“Eve,” she says, “this has to be the sixth time you’ve watched this today, love.” Her voice is gentle. A voice that has quelled a thousand toddler tantrums and stilled courtrooms across the country. She is right to use it here. My behavior is bizarre, and what people cannot understand, they fear, more so when five days prior, the person in question was able to dress herself and form coherent sentences.


I say nothing but reach under his pillow and drag out Q’s sleep sweatshirt—a gray thing with frayed sleeves. My stomach bottoms out as soon as I pull it over my head. Wood and soap and the slightly acidic tang of photo-developing chemicals—his own scent. I curl into a ball, desperately pressing the sleeves to my nose, wishing I could conjure him back into existence, and when I start to cry, Gloria draws the duvet up and curls around me until I fall asleep.


To grieve is to frighten the people you love. My behavior seems to have scared my husband’s name right out of my family’s vocabulary. They treat me like a patient afflicted with a nameless disease. But patient or not, they do not leave me in peace.


“Please try,” Gloria stage-whispers from my bedside. Two days have passed since I took to my bed and I have neither spoken nor moved. “Ma is constantly speaking in tongues. If you get out of bed, she’ll stop.”


My mother loves Jesus. Therefore, she does not get stressed; she gets holy. Straining, I can hear her milling about the kitchen uttering a stream of spiritual gibberish. She must be beside herself. I respond by wrapping Quentin’s sweatshirt around my face. Gloria eventually disappears. But not for long. Since I ignore all the advice offered to me—to eat, wash, move—since this particular case of misery eschews company, and since Gloria pioneered Nigerian guile, she sends in my niece and nephew to hold my hands and stare at me with wide eyes until I am moved to sit up.


I drag my heavy limbs into the bathroom, where I spend half an hour in the shower, trying to sluice the cloying stench of loss and sadness from my skin. Using your own children as soldiers to fight your emotional battles is the type of tactic that will see Gloria rule over us all one day.


As I exit the bathroom, I hear my phone ringing and I can be forgiven, can’t I, for thinking, just for a second, that it’s him. My mind races for the familiar. I know Quentin is dead. But I fall into that gap between reality and memory. I forget about the police and the blood, and my husband’s lips— lips I had kissed mere hours before—cold, blue and lifeless. The time I have spent sweating under our duvet evaporates. He is on his way home, swinging by Sainsbury’s to pick up a cheesecake in lieu of dinner because he is a man and, as such, lacks the gene that produces common sense. Nobody tells you that irrational hope is a side effect of grief. And they should because it is dangerous.


I run into our bedroom, calling his name, voice made bright by the mad, delusional happiness rearing up inside me; felled when I reach my phone and see Aspen’s name flashing on the screen. The mistake hardly warrants my reaction, which is to pause as I understand that it is not, in fact, my husband, but the person I would rather remove my fingernails than address, and then I scream for so long Dad calls in an emergency prescription of diazepam. These are the perks of having a doctor for a father. Hands on my shoulders and my wrists wrestle me from the floor to my bed. My towel slips. My scream turns to a howl.


It turns out you can only scream for so long until you extinguish your own voice. Mine burns itself out like a spent match. I turn my back on my family, who have congregated around my bed and are watching me with matching expressions of horror and helplessness. I am exhausted, but as always when I close my eyes, sleep dances out of reach.


When Dad returns, it is with two pills, which he presses into my palm. I let him hold my hand while I swallow them dry and I wait for darkness. When it comes, I step into it, gratefully blacking out as Gloria calls Dad from the room.


“She’s going to have to speak to Aspen, eventually. She’s his mother.”
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Tragedy. The great equalizer. My extended family have been informed. Far-flung cousins who, in the Before, filled my WhatsApp with sporadic pleas to cover school fees and requests for the latest Apple gadget but asked little of my general well-being are now offering obligatory condolences. Now I am the one to be pitied. My grandma, when I refuse to pick up the phone, insists that Ma carry her own to my bedside and press it to my face so she can utter exhortations in Igbo.


“Okay, Nnenne,” I whisper back.


My phone flashes so often, I am treated to my own personal light show on the ceiling of my bedroom.


Here in the After, where my life is one excruciating open wound, bitterness has started to creep in and pills are my only relief. Ma, who never liked pills, who used to struggle through headaches and twisted ankles with nothing but a pained expression and a prayer on her lips, passed the aversion, along with her hips, to me. The aversion died with Q. Zopiclone provides the type of dreamless sleep I crave. It kills my thoughts and wipes out great chunks of time. The days start blurring together. The Eve of Before would have worried about her supply running low, but my GP, summoned by my parents to the House of Mourning, filled out a repeat prescription and disappeared, worried that my misery might cling to her coat.


Dad doles out my prescriptions, an assortment of antianxiety and sleep meds. He is head of neurosurgery, and because sickness does not stop for compassionate leave, he arrives at the house late, his jacket over his arm. He rations his energy and uses the last of it to check on me. Whenever he enters a room, I calm down, if only for a moment. It has always been this way with us—his proximity directly proportionate to my peace.


Tonight, he rubs my back while I gulp back my pills. I want to thank him for always waiting until I fall asleep before he leaves. I should tell him his presence is an emotional salve. The shoulds are already stacking up; this time will be rife with them, colored with remorse and vital things that remain unsaid. He hums until I can no longer hear him. Mercifully, I slip under.


My family keep everyone at bay. The news will have spread throughout the congregation of my parents’ church. Prayer circles are being held to bring my plight before the Almighty. Dad and my brother, Nate, have stationed themselves by the front door, a duo of sentinels seeing off the pushier of the well-wishers, the ones who don’t understand She’s not seeing anyone right now and Thank you so much, but she’s not up to it. I’m out of it most of the time while remaining oddly aware of a new sternness to Nate’s voice, and the increasing force with which the door is shut.


Ma, a veteran handler of business, brings me meals I don’t eat and tries to knead feeling back into my feet. On the days it’s just the two of us, she sits and reads for hours, and without opening my eyes, I know she is peering at me over the top of her book or laptop, holding her breath while she waits for the confirmatory rise and fall of my chest. She has chosen to ignore my current dependence on prescription drugs and Googles the hell out of natural remedies for grief, and when she stumbles upon a cache of articles claiming that nuts are the juggernauts of serotonin, she aways to Holland & Barrett, and the next day, I can’t take a piss without stumbling past a bowl containing walnuts, almonds or cashews. But I don’t open my mouth for anything other than pills and bawling, and eventually she sends Gloria to try instead.


Gloria is worse.


She begins by trying to tempt me from my stupor with tales from the world of corporate law, salacious office gossip I would have eaten up pre-tragedy. When this fails, she segues seamlessly into emotional blackmail: “Your niece and nephew miss you, Eve. So do I. Say something. Ma and Dad don’t know what to do.” Her final attempt involves simply talking to me as if I am a responsive and eager participant in the conversation. She will have read this online somewhere— regale the partner of the deceased with distracting and jovial anecdotes; make sure the partner of the deceased understands he or she is needed and loved.


Gloria’s intelligence, temerity and inability to tolerate bullshit have brought her all her successes in life: as a lawyer, as a wife and as a mother. Failing so consistently to bring a smile to my face must be a terrible blow to her ego. But grief destroys. A wrecking ball that crushes your ability to enjoy. She has, I reason when the guilt nibbles at me, a living husband and perfect kids. She will be fine. The jury is still out on my own chances.


Quentin is gone and this, his persistent absence, should be the worst thing about losing a spouse. But—treat of treats—I have the added bonus of a searing, unabating, viselike guilt, a result of failing to notice he was in danger of being lost. So I lean on medicinal support like a crutch. And because the world insists on continuing to turn even though your grief necessitates it pause, if only temporarily, eventually, inevitably and despite your best efforts at avoidance, Aspen finds a way in. She arrives on a night when the pain of lying in a half-occupied bed has become too much and I am roaming the house in darkness.


Quentin’s ghost stalks me on these nights. I glimpse him disappearing around corners, hear his chuckle bouncing off the high ceilings. He refuses, however, to speak to me, which is rich considering how all this is his doing. I follow him past the second-floor hall window that looks down onto the street and see a car idling by the curb. It is two twenty-six in the morning, and despite Battersea’s gentrification, another chunk of London being consumed by froufrou coffee shops and new builds, I know none of our neighbors owns a Bentley.


Aspen.


I have been ignoring her calls for days, but something compels me to go down to her. Maybe it is because she has never been here before and I want her to see that this house is real, a place her son loved. Maybe it is because her unanswered calls have brought her to my doorstep and I want to look at her face and see whether she, too, is drowning, undone by grief. Most likely it is because nobody is there to stop me.


Outside, my bare soles move silently against the pavement. The cold snakes its way inside my clothes and underneath my skin. Aspen rolls down the rear window as I approach. Her face is half in darkness. I examine her profile. But it isn’t like I am in her presence enough to determine whether she has undergone any drastic transformation. I, on the other hand, look and feel like I have been turned inside out; the person I was no longer exists.


Aspen being Aspen does not let me speak. She does not even look at me. Her voice is tired but hard.


“You’ve been ignoring me,” she says.


“I— Aspen, what are you doing here?” The cold has worked its way up from my feet and is wrapped around my ankles, anchoring me to the spot.


“Quentin was not a man who would just kill himself.” Aspen has never been one for small talk.


And there it is. Confirmation I am not alone in the cruel, unannounced, unexplained bombshell of Quentin’s death. There had been no signs for me and none, it seems, for Aspen either. She is as clueless as I am, as tortured as I will ever be, and I have no words for her.


Only then does she look at me. “Did he not leave a note?” And with those words, I fully appreciate her desperation. She has been driven from her bed, propelled to my door by a need to know if her story is different from mine. But even though we are bound together by the same wretched narrative, I can see her wrestling with herself. She will not beg, not even for this.


“There was no note, Aspen.” She is about to contest, but I add, “I didn’t get one either. He left nothing.”


Her face closes. She turns from me and looks forward. “I will never forgive you, Eve. You have cost me my son.”


She rolls up the window until I am staring back at my reflection. A moment later, her driver slips away from the curb and the car rolls off into the night.


For a long time afterward, I cannot get warm.


Quentin’s best friend, Jackson, is the sole person aside from Aspen with whom Q maintained a relationship when he fled his former life of ballrooms and blue blood. Jack is a kindhearted adrenaline junkie who sends us a Fortnum & Mason hamper every Christmas, and travels the world looking for new and weird ways he could possibly die. His Instagram page features him (usually shirtless) after he’s hurled himself from the precipice of some mountain or some such foolishness, with a caption that reads something like Sao Paulo: #FeelTheRush #Grateful #RiskTaker.


It is because of Jackson’s healthy disregard for life and death that I have given him the Aspen treatment and ignored all his calls since Q died. Irrational, I know, but by rights, he should be the one on a slab somewhere. What a terrible thing to think. But grief torches your capacity for both sympathy and empathy. I am nothing but a selfish collection of exposed nerve endings.


A memory of “that night” flares. Jackson roaring up in a fucking Bugatti of all things. Already delirious with panic and pain, all of it cutting through his New Year’s drunkenness. He looked like a lost little boy.


I vow to answer his next call. And I do, knowing it is not a completely selfless act.


“Eve. Shit, I didn’t think you were going to— I’ve been calling.”


“Hi, Jack. I’m sorry. I just haven’t been— It’s been really hard. I’m sure you know.”


“Listen, I want to come over. If you’re up to it. I… I can’t stay here. I keep thinking about him and that night and I—”


“Jack,” I cut him off. “Did he leave you a note? He didn’t leave me anything.” It is hard to push words past the lump in my throat. Jackson is already crying.


“I’m so sorry, Eve. No, I didn’t get anything. I looked everywhere, but there was nothing. I keep expecting something to turn up in the post or something. I promise you I didn’t know he was… I should have seen it. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”


Another memory. Jackson stumbling from the car and falling to his knees even as I sat, numb and blood-soaked, with my legs hanging out the back of the police car.


I choke out an apology and hang up the phone, too weak to carry Jackson’s guilt along with my own.


A week. My husband dies and seven days is all it takes for things to begin to shift. It manifests in the moods of the people around me. For outsiders, the atrocity is limited to knowing I am hurting. For them it ends there. And I can’t blame them. They have their own lives and for them the nightmare is already over. They are able to return to normality. There is a door they can close. The sound of the doorbell no longer fills the house, the Tupperware containers are washed and returned to their owners. The calls from well-wishers dwindle and then stop, but my phone still rings endlessly. Aspen. I ignore it. Gloria’s lamentations about my refusal to speak to Aspen become more pointed. So I ignore her, too.


I pinch my skin to distract from the sting of Aspen’s incessant antipathy. I piece together a thousand rejoinders, arguments designed to beat her into submission. Q loved me. He married me. We were happy. These arguments crackle to life within me and fizzle out just as quickly. Q left me. I was happy. I was also blind. A marriage now characterized by my ignorance. She has something nuclear to add to her arsenal. I will never be allowed to put distance between Q’s death and my guilt.


Husbands are not supposed to die in real life. Not when they are thirty-three years old and healthy; not when they leave behind a wife who is struggling to cope. The future is this huge, yawning black thing I can’t see into. Before Q died, I could see our retirement house clearly—a Grand Designs concoction by the sea with rooms stuffed with books and photos. I could hear the waves. Now, when I try to set my mind forward, everything is blank. A mere fortnight ago, I was a woman with a husband who filled her world with shiny, pearlescent moments. I am now a woman with blood-stained jeans and hollow eyes, one who screams at her sister and frightens her mother and cries so hard it makes her choke. A woman being garroted by grief. A woman asking, How did I get here? How the hell did this happen to me? Is this something I even deserve?
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You don’t grow up the daughter of two high-achieving Nigerians without learning a few things about perseverance and the art of long-suffering. My parents packed up and shipped out from Benin and landed in London ready to live out their Igbo dreams and give us the best British life had to offer. This meant academy schooling. Gloria and I in the girls’ chapter of St. Jude’s and our brother, Nate, in the boys’ down the road. You know the sort: pleated checked skirts, Latin lessons, stiff blazers and a coterie of rich white people who think they are better than you and laugh at your Jheri curl because you look like Lionel Richie as you trudge dejectedly through the polished halls. School life was a study in abject misery. I was one of ten Black kids at St. Jude’s, a school of over eight hundred. Gloria was another. The others were in the years above me and we locked eyes as we passed one another in the halls, our expressions conveying our shared abhorrence at being shut up in such an establishment every day.


Our parents thought they were doing the right thing. Nigerian parents don’t leave much room for failure. Your options as a Nigerian child are success or greater success. Mediocrity is to be cut out like a cancer, your pliable loin fruit molded into world-class surgeons and lawyers through discipline, a diet high in roughage and the best education a combination of government funding and extortionate school fees can buy.


I was already something of a shrinking violet, doing my best to remain anonymous and invisible, unlike Gloria, who commandeered the captainship of both the lacrosse and hockey teams and braided her hair, meaning she did not leave smears of Afro Sheen on every surface she encountered. But St. Jude’s made me fold into myself like an intricate piece of origami.


“It’s like you want me to be miserable,” I complained to Ma from the kitchen floor, where I had thrown myself after failing once again to convince her to pull me out of St. Jude’s and allow me to attend the local comprehensive. Ma, who was waking up at 4:00 a.m. every day to hustle to a lab on the other side of London to analyze samples for her PhD thesis, eyed me in a way that made my blood freeze in my veins.


“First of all, am I your mate?” she asked. “Oya, pụa n’ebe à! I said get up! You don’t lie on the floor in a uniform your dad and I paid for and tell me I want you to be miserable. What is making you miserable?”


The thing is you can’t just tell African parents about your school troubles. Ma and Dad were breaking their backs to give us the best and to disparage St. Jude’s would be to pour scorn on their efforts, to demonstrate your position as ungrateful offspring. They assumed St. Jude’s to be free from the problems plaguing state schools. They were wrong—it only meant I got bullied by kids with tighter accents and doublebarreled surnames. I also knew how these things worked. Parent-teacher meetings would be called and would do nothing but leave Dad grave and Ma shrill, readying herself to rain down the righteous fury of every indignant mother who has ever had to go to bat for her kids. So, I kept my mouth shut.


“Go and face your books and don’t let me hear your mouth again this night.” Ma would frown, but she’d still pat my Jheri curl as I trailed despondently out of the kitchen.


Gloria tried to teach me how to fight, but my attempts were pathetic in a way that infuriated her and exhausted me, so I spent my time either with my limited circle of friends or hiding out in the library with Ms. Collins, the fuck-free librarian who gave me books I was technically too young to read. Around the time I discovered books and computers were enough, puberty discovered me, bringing with it a pair of hips and a six-inch growth spurt to balance them out. Suddenly I had a pair of boobs nestling underneath my school shirt, a set that may not have been of Gloria proportions but still moved liberally enough for my sister to haul me before our mother and demand I be taken shopping for a reinforced bra.


“It’s almost pornographic, Ma,” she’d hissed, gesturing at my chest. “Do something.”


It was unfair. It was more body than I knew what to do with. I was unused to the male gaze, comfortable in the shadows, sneaking through life unnoticed and unbothered. I had, like Gloria, discovered books on Black feminism, much to my sister’s delight, who thought I ought to use my blossoming ass to torment boyfolk of all kinds.


“You should join the hockey team,” Gloria said at the behest of her coach, who had also clocked my new height and the thickening of my thighs.


“What? No.” The thought of spectators watching my behind bouncing up and down on the hockey pitch was enough to push me toward cardiac arrest.


“It’s fun. You get to hurt people without getting into any real trouble,” Gloria said, excellently impersonating a psychopath.


“No.”


“Marcus Raines has rugby training at the same time.” This piqued my interest. Marcus Raines was the hazel-eyed object of adolescent female lust from ages eleven to seventeen. Gloria registered my interest with disgust. “I was kidding. Leave that boy alone,” she warned as we waited outside the school gates for an aunty-but-not-really to swoop by with Nate and pick us up. But these, like so many of Gloria’s sage words, fell from her lips onto my newly braided hair, rolled off and plopped into the dust by our feet as we climbed into the car.


In the end, the only thing that kept me from Marcus was my own shyness compounded with a crippling awkwardness I hid behind the autobiographies of great women Ms. Collins recommended.


The point is this: I was unprepared for Quentin when I met him at nineteen. I took a place at King’s College to study English and digital media (I could do this without guilt as Gloria had dipped and twirled off to Oxford to study law) and combined my love of books with an aptitude for Adobe Creative Suite. Until Quentin, university for me could be summarized as a series of questionable outfits, evenings spent reading Dostoyevsky by lamplight (because I was an idiot who thought it romantic when what it was was the catalyst for my now diminished eyesight) and realizing I could stay out until four in the morning without any ramifications more serious than weathering the inevitable battle to stay awake during lectures. Limits were hazy and could be traversed with the right amount of gumption and liquid courage. I was still shy, still self-conscious of what I looked like from behind, but I had an expansive vocabulary and access to cheap shots at the student union. Anything seemed possible.


I had clumsy sex for the first time with a boy named Dane, who had large hands and pawed at my chest like he was trying to commit the swell of my cleavage to memory. I dated him half-heartedly because for me, wallflower extraordinaire, nothing about sex was casual. I even grew fond of the way he would arrive at my campus room every Friday and pretend to care as I cut his hair and told him about my week. On campus I did as much reinvention as I could. I wore butt-length braids, I swore a lot. I tried but failed to become the hard drinker university students are expected to be. I started bandying about the phrase patriarchal stultification and befriended a group of radical feminists who signed me up to a debate team.


I wasn’t ready for Q. He was not someone that was supposed to happen to me.


On the day I met him, I left Dane sleeping in my room and headed to Tesco for the obligatory replenishing of cheesecake and cheap lasagna—my staples once the food Ma forced into my arms whenever I visited home ran out.


That he approached me at all instantly made me curious. The few boys brave enough to spit whatever lackluster approximation of game they thought they had were met with laughter or a hail of verbal missiles from my friends. I was an introverted girl, easily tongue-tied, but I imagine I came across as standoffish and I intimidated the majority of boys, cowed as they were by the sight of me striding across campus, braids swinging.


Quentin materialized at my side as I scrutinized the frozen dessert selection. I didn’t notice him right away. I tossed a New York–style cheesecake into my basket and moved along and it was only then I realized he had been standing there barely breathing and staring at me with an intensity I had heretofore only associated with those on campus who had discovered hard drugs.


I moved to fresh produce.


Moments later, there he was.


Look, I’ll just say it. He was gorgeous. Not just gorgeous, beautiful. Almost painfully so. I dug deep for a scathing comment but was rendered speechless by his eyes—the color of an unsullied ocean, the kind you see in travel brochures advertising islands you have never heard of.


“Hi,” he offered and matched the word with a hint of a smile so beatific it actually made me angry.


“You’re following me,” I snapped.


“I am,” he agreed amiably.


“White men don’t follow Black girls around supermarkets unless they suspect they’re being robbed.”


“Interesting theory.”


He was familiar. Of course he was. People who look like Quentin looked don’t roam the earth unnoticed. However, he was not a plainclothes security guard but a fellow student.


I sighed. “What do you want?”


“Um. Well, I was hoping you could help me choose the right kind of pepper for—”


I cut him off. “What makes you think I know anything about food shopping?” I indicated my basket. “Or is your assumption that because I’m a woman, I should know about groceries?” This was the person I was back then. That I hadn’t once again been ostracized by my peers was nothing but God at work.


Q took great pains to assure me that wasn’t it. “I’m going to attempt jollof rice and—”


“You what? You’re making jollof? For what exactly?”


“My Visual Culture class is having a potluck and we have to choose a dish from someone else’s—”


I could not stop interrupting him. Me, a person who went to school in a place that made me swallow my own voice. “So it’s not only that I’m a woman but because you assume I can cook jollof?”


He scratched the back of his head and my heart hic-cupped. “I think it’s more because in your last debate, you said that just because you can make the best jollof rice this side of London doesn’t mean you, under patriarchy, should be compelled to do so. I’m not compelling you to do so. Just so you know.”


I had said that. In an impassioned diatribe to my debate teammates in a half-darkened lecture hall we had been fairly certain was occupied by no more than six people, most of whom had come to ogle Cynthia, our stunning ringleader.


I helped Q locate the Scotch bonnets.


He said he had “noticed” me on campus because he thought “my cheekbones would photograph well” and he wanted to be the one to take that photograph. I remember laughing at him even as I snatched glimpses of his ocean eyes. His game was a limping, struggling thing, but I liked the way he looked at my face, like it was the only thing he could see. We made a second circuit of the supermarket, and even though I hated how intrigued I was, I was riding the wave of lust he rode in on and now there was intrigue in my sails.


“So, you should let me,” he said when we were outside.


“Let you what?”


“Take the photograph. Of you.”


I searched his face for signs of bravado, but he was swinging his backpack onto his shoulders, looking more nervous than I felt. “Alright,” I said.


I changed my mind the next day as I sat in my lecture and resolved to tell Quentin as soon as I saw him, which I did unexpectedly quickly. He was waiting for me outside my classroom when I was done.


“Hi,” he said and handed me a biography of Judy Garland. He saw the expression on my face and he flushed, redness creeping up his neck and cartwheeling across his cheeks. “I… I saw you had the biography of Billie Holiday in your bag yesterday, so I thought maybe you’d like this.”


A boy. Bringing me books. Wanting to photograph me. It was too much.


“I do,” I told him. “Shall we go?”


His off-campus student digs consisted of one long room with bare, paint-flecked floorboards and walls filled with Polaroids and prints of his own shots. Even then his talent was a wild animal refusing to be tamed, but his confidence was still tightly furled inside him. On the way over there, I’d battled with myself, trudging alongside him wondering what Gloria and Imani, my most feminist friend, would think of me. I didn’t pull shit like this. And look, I get it. There’s nothing “empowering” about capitulating to a dude with pretty eyes and a killer smile, and had Q’s teeth been crooked or his skin acne-scarred, there is an excellent chance I would have sprayed him in the eyes with Tabasco sauce in Tesco and gone on my merry way. But beauty does something to us all. If a beautiful person demonstrates interest, it is as if we’ve been given a gift, and right now, I was the girl with all the damn gifts. I was shallow. But I was also nineteen.


“Look,” I said to him as he unlocked his front door, “this doesn’t seem…” I did not finish my sentence because he smiled a smile I felt on my skin and below my waistline. It was a wrap.


He sat me on a stool and took my photo, and afterward, he showed me my face on his computer screen and asked me if I wanted him to cook me something.


“The jollof?” I asked.


He blushed. “I thought I might make something different.”


“So you actually cook?” I asked.


“For you, I cook,” he replied.


Over inexpertly prepared pad thai eaten cross-legged on his floor, he talked his way into my life. I learned he was one of those Morrows, Britain’s less ostentatious answer to the Rothschilds, and suddenly his expensive student housing made sense. He was studying photography and digital art. He wasn’t flashy. His voice faltered more than once, like our conversation was an interview, an oral exam for admission into my world. It was like he dipped his hand past the buttons of my shirt and snatched out my heart. He never did give it back either. You need chairs, I told him. I’ll buy chairs, he responded before gently curling his fingers against the back of my neck and kissing me. We talked some more. We kissed again. Eventually we fell asleep on the mound of body pillows he had the audacity to call a bed, and in the morning, I woke first and took the opportunity to commit his face to memory. Later, with my shoes tied and my glasses back on my face, I idled by the door, wretched. Was I simply a conquest? A box to be ticked? What came next? The thought of this being a onetime occurrence made me sick to my stomach. Q asked me to wait while he buttoned his shirt, and in the age it took him to cross the room, I tasted a hundred flavors of rejection.


Then he laced his fingers through mine.


Dane was apoplectic.


“The fuck you mean?” he thundered when I finally mustered the courage to tell him a few days later. “You’re leaving me for some white boy?”


Quentin leaned languidly against the doorjamb and dared Dane with his eyes to do something. Dane considered it, but his pride more than his heart was bruised. I would be forgotten in a month, swapped for a girl who looked at him like he was the sun.


Like I said, it was unfair. Dane never stood a chance. Nor did I for that matter. Q and I. We fell in love without preamble. My premature cynicism about him began to erode almost immediately. Because Q seemed so sure about everything: that we would love each other forever, that we would get married, that this was it for him. I trusted him because he had given me no reason not to. We had sex for the first time on his body pillow bed and I got not one but two splinters in my behind, which he tweezed out as the late afternoon sun dropped behind the London skyline. For once, I was unconcerned with eyes on my body; I loved the way he looked at me, like I was too good to be true. The time we spent apart lessened by the week until my clothes were stacked in the corner of his room and his photographs lined the walls of mine. By week three, we were spending every night together. By week six, my friends, angry and baffled by my desertion, staged an intervention, which Q gatecrashed, bringing beignets and charming them all. Fucking beignets. That boy.


We would laugh as we’d fold ourselves around each other in my minuscule bed, ending up, no matter the position of the mercury, sweating after a night’s sleep. He asked me to read to him a lot. So I read him The Virgin Suicides and he bought me biographies about the wives of famous men. He was artfully disheveled in that way the very wealthy often are. Although his efforts seemed a tad forced. The untucked shirt that his fingers strayed to tuck in before he remembered that was the entire point. Right from the beginning, he suffered infuriating lapses in sense that left me staring at my phone with mounting irritation, waiting for him to text, only for him to appear hours later, his face open and beaming. He was always thrilled to see me and his smile would falter; he could never understand my annoyance.


I didn’t say a word about him to anyone at home. Not even Gloria.


By week twelve, there was a ring on my finger. I said yes without blinking. The night he proposed, we drank lukewarm wine straight out of the bottle and had giggly, fumbling sex in a deserted train station on the outskirts of London. I wanted to run away. Get married on a deserted beach somewhere exotic where hibiscus grew and the sand would be white and hot between my toes. I wanted to wear a sundress and wed with my feet in water the color of Quentin’s eyes. Mostly, I wanted to escape so I wouldn’t have to face my family and tell them I was marrying the boy I had known for five minutes. And he wasn’t even Igbo.


“Relax. You’ve known me at least seven,” the bastard said, because when it came to us, he somehow knew things would work out. As I threatened to float away on a storm cloud of worry, he grabbed my ankles and tugged me back down to earth. “You’ll regret it if you get married without your family there,” he said.


He was right. Plus, he was fascinated by us. He was an only child and I could see the envy in his eyes whenever I spoke to Glo or Nate on the phone, the sad little smile on his face when he heard me telling my parents I loved them. He wanted to be part of something new, something warm. He wanted more than weekly calls with a mother who treated his vocation like a pipe dream, a silly display of youthful defiance. He had so much love in him and had swiftly run out of places to put it and have it reciprocated in a way that made sense to him. So, because he graduated a year before me, we made a deal that we’d get married the day after my own graduation. And we did. In a “small” ceremony with two hundred guests (listen, a normal Nigerian wedding has upward of five hundred; this was tiny by comparison). I remember Dad decked out in his smart black-and-gold Isiagu, Nate winking at me from his place beside Jackson. Ma managed to keep it together. She was mentally listing all the friends and extended family members to whom she would have to explain—playing out the exclamations of sympathy she would get from her friends when they realized her girl was marrying the handsome oyinbo who had rushed her into marriage at the tender age of twenty-one.


“Are you worried,” Q asked one evening, “about marrying me?”


“Damn right I am. Every feminist worth her salt outlines the perils of partnering with men and here I am. Risking it all because of lust. ọ bụ ihe ihere—that means it’s disgraceful, by the way.”


He laughed. “No, but seriously. Did you think you’d end up with someone like me?”


“Nah. Definitely not. And I know my parents didn’t either. Dad has probably phoned his sisters back home and told them to call off the search for a prospective Chigozie or Nonso.”


“It matters to them? That I’m not Nigerian?”


I kissed his face because there is no easy way to articulate what it means for your loved ones to worry that your person’s ability to love you is limited by their inability to comprehend many of your lived experiences. “What matters is that I’m happy.”


He caught my head in his hands and kissed me back. “We can start a YouTube channel.”


“Interracial content? Swirl Tube? This is what it’s come to?” Q had the best time at our wedding. He loved the culture of it all, surrendered himself to Dad and Nate to be fitted out for his traditional wear for the native law and custom. He laughed the loudest, prostrated even though that is a Yoruba custom, and never once let the sound of Aspen’s whispers and tutting wrinkle his mood. He took photos of me as I stood outside the church. I saw him arguing with Aspen at one point, but he didn’t bring any trace of the fight back to our table. We spent a week in Hawaii, traipsing up and down the beach, locking ourselves in our hotel room and tasting salt and happiness.


My wedding dress was an ivory prom dress we found on sale at Debenhams, much to Ma’s and Gloria’s shock and dismay.


It still hangs in my wardrobe alongside his suit, a pair of unwearable memories, a reminder of what was, what could have been and, now, what never will be.
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Today, Nate administers my sleeping pills, holding them out of my reach until I sit up.


“I don’t want you to choke,” he explains.


Nate was a surprise baby. After two pregnancies during which her ankles swelled to elephantine proportions, Ma decided two was enough. But four years later, Nate happened and was named after Dad. He careened into the world silent and blinking and he hasn’t changed much. Our love for him has, since his birth, been paired with the knowledge that there are times when small acts of violence seem like our only recourse. As he dangles the pills above me, it is as if I have never felt this sentiment more acutely.


Nate understands that his burly presence and ineptitude when it comes to serious personal matters help nobody, so he has limited his role to assisting Dad in keeping visitors away from me and helping me to the bathroom. This, the temporary role of pharmacist, is an important one, and I appreciate his efforts but still threaten bodily harm if he doesn’t hand over my pills. He drops them into my hand, passes me a glass of water and produces his iPad.


“You don’t have to stay,” I croak at him.


He eyes me levelly before replying. “Yeah. I do.” He goes back to his iPad and I return to my pillow.


When I open my eyes again, Nate is on the phone. I can tell by the way his foot is tapping that he is speaking to Cleo, his girlfriend. She is a blisteringly beautiful PR officer who, for the duration of their year-long relationship, has been plotting when she can eject Nate’s best friend, Everett, from the Walthamstow flat they share, and take his place. Nate is handling this by ignoring it. It is not that Nate doesn’t love Cleo; it is that he doesn’t love her enough to capitulate to cohabitation.


Cleo is unsure what to do with the uncomfortable fact that Quentin is dead. She phoned once to offer strained condolences and, duty done, now spends her time pretending she is not upset that Nate is spending so much time at my house. She is not a good actress.


“Sometime after seven,” Nate says into his iPhone. “Nah, I don’t, you know. Shampoo launch parties ain’t exactly topping my list of priorities right now.” He pauses. “Her husband is dead, Cle’. Perspective, yeah?” He ends the call and catches my eyes. “Sorry. Didn’t know you were awake.”


I roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling for a few seconds, waiting for the pain from his blunt yet accurate assessment of my situation to abate. “You should be happy you have someone to fight with.”


“Yeah? How come you and Q didn’t do it more, then?” He goes back to his iPad.


“Nate,” I say.


“Yeah?”


“Get out.”


“Why for?”


“I’m about to cry and we both know it’ll be awkward for the both of us if you’re here when it happens.”


He begins to protest but thinks better of it. Before he leaves the room, he doubles back to the bed and scoops the top half of my body into a hug. He smells like Nate: Creed cologne and new leather with a hint of protein shake. I stay in his arms, limp as a rag doll, until he gently lays me down and leaves. I cry myself back to sleep.


When I wake up, Nate is back in the chair with his iPad.


“Nate?” I rasp from beneath the covers.


“Jesus, you scared the shit out of me.”


“You should go see Cleo. She misses you.”


“Why are you trying to get rid of me?”


I say nothing.


“You going to cry again?”


I say nothing.


“You okay?”


“No. I feel bad that you’re here when you didn’t do anything. You didn’t kill him. Everything is still normal for you. Your life hasn’t changed.” It is not lost on me that this is the closest I have come to talking about Q since Aspen’s visit.


Nate returns his gaze to his iPad. “You’re my sister. Your life changes, my life changes,” he says, and this time, I don’t even have the chance to tell him to leave. He sets his iPad aside and sits on the edge of the bed. I feel the gentle weight of his hand on the back of my head. He doesn’t say anything. But Nate rarely does.


When Nate was eleven, Gloria deduced that he was being bullied at school. It was the little things she, hypervigilant even then, picked up on—the torn shirts that were attributed to playing sports after school, a split lip explained away by good-natured roughhousing in the changing rooms after PE, Nate’s reluctance to expound on the list of friends he insisted he had. Gloria was no stranger to it. Before Glo was Glo, she had endured her fair share of adolescent spitefulness at the hands of her blonder, more popular peers and as a result she was wise to the bullshit. While our parents toiled away at their jobs and their studies, too busy and exhausted to think their son could be lying to them, Gloria was logging evidence and playing Sherlock Holmes; because Glo was now Glo, she made other people’s business her own. I cried when she shared her observations with me. And Glo let me cry because she knew it was only a matter of time before my tears dried up and I became incensed—she needed that, needed us to be united in our anger.
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