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Praise for Tomorrow I Become a Woman



‘Aiwanose Odafen has written a gripping story that holds a mirror to society, reflecting the harsh realities of gender inequality in our society. The book forces us to reckon with the pervasiveness of violence against women and girls, which remains one of the most significant human rights violations impacting millions globally. Yet rather than perpetuate a victim’s narrative, Tomorrow I Became a Woman is a survivor’s story of self-determination, reminding us all of the strength and resilience of women and girls everywhere.’

Elizabeth Nyamayaro, author of I Am a Girl From Africa

‘Searing and beautifully rendered, Aiwanose Odafen’s writing acutely speaks to intimate experiences at the crux of race, gender, class, culture and tradition.’

Koa Beck, author of White Feminism: From the Suffragettes to Influencers and Who They Leave Behind

‘Odafen writes with compelling craft of a world where certain expectations are put on women. Her exploration of the Nigeria her characters inhabit is unflinching and cuts to the core. It lets no one off the hook. Tomorrow I Become a Woman is ultimately a celebration of the irrepressible strength of its protagonist. This is a necessary book.’

Chika Unigwe, author of On Black Sisters Street
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‘Uju and her friends may be fictional characters but their stories are real, and they are women that I know, women that I love, women that will stay with me forever. This isn’t an easy read, there are triggers of domestic violence but it must be read and shared.’
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For my family






‘She’s a woman now. A true mother,’ I heard them say as they scattered the dust on my grave. ‘She’ll watch over us from the other side.’








PART 1 YESTERDAY







1. I’m going to marry him


We stood side by side in March of ’94, arms around each other with milky pasted smiles, displaying all our teeth for the cameramen shouting, ‘Oga, please look this way,’ and ‘Madam, please move closer to oga,’ as we cut the ribbon to the factory Gozie was opening in his hometown. Our pictures would appear in the glossy pages of society magazines, above flowery articles of the business exploits of Chigozie Azubuike, a respected member of the community, and his dutiful wife, one Obianuju Azubuike née Nwaike, who’d stood by him through the toughest of times. Mama would buy dozens of copies and distribute them to all her friends and members of Ndigbo Women’s Association of Lagos and show every visitor that crossed the threshold of her and Papa’s household; her daughter, her own Uju, was now a star.

Church members would approach me with timid smiles to say, ‘I saw you in “so-and-so” magazine,’ and compliment my expensive wrapper and head-tie, my designer shoes. And I would smile with just the right blend of pleasure, humility and satisfaction, tilt my head elegantly and say, ‘Thank you.’

Just days before, an expensive earthenware vase with hand-painted red roses, the one Gozie had bought on his last trip to China, cracked on the wall just above my head and shattered in an icy rain around me.

‘You’re a witch!’ Gozie screamed. And I knew I’d dream of those words, the letters dancing in circles around me – you’re a witch! You’re a witch!



We met at church – the perfect place for an upstanding Christian girl to find a husband – on a Sunday in August of ’78. I was a student at the University of Lagos at the time, with only a few months left till graduation.

The church was alive that Sunday, the air electric with fate. The atmosphere bubbled with music and people. Smiling women in floor-length skirts and colourful headscarves stood at the entrance distributing flyers, and men in oversized trousers directed us to our seats.

My friends Adaugo and Chinelo had pestered me to attend service that day, and I finally caved when they threatened to report me to Mama. Nothing was scarier than Mama showing up at school, wearing that frown of hers that would make even the devil quiver. I could picture Mama in the matching wrapper and head-tie she always wore for her Ndigbo women’s meeting, with wafts of her hair sticking out the open top. ‘Obianuju! Obianuju! Tell me what I heard isn’t true!’ she would yell. No. I’d have rather faced the devil himself, and my evil friends knew it.

The three of us had been inseparable since we were waddling about in diapers, and our mothers had the black and white photographs – showing tiny chubby versions of ourselves and flashing toothless grins – to prove it. There was a story to this. Our mothers had met in the late forties at the back of a packed bus. The three of them were young and newly married Igbo women on a one-way trip, from the southeastern region of Nigeria to Lagos, to meet the husbands their parents had chosen and married for them in absentia. Terrified of their unknown futures, they had created an unbreakable friendship at the back of that bus, one so thick it had withstood time and all its tests. Mama always said she would never have survived the city without them by her side: they were her godsends.

It wasn’t a very large church but a branch of the new Pentecostal wave that was sweeping through the country. The pews were arranged in a semi-circle and faced a wooden pulpit with a microphone at the front of the hall. And the room was coloured in a warm glow from the overhanging orange lights.

My agreement to attend church had been temporary until I could come up with a good enough bargain to get myself out of it the following Sunday. I’d even made sure to dress rebelliously – my skirt was an inch above the acceptable length, and my makeup was more heavy-handed than usual. But walking in there that day, I knew I’d be back.

Instrumentals blared from the side of the pulpit and out through the building and its open doors and windows as the service started. Men and women danced and shouted and waved their hands above their heads in rhythm with the music, a strikingly different form of worship from the solemn assemblies of the orthodox churches we’d been raised in. I watched in surprise as my friends joined in, dancing and screaming like everyone else, encouraging me to do so as well. But the session ended abruptly, before I could fully absorb the goings-on around me.

A young man with striking features approached the pulpit, his hair combed out in a soft Afro. I thought he looked like he’d walked out of one of the myths of African gods. He picked up a microphone and opened his mouth to let out the most beautiful sound I’d ever heard. His rich tenor rang throughout the auditorium, enunciating each word and hitting all the right notes. I sat, rooted to my seat, and watched his lips move, moving mine as well with lyrics I’d known my whole life but with a different subject of adulation in mind.


Let angels prostrate fall;

Bring forth the royal diadem,

And crown Him Lord of all!



Shuffling to my feet, I looked around to confirm I wasn’t the only one mystified by this angelic creature. A lady in the row behind me was smiling so wide, I knew her thoughts were unfit for a church service. Even the choir members behind him seemed to be enchanted, their eyes darting back and forth between the heavens and the mortal before them, seemingly unable to make up their minds who mattered more.

The hymn ended before I was ready for it to, and I followed as the man who’d arrived out of my imagination walked off the stage. A solemn man with large reading glasses slowly climbed up the steps to the stage to take his place and cleared his throat to begin the sermon.

He spoke for an hour with vigour and power, sweat pouring down the sides of his face and moisture gathering round the chest and armpits of his shirt. Around me, people jumped to their feet and shouted ‘Hallelujah’ and ‘Amen’ at the top of their lungs. But I was lost in another world, where the only people that existed were myself and the handsome man with the voice from heaven.

‘Who was that?’ I asked Ada and Chinelo that evening in our small shared university room.

‘Who was who?’ Chinelo replied, not bothering to look at me as she rolled over on her bed, flipping through the pages of a novel. On the front cover, a man held a woman from behind as she arched her back in an exaggerated display of passion. I wondered if she’d quarrelled with Christopher – the cute Chemical Engineering student she was dating – again. Every time they had an argument, she would return to the university hostel with a new romance novel, where the men were perfect and acted the way she wanted, and would complain of heat in her chest, saying that she could feel the heartbreak. The last time, I’d told her it wasn’t heartbreak but heartburn from the peppery food she consumed so often.

She stretched out her arm to pick from a bowl of chin chin beside her and filled the room with the kra kra of her chewing.

‘You know who – the guy. That guy!’ I insisted, my hands on my hips.

‘Which guy?’ Ada asked obtusely, her own eyes fixed on the glossy magazine in her hands. ABBA’s ‘Dancing Queen’ filtered through a small radio beside her, and she hummed the lyrics underneath her breath. ‘Do you think she had surgery done?’ she said, pointing at a celebrity whose nose had become slimmer overnight. It was one of the many old magazines we collected from our classmates who regularly went to the United States over the summer. Sometimes they brought back wedding magazines as well, and we admired the expensive dresses we knew we’d never wear and imagined grand weddings that would never happen.

Ada flipped the page over, not bothering to wait for a response, and clapped her hands together. ‘Ahh, ahh! The latest hairstyles.’ She turned the open magazine to face me, a wide smile on her face. ‘What do you think? Which one will suit me the best? This one or this one?’ The first hairstyle was a bob with a fringe that could only have been achieved by the tortuous application of heat, the second a head full of tiny cornrows braided with extensions and decorated with colourful beads and cowries, so many that I feared for the model’s neck.

Ada rolled her eyes. ‘Answer me now; I need to change my hairstyle. Or can’t you see?’ She patted the large pink rollers in her hair for emphasis.

Chinelo stretched her neck away from her book to peep at the magazine. ‘The braids look good o.’

‘Can the both of you please pay attention!’

They both turned to stare at me. ‘Nne, what is it?’ Ada asked.

‘I asked who was that? And before you say “who” again, I mean the choir guy with the voice.’ I silently inserted ‘heavenly’ before ‘voice’.

‘Oh! That one?’ Chinelo replied nonchalantly. ‘He’s the lead chorister o. What’s that his name again? Go—Gozie. Yes, Gozie, that’s his name.’

Ada giggled. ‘If you’re interested in him, you better join the queue because every girl in church is gunning for that one. I don’t even know what they see. Fine boy, no kudi. Fine face cannot buy food.’

We all laughed; it was such a Lagosian statement to make – the city was a melting pot for several tribes, from Igbo to Yoruba to Igala, and so we threw words around that weren’t indigenously ours and forgot that kudi was Hausa for money and ode, another word we often used, was Yoruba for a daft person.

I smiled, wide and big. ‘I don’t care what you say; I’m going to marry him.’

They burst into even more riotous laughter.

‘What is it? You dey go clean church?’ Adaugo demanded through bloodshot eyes after I tapped her awake the next Sunday. It was three hours before service.

Chinelo eyed my sober attire of ankle-length skirt and long-sleeved blouse, with a matching silk scarf. ‘Mother Mary!’ she shouted before bursting into laughter, her fair skin turning red.

I ignored her. I was determined to look the part.

‘You better wake up this early for class tomorrow,’ Ada grumbled minutes later as we left our room.

‘I don’t know what you mean. I always wake up early,’ I retorted, not meeting her eyes.

The early-morning Sundays and loitering around the church premises long after sermons became a ritual, until even my friends, having reached their limit, abandoned me to my endeavours. ‘If you wake me up early again, I’ll break your head. I’ll see you in church!’ Ada said to me in a voice that told me she meant every word.

I carried on like a pagan worshipping its god from afar, lighting a candle at its altar; I watched him, listened to him sing, and tested out how our names sounded together.

The day I finally summoned the courage to approach Gozie, the pastor spoke about perseverance and determination. ‘Go after what you desire. Faith without work is dead.’ He’d barely finished saying ‘Amen’ when I dragged Ada and Chinelo in the direction of the choir, stretching my long legs to cover as much ground as quickly as possible. But there were those ahead of me who’d heard the message as well. They surrounded him like ants on a sugar cube, fluttering their lashes and waving their colourful handkerchiefs like butterflies.

Finally, after several minutes of waiting, it was our turn. At this point, I was sure I didn’t stand a chance, but I had nothing to lose. He moved closer, a charming smile stretched across his face. He was even more arresting up close. His skin glowed like polished wood and his dark eyes sparkled with intelligence. His features were epicene – angular and strong enough for a man but soft like a woman’s. He stood taller than I’d expected and had shoulders so broad they pulled at the material of his starched white shirt.

Ada stretched out her arm to shake his hand. ‘Brother Gozie, we enjoyed your ministration today.’

His smile widened. ‘Thank you. I try my best.’

Ada pulled me forward. ‘Have you met my friend? She’s new to our church. She really enjoyed your ministration too.’

He turned to look at me and all the words I’d so carefully prepared disappeared and my voice was replaced by something little above a whisper.

‘Hi. Obianuju. U-Uju for short,’ I mumbled, gripping his outstretched hand.

He smiled again; he was used to this, the effect he had on people. Chinelo prodded me in the back to say more.

‘I really enjoyed your singing; it was heavenly.’

‘Thank you,’ he replied graciously. ‘I hope you’ll keep coming to our church.’

‘She’ll keep coming,’ Chinelo jumped in enthusiastically before I could utter a word. ‘She’s our good friend and a really nice girl…’

I stood quietly as she extolled my virtues, like a market woman trying to sell off her goods.

He nodded politely when she was done. ‘It’s nice to know that. Hope to see you next Sunday,’ he said, then moved on like we were a kiosk at a colourful carnival.

Ada faced me with a frown. ‘What happened?’

‘I don’t know,’ I mumbled and lowered my head.

Chinelo tapped my back. ‘Don’t take it personally Uju; he is a very popular guy. Who knows, he might talk to you another day.’

‘Another day’ came many weeks later. Service had ended, and we sat talking with Sister Chinasa, the head of the ushering unit I’d just joined. She was explaining the many complexities of ushering – standing like statues throughout service, collecting offerings, quieting rude chatty teenagers. Gozie sauntered over confidently, his hands in the pockets of his grey trousers, and rested against a pillar beside us quietly. I pretended not to see him. Sister Chinasa paused the moment she noticed him. ‘Brother Gozie, good afternoon,’ she said with the same dazzled smile every woman sent his way. I felt jealousy curl like a hot ball in my chest.

‘Good afternoon, Sister Chinasa,’ he replied evenly. ‘Do you mind if I speak with Sister Uju for a few minutes?’ he asked. It took Ada pinching me to make me realise he was referring to me, Uju. Brother Gozie wanted to talk to me?

Sister Chinasa giggled nervously. ‘Of course, of course,’ she said pushing at my shoulder a bit too forcefully. Chinelo winked at me as I slowly got to my feet, stunned.

When we were far enough from the group, he stopped at a pillar and turned to me. ‘Sister Uju, how are you?’

I blinked. Was that what he’d called me aside to ask?

‘I-I’m fine,’ I stuttered.

Then he said the words I’d imagined but never thought possible. ‘Sister Uju would you be free on Tuesday after mid-week service? I’d like to take you out.’

‘Yes! Yes!’ I near screamed.






2. Only a foolish rat dances with the lizard in the rain


It was at the newly opened restaurant across the street from the church that we had our first date, our booths facing the image of the cross at its roof centre, staring at us, daring us to sin. Nat King Cole’s ‘Unforgettable’ wafted out of the speakers in the background, spinning us in its web.

I mouthed the lyrics, the music clinging to me just like the song said.

‘We should get to know each other instead of staring like this, don’t you think?’ Gozie said, raising a perfectly arched brow.

I blushed but still said nothing. I wasn’t often alone in a strange man’s company because Mama had told me it was indecent for a girl to spend too much time alone with a man that wasn’t a relative or a close family friend. ‘Only loose girls are seen with men all the time,’ she’d said. And I’d always wondered how she expected me to find a husband when I was never to spend time alone with one.

He talked about himself and I listened. He was a lot older than I’d anticipated, thirty-one – ten years my senior. He’d been raised in the eastern parts of the country and had only moved to the city following graduation. He had a degree in Mass Communication from the University of Nsukka and worked as journalist at a popular national newspaper, The People’s Voice. He’d lost both parents in the civil war and was responsible for the welfare of most of his family.

I absorbed every detail, watching the movement of his firm lips. I even missed his parents, these people that must have been just as beautiful, lost forever. I knew what it was like to lose loved ones to war.

‘What about you? Tell me about yourself,’ Gozie said some minutes later, another dazzling smile on his lips, after we’d taken enough bites of the cold food served by the waiter.

And so I told him I was twenty-one and a final-year Economics student at the University of Lagos. His raised eyebrows told me he’d expected me to be slightly older. I spoke shyly about Ada and Chinelo and our long-term friendship. I talked about Mama and Papa and my three much older brothers: Kelechi, Ugochukwu and Ikechukwu. He laughed at my stories, smiled where appropriate, and hung on my every word. We’d ended the date with a chaste hug and a slight peck that brushed the side of my face and made it tingle well into the night.

‘Do you think he’s too old for me?’ I asked my friends that night, my face scrunched in deep thought.

Ada chuckled. ‘You worry too much. There’s nothing wrong in him being much older than you. In fact, it’s a good thing. It is a man’s job to lead his woman and teach her,’ she said.

I frowned; she made me sound like a pupil dating her teacher.



Akin looked up slowly as I bounced into his office the next morning unannounced and lovestruck. His lips were drawn in a smile that radiated through his dark eyes, the same smile he’d worn the very first day we’d met in the library three years before.

‘Good morning to you too, Smallie,’ he drawled as I sighed dreamily. He insisted on calling me that even though we were the same height.

‘I met someone and I’m going to marry him,’ I said.

He raised a brow slowly and shut the book in front of him. I had his attention now. Something flashed over his eyes, but it passed before I could decipher what it was. ‘Really? Shouldn’t you be thinking of your upcoming final exams?’

I wrinkled my nose at him. ‘You just had to remind me. Well, you could help by providing hints on where the exam questions will come from,’ I replied with a cheeky grin.

Akin’s smile widened, exposing white, even teeth, and I was reminded once again that he was also handsome – maybe not god-like like Gozie, but good looking, with his chiseled cheekbones, perfectly symmetrical nose and dark loose curly hair. ‘He should have been a model with his fine shiny skin. I don’t know what he’s doing in this university,’ Ada had commented once.

‘You should try trapping him,’ Chinelo had added then with a mischievous wink and I’d knocked her on the head. What Akin and I had was different, a special type of friendship that made me feel safe, like I could be whoever and say whatever without ever wondering if I was deserving of a marriage proposal. Besides, he was Yoruba. Mama would never agree to such.

‘Who knows, you might fall in love over economic theories and calculus,’ Chinelo continued adamantly. But he’d never shown that sort of interest in me, except one time and we’d never spoken of it again.

He’d watched me that day in the library try to convince the librarian of my supposed entitlement to more books than my student card allowed. I’d barely noticed until the exasperated librarian had turned to someone – him – standing beside me, eager to escape from my clutches. ‘Sir, do you need help checking that out?’ Her eyes pleaded for him to say yes.

He shook his head slowly with a wide smile and waved for us to continue. Rolling her eyes ever so slowly back to me, she said. ‘Listen, I have told you—’

‘But ma,’ I interjected, and we started all over again.

Somewhere around the third re-run of our back and forth, throaty laughter interrupted us. It burst out like he’d been struggling to contain it. ‘Put the extra books on my card,’ he said to the librarian, stretching a brown card forward. ‘I’ll make sure she returns them.’

‘Thank you,’ I mumbled with a shy smile as the bespectacled woman looked between us before grudgingly penning down the book titles on a card.

‘Akintunde Ajayi,’ he said, flashing another charismatic smile as we strolled out of the library, books in hand, and waited for me to introduce myself.

‘Obianuju Nwaike,’ I replied. ‘Thank you for helping me with the books. I’m not always like that,’ I quickly added, remembering Mama’s complaints about unladylike arguments. It made me self-conscious that this stranger had met me under such circumstances.

‘Obianuju Nwaike,’ he said slowly, as though testing my name on his tongue, then raising a bushy brow. ‘Always like what?’

I stared down at my platform shoes. ‘Always arguing and stuff. I just really needed those books. I have a test coming up. If you don’t mind me asking, how come you were able to get so many books on your card?’

He laughed, long and loud. ‘I like you, Obianuju,’ he said finally. ‘I like your spirit.’

Then he walked off, leaving me standing there thinking he was the strangest person I’d ever met.

I wouldn’t see him again for a long time, but I made sure to return the books when they were due, afraid to break the unprecedented trust this strange man had placed in me. The librarian had looked over her glasses at me as she’d collected the books, her mouth set with disapproval.

The following semester, Akin walked into a lecture hall and introduced himself as our Econometrics lecturer. ‘Obianuju Nwaike. We meet again,’ he said to me after the class with a smile.

A bond was formed that day – he a twenty-three-year-old genius with a PhD and well on his way to becoming a professor, and me a nineteen-year-old student in need of affirmation and direction. ‘You’re always welcome to stop by my office for anything you need,’ he said that day and I took those words seriously, partly because I was really and truly fascinated – I’d never met anyone like him.

I stopped by when I needed a textbook I couldn’t find in the library, when I had an assignment I didn’t understand, when I needed to rant about a difficult lecturer. He was easy to talk to; he listened like every word mattered, something I wasn’t used to.

It was in his office that I cried the day I received a test script with fat ‘F’ circled in red pen; my first experience with failure. ‘You’re smart Obianuju, this is just one of those things, a small bump in the road,’ he reassured me with a hand on my shoulder then offered to buy me lunch. At the cafeteria, we traded football banter between spoonfuls of rice, and I told him what the class thought of his teaching style, to which he replied, ‘Ehen? Is that so?’ with a mischievous smile. There were many lunches after that, dinners and brunches, random outings and silent walks back to my hostel in the middle of the night surrounded by chirping crickets. We never pressured our connection with questions; we were too busy just being.

‘People probably gossip about us,’ I said one day as we neared my hostel gate. It was not ‘probably’. The whispers had already gotten back to me – why would a student and lecturer spend so much time together if nothing untoward was going on?

He turned to look at me with a perplexed expression. ‘Gossip? Why do you say so?’

I stared at the gate ahead and shrugged with faux nonchalance. ‘I don’t know. I’m a student; you’re not. I’m a woman; you’re a man.’

He laughed long and hard, and I smiled because I liked his laugh – it made me want to laugh too. ‘Obianuju, people will always talk,’ he said finally. ‘It’s your choice whether to listen or not. I don’t listen because I don’t care. We enjoy spending time together and that’s what matters.’

I wanted to ask other questions – Do you see me? Do you like me? – but I remained silent.

‘No exam questions for you Smallie. Go and read,’ Akin said and stuck out his tongue like a little boy.

‘Well I have to try at least. I mean, the class is depending on me.’

He laughed. ‘Are you going to tell me about this wonderful Mr. Right or not?’

I clapped my hands together, my excitement returning. ‘Yes! So, Chinelo and Adaugo invited me to their church about a month ago,’ I began.

‘Really?’ he said with exaggerated enthusiasm. ‘Tell me more.’

I wrinkled my nose at him again and continued talking.

That weekend, I went home to see Mama.



Mama never got tired of telling me the story. She’d been married for many years to Papa, and her position was safe: she’d had sons, three strong boys. But Mama had wanted a daughter; she’d prayed and begged for one. Someone to share her stories with, to pass on the recipes her mother and grandmother had given her, to teach all that she knew about life, to take trips to the salon with and gossip about the things only girls cared about.

Mama always said I was punishment for her mixing ancestral worship with her Christian faith. She’d sought the counsel of native medicine men, worn amulets, and prayed to Ala and other deities to give her a daughter, even though she’d been an active member of her church. Her father still had a shrine in his compound although he had sent all his children to the missionary school in their village. And so, in anger, the gods had connived and sent her a daughter identical to her in looks but nothing like what she wanted.

How else could she explain my disinterest in everything she loved – cooking, cleaning, taking care of the home – and my determination to be anything but the person she’d endlessly tried to mould me into? Then I’d inherited Papa’s height and long limbs, hovering inches over every other girl my age and many men, aka suitors. ‘I can’t introduce your daughter to my son o. She’s too tall for him – in fact, she’s probably taller than him. When they argue, she’ll just give him a knock,’ one of Mama’s friends had joked once.

By the time I was a teenager, Mama had thrown away all her amulets and other relics of pagan worship she’d been brought up with, and dedicated herself fully to the church.

Mama was busy when I arrived, hard at work on a pot of ogbono soup. ‘Uju, go and sit in the parlour, I’ll come and join you. I’m almost done, or I would have asked you to help me,’ she said to me when I walked into the kitchen that afternoon, her eyes set on the pot she was stirring. She slapped the spoon she’d been using to turn the pot on her palm and wiped the traces of soup it left behind with her tongue. ‘More salt,’ she said to herself.

I walked back to the living room and settled on the long sofa, looking around at the familiar setting. Nothing had changed in over two decades. There were still three 1950s brown Scandinavian-style sofas and Papa’s special chair in a corner close to the veranda so he could relax and read while fresh air cooled him. The chair had been specially carved as a gift by the best carpenter in Papa’s village, whose boy Papa had helped send to university.

The box television with the sliding door still stood on the storage unit, and beside it was Papa’s precious gramophone. When we were children, Papa would slide the door shut, lock the television in, and keep the key as punishment whenever we misbehaved. He would touch the sides of the television to make sure none of us (Ikechukwu in particular) had found the key in his absence. In the evenings, after listening to the news, Papa would pull records out of the storage and play them on the gramophone. Jazz, blues and rock would fill the house. Nat King Cole had been my favourite, his baritone voice soothing and hypnotic, and many evenings I’d crooned along to ‘Smile’, floating in the magic of its lyrics, imagining what it was like to live smiling with an aching breaking heart.

Our pictures still decorated the wall; the one with us together as a family during Easter after church service, one of me smiling with missing teeth on my seventh birthday, and right beside it was the only odd picture of the lot. The black and white image of the man who still haunted us with his charm and smile – Uncle Ikenna. Mama said the picture had been taken just before he left for England to study.

I looked away and tried to imagine Mama’s reaction when I told her about Gozie. She had been waiting eagerly for me to bring someone home. I needed to marry early, she said. I lacked the traits and beauty to attract many suitors, thus, I had to make do with what I had before I was too old and educated to catch a decent man.

‘Maybe I made a mistake by letting your father send you to the university. That’s why you like arguing like this; too much book is inside your head,’ she’d lamented one day after interrupting a heated conversation between me and my brothers. ‘Today, it’s politics; tomorrow it’s football. Instead of you to come and join me in the kitchen, you’re shouting up and down the house like a street boy. My grandmother used to say, “Only a foolish rat dances with the lizard in the rain.” You’re a woman! Your brothers will have wives to cook for them. Akuko abughi nri. After all this book, better make sure you come home with a husband. You better not bring just a certificate home. Adaugo has that young man Uzondu; even Chinelo has somebody.’

Mama had been born in a time when education had been a luxury, if not a waste, for a girl child. But my grandmother had been a troublemaker; she’d insisted her husband send all their daughters to the local primary school to learn to read and write. Mama had spent the years afterwards learning to be a wife and then her father shipped her off to be married long before she’d turned eighteen. I had other ambitions, desires she didn’t understand, to be something other than a wife.

I hoped telling Mama about Gozie would restore her faith that I would be married someday. I was tired of being introduced to friends’ sons, cousins, uncles, friends, tired of Mama telling me every time the daughter of someone we knew got engaged or married and the aso ebi they all planned to wear, tired of congratulating others and watching as they responded with oily smiles of those who had achieved all you aimed to, saying, ‘Don’t worry. God will do your own.’

‘Obianuju, how are you?’ Mama asked, a grin on her face as she wiped her hands with a towel. ‘Sorry I took so long; you know how much your father likes food. I had to make sure it’s done before he gets back.’ She relaxed into the sofa beside me, pulled a three-legged wooden stool from the corner and threw both feet on it. ‘How’s school?’

‘School is fine, Mama.’

She asked about my friends, my lecturers, even the hostel matrons that she knew. Everyone knew Mama. Then she leaned forward. ‘So, any news on…’ She didn’t complete her sentence but instead shook her head and blinked her eyes quickly to indicate that I should know what she was talking about.

I didn’t hesitate. I told her about Gozie, ‘a man I just started seeing,’ I called him so she wouldn’t raise her hopes too high. I’d barely finished speaking when Mama jumped to her feet and broke out in song and dance. The stool in front of her clattered to the floor.

I laughed, holding my stomach as I fell to my side on the sofa.

‘You’re laughing at me instead of dancing? You better dance. God has answered your mother’s prayers. My enemies have been put to shame.’ Mama always spoke of enemies, beings that monitored her every step to ensure that she never got her wishes. She prayed against them, fasted so that their plans would not succeed, and celebrated all good news as a sign that they had failed. Real or imagined, Mama took them seriously.

Mama stopped dancing, as if something important had crossed her mind. ‘Wait first. Uju, what part of Nigeria is he from? Is he a Lagos boy? Please tell me he isn’t a Yoruba boy or one of those Northerners,’ she pleaded.

‘No, Mama he isn’t. He’s Igbo. His name is Chigozie,’ I assured her. I wondered what she’d do if she knew of my friendship with Akin – a Yoruba man. It had been less than a decade since the war ended and our wounds were still fresh. Those three years accounted for the only period in my life that I’d lived outside Lagos.

‘Thank God!’ Mama exclaimed. ‘Hei! I can’t wait to tell your father,’ she said, smiling.

‘Tell Papa? But there’s nothing to te—’ I started to say.

‘There is o. There is something to tell. Anyways, that is not your concern,’ she said. ‘Tell me more about this man. Where exactly is he from? Which town?’

‘Well, he isn’t from our village,’ I replied hesitantly.

Mama waved her hand dismissively. ‘That’s okay, at least he’s Igbo. I’ve already told your brothers that if they like, they should bring Yoruba girls home. If they think I and your father – a red cap chief – will follow anybody to prostrate in the name of marriage, they are dreaming!’

She clapped her hands together excitedly. ‘This news calls for celebration. Finally! I was beginning to worry when no single man was interested in you,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Let me ask Mama Sikira next door to bring two bottles of chilled Coke.’ I wondered if she realised that Mama Sikira was Yoruba or if she was trying to pass on a message: we were to live in harmony with the Yorubas but never to marry one.

Minutes later, Mama returned with bottles of soft drink wrapped in a black nylon bag and placed them on a stool. The bag clung to the wet bottles. She picked up the steel opener and proceeded to open them. As she hooked the corner of the red bottle cap, she stopped and turned to look at me with imploring eyes. ‘Nne please behave yourself with him; don’t drive him away. Don’t talk too much, and don’t be doing I-too-know. Even if he is wrong, just smile, at least until he pays your bride price. I know you’re stubborn but please do this one thing for your mother. Biko. Promise me Obianuju.’

‘I promise Mama,’ I replied solemnly.

Mama opened the last bottle with a smile.






3. This one is a strong woman; only a strong man can handle her


I followed Mama’s advice; I feared I would lose Gozie if I did otherwise. I was careful not to talk too much, counting my sentences and pausing dramatically. I gave my opinions carefully, picking my words and watching his reaction. I made sure to sound neither too smart nor threatening. I listened to what he had to say and never insisted on my way. Most important of all, I was careful never to mention a politician’s name, past or present, dead or alive.

During the weekends, I visited his small apartment to clean and wash his dirty clothes. I prepared pots of soup, stew and rice until the air and walls had a lingering smell of my sweat and blended spices. Mama said it was the only way to keep such a man: to show him a glimpse of what he was to get when he married you. ‘Let him know that there’s a woman in his life; show him that you were brought up well,’ she said. ‘And let me tell you a secret,’ she whispered conspiratorially. ‘It will keep other women away.’

Gozie reminded me of Uncle Ikenna, and with his easy laugh and charming smile, he brought back painful memories of the first man I’d ever fallen in love with.

I was five the day Uncle Ikenna showed up on our doorstep. He’d been studying on a government scholarship in the United Kingdom for many years and had returned a vibrant young man. I stared at him that day, perplexed and wondering about the identity of this man that looked like a taller, masculine version of Mama and made her squeal and dance like a little girl, that made the hardest woman I knew soft.

Uncle Ikenna was a magnet; people could not help but be drawn to the field of charisma he created around himself. My brothers and I worshipped him, and we fought like female rivals for his attention, but soon it became clear that I was the chosen one: Uncle Ikenna’s favourite. He would come visit with sweets and hair ribbons hidden in his pockets and would hand them over to me when he thought my brothers weren’t looking. ‘This one is a strong woman; only a strong man can handle her,’ he used to tell Mama.

After Uncle Ikenna got a job at the ministry, he and I became regulars at Leventis stores, where I’d stare, from behind the glass, at the array of confectionaries on display while he ordered my favourite strawberry ice cream and sugared donuts. On other days, he took me to Kingsway stores to pick out a new dress and would wait patiently as I tried them all on and decided on which made me look the prettiest. And so I fell deeply in love with this man who treated me like a princess and made my little heart flutter like a trapped bird. The feelings grew each day until finally they burst out, refusing to be hidden anymore.

‘I’m going to marry Uncle Ikenna when I grow up,’ I announced to Mama some months before I turned ten, my heart in my eyes. She stared at me, shocked into silence for a moment, then she laughed and laughed, until I demanded to know what was so funny.

‘You, my daughter, you’re so funny,’ Mama responded, still giggling. ‘Don’t you know you cannot marry your own uncle?’

The war came that rainy season, expectedly and unexpectedly. Talks of it had flown about for months: disgruntled Easterners feeling sidelined and persecuted by the state of Nigeria, and the killings in the North had raised tensions to an all-time high. I would sit in a corner and listen as Papa, Uncle Ikenna and my brothers analysed what was happening and how our country was no longer for all of us. But even then, few actually believed that Ojukwu would be brave enough to announce the secession of Biafra.

They gathered around the radio, heads bent over its speaker. Even Mama, who was never interested in such things, wrung her wrapper nervously as Ojukwu’s sonorous voice came on air, his accent seasoned by many years of study outside the country. Fellow countrymen and women, you, the people of Eastern Nigeria…

Uncle Ikenna was to marry that year. A nice, quiet girl from our town was to be his bride; he’d met with her family already. Mama didn’t inform me until the day of the announcement. I cried and cried until the soon-to-be groom himself was forced to comfort me with ice cream and the reassurance that I would always be his Uju. But everything changed that evening, as those words flowed from the radio. It was in the heavy silence of afterwards, in the way Papa cleared his throat uneasily, in the way Mama stared at the floor, and in the way Uncle Ikenna’s eyes lit up – I knew our lives would never be the same.

Papa did not play his records on the gramophone that night, and there was no Nat King Cole to tell us to smile when we needed it the most.

Uncle Ikenna disappeared not long afterwards. Mama told us he’d gone to the village to prepare for his wedding but I overheard her and Papa saying he’d gone off to join the Biafran army.

Papa instructed us to pack our things and get ready to leave for the East; Lagos was no longer safe for us. We locked the doors and windows and put a large padlock on our gate, and Mama asked our neighbours to look after our home.

We returned three years later, when it was over. We’d lost it all: the war, Papa’s properties and businesses, our friends, family members, my innocence, but at least we had our lives and our home. We’d seen blood, hunger, devastation. I was no longer the girl who believed in people and fairytales; I’d seen with my own eyes what humans were capable of.

We would hear different accounts of Uncle Ikenna, from those who claimed to have been there – the survivors of the massacre. He was last seen alive at Asaba, stranded with a leg injury. His comrades, having escaped by crossing the bridge to the other side of the Niger river, had blown it up to prevent the enemy from following them. The federal soldiers had gone from house to house searching for Biafran sympathisers. They’d shot him on sight. His body was never brought home to be given a proper burial; he became just one of the many unidentified casualties of war. Others claimed he’d survived and disappeared shortly afterwards, crossing the border into Cameroon. Mama held on to the latter; her Ikenna couldn’t be dead. But years passed and we heard no word of him.

When the dust of war settled, Mama sent letters far and wide, and travelled across the country every time there was a claim of a sighting of someone fitting Uncle Ikenna’s description. Papa checked the official records of the dead, hospitals, mental clinics and refugee camps, but still, Uncle Ikenna remained gone. When Mama began compiling newspaper clippings of those who’d had relatives return to them many years after the war, I worried she’d finally caved and lost her mind.

They say that those who have seen war never recover from it. I watched as we all struggled to return to our normal lives, even though normal had become an aberrant reality we no longer identified with. A light went out of Mama’s eyes and new lines appeared on the sides of her face. She would sometimes sit outside all by herself and sing songs in Igbo of war and death or stop in the middle of something she was doing to wipe away tears she didn’t know had fallen.

For me, nothing and no one could fill the hole Uncle Ikenna left, and for years I compared every man I met to him – his smile, his laughter, his heart – until I gave up hope, accepting I was searching for the impossible. Well, there was Akin. Akin made me feel heard, understood, and then I met Gozie and he made my heart flutter again.

I wondered if they’d tell future generations the true story of what had happened, the gory details of how countrymen had risen up against countrymen, of how millions were killed and others starved to death, of the millions that were forced to move on with nothing after losing all they’d held dear. Or would they gentrify the tales, and paint them in brief paragraphs of meaningless words in thick textbooks and tell only the colourful stories of the victors, just like they’d done with colonialism: covering up its many atrocities and failing to emphasise the role it played in creating the warped democratic union our country had become.

On a cold night a few weeks after the announcement, I had woken up to make a cup of tea when I heard two familiar voices arguing in the living room. Uncle Ikenna’s was the loudest; I’d never heard him speak so indignantly.

‘No, brother!’ he told Papa. ‘We cannot sit and do nothing. War is coming; it’s a matter of days. We have to fight for the country we want. Does it look like this one we’re in is heading anywhere? Let us tell ourselves the truth!’

I pulled the blanket tighter around me; the cold had suddenly become frigid.

That was the last time I heard Uncle Ikenna’s voice.



With time, it became obvious that Gozie was serious about me. We spent after-church hours on Sundays together. The restaurant across the street was our spot where we brazenly stole kisses in the face of the cross and revelled in soft jazz and the redolent lyrics of rhythm and blues. On weekdays, he dropped by my hostel to visit or take me and my friends out for lunch or ice cream, so often that his blue tokunbo 1972 Volkswagen Beetle became recognisable by others, and they would run to my room screaming, ‘Uju! Uju! Your husband is here.’

Church was no longer a friendly place. I’d done the unthinkable – I’d snatched the most eligible bachelor. Sisters stopped talking to me, and many made malicious remarks. Where did she come from? When did she start attending this church? She is not even that fine; she must have used other means to trap him. Ashawo!

The holidays came and I formally introduced Gozie to my parents. He would often visit afterwards; to share a drink with Papa, chat with my brothers or listen to Mama’s endless stories. Other times, he would stop over before going to the office, sometimes as early as five in the morning, ‘just to see my face.’ Mama would shout my name till the whole house was awake and I wondered if she kept vigil, waiting for his car to appear.

‘You should be grateful that you have someone like this. Not many men are like that,’ she told me one morning. ‘He reminds me so much of Ikenna. In fact, that was the first thing I thought the day I met him,’ she added in a whisper, her eyes welling up with emotion.

Gozie instructed me to dress up one sunny Saturday morning: he was taking me out. To a special place. It was four months since we’d begun seeing each other and things were moving smoothly, like the locomotive of a well-oiled machine.

The sun chose to come out that day, and just like everything else in Lagos, it showed itself in full force. After several hours of deliberation, I decided on an ankara skirt-and-blouse ensemble with red and blue triangular patterns, then I stretched my thick natural hair with the aid of a hot-comb, packed it into a bun and tied it with a leftover strip of matching ankara material. Next, I patted my face with powder and put on bright-red lipstick.

He drove to the city park and stopped under the shade of a large tree. He’d barely spoken on the drive there and I worried that something was wrong. There was no bouquet of roses, no flowery declarations of undying love like in the movies and books. Just three words: Marry me, Uju. I stared, frozen in disbelief. My thoughts scrambled frantically in all directions: This was it, everything I’d ever wanted, and it would make Mama scream and cry and dance for joy. Wait. But it was all happening too fast. Was I even ready? It’d just been a few months, after all; I hadn’t even graduated yet. What of my ambitions? I loved research; I wanted to travel. Akin and I had even spoken about him recommending me for the university’s master’s programme. Wouldn’t marrying so soon disrupt everything? I’d thought I had more time!

‘Uju!’ Gozie called, after several minutes of silence, interrupting my muddled thoughts.

‘B—but I haven’t finished school yet – my graduation is in a few months’ time.’

‘I know.’

‘And I have national youth service after that.’

‘I know.’

‘And—’

‘Obianuju do you want to get married or not?’ he snapped. It was the first time he was anything other than sweet and good-natured. My eyes showed my surprise. Did I really know him?

Gently, he took my hands in his and rubbed them lightly, affectionately. I felt my skin tingle with awareness.

I swallowed nervously. ‘I want to, but can’t we wait just a little bit? Don’t you think it’s too soon?’

‘What are we waiting for? None of these things you’ve mentioned are important. We already know we’re suited for each other, plus we cannot give sin the opportunity to creep in.’

I had no response to that. He’d chosen the perfect comeback; I couldn’t still say I wanted to wait – that would have been equal to saying I wanted to live in sin, against all I’d been raised to abhor.

‘Alright, but please give me a few days to think about it,’ I replied nervously.

‘Okay, fine.’ That was obviously not the response he’d expected.



Gozie didn’t come in to see Mama and Papa that evening; he zoomed off without a word as soon as I stepped out of the passenger seat.

Mama, hawkish as ever, made the observation immediately as I walked in.

‘Uju, where is Gozie?’ she asked, her eyes turning into slits.

‘He has gone home,’ I responded, not meeting her eyes.

‘Why? What happened? What did you do?’

‘Nothing happened,’ I replied quickly. Too quickly. I realised my mistake immediately.

Mama folded her arms across her chest. ‘Obianuju! You better stop lying to me. What happened? Did you argue with him?’

Still, I said nothing, altering my expression to give nothing away.

I watched Mama as the lines of her face transformed with each emotion, from confusion to anger to disbelief and finally, panic. ‘This girl has finally done it. She has chased away the only man that will marry her,’ she shouted, throwing her hands on her head and looking to the ceiling for divine intervention. She turned to me with anguish. ‘But you promised me ehn! You promised your mother that you would behave, that you wouldn’t argue or insult him or talk too much. Oh God! My enemies must be laughing.’

‘Nna-anyi! Nna-anyi!’ she shouted in the direction of the rooms, calling for my father. Mama only called Papa when she felt she could no longer handle me, and her tone always seemed to say, ‘See what your beloved daughter is doing.’

It was my turn to panic. I moved to block her path. ‘Mama, there’s no need to call Papa. Nothing important happened.’

‘You’re still lying? Move out of my way now.’

‘I’ll tell you. Please don’t look for him,’ I pleaded.

‘He asked me to marry him,’ I mumbled reluctantly a few seconds later, when we were seated.

‘He what?’

‘I said he asked me to marry him,’ I repeated, louder this time.

‘Marry him?’ she asked excitedly, her face brightening. ‘Hei! My God has done it. My enemies have been put to shame!’ she shouted then broke into song and dance, moving her waist vigorously, in beat to imaginary instruments. Mmama dirigi, Chineke-e, Mmama dirigi-o. Onye oma.

I stared at her dejectedly; there was no going back now. My fate had been sealed.

She stopped, suddenly. ‘Uju, why aren’t you singing and dancing? This is good news! Or didn’t you say yes? Please tell me you told him yes,’ she said, panic creeping back into her voice.

‘I told him I’ll think about it,’ I confessed, and waited for hell to break loose.

She stared at me for a while, eyes dilated like I had suddenly taken leave of my senses, then she exploded.

‘Are you mad?! What is there to think about?!’ she screamed at the top of her lungs.

‘I have to think about it; it’s an important decision. I’m just twenty-one,’ I rushed to explain.

‘I’m just twenty-one,’ she mimicked. ‘I married your father at sixteen!’

‘Mama that was then, this is the seventies. I haven’t finished school yet.’

‘And so? Are you the first? Don’t you have married classmates?’

‘Mama, I’m not them. Besides, Dr. Akintunde told me my grades are currently one of the best in the department, and that he plans to recommend me to the head for a direct admission into the master’s programme. He thinks I shou—’

‘Kpuchie gi onu ebe-ahu!’ Mama yelled, switching to Igbo immediately, the veins on her neck standing. Mama always switched to Igbo when she was upset. She expressed herself better in it, her words flowing easier and faster as if her tongue had been loosened from the bondage of a tightrope.

‘Will your professor marry you?’ She crossed her arms across her chest. ‘It is my fault. I knew I let you spend too much time with your brothers; now you’re thinking like a man.’

‘But Mama I’m not saying I won’t marry him. I just want to wait a while. I’m not ready. That’s all.’

‘What is there to be ready for? Have I not brought you up well? Have I failed as a mother?’ she asked, obviously perplexed by the words coming out of my mouth. ‘Uju, a woman should marry when the man is ready. And when a man is ready, he is ready.’

I thought of another angle. ‘But can’t we wait for the both of us to have more money? I should at least get a job first.’

‘Did he say he cannot take care of you? Do you think your father and I had plenty of money when we started out? Your place is to help him build his wealth for both of you,’ she said, her tone brooking no argument.

I sighed dolefully, and wondered what Akin would say. He always knew what to say. ‘He didn’t even propose in a romantic way,’ I grumbled under my breath. ‘No flowers or chocolate, nothing. Just asked me to marry him like that.’

Mama heard. ‘Roma-what?’ She burst into raucous laughter. ‘My daughter, forget all those things. At least he asked you; your father didn’t even talk to me – he went straight to my people. That is even our tradition. I don’t know where you are getting these oyinbo ideas from, but ekwensu bu onye asi. My enemies are trying but they will not succeed,’ she said with a smile, her good humour back in place. ‘Listen to me. Tomorrow you will go and meet Chigozie and accept his offer. Do you hear me? And better pray he hasn’t changed his mind or you won’t have a home to come back to. I cannot share the same roof as such a foolish daughter. God forbid.’






4. Are we cartons of milk? Ehn Ada?


‘I’ll marry you,’ I told Gozie after church service the next day. We stood at the front of the building, in the intimidating shadow of the cross. People milled around us noisily – calling to friends, gossiping, discussing the sermon, pretending to ignore us. I wondered if he’d heard me; my voice had been barely above a whisper. A smile played at the side of his lips and began to light up his face, and I knew he had.

‘I’m sorry for not saying yes that day,’ I added, then stared pointedly at my toes.

He held my hands in a firm grip and nudged my chin upwards. His smile widened as I raised my head, and I questioned what madness had caused me to hesitate. ‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘You’re young; it’s normal to be nervous. Don’t worry – everything will be okay. Getting married won’t change anything; we’ll just be living together. I won’t stop you from doing anything you want.’

‘Anything?’ I asked, searching his face.

‘Yes – school, work, whatever. Anything,’ he reassured me, and massaged my hands soothingly.

Our eyes met and held. The man I saw wasn’t Gozie, but the one who would never lie to me, the one I still missed dearly.

By the end of the week, news of our engagement had spread widely, and Gozie beamed as people rushed to offer congratulations; even the church ladies who’d had not so nice things to say behind my back offered their well wishes, although grudgingly with tight smiles pasted onto their faces as though they suffered from severe cases of constipation.



Sally Agboga was a different breed from the rest of us – she lived fully and committedly on her own terms. She was heavy-handed with her powder and dark-brown eyebrow pencil, her eyelids always shone with bright eyeshadow, making them appear like moving disco balls, and her plump lips were forever coated in a deep wine colour. She wore whatever and whenever, trousers so tight you could make out the contour of her buttocks, sundresses that rode up her thighs, and big hair that blocked the sun.

The first day I sighted her outside the hall, just before class in our first year of university, I stood transfixed, my eyes on her bare thighs underneath the dress she wore and the cigarette she casually puffed on. Mama would have fainted at the sight.

‘What is it? Never seen a girl like me before?’ Sally asked in a low sultry voice then crushed the stick of cigarette she’d been puffing under the large block heel of her knee-high boot, a sardonic smile curving the side of her cheeks. ‘Going for the class?’ she asked, gesturing towards the classroom with her head. I nodded mutely. She laughed, tapping me lightly on the shoulder and pushing me towards the door. ‘The lecturer will soon be here. You should go in or you won’t get a good seat; the class is already very full. What’s your name?’

‘U—Uju.’

She smiled brightly, exposing small yellowish teeth. ‘I’m Salome, but my friends call me Sally. You can’t be staring at people like that; this is university, you will get tired of staring,’ she said just before we walked into the classroom. She was right.

We spoke regularly after that, and she would often invite me to join her at a bar where a live band played highlife music on Friday evenings and the resident cook served the best goat-meat pepper soup and palm wine in Lagos.

The week after I became engaged to Gozie, Sally smiled when she saw me walking down the corridor, on my way to Akin’s office.

‘Uju baby! You were going to get married without telling me personally? I had to hear from others by myself. You no try o! Anyways, congratulations,’ Sally said good-naturedly.

‘It’s not like that, my dear, I’ve just been so busy preparing for our final exams, I haven’t had time to tell all my friends. Besides, who needs a town crier when one has Chinelo and Adaugo.’ We both burst into laughter.

‘So, you’re really getting married? Just like that?’ she demanded with her hands on her ample hips once our mirth had died down.

‘Like what?’ I asked, confused.

‘Just like that! Straight out of school. You should enjoy your single life a little, you know. Flex, go out, meet people. You know, your Gozie is not the only man alive, even if he looks like those drawings of Greek gods.’ She rolled her eyes dramatically and I laughed.

‘I’m serious. You should meet other people and be sure if it’s him you want first. You’re only twenty-one.’

‘Or,’ she lowered a voice to a whisper and leaned closer so no one else could hear, ‘are you pregnant?’

The laughter burst out again. ‘Sally,’ I said in between breaths, ‘please, I’m not pregnant o.’

She grinned slyly. ‘Okay o, if you say so. Just make sure you remember to invite me to eat rice at the wedding, if you decide to go ahead with it.’

‘She asked if I was pregnant,’ I recounted to Chinelo and Adaugo that evening, cackling.

They didn’t find it funny; they’d never understood my friendship with Sally. ‘That Sally sef, she too talk! What is her business if you decide to marry today or tomorrow? Will she give you a husband if you lose this one?’ Chinelo said.

Ada nodded in agreement. ‘You better ignore her Uju. Men don’t marry women like her, and she knows, so she’s trying to spoil your own. You better grab this one you’ve seen now before it’s too late and you expire on the shelf like she will.’

I giggled. ‘Expire? Are we cartons of milk? Ehn Ada?’



It had taken me thirty minutes to muster the courage to knock on Akin’s door that day. Thirty minutes of pacing, panicking and handwringing. Eventually, I folded my sweaty palms and knocked ever so lightly, hoping he wouldn’t hear or that he was absent from work that day.
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