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‘I loved everything about this book, from the original portrayal of social media and influencer culture, to the excellent humour, to the way it never paints anyone as entirely bad or entirely good, but allows the intricate threads that weave us together as people to create characters who are fully realised, flawed and relatable. Once again, Onyi Nwabineli tells a story that is wise, captivating and unforgettable.’


Ore Agbaje-Williams, author of The Three of Us


‘A tack-sharp, beautifully told tale of agency and reclaiming your power. Nwabineli creates deeply drawn characters, uses perfect metaphors, and possesses an immersive storytelling style that never releases its grasp on you as you journey into the darkest recesses of her characters. Nwabineli is the queen of flawlessly blending serious topics with witty contemporary prose. Her way with words is an incredible gift.’


Lola Akinmade Åkerström, author of In Every Mirror She’s Black


‘An unputdownable read! Skilfully and delicately written, Allow Me to Introduce Myself helps us behave more ethically in this age of social media obsessions. Onyi Nwabineli is an immensely talented writer whose pen is sharp and unflinching.’


Nguyễn Phan Quế Mai, author of Dust Child


‘Rich with emotion, heartbreaking, and timely. A fresh and compelling perspective on living online.’


Peace Adzo Medie, author of Nightbloom
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A Note from the Author


Allow Me to Introduce Myself deals with a number of themes, including alcoholism and mental health. The book also mentions suicide.




 


 


For all the kids who wish to be a little less visible.


And for my niece, nephew and godchildren—the stars of my heart.





PROLOGUE



This is the tool Aṅụrị’s stepmother used to launch her empire:




• Blogger





These are the tools she then used to expand it:




• WordPress


• YouTube


• Twitter


• Instagram


• Snapchat





This is the number of followers and subscribers her stepmother amassed over the course of five years:




• Year one: 26 thousand


• Year two: 334 thousand


• Year three: 1 million


• Year four: 2.4 million


• Year five: 4 million





These are the products her stepmother released using Aṅụrị’s likeness before she was three years old:




• Desktop wallpapers (ages six months to two years)


• Socks (age eighteen months)


• Natural baby wipes





These are the products her stepmother launched using the money made from the products she released using her likeness:




• High-end scented candle range


• Subscription service for “Curated Samples of Elite Living”


• Raising Aṅụrị, a #1 New York Times and Sunday Times bestselling book


• Monetizing Motherhood, a #1 New York Times and Sunday Times bestselling book


• Ophelia May range of natural haircare products





This is the number of attempts made to abduct Aṅụrị before she turned twelve:




• One





And this was how old Aṅụrị was when she decided enough was enough:




• Fourteen








ONE


Her last meal, she had decided, would be gelato. The craving eclipsed all other senses. She would savor it and then she would die. It was a Sunday afternoon, four years prior. Aṅụrị, twenty-one at the time, had chosen her method and left it in her living room. She spent part of the morning on the bathroom floor, the tile stamping its memory into the left side of her body. However, the inconvenient doggedness of life steered Aṅụrị down another path.


Ammah was not supposed to be working that day. The gelateria staff, however, were, and yet they were nowhere to be seen, and as Aṅụrị pressed her brow against the shuttered West London shop front, she repeated this heartbreak in a whispered, distraught loop: You’re supposed to be open. You are supposed to be open. She could not die without a final taste of pistachio melting on her tongue, so she would call them, and they would arrive and rectify the mistake. She misdialed the number on the wooden shop sign and Ammah answered, deftly cutting through Aṅụrị’s garbled desperation and identifying a more urgent distress. Ammah tossed death out onto the street. Aṅụrị knew that she, without hyperbole, quite literally owed Ammah her life. Before that day, luck was for others; a remarried father, an astute stepmother. The moment she stepped into Ammah’s office, Aṅụrị believed it might be for her as well.


Of the five therapy practitioners Aṅụrị had tried before that Sunday afternoon, two murdered her name with their mouths despite gentle then pained correction. One sought tears in a way that bordered on sociopathic. The other two were fans of Ophelia—an affliction even years of training failed to smother or at the very least shroud. Before Ammah, therapy, Aṅụrị decided, was yet another facet of normalcy that would remain out of her reach. How painful to possess the privilege to access the method of fixing, yet to remain unfixed.


Today, a Thursday, and most of Ammah’s office was in shadow. A fact that made little sense to Aṅụrị as this was the room where said therapist bathed her in the kind of light she often found inconvenient—the type that reached with soft but insistent fingers into the recesses she would rather keep hidden. She sits in this office, in a sienna-colored armchair, and spills her guts onto the limewashed oak flooring, and when they are done, she wades through the viscera, pausing at the door to say “Same time next week?” as if it was not always the same time. As if they would not repeat this dance with a slight variation in choreography.


Ammah’s micro-locs were twisted into a snake that coiled down the back of her head and made an attempt on her spine. Aṅụrị noticed new growth. The new growth would have been there the last time Ammah turned the spotlight on her, but last time, Aṅụrị was pushing her words out around shallow breaths. After too many exchanges with her father’s voicemail culminating in a sleepless night, her mind was black. Ammah’s questions chased her around the room. Aṅụrị saw her without seeing her. Today was different. Aṅụrị was calm enough to see that it would take her just shy of four hours to retwist Ammah’s entire head. She could almost feel the gel on her fingers and they twitched involuntarily until she squeezed them between her knees.


“Do you think a part of you wishes to be immortalized?” Ammah asked, and this was what it meant to be in that room. The softness of your underbelly was never safe. You simply felt less fraught about it being cut open.


“I think,” Aṅụrị told her, “I would be more open to immortality if it was my choice.”


In Ọdịnanị, the traditional religion of the Igbo people, Chukwu is the High God or the supreme being, responsible for first determining and then allotting the other deities their roles and tasks. Aunty Nneoma said Chukwu hand selected Aṅụrị to be a conduit for the awe and inspiration of others. That she was God-ordained to open eyes and peel away the veil that allows people to see only filtered versions of themselves—a mirror wrapped in five feet and ten inches of dark skin and darker eyes, topped with copper-streaked hair. Aunty Nneoma said this because she loved Aṅụrị. The truth was more brutal.


There is no perfect way to describe what it means to exist in a body that is not your own, that never really was. To walk on legs, speak with a mouth, a tongue to which others have laid claim. Before Ammah or any of the others, Aṅụrị learned to move through the world gingerly, to tread as if she were made of glass. Understanding that a misstep could mean breaking into unsalvageable pieces. She was accustomed to, but ever disturbed by, eyes sliding in her direction or an elbow digging into the ribs of an oblivious companion. The accompanying whispers.


You play like it doesn’t bother you and you almost believe it. Until. Until the first guy you sleep with—an oversized collection of languid limbs whose face you tattoo on the inside of your eyelids because you are craving a connection that has nothing to do with bits and bytes—waits until after he has reached his all-too-hasty climax, then lazily traces the appendectomy scar on your stomach and informs you it looks different in person. His mother, it turns out, is a fan of yours, and he knew parts of your body before you knew he even existed. You cease to be a human then, under his hands, and revert again to a collection of parts; a commodity to be consumed by others. This happens and there is a weekend of blurred half memories lost in the bottom of innumerable bottles; smudged against the rim of martini glasses. The invisible line in the sand—the one separating your online life from your “real” one—bursts into flames. Simi and Loki had picked her up from the floor of a bar bathroom. Aṅụrị sought therapy for the first time four days later.


It was the seeming permanence of the entire thing that hurt the most. No doubt there would come a time when Aṅụrị would fade into the nothingness of human memory, but that knowledge did little to combat the anxiety of knowing she would be accosted again, but never knowing when.


Today, Aṅụrị recounted for Ammah how three months earlier, Sade warbled in her earbuds as she considered a shirt in cornflower blue, lifting the matte satin to her skin and wondering if her energy might extend to a trip to the fitting room when suddenly her wrist was wrenched away and the shirt floated to the ground. She knew the girl, the wrencher, meant no real harm. That she was propelled by an excitement that turned unintentionally aggressive, and it mattered not that she waylaid a stranger in a store in the middle of the day. What Aṅụrị also understood was that this girl did not consider her a stranger. You watch enough YouTube videos, spend enough time scrolling the archives of someone else’s life, and you too may feel you know them, that you have some say in how their steps are ordered. This girl showed Aṅụrị her phone, the photos she had saved of Aṅụrị that she and her friends used as memes—private moments reduced to internet punchlines. “It’s you, isn’t it? God, isn’t this amazing?” the girl said. Her friends were going to die.


It was then Aṅụrị decided that she had yet to break free of Ophelia. There might be no new content with her name or face; a battle fought and won over a number of agonizing years, but no. Aṅụrị wanted that which existed to be erased. She wished to be wiped from the annals of Ophelia’s personal yet public history. She left the cornflower shirt on the floor of the store and went to rage then weep at the desk of her lawyer, Gloria, a fellow Igbo woman and the one responsible for steering her through the choppy waters of previous litigation. Aṅụrị told her she needed it all gone: the videos, the blog posts, the merchandise. All of it would have to crumble before she could truly be whole.


“There is no real precedent here. It won’t be easy. Ì màtàlù ife m kwùlù? You have to understand,” Gloria said and when Aṅụrị nodded, she struck a match and began her best to try to burn it down.


Three months. And now it was time for Ophelia to be served. This was not the first fight through which Ammah had guided Aṅụrị. She asked her questions because Aṅụrị was backing away from the flame; refusing to attack this with her usual fervor. Ammah asked if Aṅụrị was dragging her feet.


“More like conserving my energy.” Aṅụrị’s calculated approach was mistaken for reluctance. “I’m picking Noelle up today, so I’ll tell Ophelia about it when I drop her off.”


Her eyes drifted to the brass-rimmed clock on the wall and she cut the session short.


In a world carved from hardness, Noelle was a soft landing. Aṅụrị waited for her outside the school gates where the supermums and the nannies no longer eyed her with the same curious contempt they had been cultivating since she bullied her father into adding her name to the safeguarding pickup list. There were some lukewarm attempts at camaraderie but over her twenty-five years, Aṅụrị’s fake-bitch radar was honed to a knifepoint—a survival technique. Still, she knew that Elisa, the au pair for the Fords, smuggled her boyfriend into her basement quarters three times a week, and that Briony Gillespie was pregnant with Kid Four despite telling her husband she’d had her tubes tied. She knew that the sixteen-year-old stepson of Charmaine Parker-Green was sending such shock waves of chaos through the family that delicate Char had no other option but to embark on an affair with her husband’s business partner. It was fascinating what could be absorbed after mastering the art of being visibly invisible.


That Thursday, the day before Good Friday, London was sitting under a blanket of premature warmth meant for later months. Decks had been hosed down, outdoor furniture hastily assembled, barbecue grills procured and fired up for impromptu gatherings awash with the bewildered gratitude of the English experiencing unexpected heat. Aṅụrị plucked at her shirt and trained her eyes on the exit. Somewhere inside the school, a bell rang. This was not the same place Ophelia and her father had sent her. This place, a sandstone architectural triumph set in a leafy London enclave, was different in that the children here had allotted time for something called “innovate free play,” and model scouts had an ongoing agreement with the faculty and the parents to arrive quarterly and “observe.” The similarities to Aṅụrị’s school included the fees, which soared to the tens of thousands for the pleasure of being told that Araminta was—at this time—decidedly plain (“But there’s always next year!”).


Because it had always been this way, Aṅụrị felt Noelle before she saw her. On the day she was born, Aṅụrị stared down into the face of the child, her hair already springing into dark and damp coils, and felt part of her soul detach and fuse itself with her sister’s. Since then, Noelle had only to breathe and Aṅụrị’s heartstrings were pulled taut. The coils were longer now and had lightened in color, but Aṅụrị still wished to carve the image into her memory; make it indelible: her sister, spotting her by the gate, the realization moving from trickle to dam break; the miniature uniform hanging on slender brown limbs, the brightness not yet dulled in her eyes. Wishes were for children and hope for the deluded, so Aṅụrị, as she bent to receive the hurtling weight of Noelle into outstretched arms, comforted herself again with her secret: that this life would be salvageable. She would make it so.


They had to punch in a code to open the gates behind which sat the house Aṅụrị’s life had paid for. The code changed every twenty-four hours and was texted automatically to the family members, to the staff and to Ophelia’s business advisor. There was a separate state-of-the-art security system inside the house and had Ophelia managed to talk Nkem into it, Noelle herself would have been kitted out with her very own subcutaneous tracking device at birth.


“It’s not my daughter you will stamp with the mark of the beast,” Nkem said, in a rare display of dissent. And Ophelia, in an equally rare state of acquiescence, had not pushed the matter.


Inside, Aṅụrị knelt and slipped Noelle’s shoes from her feet. She knew her sister was more than capable of doing it herself, but she enjoyed the giggling elicited from the tickling of toes, and she enjoyed the feeling of being useful. That was not something so easily shed. She listened to the ramblings of someone who had spent an afternoon learning about the colors of the rainbow and smiled at how children were tiny counterweights; your status, wealth, accomplishments rendered worthless under the gaze of those whose priorities extended only to Paw Patrol and the latest advancements in the world of coloring books. Noelle knew but did not care that a video of Aṅụrị had once garnered more than 1.2 million views in less than nine hours.


To Noelle, Aṅụrị was soft voice, shorn hair and the smell of jasmine. She was laughter and light and the baking of cupcakes, a spontaneous activity done only once because it was for fun and not for the internet.


“Are you going home now?” Noelle asked, her brow already beginning to crease.


“Nope. I’m yours all afternoon. What do you wanna do?” Afternoon sun spilled through the glass panes of the front door and turned Noelle’s eyes golden.


Aṅụrị watched the wonder of possibility spread across Noelle’s face. She knew better than anyone that presence without demand was one of the greatest gifts you could offer a person whose existence was shared amongst many. She tucked her sister’s hands into her own, waited for her response.


When she turned thirty-seven, Ophelia developed a debilitating case of plantar fasciitis. She would leave the house clad head to toe in designer running gear only to slam back in minutes later, limping and cursing. Ten years and a team of physical therapists later, Ophelia could run once more but now owned a collection of custom calfskin slippers to help keep her arches intact. She wore them almost everywhere, even pulling them from her Bottega and swapping out her heels after she reached whichever destination required the initial crimson flash of a Louboutin sole. Because of the slippers, she moved through the house soundlessly, and so neither Aṅụrị nor Noelle heard her approach until her perfume tapped them on the shoulders. She wore a silk wrap shirt and wide-legged trousers, having abandoned the smocks and homely button-downs that endeared her to millions of mothers who looked upon her and thought wow, she’s just like me.


“I thought I heard the alarm chirp.” Ophelia bent to kiss Noelle’s head. “Hi, poppet, how was school? Thanks for picking her up, Aṅụrị.”


You would never think to look at the three of them there in that grand entrance hall that the silk-clad woman once swaddled the young woman with the short hair. It might seem incomprehensible that, as the young woman rose to her feet, her chest tightened at the memory of being welcomed home with a kiss from the same lips. Any warmth they possessed was now heaped onto the head of the child.


“Aṅụrị’s going to play with me,” Noelle informed her mother. “All afternoon.”


“Oh. I’m sorry, poppet, but did you forget? Myla is here to show you some new clothes. She’s waiting upstairs and she’s got tons of pretty things for you to try.”


“Myla?” Aṅụrị could not help herself. It was Noelle, and new names in conjunction with her sister put her on edge, made the hair on her arms rise.


“Stylist.” Ophelia waited a beat, her eyes locking with her stepdaughter’s, but Noelle’s groan severed the stare.


“Mummy, I don’t want to. I want to play with Aṅụrị!”


“Noelle—”


“She said she would play with me! I want to play with her!” Tears. The stamp of a tiny foot. “I don’t want to try on clothes. I already have clothes.”


“Noelle, darling, calm down.” Ophelia crouched, took her child’s face between manicured hands. “I need you to be super good for me today, okay? You try on some pretty dresses with Myla and Mummy will paint your nails tonight. You get to choose the color and everything.”


Aṅụrị remembered the stylists. They came much later, after years spent at the mercy of Ophelia and her blood covenant with Zara Kids and OshKosh B’gosh. She remembered the solace in the cool darkness of the garden shed, in the dust that collected in the shadows under the bed. She remembered Ophelia’s voice reaching her though she clamped her hands over her ears and closed her eyes; the dread crawling through her hair and finally, Ophelia’s hands guiding her back to the clothes, the shoes, the camera. It took Aṅụrị a long time to reach the point of tantrums. Noelle learned quicker, but her distress still gnawed at Aṅụrị’s fingertips and made her hands ball into fists. Finding her voice later in life meant Aṅụrị spoke a lot with her hands.


Noelle twisted out of her mother’s embrace. “I want to play with Aṅụrị! I don’t want to do my nails!”


“Alright, sweetheart.” Ophelia’s voice was soft. She reached out again and brushed the tears from Noelle’s face. “No nails. How about we go and look at puppies at Tasha’s? Hmm? Try on three outfits for Mummy and Myla, and I’ll phone Tasha tonight. You do want Mummy to be happy, don’t you?”


Aṅụrị wondered then, how long it took to learn how to manipulate a child. Was it something parents needed to harness for survival? She imagined it was, at least to some extent. There were school runs to make and offices at which to arrive, bosses and bills and myriad external factors that might necessitate the gentle nudging of a kid into a place or a space they would rather not be, like plying clay into a mold before it sets. She watched the negotiation between mother and daughter and, when Noelle’s tears dried and a new game for her Nintendo Switch promised, she hugged Aṅụrị’s legs and ran for the stairs, a svelte wearer of angular hair meeting her halfway. Myla.


“You shouldn’t make promises like that to her without checking with me first.” Ophelia was back to her full height and Aṅụrị thanked the god she sometimes struggled to still believe in for stretching her past her stepmother’s tallest, then continuing to pull for another few inches.


“I have to check with you before telling my sister I can play with her?” Sometimes it helped, Aṅụrị found, to repeat Ophelia’s words back to her if only to underline their absurdity.


“We might have avoided that little display if you had.”


“Oh you managed it quite well.” Aṅụrị’s sarcasm, over time, had grown legs and other appendages until it became a separate thing; a law unto itself that neither Aṅụrị nor Ophelia could elude.


“Are you staying for dinner?”


“I’m just going to hang around until my dad gets home.”


Ophelia nodded once. “He may be late.”


“Then I guess I’ll be here late.”


Ophelia nearly let herself smile. The kid had a quick wit which, were it directed at anyone else, would have pulled laughter from her. But there was no warmth in Aṅụrị’s delivery. And there was always something new Ophelia noticed whenever Aṅụrị came around: a piercing, a variation to the established looks of contempt with which she was familiar. She closed her eyes to extinguish the ache only an estranged mother can know, and turned away.


The house was large enough that Ophelia and Aṅụrị could retreat to different corners and see nothing of each other until Nkem’s footsteps and voice alerted them to his arrival. He greeted his wife first and arranged his face from an expression of shock into one of delight when his firstborn entered the kitchen where he stood with his bottle of Supermalt, a beverage Ophelia failed to understand but kept stocked at all times.


“Dad.” Aṅụrị nodded at her father; asked him how he was. “Ke kwanụ?”


Nkem acknowledged his daughter and returned the pleasantry. “Aṅụrị. Mma, gị kwanụ?” Even now, more than two decades after she first learned to speak, Nkem always felt wrong-footed by the Igbo Aṅụrị slid into conversation. He knew he was not responsible and this like so many other things formed another stone in the path of mistakes he continued to walk. He wondered again when he and his daughter stopped embracing with the innate ease that comes from loving and raising a human being. His feet, however, remained on the square of tile where he stood.


“I’m cool. I’m alright.”


Nkem nodded and did so again. He set his drink down on a coaster. The kitchen island separating the two of them might as well have been Vesuvius. “Ophelia didn’t say if you were staying to eat.”


“Nah, no dinner for me. I was just waiting around to say hi to you and bye to Nell when she’s done.” Aṅụrị used the nickname Noelle coined for herself as a toddler; her infant tongue continually hampered by the second syllable. She raised an eyebrow and her eyes darted briefly to the time displayed above the keypad of the microwave. At some point, either on the journey from Noelle’s school to the house, or when Ophelia opened her mouth, Aṅụrị’s resolve to talk about the impending injunction shriveled and died. It couldn’t wait, but it would have to.


Nkem shook his head. Too much about his daughter broke his heart. The slenderness of Aṅụrị’s arms as they protruded from her sleeveless minidress, the slightness of her ankles disappearing into boots he felt should be too heavy for her to walk in; the words to tell her he was worried could not push past his lips. Food though, he could offer. “I’m sure she won’t be much longer. Won’t you stay? Biko, rie ihe.”


“I’m not hungry. It’s been hours. She wanted to play, Nell I mean. She was really excited about it but then got hauled off to try on clothes with someone called Myla. You know her?”


“There are background checks run on everyone who works with Noelle. We made sure of it. The girl—Myla—she’s meant to be the best. It’s not the first time she’s been here.”


She was still getting used to this, the sting of delayed information. Were she still living in this house, were her moments and movements part of the webbing that stitches a family together Myla wouldn’t be a stranger to Aṅụrị. A few years of scar tissue, but her separateness still managed to pierce her. “You lot bribe her often? Or is that just an Ophelia thing?”


Nkem drained the bottle and tossed it into the glass recycling harder than he intended. This was the problem. Aṅụrị would arrive radiating judgement and he was to stand there and accept it. Was he not still a man in his house? Did she not still have a duty to respect him if not as her father then as an elder? “You…” He shook his head again. “How is work?”


“Tiring. Business is booming.”


“Is that so? Which one, the candles or the hair?”


“Both, you know. Do you want me to bring you guys a couple new samples? I’m experimenting with some new scents.” Aṅụrị watched her father’s jaw tighten, stifled a smile at the petty joy this brought her.


“You went to Oxford. And Columbia. For you now to be peddling candles and making hair. Ekwetaghị m na ọ.”


“And thriving. Believe it, o! You must be so proud, isn’t it?”


The inevitable silence that followed pushed Nkem from the room. He glanced over his shoulder but Aṅụrị was reapplying lip gloss, using the behemoth of a coffee machine to check her reflection. And Nkem marveled like he always did when he saw his child, that she was now this adult whose puppy fat melted into cheekbones and whose eyes speared him in the same way her mother’s had, and that he had disappointed her in many more ways.


Aṅụrị flew up the stairs and picked her way through the discarded clothes on the floor of the dressing room. Myla was zipping up the first of her enormous silver cases and Noelle was sitting in the corner, dwarfed by the armchair, her new game already downloaded to the Switch.


“I’m off, Nells Bells.” She dropped a kiss into her sister’s hair and when Noelle reached up to wrap her arms around Aṅụrị’s neck, she wondered how fast she could run and how far she would get with the five-year-old in her arms.




LOWLYWORM17 IS NOW ONLINE


IJELE_RISING IS NOW ONLINE


LOWLYWORM17: Goddess, it’s been so long. Where have you been?


IJELE_RISING: You’re speaking before you’re spoken to?


LOWLYWORM17: I’m sorry, Goddess. I’m sorry


IJELE_RISING: You’re already wasting my time


LOWLYWORM17: Goddess, please don’t go


IJELE_RISING: Blocking in 3…2…


LOWLYWORM17 IS SENDING A TRIBUTE: ACCEPT? YES/NO


IJELE_RISING: £200? Gutter trash, are you trying to insult me? 1…


LOWLYWORM17 IS SENDING A TRIBUTE: ACCEPT? YES/NO LOWLYWORM17: I doubled it.


IJELE_RISING: Triple it.


LOWLYWORM17: You’re so perfect


IJELE_RISING: Did I ask for a compliment or did I give a direct instruction?


LOWLYWORM17 IS SENDING A TRIBUTE: ACCEPT? YES/NO LOWLYWORM17: I quadrupled it, Goddess


IJELE_RISING: You can’t seem to follow simple instructions. It’s truly pathetic. You are truly pathetic


LOWLYWORM17: I am. I’m a pathetic loser


IJELE_RISING: I don’t remember giving you permission to describe yourself. What an interrupting useless smear on the surface of the earth. I’ve had enough of you. Get out of my sight


LOWLYWORM17: But, Goddess


LOWLYWORM17 IS TYPING


YOU HAVE BLOCKED LOWLYWORM17—TRIBUTE TO UNBLOCK? YES/NO?


LOWLYWORM17 IS SENDING A TRIBUTE: ACCEPT? YES/NO


LOWLYWORM17 IS SENDING A TRIBUTE: ACCEPT? YES/NO


LOWLYWORM17 IS SENDING A TRIBUTE: ACCEPT? YES/NO





It took Aṅụrị eight months after their first session to tell Ammah about the paypigs. Because she was young and struggled to understand that there were men in this world who would part with money, beg to give it to her, if only she would humiliate them in some way. Not one or two either. Droves. Financial Domination. “Findom” for short. She thought it was a joke, that there existed a network of the depraved who somehow figured out who she was and decided to lure her into this unsavory dance only to kick her legs out from under her at the last moment. But this was not the case. Yes, she had to weed out the clowns, the unserious, those who promised the world but offered nothing, and there was the painstaking process of scaling the ridge of her discomfort until she could see what awaited her on the other side: a horizon that promised increased freedom, the honeyed taste of autonomy. Always whip-smart, Aṅụrị’s learning curve in this matter was a near vertical line. Within a month, her Amazon wish lists were cleared. Within three, she could use the unresolved sexual needs of Piggy_Luvs_u_99 to cover a rent payment. And she could do it all without having to gaze upon a single face. Eventually, she would use the money to set up her candle business and kit out the hairdressing hut, and she would back away from the nameless, faceless worshippers when she felt the heady thrill of control tip over into something darker. Still, she’d waited to tell Ammah. And when she did, she sat in the shadowed office and said, “I know what you’re going to say.”


“Oh? Enlighten me?” Ammah was wearing forest green that day. Her locs were shorter back then.


“That I’m doing this findom stuff because of my dad.”


“Is that why you’re doing it?”


Aṅụrị pursed her lips. Sometimes, she thought, it would be easier if Ammah just asked her to step outside and fight. Sometimes, it would be nice if she could make things easy. “I needed money.”


“There are lots of things you can do for money.”


“You don’t think it’s weird that guys get off on me calling them worthless pieces of shit? Maybe I should break my own rule and meet one so I can bring him along and get your insight.”


“Would you like to use your session to delve into the complexities of psychodynamic behavior? Or do you think we could redirect? You mentioned your father.”


Aṅụrị could have made triple or more from her paypigs were she willing to sell her used underwear or even pose for a few sultry neck-down shots. She stroked the arms of Ammah’s chair and laughed to herself because knowing that men were vibrating with lust over someone’s gently stained period pants made her feel like she had inadvertently ingested opioids. The point was that she had a choice. And she chose no. Anything remotely sexual meant she would have to evict Nkem from her head when she unloaded the vitriol for which her pigs returned again and again. She used the same contempt she had for them to fix her father in place before the insults began.


She wanted to shock Ammah out of her therapist’s shell. But Ammah, even as Aṅụrị admitted that one of her punters had flirted with bankruptcy to keep her happy, remained unflappable. So she continued, adding that it wasn’t the tributes that made her endorphins spike, but the cruelty of her words as they flew from her fingertips—a wave she rode until she could no longer remain upright and the adrenaline would leave her body in a singular rush. Insulting men for money. Saying all the things she could not say to her father.


“Control is your drug of choice. We have talked about this before,” Ammah said. “But does it make you happy? This line of work?” There was a marked difference between how Aṅụrị approached and spoke about styling and candle making and how she did findom. Ammah suggested they explore healthy ways in which Aṅụrị might broach that which she, to date, could not voice to Nkem.


“Perhaps someday,” Aṅụrị replied.


Now she opened a new browser tab and purchased an air-conditioning unit for her hairdressing hut. LowlyWorm would regroup and live on to spend again. She flexed her fingers, chronically stiff from the hours she spent creating new and wonderful worlds on the heads of her clients, and pulled up the scheduling app on her phone to see she had two new bookings: a wig install and single braids. There would come a day, Aṅụrị knew, that the sight of new bookings would not trigger a fizzing in her chest, and she prayed that if she had to see that day, it would be so cloaked with newfound joy that she would not notice. She confirmed the bookings and turned her attention to packing the candle orders she was due to ship out the next day; eighteen of them. She took pride in the meticulous ribbon tying, the handwritten thank-you card she sent with each order. She’d opted for the more expensive of the label printers and paid a premium to a company somewhere in Jersey for lightly scented padded postage bags. There was comfort in the repetition—sign, roll, seal, swipe—and in that comfort, Aṅụrị pushed Nkem’s derision from her mind. Making hair. As if it was a worthless pursuit. As if bringing smiles to the faces of people who entrusted their crowns to her fingertips meant nothing. Peddling candles. Like scent could not remove you from where you stood and send you to a field, a forest, your grandmother’s kitchen; as if olfaction was not a gift. Humans were like this, Aṅụrị knew. Incapable of honoring the things they assumed they would always possess.


Before she embarked on the journey of creating a candle (and it was a journey, pretention be damned), Aṅụrị liked to envision where she wanted to be. Then she would work until she could re-create the place in her mind and bring it to reality. She was uniquely gifted in this aspect and her sales were a reflection of the same. It wasn’t “peddling candles” when Ophelia launched her now-shuttered candle company. And it was only the weak who espoused the lie that success was the best revenge—Aṅụrị knew this. Revenge was the best revenge; success the cake topper that sweetened the deal. Why shouldn’t she indulge in both? Was it petty to commit to surpassing Ophelia in the field of wax e-commerce? Almost certainly. Was she entirely justified? Without question.


After she sealed the final package, she drifted to the fridge because she also knew that there, behind the containers of berries she bought from the market, there would be an emergency bottle of rosé. She told herself it was not for drinking, that it served as a reminder of how dangerous the sweetness of surrender could be, but it was there and not on the shelf of the off-license where the lesson was just as effective. Aṅụrị cursed herself, even as she tasted that first sip, for criticizing the weakness in others while sporting her own flaws. She had become adept at making excuses for herself; hiding under half-truths that made her squirm with shame in the cold light of day. Today’s variety: Nkem’s disenchantment with the best parts of her life; scuppered plans with Noelle; the precarity of calm before another legal storm arrived, another she had conjured. She told Ammah it was a habit, not an addiction; one she cultivated in her teens because it helped her sleep, and made the burden of expectation easier to shoulder. It was that or cutting. She thought she had made the better choice. I am human, she told herself as the alcohol kneaded her emotional knots, and hypocrisy is a uniquely human trait.


She woke to the sound of Loki because Loki, even before you saw him, was a collection of sounds: sighs, laughter, the near constant recitation of lyrics. His voice reached her through the fog of her hangover, but Aṅụrị did not allow herself to believe he was real. Not when he appeared in the doorway of her bedroom. Not when he opened first the blinds and then the window. No. Only when he stood over her and ran a hand over her hair did she know she was no longer dreaming. He had been gone for months, their correspondence reduced to FaceTime, texts and multiple daily voice notes, some of which were podcast length. And now he was back and in her room having let himself into the flat with the key she gave him the day she moved in. Aṅụrị closed her eyes again but tears, as is their wont, find a path to freedom, and hers squeezed from under her eyelids.


“Ah, darling,” Loki said. “What have you gone and done?”





TWO


Consider this. A rainstorm. A gently perspiring woman perched on the edge of a metal hospital bed. The sheets are a bright green plaid, but they remind her of the fields behind her parents’ compound in Awka, and she holds on to this like a crutch and leans willingly into the pain. This pain, she knows, is a gift; one she has prayed for through months then years of blood and tears and hopelessness that have been scrubbed from the bathroom floor by Nkem after the fact—tiny outfits bought for would-be owners who never got the chance to wear them. It is why she has not allowed herself to cry out, has swallowed each shout like tonic. Each scream would feel like betrayal. To herself, to God and to this child who has brought her to this same hospital sixteen times over the past eight months for checkups, and false alarms brought about by overzealous and slightly traumatized parents-to-be; who has pinned her to her bed, rearranged not only her organs but the very fiber of her being, the beating of her heart; who is the single most wonderful thing that has ever happened to her. Throughout it all, she has rejoiced. She had, in those first few weeks, been so gripped by fear that she would creep from the bedroom and pound yam in the kitchen until her arms seized, and when Nkem found her asleep on the kitchen floor, he would carry her back to bed and fold her fingers into his palm hoping to absorb some of the desperate hope that radiated from her. Their prayers were whispered at first.


She asked God to have mercy, he for strength.


The woman’s name is Kainene which is Igbo for “let us watch.” A portent.


Nkem first saw her as he held court over a platter of rice and assorted meat at Mama Nneji’s. He was nineteen, young and handsome, and life had not yet stolen from him the cocky assuredness that he carried in his pockets and doled out in the form of smiles, jokes and overly loud greetings to strangers who could not help but smile back. He and his friends frequently congregated at Mama Nneji’s because her food was second only to that their own mothers cooked and served under roofs beneath which they no longer lived. Mama Nneji herself liked Nkem’s smile, one that broke open his entire face, and she appreciated how he would double back to help her lug sacks of onions or tubers of yam, so she would knock off a few naira and let him feel like something of a man among this gaggle of boys. That day, Kainene, surly and recalcitrant, had been sent to collect and transport a tray of peppered snails to her mother’s friend whose husband had found comfort between the thighs of another. Kainene’s afternoon, previously set aside for friends and films, had now been sacrificed in service of someone else. Her own smile which was near perpetual had been chased from her face. Still. Nkem would tell her months later when they lay pressed against each other that he sensed her before he saw her. That the perspiration on her upper lip made him want to bolt over and kiss it away. The air was scented with oil and Scotch bonnet, but the real reason his eyes watered was because he had lost the ability to blink, to look away, to breathe.


Here they were seven years and a lifetime later, sitting in Holy Rosary Specialist Hospital and Maternity Waterside, Onitsha awaiting their firstborn. It had been seven years of fasting and prayer. Of experts and authorities who nodded and clucked their sympathy and told the couple to try again. Almost a decade of Kainene’s mother appearing in the house to stock the fridge and lie across her daughter, hoping to draw the grief into her own body until the smile returned. Of Kainene’s father patting Nkem on the shoulder and allowing him to shed his tears away from the eyes of his wife. Nkem would always be grateful for this, the moments he could finally fall to pieces and reassemble himself into a husband who could give his wife what she so desperately wanted. His sister, Nneoma, already living in London, heard the news after everyone else. Nkem would grip the telephone so tightly that he lost feeling in his fingers.


“The baby,” he had said a total of three inexplicable excruciating times, after each separate loss, “ọ tụfuru nwa. It’s gone.”


This time, the fourth, Nkem’s worry had chewed through a portion of his stomach and sometimes he coughed blood into the sink in the bathroom. Every day he practiced disguising his dread with optimism, and as the months wore on, it became easier. Kainene’s pregnancy shunted her from bed to doctor to hospital and back to bed, but Nkem learned to swallow his concern. The light had returned to his wife’s eyes. Her smile tied a knot in his anxiety. Her laughter swept through the house and blew the foreboding out of the windows and over the red earth. He knew that love and fear sometimes tasted the same, and he loved Kainene enough to consume the fear and spit out joy. For her sake, he would pull the moon from the sky. In Holy Rosary, he dabbed at his wife’s forehead with the sleeve of his shirt and looked around for the midwife who had led them to this metal bed.


“Abeg, where is this girl?” Nkem hissed and Kainene took his hand and kissed the palm.


“Try to—” her sentence was sliced in half by a contraction “—relax, di m.” My husband.


“You’ve been having headache for the past two days and now your chest.” Nkem’s voice began to rise. “Can you stay? I need to fetch her.”


Consider this. A brief but searing labor. The rain carving the sky open and descending in sheets. A baby girl born to parents who cradled her and wept with gratitude even as an air bubble formed deep inside a vein on the lower left side of Kainene’s abdomen and traveled swiftly toward her heart. The doctors caught it before it was too late and six hours after the child was born, Kainene was returned to her bed. Nkem wanted a name wreathed in all the grandness of the Igbo tradition. But Kainene, who had battled and sweat and mourned her way through the loss of three pregnancies, reflected her simple and potent thanks in the girl’s first name—Aṅụrị. “Happiness” or “joy” or simply “rejoice.” Tragedy, as it liked to do, waited until its impact would be most keenly felt; when there was more than one life to ruin. That night, the first and the only, the three slept but only two woke. The doctors caught the embolism but missed the aneurysm, which erupted beautifully inside Kainene’s brain as she dreamed about her new daughter.


At the funeral, Nkem fell to his knees then tipped forward until his cheek was pressed against the ground. He felt his heart being drawn downward through his body and into the earth. Did it not belong to her, after all? It was impossible that his life had been plunged into darkness so abruptly—that everything he was days earlier had been burned right down to the root. He had not slept; his eyes fiery with fatigue and incredulity as arrangements were made to bury his wife. There would be no Ikwa Ozu—what was there to celebrate? Nkem’s parents had passed in quick succession three years after he married, so it was Kainene’s father, Arinze, who stepped forward to help Nkem to his feet. It was Kainene’s mother, Makuochukwu, who knelt beside him and placed her hand on his back. Nkem, made delirious with shock and agony, shrugged her off.


“Biko, leave me!” he moaned but Makuo touched him again. “Your child,” she reminded him even as tears slid down her face, “nùlụ onū m. She needs you.”


Nneoma, who flew through a storm to reach him, who pressed her forehead against the window of the plane and whispered in tongues not for her safety but for the world to be unmade and remade into one where Kainene still lived, stood back and held the infant. She watched helplessly as her brother broke into enough pieces to salt the earth. In the days since Kainene’s death, Nkem had allowed grief to carry him away from his daughter. When Aṅụrị cried, it was Nneoma, Makuo or Arinze who rose and tended to her, the child’s anguish winding its way past them all and hitting the wall of Nkem’s sorrow. The night before the burial, Nneoma brought Aṅụrị to her brother and implored him to cradle her. She could see the potential for enduring disaster already forming; his grief was a weed that, if left unattended, could choke out the goodness and claim the light from everywhere it reached.


“Nkem, Na nke a bụ ezi. Look at her.”


Nneoma was not wrong. It wasn’t right. He stared down into the bundle in his sister’s arms, wiped his face and let his daughter squeeze his finger with the surprising strength given to babies when they enter the world. “Aṅụrị,” he said. “Joy.” He spat the word out like it was a curse and retreated to his room.


Now, as Makuo and Arinze helped him to his feet, Nneoma stepped forward and waited until he brushed the dust from his clothes before wordlessly handing him the baby. When they were children and the sounds of parental discord carried through the house, Nneoma would appear in the doorway of their bedroom and comfort him with her eyes. They’d take refuge in the yard, their backs against the cement wall. No words were spoken because they were not required; instead, interlocked fingers or a head against a shoulder until the sound of slamming doors informed them that it was safe to reenter the house. Not so much had changed over the years. When Nneoma had moved to London, Nkem would call and after the greetings and the small talk, they would sit in relative silence. Love was sometimes diluted by speech and these siblings knew that better than most.


Remaining in Nigeria seemed impossible. Onitsha was a battlefield littered with latent memories waiting for Nkem to stumble into their path. Here, Mercy’s Beauty Shop where he would wait and watch Kainene shop for leave-in conditioner. Here, the fallen tree on River Beach where his hand accidentally grazed her breast for the first time and the slap she’d delivered rang in his ears for two days afterward. Here, Arinze and Makuo’s dining table where Nkem had sweated as he petitioned for Arinze’s blessing to marry his daughter. All of this and more, able to tear him apart. He walked around half blinded by tears and rage; would not hear reason. When Makuo suggested he leave Aṅụrị with them for a month so he could depart Onitsha temporarily and swim to the surface of his grief, he told her, in a surprising about-face, that it was God alone who would separate him from his child.


Instead, he brought forward the plans he and Kainene made. They had wanted to try their hand at life in the UK. Nneoma made it sound exhausting and exhilarating in equal measure. They would, after their unborn child celebrated her first birthday, see if the highs and lows tasted different to those in Nigeria and, after a year or five, come home. Arinze and Makuo supported the idea—for there is no greater pleasure for a parent than to watch your child being loved in unfamiliar but exciting ways. Kainene was spreading her wings and Nkem was both her updraft and her fail-safe. Now they pleaded with him to reconsider and when he phoned his sister to lament, she surprised him by echoing their concerns.


“Everything is too fresh,” she told him. “Adịghị ọsọ. I rushed, but you don’t have to.”


“You’re telling me not to come.”


“I am telling you to take time. Aṅụrị is so young, and you need support from your in-laws and they need time with their grandchild.”


“So you won’t support me?”


“I no get strength for dramatics, Nkem. That’s not what I said.”


They lapsed into silence until Nneoma excused herself to go and prepare for her shift at the hospital. Nkem lifted his daughter from her basket and held her against him. He paced the boards of the bedroom he’d shared with Kainene; where the memories were perhaps the most powerful but inexplicably, less suffocating. He stepped onto the rug she’d brought home after a disastrous day at work. The one she unfurled and sat upon, and where he found her and joined her when he too came home after his calls for her went unanswered. I just wanted to look at something beautiful, she said to him and when he held her hand, she smiled into his face and said, Sometimes I forget that you are the most beautiful thing. Again he was awash with disbelief. He would never see her again and the fact of her absence ate away at him and made him realize that it was inevitable that, as with his parents, one day he would lose everyone he adored. A month later, he and Aṅụrị descended into the persistent grayness of the UK. She was three months old.


At what point does grief morph into ambivalence? For Nkem, life refused to grow tired in its insistence that he partake in it. The effort of simply existing was so great that it left neither room nor energy for anything else. The flat he found for himself and Aṅụrị was both small and dark. He thought it fitting. The possibility of joy was a constant threat he did his best to avoid. He felt disfigured by loss; marred by it. Death was cruel. It was the ugliness of a missing piece around which you have to rebuild yourself. Surely Aṅụrị felt it, too. Her mother was gone. The attempts at comfort from Nkem were well-meaning but empty. She screamed into the damp air of the flat as he shushed in vain and carried her from one tiny room to the next. Kainene was part of her as well. Nkem knew this and thus understood that her loss was perhaps larger than his own. But grief made him selfish. He had assumed he would have a lifetime. That was his mistake. Happiness was finite and he had expended his in Kainene and the brief moments they shared as parents. Pain blighted what were meant to be the unshakeable bonds formed between infants and their parents. When he looked at his child, he saw his loss staring back at him; Kainene’s eyes in the head of a different human; her dimples in the cheeks of someone who could not yet speak.


Understandably, it was too much. But is that not what parenthood entails? Sometimes it is too much, and still you must find the strength. Later, much later when the relationship had grown so brittle and fragile that an errant breath could demolish it, Nkem would taste a hundred flavors of regret and would still be unable to adequately express his remorse.


More and more he began to leave Aṅụrị with his sister. Nneoma, who pleaded with her brother to stay with her longer; who watched his grief harden into something more disquieting, cradled her tiny niece and begged Nkem to try harder.


“I need to work. If I’m to take care of her properly, I need to work.” It was a flimsy excuse. The support Nkem required, he had refused, choosing instead to accelerate plans that fell apart under close examination.


Grief, however, is a cruel but efficient motivator. A hand on your back driving you forward to goals that, once achieved, will ring hollow. With each exam passed, each certification gained; each deadpan congratulations offered from an equally deadeyed paymaster, Nkem moved closer to the life he and Kainene had discussed so many times beneath navy skies. When he was hired into a firm of engineers responsible for designing beautiful yet impractical structures suited to people whose need to impress eclipsed common and fiscal sense, Nkem returned to his flat, touched his lips to his wedding photo and wept. He collected his daughter from Nneoma and spent the afternoon pushing her through Clapham Common and whispering apologies and soon-to-be broken promises into the soft fuzz of her baby curls.


A little before 2:00 a.m. on the Tuesday before her first birthday, Aṅụrị’s right big toe twitched as she lay sleeping in her cot. The butter-soft dimple behind her knee was a little warm. By the time the clock showed 2:15, her entire body was aflame. Aṅụrị’s distress yanked Nkem out of sleep. Kainene, who visited him in his dreams, touched his shoulder and vanished, and he felt that familiar resentment; that kernel of bitterness that refused to die and had instead put down roots, growing stubbornly. He shuffled to his daughter’s side and he felt heat fanning out across her skin even before he pressed her trembling frame to his chest. She was limp and clammy in his arms, and panic rose inside him and beat his heart into a gallop.
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