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O n Ohaeto Street

A t the  tim e  o f  th e  robbery , E ze and  C h in w e  w ere  liv ing  in  the 

to w n  o f  E le len w o  in P o rt H arco u rt. T h e y  lived in  M aew o o d  

Estates, w h ic h  som e o f  th e  n e ig h b o u rs  called  E h o ro ’s Estate, 

because E h o ro  was th e  su rn am e o f  th e  ow ner.

E h o ro ’s was a fairly large estate w ith  a b o u t a d o zen  b u n g a

low s in  it. T h e  bungalow s s tood  in  clusters, separated  on ly  by 

gravel an d  grass, by th e  road  c o n n e c tin g  th e m , and  by  trees: 

o ran g e  trees, guava trees and  p lan ta in  trees. T h e re  was a d rive

w ay in  fro n t o f  each  bungalow , an d  each  b u n g a lo w  h ad  a 

garage.

A  c e m e n t wall rose h igh  a lo n g  th e  p e r im e te r  o f  th e  estate, 

and  w ith  it, tw o  oversized m etal gates, o n e  a t th e  en trance , the  

o th e r  at th e  ex it. T h e  to p  o f  th e  ce m e n t wall (and th e  tops o f  

th e  a d jo in in g  gates) w ere  lin e d  w ith  shards o f  glass -  g reen  

glass, c lear glass, an d  b ro w n  glass — th e  way walls and  gates in  

P o rt H a rc o u rt are still lined  today.

O u ts id e  th e  estate , a lo n g  th e  m a in  ro ad  lead in g  u p  to  

its en tra n ce , w ere  sm all shops w h o se  o w n ers  so ld  N ab isco  

w afers an d  R ib e n a  ju ic es , tin n e d  to m a to es  an d  sardines in  a 

can.

In  th e  even ings, v en d o rs  p u t u p  m akesh ift stands in  the  

spaces b e tw e en  th e  shops. T h e re , they  so ld  roasted c o rn  o n  the  

co b  a lo n g  w ith  native pears, an d  roasted  p lan ta in s sp rin k led  

w ith  pa lm  oil, p e p p e r  an d  salt.

T h e re  was a p o lice  s ta tio n  n o t  to o  far d o w n  th e  road. 

S o m etim es  officers p arad ed  b ack  an d  fo rth  in  u n ifo rm .

I
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S om etim es it was hard  to  tell i f  they  w ere  real po lice  officers 

o r  crooks in  u n ifo rm  -  a t least, so C h in w e  tells m e. B u t it m ust 

have b ee n  tru e , because even as far back  as th en , P o rt H a rc o u rt 

was k n o w n  fo r its crooks.

It was h e r  m am a w h o  en cou raged  th e m  to  live there , in  E h o ro ’s 

estate. T h e  sam e w ay she h ad  en co u rag ed  C h in w e  to  m arry  

Eze.

C h in w e  had  b een  liv ing  w ith  h e r  th e n , o n  O h a e to  S treet, 

in  th e  D /L in e  area o f  P o rt H arco u rt. T h ey  lived in  a small flat 

w ith  yellow  walls, inside an d  o u t. C h in w e  w as a te ac h e r  those 

days, h o m e  econom ics in  St C a th e rin e s  secondary  sc h o o l,r ig h t 

th e re  o n  O h a e to  S treet.

T h e  first tim e E ze cam e to  th em , C h in w e  h ad  ju s t re tu rn ed  

from  w o rk  a t th e  sch o o l. S he an d  h e r  m am a w ere  sittin g  

o u ts id e  o n  th e  steps to  th e  flat, an d  C h in w e  was te llin g  h e r  

m am a h o w  th e  s tu d en ts  w o re  h e r  o u t,  w ith  th e ir  n o t  b e in g  

able to  follow  sim ple instruc tions -  th e  w ay they  c u t th e  w ro n g  

sew ing  p a tte rn s  o r  m ix ed  th e  w ro n g  in g red ien ts  in to  so m e

th in g  as easy as the  cru st o f  a m ea t pie. S he was saying all this 

w h e n  E ze w alked  up  to  th e m , ca rry in g  a b lack briefcase and  a 

co u p le  o f  m agazines in  his hand.

H e  sm iled  b rig h tly  an d  to ld  th e m  th a t his n am e was Eze. 

T h a t  h e  cam e o ffe rin g  th e  g o o d  new s o f  G o d ’s K in g d o m . 

W ould  they  please invite h im  to  tell th e m  m ore?

A t first C h in w e  was q u ite  annoyed  by  this -  by  th e  m ere 

presence o f  E ze a t th e ir  do o r, and  by his request fo r an  invita

tio n . She frow ned  an d  sh o o k  h e r  head , m u tte red  to  h e r  m am a 

to  please send  h im  away. B u t h e r  m am a saw  som e th ings in  Eze 

th a t she liked: his crisply iro n ed  trousers and  sh irt, his spotless 

shoes. H is tee th  w ere crooked , b u t in  a way tha t h e r m am a m ust 

have fo u n d  endearing .
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H e r  m am a s to o d  up, w ip ed  h e r  hands o n  th e  w ra p p e r tha t 

was tied  a round  h e r  waist, stretched  o u t h e r  hand  and  sh o o k  his 

hand . S he inv ited  h im  in.

C h in w e  th inks tha t h e  stayed for ab o u t an hour, b u t i ts  hard 

for h e r  to  k n o w  exacdy h o w  long , because after fifteen  m inutes 

o f  his flipp ing  th ro u g h  th e  pages o f  the  A w ake! m agazine, and 

th e  pages o f  th e  Watchtower, an d  th e  pages o f  his B ib le  (the 

N e w  W orld  T ransla tion), she excused  herself. A ssignm ents to  

g rade , she said, an d  w e n t to  h e r  ro o m . She fell asleep th e re  and  

did  n o t w ake up  u n til h e r  m am a cam e k n o ck in g  at h e r  door, 

asking ju s t h o w  lo n g  she in te n d ed  to  stay in  h e r  ro o m , scolding 

h e r  fo r b e in g  so ru d e  to  th e  n ice  y o u n g  m an  w h o  cam e to  

b r in g  th e  g o o d  new s o f  G o d ’s K in g d o m  to  th em .

T h e y  b u rs t o u t la u g h in g  th e n . B ecause, o f  co u rse , th e  

Je h o v ah ’s W itnesses w ere  always c o m in g  aro u n d  in  those  days. 

A nd  it was fu nny  th a t they  h ad  actually  inv ited  o n e  o f  th e m  

in.

‘M am a, you  had  n o  business w asting  his tim e  like th a t! ’ 

C h in w e  said.

‘I know , I know ,’ h e r  m am a rep lied . A nd  they  b o th  laughed  

som e m ore.

H e  cam e b ack  a w eek  o r  so later. T h e y  w ere again ou tside  on  

th e  steps. T h e re  was th e  scen t o f  beans b o ilin g  o n  th e  stove. 

B lack-eyed  peas. E ven  ou tside, in  th e  o p e n  air, h e  c o u ld  smell 

it, an d  h e  to ld  th e m  as m u ch . H e  asked i f  th e y  w o u ld  ea t it 

w ith  soaked  g a rr i o r  w ith  akam u. C h in w e  frow ned , because 

she suspec ted  h e  w o u ld  so o n  inv ite  h im se lf  fo r d in n e r. H e r  

m am a sm iled  and  d id  th e  inv iting  fo r h im .

H e r  papa h a d  b ee n  a c a rp en te r  w h o  m ade  chairs and  tables 

an d  shelves in  P o rt H a rc o u r t. H e r  m am a h ad  to ld  h e r  this. 

C h in w e  h ad  n o t ye t b e e n  b o rn  a t th e  tim e , so she h ad  n o t
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w itnessed  th is fo r herself. In any case, h e  was a carpen te r, th e n  

fo r som e reason o r  the  o ther, h e  d ec ided  to  b ec o m e  a co b b ler 

-  h e  n ee d ed  a change o f  scenery  perhaps. O r, m aybe ca rp en try  

was w ea rin g  h im  o u t. W h a te v e r th e  case, h e  so ld  all his fu rn i

tu re  an d  to o k  d o w n  th e  w o o d e n  C A R P E N T E R  sign o n  th e  

fro n t o f  his shop. H e  pa in ted  over th e  sign, an d  an n o u n c e d  the  

place a c o b b le rs  shop  instead. H e  w o rk e d  th a t way fo r som e 

tim e  -  years, in  fact -  as a cobb ler, u n til ju s t  befo re  C h in w e  

was b o rn .

H e  d ec ided  he w o u ld  b ec o m e  a g ram m ar-sch o o l teach er 

th en . H e  had  n o  train ing , b u t h e  again cleared o u t his shop  and 

p a in ted  over th e  o ld  sign. H e  m ade  h im se lf  som e chairs and  

desks. H e  fo u n d  a b lackboard , som e chalk . H e  w alked aro u n d  

to w n  an n o u n c in g  the  school to  all the  peo p le  h e  m et. A  private 

schoo l, h e  said, fo r th e  very  b rig h te s t th re e -  to  e lev en -y ear- 

olds. A nd  i f  they  w ere  n o t b r ig h t to  b e g in  w ith , h e  said, his 

schoo l w o u ld  m ake th e m  b rig h t.

It w o rk ed . P eop le  actua lly  in q u ired . A nd  afterw ards, they  

actually  began  send ing  th e ir  ch ild ren . T each ing  was the  jo b  he 

stayed w ith  un til h e  died.

Years la ter, w h e n  C h in w e  was o ld  e n o u g h  to  care, h e r  

m am a w o u ld  tell C h in w e  h o w  seriously  h e  to o k  his teach ing  

jo b , h o w  h e  w o u ld  co m e h o m e  each  day w ith  sto ries a b o u t 

the  ch ild ren . S he to ld  C h in w e  a b o u t th e  way h e  to o k  care to  

iron  his trousers and  his sh irt, to  co m b  his h a ir and  pat it dow n , 

th ings h e ’d  never d o n e  w ith  e ith e r  o f  his fo rm e r  jo b s.

T h ese  te a c h in g  sto ries w ere  m ostly  w h a t h e r  m am a to ld  

C h in w e  w h e n  she to ld  th e  girl o f  h e r  papa, an d  so, perhaps it 

was d u r in g  his tim e w o rk in g  th a t g ram m ar-sch o o l jo b  th a t h e r  

m am a loved  h e r  papa best.

H e  d ied  th e  year C h in w e  tu rn e d  four, so she co u ld  barely 

rem e m b er h im , co u ld  barely rem e m b er th a t g ram m ar-sc h o o l-
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te ac h e r persona o f  his. O r  rather, she rem e m b ere d  all o f  it, b u t 

o n ly  as a resu lt o f  h e r  m o th e rs  telling .

T h a t even ing  w ith  E ze s tand ing  o u t there , ta lk ing  a b o u t beans 

and  garri and  akam u, h e r  m am a rem arked  o n  th e  way tha t E ze s 

sh irt and  trousers w ere always so perfecdy  iro n ed . T h a t was the  

w ay C h in w e  s p ap a’s sh irt an d  trousers also used  to  be , she said, 

those  days h e  w o rk e d  as a g ram m ar-sch o o l teacher. It had  a lo t 

to  d o  w ith  w hy  she was fond  o f  Eze, she adm itted . E ze laughed. 

C h in w e  sh o o k  h e r  head , irrita ted  tha t it  was such a small reason 

fo r h e r  m am a’s to le ra tio n  o f  such  a large inconven ience . L ittle 

d id  C h in w e  k n o w  th a t th e  in co n v en ien ce  w o u ld  g ro w  even 

larger. F o r a w h ile , anyway.

So, yes, h e r  m am a in v ited  h im  to  th e  beans an d  soaked  

garri d in n e r  th a t n igh t. First, h e  flipped  th ro u g h  th e  pages o f  

his Watchtower, and  th e n  th ro u g h  th e  pages o f  h is A w ake!  In 

b e tw een , C h in w e  observed  th e  fancy  go ld  w atch  o n  h is w rist. 

She observed  his crisply iro n ed  clo thes, ju s t as h e r  m am a had  

observed. She n o ticed  tha t they  w ere crisply ta ilored , too . T h ey  

appeared  expensive, n o t qu ick ly  stitch ed  to g e th e r  — certa in ly  

n o t th e  h an d iw o rk  o f  any o f  th e  travelling  tailors w h o  paraded 

th e  roads a t th e  tim e.

It was on ly  after the  m agazine and  B ible study  was com plete  

th a t E ze accep ted  th e  d in n e r  in v ita tio n . I im ag in e  n o w  th a t 

he  m ust have b ee n  en thusiastic  in  his accep tance. S om etim es 

I im ag ine  also th a t h e  m ust have h ad  an  im pish  sm ile o n  his 

face.

W ell, h e  co n tin u e d  to  co m e back, the  little  rascal. A nd  C h in w e  

actually  g rew  accustom ed  to  h im . S om etim es she even laughed  

at his jokes.

H e  was b r ig h t -  had  co m p le ted  an  e n g in ee rin g  p rog ram m e
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a t th e  university. C iv il en g in ee rin g . T h is  was w hy  h e  d id  his 

evangelizing in  the  evenings, because d u rin g  th e  day h e  w orked  

in  som e division  o f  Shell.

H e  had  g ro w n  u p  a Jeh o v ah  s W itness an d  saw n o  reason to  

change now . T h e re  was so m e th in g  to  b e  said fo r rou tines, he 

said. A nd  so m e th in g  to  b e  said fo r th e  fact tha t, ju s t  by  v ir tu e  

o f  th e  parents th a t G o d  gave h im , h e  had  b ee n  au tom atically  

g iven access to  this g o o d  new s o f  G o d ’s K in g d o m , w h ich , as h e  

said, w o u ld  lead to  everlasting  life.

O n e  evening , C h in w e  s m o th e r  asked h im  w h a t his plans 

w ere for the  future. H e  chuck led  nervously  then  sa id ,‘M arriage 

an d  a family.’ A n d  th e n  h e  a d d e d  th a t h e  w an te d  th e  r ig h t 

w o m an , n o t ju s t any w om an .

‘W h a t w o u ld  m ake h e r  th e  r ig h t w om an?’ C h in w e  s m o th e r 

asked.

‘W ell, fo r o n e  th in g ,’ h e  said, ‘she w o u ld  have to  b e  a 

W itness.’

‘A  w itness?’ she asked. ‘A w itness to  w h a t? ’

‘A  W itness,’ h e  said, s tre tch in g  th e  w o rd  o u t, fo r em phasis. 

‘You know , a Jehovah’s W itness.’

‘A h ,’ h e r  m am a said, very  though tfu lly . A n d  she w e n t on  

to  tell a s to ry  a b o u t C h in w e . She to ld  the  s to ry  in  g rea t detail. 

I t w e n t so m e th in g  like  this: w h e n  C h in w e ’s papa was still 

living, and  C h in w e  was aro u n d  th ree  o r  fo u r years o ld , C h in w e  

stum b led  u p o n  h e r  m a m a’s o ld  w ed d in g  g o w n  in th e  o ld  chest 

w here  h e r  m am a stored  it. She becam e obsessed w ith  th e  gow n, 

an d  w ith  th e  idea  o f  m arriag e , an d  so, s ta rtin g  th a t day, she 

w o u ld  b eg  h e r  papa to  play w h a t she called a w ed d in g  gam e 

w ith  her. T h e  gam e w o u ld  usually take place in  th e  evenings, 

ju s t  afte r d in n e r, w h e n  th e  c h irp in g  o f  th e  c rick e ts  was th e  

loudest and  co u ld  b e  heard  clearly inside o f  th e  house. T h is  last 

fact, C h in w e  to ld  m e herself.
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S om etim es , C h in w e  tells m e, she  can  still re m e m b e r  th e  

sm ell o f  th e  gow n: so m e th in g  clean and  fragran t, like th e  scen t 

o f  a freshly m o p p e d  floor. T h e  m othballs  w ere  w h a t caused it 

to  sm ell th a t way. T h e  c a m p h o r in  th e m  gave o ff  th a t arom a, a 

m ix  b e tw e en  p e p p e rm in t an d  c in n am o n .

S h e’d b rea th e  in  th e  scen t as h e r  m am a p u t th e  go w n  over 

h e r  tin y  body. I im ag in e  it now : th e  w ay th e  sleeves m ust have 

ex te n d e d  far b ey o n d  C h in w e ’s fin g ertip s , so th a t h e r  m am a 

w o u ld  have to  roll th e m  u p  for her. T h e  n eck line  was certa in ly  

m o re  like a sh o u ld e r line o n  C h in w e , because C h in w e  has to ld  

m e th a t it o ften  fell past h e r  shou lders and  all th e  w ay to  the 

floor, an d  th a t sh e ’d tu g  an d  tu g  as th e  ce rem o n y  was tak in g  

p lace ,ju st to  try  to  keep th e  dress from  falling o n ce  m o re  to  the 

g round .

T h e  tra in  w as the  o n ly  p a rt o f  th e  dress th a t was ju s t  as she 

liked, spraw ling — m o re  than  a little like it m ust have b ee n  back 

w h e n  it trailed  b eh in d  h e r  m am a. Ju st perfec t, C h in w e  w o u ld  

say, back  then . As i f  th e  len g th  o f  th e  train  had  an  im pact o n  the  

success o f  th e  fantasy.

It was h e r  m am a w h o  p layed  th e  p a r t o f  th e  m in iste r, 

rec iting  th e  m arriage  speech . The step which you are about to take 

is the most important into which human beings can come . . .  D o you 

take this girl to be your wedded wife, as long as you both shall live? 

I ’ve heard  th e  s to ry  and  im ag in ed  it e n o u g h  tim es n o w  to  be 

able to  describe  it as i f  it w ere  m y o w n  ex p e rien ce : h e r  papa 

w o u ld  n o d . H e ’d b e  o n  his knees, so th a t h e  was o n ly  slightly 

taller th a n  C h in w e . H e ’d b e  w ea rin g  a b lack blazer, b u t u n d e r

n ea th  th e  b lazer was ju s t  th e  w h ite  singlet th a t h e  always w ore 

a t n ig h t, an d  his b lu e -a n d -w h ite -s tr ip e d  pyjam a pants, w h ich  

cam e w ith  a m a tch in g  top , b u t w h o se  to p  they  hardly  ever saw 

h im  w ear.

‘I do,’ h e ’d  say to  C h in w e ’s m am a.
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D o you take this man to be your wedded husband, as long as you 

both shall Hue?

‘I do,’ C h in w e  w ou ld  say.

I now declare you husband and unfe.

H e r  papa w o u ld  lean tow ards h e r  and  p lan t a kiss o n  each 

side o f  h e r  face. A nd  th e n  it w o u ld  b e  tim e  fo r C h in w e  to  go 

to  bed.

T h a t was th e  gam e th ey  played, and  h e r  m am a to ld  E ze as 

m uch .

T h e n  o n e  evening , ju s t befo re  th ey  w ere  to  play the  gam e, 

Je h o v a h ’s W itnesses cam e k n o c k in g  o n  th e ir  d o o r, and  

C h in w e ’s papa was inv iting  th e m  in , b u t she, C h in w e ’s m o th e r, 

sco lded  h im , in  fro n t o f  th e m , fo r even th in k in g  to  invite th e m  

in. D id  h e  k n o w  th a t they  w ere  a cult? she asked.

H e  po lite ly  w ith d re w  his inv ita tion  and  sen t th e m  away. It 

was the  first tim e  th a t Je h o v ah ’s W itnesses had  ever co m e  to  

th e ir  do o r, an d  tha t was th e  trea tm e n t they  received, thanks to  

her. So, she reasoned, perhaps this was tha t o ld  sto ry  co m in g  full 

circle. Perhaps this was G o d  allow ing  h e r  to  m ake am ends fo r 

th a t fo rm e r  discourtesy. A nd  given  tha t th e  d iscou rtesy  to o k  

place d u r in g  o n e  o f  th e  w ed d in g -g a m e  n igh ts , m aybe all o f  

th a t was a sign, a h arb in g e r o f  th ings to  com e.

She sm iled  w idely  as she said all this, and  E ze sm iled  w ith  

her.

C h in w e ’s m o th e r  h e rse lf  nev e r d id  b ec o m e  a W itness. Instead  

she encou raged  C h in w e  to  b eco m e one, so tha t C h in w e  w o u ld  

in d e ed  m a rry  th e  n ice  y o u n g  m an  w h o  was obviously  w ell- 

to -d o , an d  w h o  w o u ld  obv iously  p rov ide  fo r her, w h o  o n ly  

w an te d  fo r h im se lf  a W itness w ife. W as it to o  m u c h  to  ask? 

N o , said C h in w e ’s m o th e r , resp o n d in g  to  h e r  o w n  qu estio n , 

earnestly  shak ing  h e r  head.
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T h e y  d id  in  fact m arry, a year and  a h a lf  after h e  first offered 

C h in w e  an d  h e r  m o th e r  th e  g o o d  new s o f  G o d ’s K in g d o m . 

C h in w e  was very  dutifu l ab o u t the  w edding . O n  th e  surface h e r 

du tifu lness m ust have lo o k ed  like ex c item en t. P erhaps it was.

It was a large ce le b ra tio n , h e ld  a t th e  K in g d o m  H all o n  

R u m u o la  R o a d . H is paren ts an d  fam ily  m e m b ers  a tten d e d , 

along  w ith  his Jeh o v ah ’s W itness friends, w h o m  he also referred 

to  as fam ily -  as ‘b ro th e rs ’ an d  ‘sisters’.

T h e irs  was on ly  a w h ite  w ed d in g ; n o  trad itiona l one. E ven 

th e  w h ite  w ed d in g  was relatively b rie f, and  very  sedate, a fact 

fo r w h ic h  C h in w e  m ig h t o r  m ig h t n o t have b ee n  grateful. I t’s 

hard  to  know .

It was after th e ir  w e d d in g  th a t C h in w e ’s m am a en c o u rag ed  

th e m  to  live in  E h o ro ’s Estate. B y  this tim e, C h in w e  h ad  given 

up  h e r  teach in g  jo b  ‘to  take o n  m o re  fully th e  role o f  a w ife ’, 

as h e r  m am a liked  to  exp lain  it. E ze was the  o n e  w h o  insisted 

o n  this to  b eg in  w ith  (after all, they  p lanned  o n  having ch ildren 

soon  and  w h o  w o u ld  take care o f  th e  ch ild ren  i f  C h in w e  kep t 

up  th a t jo b  o f  hers?). H e r  m am a had , o f  course , agreed .

In any  case, h e r  m am a en co u rag ed  th e m  to  live in  E h o ro ’s 

E state fo r tw o  reasons. F irst, E le len w o  was n o t to o  far from  

D /L in e . T h a t is, it was far e n o u g h  fo r C h in w e  an d  E ze to  feel 

separate, to  feel in d e p e n d e n t from  her, b u t it was close en o u g h  

th a t she c o u ld  h o p  o n  a bus an d  co m e  v isit w h e n e v e r  she 

w an ted . (T his ease o f  access w o u ld  b e  a g o o d  th in g  w h e n  they  

d ec id ed  to  have a ch ild , she said.) Secondly, she reasoned  tha t 

E h o ro ’s Estate was a sw anky n e ig h b o u rh o o d ,ju s t u p  E z e ’s alley; 

and  i f  they  lived th e re , she co u ld  v icariously  e x p e rien c e  the  

g o o d  life th ro u g h  th em .

It was tru e  a b o u t th e  esta te ’s sw ankiness. T h o se  days, the  

drivew ays an d  garages in  E h o ro ’s w ere  filled w ith  Volvos and
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Jeeps and  B M W s. T h e  yards w ere  w ell m a n ic u re d , an d  the  

families to o k  tu rn s hosting  elegant d in n e r parties w h ere  people 

dressed in  th e ir  finest trad itional o r  E u ro p e a n /A m e ric a n  attire.

A fte r they  m oved  in , E ze  g o t h im se lf  a L and R o v e r. B u t 

th a t m ust n o t have b een  en o u g h , because h e  so o n  g o t h im self 

a 505 SR S, w h ich  rivalled  th e  B M W  in  m any  ways, o r  a t least 

E ze said it  d id . C h in w e  c o n tin u e d  to  d riv e  h e r  little  yellow  

V olksw agen B eetle, w h ich  was ju s t  fine by her.

A fter th e  car cam e (the 505 S R S ), E ze jo in e d  th e  residents 

in  h o s tin g  th o se  d in n e r  parties. H is  parties w ere  a tte n d e d  

m ostly  by  n e ig h b o u rh o o d  p eo p le , b u t so m e tim es  h is w o rk  

friends also cam e. E v ery  o n c e  in  a w h ile , p e o p le  f ro m  the  

K in g d o m  H all a tten d e d  too . In  th e  m o n th s  r ig h t after th e  505 

S R S  cam e, E ze h o s te d  th o se  p arties  w ith  g rea te r  fre q u en c y  

than  ever, inv iting  as m any  p eo p le  as h e  possibly cou ld , as i f  he 

w ere o n  a m ission to  show  o ff the  car to  th e m  all in  the  shortest 

a m o u n t o f  tim e  possible.

C h in w e  and  th e  housegirls w o u ld  m ake trays o f  spicy suya

— skew ered  b ee f , an d  ch ick e n , an d  fish, all f lavoured  w ith  

g ro u n d n u ts  — and  they  w o u ld  fry up  large pans o f  sw eet ch in  

ch in , and  bake batches o f  m eat pies and  sausage rolls. E ze w ou ld  

se t o u t crates o f  G uinness an d  soft d rinks.

T h is  w as the  w ay it  w orked : first, th e  p eo p le  w o u ld  en te r  

the  house. I f  C h in w e  h ap p e n ed  to  b e  s tand ing  a t th e  en trance , 

th e y ’d  w alk  r ig h t past her, s tra ig h t to  w h e re  E ze s to o d , and  

th e y ’d  te ll E ze  w h a t a lovely h o m e  h e  had . A t th e  o n se t, it 

ce rta in ly  p leased  C h in w e , th e  w ay they  o o h h e d  an d  aah h ed

-  it w as afte r all h e r  h o m e  as w ell. It p leased  h e r  th a t th ey  

ad m ired  th e  e n te r ta in m e n t cen tre , re fe rrin g  to  the  th ings in  it 

as ‘state o f  th e  art e lec tron ics’. T h e y ’d stand, so m an y  o f  th e m  

th a t th e re  was barely en o u g h  space to  m ove aro u n d . T h e y ’d  eat 

the  food  tha t C h in w e  and  th e  housegirls h ad  p repared . T h e n
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C h in w e  w o u ld  w atch  as Eze to o k  o u t his keys, as h e  w alked  the  

m e n  especially o u t to  th e  fron t yard, as h e  o p e n e d  up  th e  505 

an d  sh o w ed  th e m  th e  in te r io r . S om etim es , w h e n  C h in w e ’s 

m am a cam e, she jo in e d  th e  m e n  in  o o h h in g  and  aa h h in g  over 

th e  house, over th e  car. As i f  she’d  n o t  seen it all before. T h o se  

sorts o f  th ings p leased h e r  very  m u ch .

Well, needless to  say, E h o ro ’s Estate becam e a target fo r robbers. 

M o n th s  before th e  robbers cam e, th e  residents o f  E h o ro ’s had 

h e ld  a m e e tin g , su specting  th a t it  was o n ly  a m a tte r  o f  tim e  

befo re  they, too , w ere  h it. T h e re  h ad  b ee n  ru m o u rs  as to  the  

iden tities o f  th e  b an d  o f  thieves, and  so, d u r in g  th a t m eetin g , 

th e  residents p ro p o sed  th a t a co llec tio n  b e  sta rted . T h e  p lan  

was to  m ake a peace o ffe rin g  to  th e  robbers, to  th w a rt th e ir  

a ttem p ts  o n  th e  estate. T h e  residents all agreed  th a t this was a 

m o re  effective so lu tio n  — b e tte r  than , say, re p o r tin g  th e  thieves 

to  the  po lice, w h ich  som e said w o u ld  o n ly  serve to  ign ite  th e ir  

anger. Also, w ith  so m any  fake po lice  officers ru n n in g  all over 

the  place, w h o  was to  say tha t they  w o u ld n ’t b e  filing  th e  rep o rt 

w ith  th e  very  robbers w h o m  they  w ere  try in g  to  apprehend? 

So th e  m o n e y  o ffe ring  was d ec id ed  u p o n . T h e  residents w en t 

a b o u t p u tt in g  in  th e ir  c o n tr ib u tio n s . E v ery o n e  c o n tr ib u te d . 

E veryone, ex cep t Eze.

N o t  tha t h e  was stingy, h e  said, b u t it w e n t against his m orals 

an d  values. A  co llec tion  like th a t was a w ay o f  c o n d o n in g  bad 

behav iour, and  so they  shou ld  c o u n t h im  ou t. C h in w e  believed 

th a t E ze  sh o u ld  have paid  his share. O r  else h e  sh o u ld  have 

m o v ed  th e m  o u t  to  a less fancy  n e ig h b o u rh o o d  a n d  sh o u ld  

have d riven  less fancy cars, n o t th e  505 S R S  o r  th e  Land R over. 

S o m eth in g  less flashy, like C h in w e ’s B eetle, o r  like a 504 o r  one 

o f  th e  o ld  Fords.

B u t h e  d id  n o n e  o f  that.
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★

B y th e n , C h in w e  had  b ee n  bap tized  a Je h o v ah ’s W itness, b u t it 

was a th in g  she h ad  d o n e  o u t o f  d u ty  to  Eze. H e  h ad  insisted 

o n  it, had  even g ro w n  cross w ith  h e r  w h e n  she ap p eared  to  

suggest o therw ise . A fter all, h e  said, it  had  b een  a co n d itio n  o f  

th e  m arriage  from  th e  b eg in n in g . A nd  so C h in w e  conceded . 

O f  course, h e r  concession  p leased h e r  m am a.

C h in w e  a tten d e d  the  m eetings w ith  Eze: o n ce  a w eek , o n  

Tuesdays, th e ir  co n g reg atio n  b roke in to  small g roups and  m e t 

fo r B ible study  a t th e  houses o f  d iffe ren t elders. B u t fo r th e  

rem ain ing  B ible study days (Thursdays, Saturdays and  Sundays), 

they  m e t a t th e  K in g d o m  H all.

T h e  m ee tin g s  b eg an  w ith  a song , w h ic h  th e y  all sang, 

accom pan ied  by  th e  m usic th a t cam e from  th e  cassette player 

at the  back  o f  th e  ro o m . T h e n  th e y ’d  sit and  listen  to  th e  e lder 

o n  stage w h o  read  fro m  th e  N e w  W o rld  T ransla tion . T h is  

lecture to o k  ab o u t an h o u r  and  som etim es C h in w e  w o u ld  stare 

at th e  walls an d  trace th e  cracks th a t ran  a long  th e m , over and  

over again. It was a gam e she played w ith  herself, to  keep  from  

falling asleep. Because w h en ev er she fell asleep, E ze g rew  angry  

a t her. H e ’d n u d g e  h e r  aw ake an d  th e n  shake h is h ea d  re

proachfully  a t h e r  r ig h t th e re  in  th e  K in g d o m  H all. S om etim es, 

w h e n  they  g o t h o m e , h e  m ade jo k es (he’d la ter call th e m  jokes, 

anyw ay) ab o u t flogg ing  h e r  w ith  a b e lt fo r hav ing  fallen asleep. 

B ecause she n e e d e d  to  le a rn  to  b e  m o re  respectful to  G o d , he 

said. A nd  th e  first step in  sh o w in g  respect was to  stay aw ake 

d u r in g  discussions o n  G od.

T h e  ev e n in g  th e  ro b b ers  cam e, C h in w e  a n d  E ze  had  

a tten d e d  th e  K in g d o m  H all. S h e’d  n o t fallen asleep, so E ze had 

n o t sco lded  h e r  afterw ards a b o u t tha t. B u t the  s to ry  goes tha t, 

w h e n  they  re tu rn e d  h o m e , she w e n t in  to  w o rk  in  th e  k itch en  

w ith  th e  houseg irls , to  p rep a re  d in n e r. S o m eh o w , fo r  o n e
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reason o r  an o th er, th e  m eal had  tu rn e d  o u t to o  spicy. In fact 

th e re  was th e  h o t scen t o f  c ru sh e d  p ep p e rs  in  th e  air 

th ro u g h o u t th e  bungalow . A nd , w h e n  she and  E ze sat d o w n  to 

eat, th e ir  tongues see th ed  from  th e  h ea t o f  th e  peppers. T h a t 

gave E ze all th e  reason h e  n e e d e d  to  be cross w ith  her.

T h a t n ig h t -  th e  n ig h t o f  th e  ro b b ery  -  C h in w e  fell asleep 

in  a sad state, still sm artin g  from  E ze ’s scolding. She fell asleep 

to  th e  so u n d  o f  th e  f lo o r  fan , w h ic h  s to o d  a t th e  c o rn e r  o f  

th e  ro o m , h u m m in g  softly w ith  each oscillation, like a lullaby. 

Usually, she o p e n e d  th e ir  b e d ro o m  w in d o w s halfw ay at n igh t, 

and  as she fell asleep, she listened to  the  sounds o f  th e  guava and 

p lan ta in  trees ju s t  ou tside , th e ir  leaves ru stlin g  in  th e  breeze. 

B u t th a t n ig h t the  a ir was still. A nd  w ith  th e  scen t o f  crushed  

peppers strong  in  the  air, travelling do w n  th e ir  nostrils and  in to  

th e ir  throats, causing  th e m  all to  co u g h  drily, so m e th in g  had  to  

b e  d o n e . It fo llow ed  th a t C h in w e  tu rn e d  o n  th e  fan and  

o p e n e d  th e  w in d o w s all th e  way. Also, she left th e  d o o r  to  th e ir  

ro o m  o p en , the  d o o r  tha t led  to  the  co rrid o r.

S he aw oke to  the  so u n d  o f  sh a tte rin g  glass and  to  th e  sight 

o f  tw o  m e n  e n te r in g  th e  ro o m . T h e  ro o m  was dark , b u t o w ing  

to  th e  m o o n lig h t w h ich  crep t in  th ro u g h  th e  o p e n  w indow s, 

she c o u ld  see th a t th e  m e n  w ere  m asked. T h e re  was a m etal 

safe th a t E ze k ep t in  the  b o tto m  sh e lf  o f  th e  bedside  table. O n e  

o f  th e  m e n  w en t straigh t to  the  safe, p icked  it up, p o in te d  the  

g u n  a t Eze, o rdered  h im  to  o p e n  up  the  safe. O f  course, Eze 

refused.

T h e  m an  h e ld  the  g u n  even closer to  E ze ’s head. T h e re  was 

a c lick ing  sound . T h a t was w h e n  C h in w e  scream ed, b eg g in g  

th e  m a n  to  stop. T h e  seco n d  m an , w h o  h ad  u n til th e n  b een  

lin g e rin g  a t th e  doorw ay, m ade his w ay to  h e r  side th e n . She 

co u ld  n o t see th e  lo o k  o n  his face o w in g  to  th e  m ask th a t he 

w ore , b u t it  m ust have b e e n  sym pathe tic , because h e  tap p ed
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h e r  o n  th e  sh o u ld e r an d  to ld  h e r  n o t to  w orry , th a t ev e ry th in g  

w o u ld  b e  fin e  i f  she w o u ld  on ly  o p en  th e  safe fo r h im .

So she g rab b ed  th e  safe from  Eze, d ialled  th e  co m b in a tio n  

and  o p en ed  it up  herself. S he spilled its con ten ts o n to  th e  w h ite  

b ed d in g : ta n g le d -u p  n eck laces o f  g o ld , r in g s  w h o se  jew e ls  

sh o n e  in  th e  dark . A n d  th e n , o f  course , th e re  w ere  th e  wads 

and  w ads o f  naira bills, w h ic h  th e  m e n  stuck  in to  th e  bags tha t 

h u n g  from  th e ir  shoulders.

‘G o o d  w o rk ,’ th e  se co n d  m a n  said, p a ttin g  h e r  o n  th e  

sh o u ld e r  w h e n  h e  was d o n e  b ag g in g  th e  item s. B u t still, his 

g u n  fo u n d  its w ay b e h in d  h e r  head.

So, th a t n ig h t, th e  m e n  h o ld  th e ir  guns b e h in d  C h in w e ’s 

and  E ze ’s heads, an d  lead  th e m  o u t in to  the  co rr id o r. C h in w e  

w atches as E ze struggles w ith  his m an , refusing to  m ove so tha t 

th e  m an  has to  shove h im  forw ard. She know s th a t th e  h o u se

girls are in  the  quarte rs  at th e  back  o f  th e  house. She wills th e m  

to  appear, to  so m e h o w  appear an d  scare th e  robbers away. She 

wills th e m  to  hear, b u t it d o e sn ’t  seem  th a t th e y  h ea r  a th ing .

C h in w e  an d  E ze stand  q u ie tly  in  the  c o r r id o r  for a w hile , 

C h in w e  lis ten ing  to  th e  so u n d  o f  th e  oscilla ting  fan  in  th e ir  

ro o m . E v en  th o u g h  it  is a d is tan ce  away, its so u n d  is lo u d , 

because, o f  course , e v e ry th in g  is q u ie t now . (T h is is also th e  

first tim e  th e  tw o  robbers ap p ear to  c o m m u n ic a te  w ith  each 

o th e r, b u t even  th a t is a s ilen t so rt o f  c o m m u n ic a tio n , o n e  

w h ich  they  d o  solely w ith  th e ir  eyes.)

A fter th e  silence, th e  m an  h o ld in g  th e  g u n  to  E z e ’s head  

says:‘T h a t car outside, th e  w h ite  one , w e’ll b e  n eed in g  th e  keys.’

E ze has a lo o k  o f  h o r ro r  in  his face, as i f  h e ’s ju s t  seen  d ea th , 

w h ic h  is fimny, because u n til th e n , h e ’s b e e n  ac tin g  b o ld  and  

cou rageous, resisting an d  all.

‘T h e  keys,’ th e  m an  repeats. ‘A nd  actually, w e ’ll also b e  

n ee d in g  you  to  co m e o u t  an d  start it fo r us.’
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O n e  can on ly  im ag ine  th e  em o tio n s  E ze m ust have b een  

feeling  inside, because tha t car was his p rized  possession. (Every 

o n ce  in  a w h ile , be fo re  th e  robbery , th a t is, h e ’d ta k en  to  

re m in d in g  C h in w e  th a t it was th e  o n ly  o n e  o f  its k in d  in  th e  

w h o le  o f  R iv e rs  S tate, th a t th e re  w ere  o n ly  tw o  o f  th e m  in 

th e  w h o le  o f  N ig e ria , th e  o th e r  o w n e r  b e in g  a ‘b ig ’ m an , a 

g o v e rn o r o f  o n e  o f  th e  o th e r  states.)

In  any case, th e  ro b b e r has to  d rag  E ze again in  o rd e r  to  get 

h im  to  m ove, sm acking E ze’s head  every so o ften  w ith  th e  gun . 

‘S tart th e  car, an d  n o  w ahala fo r you; d o n ’t start th e  car, and 

w e’ll shoo t,’ th e  m an says as h e  drags Eze.

C h in w e  and  E ze m anage to  m ake eye co n tac t so m ew h ere  

in  th e  m idd le  o f  all th e  d ragg ing  and  head  sm acking. C h in w e  

looks at E ze w ith  p lead in g  eyes. Just give them the car. G ive them 

the car and spare our lives. B u t th e  m o re  she looks a t h im , th e  

m o re  defeat she feels, because she know s tha t she’s n o  m atch  for 

th e  car.

So she ju s t stands there , w a tch in g  th e  m an  drag E ze outside. 

S he rem ains inside w ith  th e  seco n d  ro b b e r still p o in tin g  his 

gun  at h e r  head. B u t even i f  she is inside, she know s w h a t things 

are like outside: the  g ro u n d  paved w ith  gravel an d  grass, and  the 

bush  n ear w h ere  th e  505 is parked  -  g reen , sa tu ra ted  w ith  the  

red  o f  th e  hibiscus flow ers. S he an d  Eze s to o d  in  fron t o f  tha t 

bush  for a p ic tu re  o n  th e  day th a t Eze b ro u g h t h o m e  th e  505 

SR S.

It was h e r  m am a w h o  to o k  th e  p ic tu re . H e re  a n d  th e re  

lizards w ere craw ling  over the  gravel stones. As she stands there , 

w ith  th e  ro b b e r h o ld in g  a gun  to  h e r  head , she rem em b ers  h e r 

m am a h o ld in g  th e  cam era , tak in g  a p ic tu re  o f  h e r  and  Eze, and 

o f  th e  car. A nd  som ehow , she th inks o f  the  w ed d in g  gam e she 

used  to  play w ith  h e r  papa. Suddenly, she im agines th a t i f  the  

cam era  co u ld  have spoken  th e  day h e r  m am a to o k  th e  p ic ture,
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it w o u ld  have said so m e th in g  like this: The step which you are 

about to take is the most important into which you will come . . . Do 

you take this car to be your wedded wife, as long as you both shall Hue? 

A n d  E ze w o u ld  n o d  ecstatically a t th e  cam era , an d  h e  w o u ld  

fervendy  say,‘I do.’

A n d  th a t answ er w o u ld  b e  co rrec t.

In  any  case, th e  way she tells th e  story, som e m o re  tim e  passes, 

q u ie t tim e, an d  C h in w e  allow s h e rse lf  to  g e t lo st in  h e r  

th o u g h ts . S he m oves o n  fro m  th e  m e m o ry  o f  th e  w ed d in g  

gam e, an d  she rem em b ers  th a t th e  po lice  s ta tion  is n o t to o  far 

d o w n  th e  street. S he starts to  th in k  th a t m aybe o n e  o f  th e  real 

p o lice  officers w ill so m e h o w  see o r  h ea r  so m eth in g . S he also 

th inks o f  E ho ro , th e  es ta tes  ow ner. S he rem em b ers  th a t h e  had 

b eg u n  ca rry in g  a g u n  th e  m o m e n t th e  th rea t o f  th e  robbers 

b ec am e  real, a ro u n d  th e  tim e  th e y  h e ld  th a t ‘a n ti- ro b b e ry  

c o llec tio n ’ m eetin g . She becom es hopefu l th a t som eone , e ith e r  

a real po lice  officer, o r  E h o ro  h im self, w ill co m e to  th e  rescue.

She hears th e  g u n sh o t th en . S he shrieks, as i f  th e  b u lle t had 

b ee n  fired  a t her, as i f  it w ere  p ie rc in g  h e r  o w n  body.

T h e  s to ry  goes th a t after th e  ro b b e r leads E ze to  th e  505 

S R S  (som ehow  th e  m an  gets E ze to  p ro d u ce  the  key), th e  m an 

o p en s th e  car door, asks E ze  to  e n te r  an d  to  sta rt th e  car. E ze 

gets in , pu ts th e  key in to  th e  ig n itio n , b u t th e  ca r refuses to  

start. T h e  m an  asks h im  to  try  again. E ze  tu rn s  th e  key in  th e  

ig n itio n , th e  en g in e  m akes a squeak ing  so u n d , b u t it  still does 

n o t start. M ean w h ile , E ze ho lds his hands u p  in  th e  air, a t the 

sides o f  h is face, shakes his head , co n tin u es to  shake it, as i f  he 

does n o t  k n o w  w hy  th e  ca r w o n ’t start.

T h e  m an  pulls E ze o u t  o f  th e  car, drags h im  to  th e  L and  

R o v er, w h ich  is on  th e  o th e r  side o f  th e  fro n t yard. H e  believes 

th a t E ze  is pu rp o sefu lly  d o in g  so m e th in g  to  p rev e n t th e  car
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from  sta rting  (and h e  is righ t). In  any case, w h e n  h e ’s dragged  

E ze to  the  L and  R o v er, h e  asks Eze to  raise his hands over his 

head , all th e  way up, as i f  Eze h im se lf  is th e  c rim inal, as i f  h e  is 

u n d e r  arrest.

T h e  m an  steps back  so th a t th e re  is som e d istance b e tw e en  

h im  an d  Eze. T h e n  h e  aim s th e  g u n  at Eze. M aybe h e  is ju s t 

a b o u t to  fire  w h e n  h e  hears th e  g u n sh o t. M aybe h e  had  no  

in te n tio n  o f  f irin g  a t all -  ju s t a little  so m e th in g  to  scare Eze 

in to  sta rting  th e  505. W h a te v e r th e  case, E ze ’s ro b b e r hears the  

g u n sh o t too , an d  sudden ly  h e  is o n  th e  tips o f  h is toes, ru n n in g  

away w ith  h is g u n , across th e  fron t yard, even ju m p in g  over the  

glass-lined gate o f  th e  estate to  escape.

A t least, th is is h o w  E ze to ld  th e  sto ry  o f  w h a t h ap p en ed  

outside.

Inside, after th ey  h ea r  th e  sho t, th e  ro b b er w h o  is h o ld in g  

th e  g u n  to  C h in w e ’s h ead  low ers his gun . H e  appears confused, 

puzz led , th e n  h e  tu rn s  to  th e  d o o r  th a t leads to  th e  garage and  

o u t to  th e  driveway, and  h e  to o  runs off.

T h e re  is som e scream ing  ou tside, and  th e  so u n d  o f  racing  

feet, b u t C h in w e  stays inside an d  ju s t w aits, to o  s tu n n ed  even 

to  k n o w  w h a t she is w aitin g  for.

N o t  very  lo n g  after, M r  E h o ro  en ters th e  c o rr id o r  w ith  Eze 

by his side. T h e re  is sw eat d r ip p in g  from  E h o ro ’s fo rehead , and 

h e  w ipes it w ith  th e  back  o f  his hand . T h e re  is sw eat also d rip 

p in g  from  E z e ’s fo reh ead , b u t C h in w e  pays th a t n o  m ind . 

Instead , she looks fo r th e  b lo o d  o n  E ze ’s chest. B u t th e re  is 

none.

E ze starts to  tell th e  s to ry  o f  w h a t h ap p e n ed  ou tside  th en , 

h o w  h e  refused  to  s ta rt th e  ca r by  n o t p ressing  o n e  o f  th e  

b u tto n s  h e  sh o u ld  have pressed first b e fo re  in se rtin g  th e  

key in to  th e  ig n itio n . H e  laughs at his cleverness. H e  w inks 

a t C h in w e , a se lf-c o n g ra tu la to ry  w ink , as i f  to  sav. ‘A re n ’t _L

A lisher Navoiy

2 0 l j 4 ? nom idagi 
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so m e th in g ? ’ It is n o w  Friday, an d  E ze lam en ts  th a t it  is n o t 

T h u rsd ay  all over again, o r  Saturday, o r  Sunday, so th a t h e  can 

tell th e  s to ry  a t o n c e  to  th e  e n tire  c o n g re g a tio n  a t the  

K in g d o m  H all. F o r now , his im ag in a tio n  w ill have to  do, and 

so h e  im agines b reak ing  th e  new s, and  he anticipates w h a t the ir 

reac tion  w ill b e  -  g ra titu d e  to  G o d  for the  m iracle.

C h in w e  listens to  h im  fo r som e tim e. E h o ro  stands by E ze  s 

side, lis ten ing  too . S om etim es h e  laughs at th e  th ings E ze says.

‘I’m  leav ing ,’ C h in w e  says, num bly. It co m es o u t  as a 

w hisper, and  Eze co n tin u es to  speak, because h e  d o esn ’t  h ea r 

her.

S he tu rn s  a ro u n d  an d  heads fo r th e ir  b ed ro o m . T h e  fan is 

still oscillating, and  th e  m etal safe lies o p en  o n  th e ir  bed , em pty. 

S he m oves it aside gently. S he goes to  h e r  w ardrobe, op en s it, 

takes o u t a large suitcase from  its b o tto m  shelf. She rem oves a 

few  o f  h e r  c lo thes from  th e ir  hangers, folds th e m  o n e  by o n e  

an d  pu ts th e m  in to  th e  suitcase. She is still fo ld ing  th e  item s 

w h e n  she hears the  so u n d  o f  E ze ’s foo tsteps app roach ing . She 

sits o n  th e  bed , by  th e  o p e n  suitcase, and  w aits fo r h im  to  w alk 

in to  th e  ro o m . As she w aits, she  im ag in es th a t h e  is already 

inside th e  ro o m , th a t h e  has m ade  his way to  h e r  in  th e  still 

dark  ro o m . S he im agines th a t h e  w rin k les  his fo rehead , like a 

qu es tio n , an d  reaches o u t w ith  h is arm s to  stop  h e r  from  w h at 

she is do ing .

S he im ag in es  h im  te llin g  h e r  th a t she w ill b reak  h e r  

m o th e r’s heart by leaving h im . Telling h er th a t even h e r  m o th e r  

w o u ld  w an t to  k n o w  th e  m e an in g  o f  all this. ( O f  cou rse , he 

w o u ld  b e  righ t.)

S he im ag in es  th a t h e  ru n s  o f f  to  f in d  h is N e w  W orld  

T ranslation , an d  th a t h e  re tu rn s  w ith  it, an d  he reads from  it to  

her, ab o u t m arriage, a b o u t G o d ’s d isapp roba tion  o f  divorce.

She even  im ag in es h im  ask ing  h e r  h o w  she ex p ects  to
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survive w ith o u t a jo b , w ith o u t any incom e. ‘A  g ro w n  w om an  

like you  liv ing o ff  y o u r  m am a?’ she im agines h im  saying. W h e n  

he  asks it, she does n o t b o th e r  to  respond . Instead, she th inks 

o f  h e rse lf  back  at h e r  teach in g  jo b , an d  she th inks h o w  grateful 

she w ill b e  to  b e  back.

In  h e r  im a g in a tio n , E ze  co n tin u es  to  ch id e , b u t she 

con tinues to  pack h er bag. W h e n  it is all packed, she lifts it from  

th e  b e d  and  o n ly  pauses to  say goodbye.

She sits th e re  and  im ag ines all this, an d  she waits. B u t it is a 

lo n g  w h ile  before h e  en ters th e  ro o m , and  a lo n g  tim e  before 

she m usters th e  cou rage to  zip u p  th e  suitcase an d  leave.

It is an  even  lo n g e r  tim e  b e fo re  w e  m e e t each  o th e r  by 

ch an ce  o n  O h a e to  S treet; an d  it  is a b it  m o re  tim e  befo re  

C h in w e  decides -  w ith o u t h e r  m o th e r ’s in fluence -  th a t she 

w ill try  h e r  h an d  a t m arriage  again, this tim e by  b ec o m in g  my 

w ife.



.
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Wahala!

T h e  h ea lin g  was a th in g  th a t E z in n e  s m o th e r , N n e k a , to ld  

C h ib u z o  ab o u t w eeks ago, nearly  a m o n th  now . A fterw ards, on  

th e  sam e n ig h t o f  th e  telling , h e  d ream ed  o f  it.

In  his d ream , h e  w atch ed  th e  en tire  process as i f  w a tch in g  

it o n  a te lev ision  screen. B u t it  was n o t o n  a te lev ision  screen 

th a t h e  w atch ed  it, ra th e r o n  an  o ld , b rittle  b a r o f  Ivory  soap.

It was n o t  easy w a tc h in g  th e  h ea lin g  o n  th e  b a r o f  soap: 

th e  im ages w ere  sm all, an d  h ad  m issing  p o r tio n s  in  th e m  -  

those places w h ere  fissures h ad  fo rm e d  o n  the  soap, a result o f  

desiccation . T h e  fissures m ade  it  hard  fo r h im  to  see, b u t even 

w ith o u t  th e m , th e  v ie w in g  w o u ld  have b e e n  d ifficu lt still, 

b ecause th e  im ages w ere them selves like soap w h e n  w et: slip

pery, w ith  bubbles all a ro u n d , d issolving an d  hard  to  grasp.

In  th e  d ream , h is tro u b le  v ie w in g  th e  im ages was w h a t 

caused C h ib u z o  to  pay a visit to  th e  native do cto r. H e  w e n t to  

h e r  in  o rd e r  to  see i f  she c o u ld  show  th e m  to  h im  o n  som e

th in g  b e tte r  than  th e  b ar o f  soap. H e  asked to  see it o n  a k o m  

k o m  o f  evapo rated  m ilk , after its p ap e r label had  b ee n  pee led  

off, o r  even ju s t o n  the  surface o f  a d r in k in g  gourd ; and  she, the  

dibia, d id  in  fact show  it to  h im  m o re  clearly: as h e  requested , 

o n  th e  can  o f  evapo rated  m ilk.

N o w  h e  s to o d  by  th e  k itc h e n  d o o r, b id d in g  th e  v isito rs 

goodbye. E z in n e  s m o th e r, N n ek a , s to o d  by his side.

T h e  k itc h e n  sm elled  o f  to m a to  stew, th e  th in  k in d , w ith  

peppers and  spices m ixed  in , b u t th in  because it had b een  m ade 

w ith  m o re  w ate r than  usual, so tha t it w o u ld  b e  en o u g h  to  feed

2 1
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th e  mass o f  inv ited  guests. (T h e  guests had  eaten  th e  stew  w ith  

rice, and  afterw ards they  had  chased th e  m eal d o w n  w ith  ju g s  

o f  palm  w ine.)

T h e  p u rp o se  o f  th e  d in n e r  w as to  ensu re  th a t C h ib u z o  s 

w ife, E zinne, had  th e  w ell-w ishes, an d  sym pathy, and  even the  

g ra titu d e  o f  th e  n e ig h b o u rs . B ecause ev e ry o n e  k n e w  w h a t 

h ap p en ed  to  M b a c h u s  w ife: first, g o in g  so m any  years w ith o u t 

g e ttin g  w ith  ch ild , and  th e n  finally g e ttin g  w ith  ch ild  o n ly  to  

lose it.

It had b een  all over to w n , th is case o f  M b a c h u s  w ife. S om e 

said th a t h e r  child lessness was d u e  to  th e  m alice  o f  je a lo u s  

n e ig h b o u rs  (M b a c h u s  w ife  was afte r all very  b eau tifu l) . O r  

perhaps h e r  childlessness was sim ply  a result o f  a general ind if

ference o n  th e  p a rt o f  th e  tow nspeop le . Surely, th e  ru m o u rs  

said, ap a th y  had  a w ay o f  c re a tin g  negative  energy, an d  th is 

negative energy  had  the  ability  to  re in fo rce itself in  th e  b a rren 

ness o f  o n e ’s w om b.

M b a c h u s  relatives eventually  began  p ro d d in g  h im  to  leave 

his w ife and  take an o th er, o n e  w h o  co u ld  give h im  ch ild ren , 

sons especially, to  ca rry  o n  th e  fam ily nam e. S om e tim e  a round  

th e n , his w ife  b ec am e  w ith  ch ild . It was se re n d ip ito u s , and  

o w in g  to  it, th e  ru m o u rs  d ied  dow n .

B u t th e n , ju s t as unexpected ly , it was an n o u n c e d  th a t she 

had  lost the  ch ild . T h is  loss re ign ited  th e  ru m o u rs , w h ich  then  

persisted well beyond  th e  day th a t M b ach u  cast h e r  off, beyond  

th e  day th a t M b ach u  to o k  a n o th e r  w ife, even b ey o n d  th e  day, 

years later, th a t this n ew  w ife b o re  h im  a son.

T h e  idea o f  m alice  an d  negative  en e rg y  m ade  sense to  

C h ib u zo . A nd  anyway, w h o  was h e  to  go  against this collective 

exp lanation? It was after all agreed  u p o n  by so m any. W h o  was 

h e  to  say th a t m alice and  apathy w eren ’t in d eed  po ten tia l causes 

o f  barrenness?
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A nd  so, th e  d in n e r: so th a t C h ib u zo  co u ld  avert any m alice 

o r  n eg a tiv ity  th a t was b e in g  d irec ted  a t E z in n e . So th a t he 

co u ld  d ivert from  h e r  a fate sim ilar to  th a t o f  M b a c h u s  wife.

T h e y  h ad  b e e n  s ittin g  in  th e  p a r lo u r  w h e n  N n e k a  to ld  

C h ib u zo  o f  the  healing . It was n ig h t tim e, and  N E P A  had taken 

light, so it w as dark  all a ro u n d , excep t fo r th e  small flam e o f  the  

candle th a t sat o n  a d e n u d e d  k o m  kom .

N n e k a  to ld  h im  th e  s to ry  v ery  sim ply: th a t she  h e rse lf  

had  g o n e  to  a dibia, a lo n g  tim e  ago. S he’d  g o n e  fo r th e  sam e 

reasons th a t she  w as re c o m m e n d in g  th e  d ib ia  fo r E z in n e : 

because a lo n g  tim e  ago, she to o  had  b ee n  unab le  to  conceive. 

It was o n ly  thanks to  the  d ib ia th a t she was finally able to  get 

w ith  ch ild  -  finally  ab le to  b eg e t E zin n e , w h ic h  was lucky, 

because, h ad  she n o t, th e re  was a g o o d  ch an ce  th a t E z in n e ’s 

fa th e r  — G o d  rest his sou l — w o u ld  have cast h e r  away an d  

taken  a n o th e r  w ife. S he w o u ld  n o t have b lam ed  h im , she said. 

A fter all, w h a t k in d  o f  m an was c o n te n t to  keep  an  m gbaliga, 

an  em p ty  barre l, as a w ife?

E z in n e  was in  th e  b e d ro o m  w h e n  N n e k a  m ade th e  revela

tio n . T h e  ro o m  was d o w n  th e  co rr id o r , past th e  k itch en .

E zin n e  was also in  th e  b e d ro o m  now , w eeks later. T h e  

d in n e r  h ad  w o rn  h e r  o u t, physically -  because she was afte r all 

th e  o n e  w h o  m ade the  preparations for it (w ith  ju s t a little help 

from  N n e k a  an d  fro m  th e  housegirls). It h ad  b e e n  m en ta lly  

exhausting  too , because all the  w h ile  h e r  m in d  h ad  b ee n  heavy 

w ith  th e  kn o w led g e  tha t she was th e  sub ject o f  th e  d inner, tha t 

som e im p erfec tio n  in  h e r  was th e  reason for all th a t w ahala, all 

th a t troub le . A n d  w h a t i f  th e  im p erfec tio n  was n o t really even 

in  her? W h a t i f  it  was in  him? It was a th o u g h t th a t she co u ld  

n o t dare vo ice. It was generally  u n d e rs to o d  th a t such  th ings 

w ere th e  fau lt o f  th e  w om an .
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E arlier th is m o rn in g , ju s t a t th e  b reak  o f  daw n , th e y  had all 

th ree  o f  th e m  d riv en  to  th e  d ib ia s. (C h ib u zo  h ad  g o n e  a long  

o n  th e  visit. It was in  his best in te rest to  d o  so, h e  said. Besides, 

it was a Saturday. H e  co u ld  afford to  g o  along , n o t hav ing  the  

co n stra in t o f  w ork .)

T h e  d ib ia s place was in  the  ou tsk irts  o f  P o rt H arc o u r t, o n e  

o f  th e  villages a t nearly  an  h o u r s  d rive  from  R u m u o la . T h e  

road  lead ing  d irec tly  in to  th e  village was m ade  o f  ea rth , n o t 

paved w ith  ta r like all th e  roads th a t cam e before. G reen  and  

yellow  grass s tood  o n  e ith e r  side o f  it, th e  blades rising  h igh , as 

tall as small ch ild ren . A n d  th e n  th e re  w ere th e  goats, fad ing  in 

an d  o u t o f  the  grass, and  the  cow s, and  th e  ch ickens, an d  also 

the  dogs.

E m m anuel, N n ek a  s chauffeur, was th e  o n e  w h o  drove them  

there. E very o n ce  in  a w hile , he tu rn e d  a co rn e r  and  exclaim ed, 

‘S o rry  o! N d o !’ because, in  those parts w h ere  th e  g reen  grass 

g rew  h igh , and  th e  cornsta lks s tood  even taller than  th e  grass, 

it was hard  fo r h im  to  see th e  cow s. A n d  so, c o m in g  o u t o f  

several tu rn s, h e ’d very  nearly  h it a cow , an d  h e ’d  slam  fo rce

fully o n  th e  brakes, and  th e re ’d be th a t su d d en  je rk  o f  th e  SUV, 

follow ed by his apology. It was in d e ed  a b um py  ride. B u t even

tually th ey  arrived .

T h e  dibia practised in  o n e  c o rn e r  o f  h e r  veranda. In  an o th er 

c o rn e r  she sold snacks -  sw eets, N ab isco  wafers, c h e w in g  g um , 

g roundnu ts, as w ell as th e  oils and  roots she used in  h e r  healing.

T h e  veranda was m ade  o f  g rey  c e m e n t. Its r o o f  was an 

ex tension  o f  th e  m ain  h o u se ’s roof: it was m ade  o f  th a tch , and 

o f  patches o f  zinc. A railing  ran  a round  th e  fron t o f  the  veranda, 

like a half-w all. In  th e  c o rn e r  w h ere  th e re  w ere  n o  item s to  be 

sold sat a stool, and  to  the  side o f  the  stoo l — o n  th e  v eran d a’s 

ra iling  -  a je r r y  can  o f  w ater, a clear d rin k in g  glass and  a straw, 

w h ich  rose like a b u o y  from  inside th e  glass.
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It was h o t o n  th e  veranda, b u t it was a d ry  so rt o f  hea t, no  

m ugginess to  it. In  th e  h o r iz o n , the  sky was a soft blue. D esp ite  

h e r  hopelessness, E z in n e  n o tic ed  this. O r  perhaps it  was ow in g  

to  h e r  hopelessness th a t she n o ticed . It was a soft b lu e  sky, b u t 

th e re  w ere  streaks o f  w h ite  in  it, large streaks, a little  like over

sized feathers.

T h e  d ib ia was a small w o m an  w ith  grey  ha ir an d  te e th  tha t 

m ust have, lo n g  ago, resu lted  in  a beau tifu l smile. B u t n o w  h er 

te e th  w ere  cracked  an d  yellow ed, and  h e r  lips w ere  tig h ten ed  

an d  w rin k le d , rem n a n ts  o f  o ld  beauty . S he w o re  th in  go ld  

bangles o n  h e r  w rist. T h e y  jin g le d  and  ch im ed  as she m oved  

h e r  a rm , as she w aved E zinne  over to  take a seat o n  th e  stool.

E zinne  to ld  the  dib ia o f  th e  pain . She said th a t it cam e in 

h e r  low er belly  each tim e  C h ib u zo  in se rted  h im self in to  her. 

It h a d n ’t always b ee n  th e re , she ex p la in ed . It had  co m e  on  

suddenly, o n e  o f  th e  n igh ts th a t she lay w ith  C h ib u zo , som e 

m o n th s  afte r th e y  w ere  w ed . P erhaps it  was a th in g  tha t 

h a p p e n e d  b ecause she h ad  by  th e n  already  b e g u n  to  g ro w  

afraid o f  n o t b e in g  able to  b ear C h ib u z o  a ch ild . In  any case, 

each  tim e  afterw ards th a t h e  m ade to  e n te r  her, she stiffened, 

and  th e re  was th e  pain . O r  rather, she said, it was hard  to  tell 

w h ich  o n e  cam e first -  th e  stiffening o r  the  pain.

T h e  d ib ia lis ten ed . S he n o d d e d  sparing ly  as E z in n e  

ex p la in ed , an d  th e n  she resp o n d e d  th a t, w h a te v e r th e  issue, 

w h e th e r  it  was pain o r  ju s t fear, she was sure she c o u ld  cause it 

to  disappear.

‘A m en!’ N n ek a  exc la im ed  from  w h ere  she sat at th e  rear o f  

th e  veranda.

C h ib u zo , seated th e re  by  N n e k a  s side, d id  n o t say a w ord .

E zin n e  exhaled .

O n  th e  railing, n ea r w h ere  th e  je rry c a n  and  glass an d  straw  

sat, w ere also tw o  glass bo ttles o f  oils, w ith  b row n  roots o r  som e
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p lan t-like  substances in  th em . T h e  dib ia to o k  th e  sm aller o f  the  

tw o  bo ttles, tw isted  o ff  th e  cap, p o u red  a b it o f  the  oil in to  h er 

hand. W ith  h e r  fingers, she dabbed  th e  oil o n  E zinne  — o n  h er 

fo rehead , o n  th e  sides o f  h e r  face, o n  th e  back  o f  h e r  neck , on  

h e r  chest (the triang le o f  skin w h ich  th e  d eep  V -neck  o f  h e r  

b louse m ade visible). T h e  a ir sm elled  o f  m anure , o f  co w  dung , 

an d  E zinne  b rea th ed  it all in  an d  allow ed h e rse lf  to  b e  dabbed . 

S he leaned  h e r  back  in to  th e  railing  o f  th e  veranda -  th e  p art 

o f  it w h e re  th e re  w ere n o  item s in  the  way.

T h e  dib ia m oved  o n  from  th e  oil. S he raised th e  glass and 

straw, rin sed  th e m  using  th e  w ate r in  the  je rry c a n . S he rinsed  

h o ld in g  th e m  over th e  v e ra n d a’s railing , so th a t th e  w a te r  

p o u re d  o u ts id e  th e  veranda, o n to  th e  grass an d  gravel there . 

A fterw ards, she sh o o k  o u t the  glass an d  straw  as i f  to  d ry  th em . 

S he b lew  th ro u g h  th e  straw, as i f  to  g e t r id  o f  any la ten t sedi

m en t. T h e n  she filled the  glass nearly  to  its b rim  w ith  the  w ater 

from  th e  je rry c a n . S he stuck  th e  straw  in to  th e  w a te r  in  the  

glass. S he was ready th e n  to  p ro ceed  w ith  th e  healing .

C h ib u z o  sat by N n ek a  an d  w atched . So far, it was ju s t  as 

N n e k a  had  exp lained  it w o u ld  be. A n d  it was ju s t  as C h ib u zo  

had  d ream t it w o u ld  be.

T h e  d ib ia b ro u g h t the  glass, th e  straw  still in  it, to  th e  side 

o f  E z in n e ’s face. She blew  in to  the  straw  so tha t bubbles fo rm ed  

in  th e  w ater. She b ro u g h t the  glass to  th e  o th e r  side o f  E z in n e ’s 

face. S he b lew  in to  th e  straw  again , so th a t m o re  bubb les 

fo rm ed . T h e  w ate r tu rn e d  a little  cloudy. Ju st as in  the  dream .

S he b ro u g h t the  glass to  E z in n e ’s chest an d  c o n tin u e d  to  

b low  in to  th e  straw. She low ered  th e  glass slow ly dow nw ards, 

lin g erin g  in  th e  area o f  E z in n e ’s belly, and  then  lower. S he b lew  

an d  blew.

E zinne  w atc h ed  th e  dibia. S he to o k  in  th e  w rin k les  o n  the  

w o m a n ’s face -  th e  way th e  age spots b lem ished  h e r  sk in  like
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dark  stars o n  th e  surface o f  a lig h t-co lo u red  sky. S he to o k  in the 

seriousness o f  th e  dibia s face, and  the  deep  p u rp le  o f  th e  blouse 

the  d ib ia w ore , d eep  p u rp le  like a bruise, E z in n e  th o u g h t.

E very  o n ce  in  a w h ile , E z inne  c losed  h e r  eyes and  sim ply 

lis tened  to  the  crack ing  o f  th e  bubbles, an d  to  th e  j in g lin g  o f  

th e  d ib ia ’s bangles as th e y  b u m p e d  o n e  against a n o th e r  and  

aro u n d  the  dibia s w rist.

T h e  d ib ia co n tin u ed  to  blow. T h e  w ate r in  th e  glass becam e 

c lo u d ie r — a foam y so rt o f  cloudiness, a little  like palm  w ine. 

T h e n  sudden ly  th e  liqu id  was b ec o m in g  yellow ish, and  then  

th e re  was se d im e n t visib le in  it -  sm all b ro w n ish  particles, 

w h ich  floated  an d  m u ltip lied  inside the  glass.

T h e  d ib ia stopped . S he raised th e  glass, p ee red  a t it, used 

th e  straw  to  p rod  th e  particles in  the  liquid . She shook  h e r  head 

in  dismay. S he sa id ,‘N o t  g o o d . N o t  g o o d  at all.’

‘W h a t? ’ E zin n e  asked, a larm ed . H e r  m o th e r  h ad  by  n ow  

g o tte n  u p  from  w h ere  she sat w aitin g  in  th e  rear o f  th e  room . 

C h ib u z o  s to o d  too . T h e y  ap p ro a ch ed  E z in n e  an d  th e  d ibia. 

W hat is the matter? th e ir  faces seem ed  to  ask.

T h e  dib ia co n tin u e d  to  shake h e r  head , co n tin u e d  to  p rod  

th e  particles in  th e  glass. Finally, she stuck  h e r  h an d  in to  th e  

liqu id  an d  pu lled  o u t o n e  o f  th e  small b row nish  particles in  it. 

She in spected  th e  particle  w ith  h e r  fingers, tu rn e d  it  th is w ay 

and  tha t, b ro u g h t it  closer to  h e r  eyes. S om e sand h ad  com e 

o u t w ith  th e  particle. S he w ip ed  o ff  the  sand, and  th e n  she said, 

‘T h ese  are th e  im p u ritie s  in  you . Fish scale. Sand.’ S he was still 

in sp ec tin g  the  p artic le  as she spoke. S he f in ish e d ,‘Y ou’ve b een  

cu rsed  by  th e  en ch an ted .’

‘C u rse d  by th e  en c h an ted ?’ C h ib u z o  asked. T h is  p a rt was 

n o t as h e  h ad  dream t.

N n ek a  b eg an  to  w h im per.

E zin n e  sat quietly, stunned .
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‘C u rse d  by  th e  en ch an ted ?’ C h ib u z o  asked again.

T h e  d ib ia  n o d d e d . ‘T h e  spirits,’ she  said. ‘T h e y  cu rse  us 

so m e tim es  fo r n o  reason  a t all. O r  so m e tim es  th e y  cu rse  us 

b ecause so m e th in g  o r  so m e o n e  has in a d v e rten tly  an g e red  

th em . O r  som etim es sim ply  because th ey  are in  a bad  m o o d .’ 

She p au sed .‘D o n ’t w orry . I w ill clean you  o f  th e ir  curses. I w ill 

m ake you w ell again.’W ith  th a t, she low ered  h e r  han d , flicked 

o ff  th e  particle . She tu rn e d  to  th e  railing  an d  p o u red  o u t the  

w ate r from  th e  glass. She rin sed  o u t the  glass, rin sed  o u t the  

straw. She leaned  over E z in n e  o n c e  m ore , hav ing  p o u red  new  

w ate r from  th e  je rry c a n  in to  the  glass. S he began again to  blow.

T h a t second  ro u n d , th e  w ate r g rew  even  c lo u d ie r  than  the  

first, and  th e  particles w ere larger, and  had  m ultip lied . T h e  dibia 

in spected  th e m  again  and  a n n o u n c e d  th a t in  ad d itio n  to  the  

sand and  fish scale, th e re  w ere n o w  small bits o f  tree bark  and  

red  plastic in  th e  w ater.

N n e k a  a n d  C h ib u z o  s to o d  m o re  a la rm ed  th a n  before. 

Ezinne sat starded; tears rolled d o w n  h e r  cheeks. N o -o n e  spoke. 

T h e  dib ia began  th e  th ird  round .

In  th e  ro u n d s th a t fo llow ed, th e  w a te r  g rew  decreasingly  

cloudy. B y  th e  sixth ro u n d , even w ith  all h e r  b low ing , th e  w ater 

rem ain ed  clean  an d  clear.

T h e  d ib ia fin ished  by d ab b in g  som e m o re  hea lin g  oil o n  

E z in n e ’s fo reh ead , a n d  face, an d  n eck . S he co llec te d  h e r  

paym ent. F o r th ree  h u n d re d  add itiona l naira, she gave E zinne 

an  u n o p e n e d  b o ttle  o f  oil, w h ich , she said, i f  used  daily, w o u ld  

w ard  o ff  any fu rth e r  curses o f  th e  en ch an ted .

E zinne s tood  up. C h ib u zo  w rap p ed  his a rm  aro u n d  her. She 

leaned , a b it hesitantly, in to  h im . T h e y  w alked  th a t w ay to  the  

car. N n e k a  trailed  b e h in d , a w eak  b u t h o p e fu l sm ile o n  h e r  

face.

It was n o o n  by th e  tim e  they  g o t back  h o m e . T h e  sun  was
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h igh  in  th e  sky an d  p a in ted  th e  tips o f  th e  trees an d  th e  roo f

tops a b r ig h t yellow. C h ib u zo  again w rap p ed  his a rm  a round  

E z in n e ’s w aist and  esco rted  h e r  in to  th e  house.

T h e y  w ere ea ting  lu n c h  -  garri an d  soup, w h ich  th e  ho u se

girls had  prepared  — w h e n  N n e k a  an n o u n c e d  th a t they  shou ld  

host th e  d inner. T on igh t, she said, because w hy  w aste any tim e? 

H e r  eyes w ere  b r ig h t w ith  ex c item en t, th e  eyes o f  a w om an  

w ith  a plan.

A t first C h ib u z o  was q u ite  in  d isa g re em en t, b ecause  h e  

co u ld  see h o w  upset the  healing  had  m ade E zinne. B u t th e n  he 

reasoned  th a t th e  d in n e r  -  th e  com pany  an d  socialization  tha t 

cam e w ith  it -  w o u ld  help to  take E zinne s m in d  o ff  all th a t had 

transp ired  o n  th e  d ib ia’s veranda. A nd , by  th e  en d  o f  the  n igh t, 

i f  th e  d in n e r  was a success, E z inne  w o u ld  b e  fee ling  less upset 

and  perhaps even eager to  g e t to  w o rk  as far as th e  co n c ep tio n  

o f  th e  ch ild  was c o n c e rn ed . W h a t w ith  all th e  safety m easures 

hav ing  b e e n  taken  — th e  hea ling  and  th e n  th e  p recau tio n ary  

d in n e r  -  h e  co u ld  see n o  reason w hy  she w o u ld n ’t b e  eager. H e  

said all th is  as th ey  sat a t th e  table. N n e k a  n o d d e d  fervently. 

E z inne  lo o k ed  d o w n  despairing ly  in to  h e r  bow l o f  soup.

A n d  so it was set. C h ib u z o  sen t th e  tw o  housegirls to  invite 

all th e  residents o f  th e ir  R u m u o la  n e ig h b o u rh o o d . As it  was a 

Saturday, chances w ere  th a t m an y  o f  th e  residen ts w o u ld  be 

h o m e , lo u n g in g  aro u n d . E v en in g  was still six o r  seven ho u rs  

away, m o re  th an  e n o u g h  tim e  to  d o  all th e  inv iting , an d  ju s t 

en o u g h  tim e  to  p repare  th e  m eal.

As far as th e  p repara tions w en t, h e  h im se lf  set o u t to  the  

m arke t d o w n  the  road  from  th e ir  house. T h e re  h e  purchased  

several hens to  b e  used fo r th e  m eal. H e  delivered  th e  hens to  

E zinne and  N n ek a  in  the  k itchen . H e  had  d o n e  his duty. E zinne 

and  N n ek a , a lo n g  w ith  th e  housegirls, w o u ld  d o  th e  rest.

B efo re  th e  m eal, C h ib u z o  had  co m e in to  th e  k itc h e n  to
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take a lo o k  at th e  food. R ic e  filled tw o  large po ts alm ost to  the  

b rim . M e a t filled th e  o th e r  tw o  p o ts , th e  fee t o f  th e  hens 

s tick in g  o u t o f  th e  red  stew  like leafless b ran ch es fro m  th e  

g ro u n d . C h ib u zo  in h a led  deeply, sm iled, p a tted  E z in n e  o n  the  

back. T h is was his w ay o f  le ttin g  h e r  k n o w  h o w  pleased h e  was 

w ith  the  food.

T h ey  dressed quickly, C h ib u zo  in  his g o ld - tr im m e d  agbada, 

N n e k a  in  h e r  lace b louse an d  aso o k e  w rappers. E z in n e  w o re  

a s tra ig h t-cu t b rocade gow n , o u t o f  w h ic h  N n e k a  insisted  she 

change, because th e  dress was to o  p la in , she said. B u t th e  guests 

a rrived  prom ptly , and  E z in n e  was spared the  change.

T h e  guests s tro lled  in to  th e  h o u se  dressed m o re  in  th e  

fashion o f  C h ib u zo  and  N n ek a  -  in  fancy attire. T h e  housegirls 

le t th e m  in , b u t it was E zinne  w h o  show ed th e m  the  w ay to  the 

table, w h e re  C h ib u z o  an d  N n e k a  w ere  seated  a n d  ea g er to  

regale.

It was a struggle fo r E zinne  to  keep  th e  sm ile o n  h e r  face. 

S he w an te d  n o th in g  m o re  than  to  escape, to  sneak  in to  th e  

b e d ro o m  an d  d rift in to  sleep.

B u t it was h e r  d u ty  to  serve th e  m eal, an d  so she d id , 

rec ru itin g  th e  help  o f  th e  housegirls on ly  w h ere  th e  d is trib u 

tio n  o f  th e  plates was co n c ern ed .

N o w  C h ib u z o , s ta n d in g  by th e  d o o r, b ids g o o d b y e  to  th e  

guests. As they  file o u t, h e  th inks h o w  successful th e  d in n e r  

was. T h e  lids o f  th e  po ts lie id le o n  th e  co u n te r to p , an d  th e  

pots them selves are o n  th e  stove, em pty, o r  nearly  so -  all th a t 

rem ains in  th e m  are a few  grains o f  r ic e  an d  w h a t m ig h t 

a m o u n t to  a few  teaspoons o f  stew. H e  th inks o f  th e  d in n e rs  

success, b u t m ostly  h e  is im p a tien t fo r th e  guests to  leave.

N n e k a  stands a t h e r  so n - in - la w ’s side, lean in g  o n  th e  door, 

u sh e rin g  th e  guests o u t w ith  a sm ile. It is n o t th e  k in d  o f  sm ile
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th a t w o u ld  b e  e x p e c ted  o f  h e r  -  it is, ra th e r, th e  k in d  th a t 

w o u ld  b e  ex p e c ted  o f  E zinne: a forced  sm ile. T h e  reason for 

th is change in  N n ek a  is th a t she is n o  lo n g e r in  th e  m o o d  to  

regale. She is n o w  im pa tien t fo r the  guests to  leave, fo r th e  sam e 

reason tha t C h ib u zo  is im pa tien t too : because E zinne has disap

peared , and  they  w ill have to  h u r ry  th e  guests o ff  i f  C h ib u z o  

is to  stand  a ch an ce  o f  m ak in g  it to  E z in n e  in  tim e.

W h e n  the  last guest is go n e , C h ib u z o  leans o n  th e  d o o r  fo r 

a m o m e n t, exhales loudly . N n e k a  pats h im  sw iftly  o n  th e  

shou lder, an d  ju s t as swiftly, h e  is off.

In th e  ro o m , it is dark , b u t th e re  is a little ligh t co m in g  from  the 

w in d o w , so th a t C h ib u z o  can  ju s t  m ake o u t  th e  o u tlin e  o f  

E z in n e ’s b o d y  o n  the  bed .

‘Hey,’ h e  says, ligh t-hearted ly , as h e  en ters. H e  sw ings the  

d o o r  b eh in d  h im  to  shu t it, b u t the  d o o r  does n o t exactly  close. 

T h e re  is a small gap w h ere  it does n o t qu ite  m ee t the  fram e. H e 

does n o t n o tice  this.

H e  takes a seat o n  h e r  side o f  th e  bed , the  side closest to  the  

door. E z in n e  m oves a little  to  m ake ro o m  fo r h im . S he is ly ing 

o n  h e r  s tom ach , h e r  arm s fo lded  b en e a th  h e r  face. S he tu rn s  to  

lo o k  at h im .

‘L ong  day,’ h e  says, like a sigh, m ov ing  his hand  up  and  dow n 

h e r  back.

‘Yes, very  lo n g  day,’ she says.‘I ’m  tired .’

H e  laughs a little, aw kw ardly. S he can  h ear the  unease in  his 

laughter.

H e  gets in to  b e d  w ith  her, fully c lo th ed , presses his b o d y  

hard  against hers. H is hands m ake th e ir  w ay to  h e r  hips. ‘Yes,’ 

he says. ‘M akes sense th a t y o u ’d b e  tired.’ H e  pauses. ‘B u t you 

ca n ’t be to o  tired  yet,’ h e  says. ‘T h e re ’s o n e  m o re  th in g  to  do.’ 

H e  laughs again, softly.



32 H appiness, Like W ater

She tu rn s  h e r  h ead  away from  h im , struggles free from  h im  

a little . ‘N o t  now ,’ she says. ‘N o t  to n ig h t.’ S he says it boldly, 

th o u g h  from  th e  ten sio n  in  his b o d y  she speculates th a t it is a 

losing battle.

A n d  o f  cou rse  she is righ t.

‘Yes, to n ig h t,’ h e  says. H is vo ice  is gravelly an d  firm .

She closes h e r  eyes, b u t she can still see h im  in h e r  m in d ’s 

eye. S he sees his square jaw. It is tau t, stiff. S he sees his m o u th  

ro u n d ed  w ith  d e te rm in a tio n . S he sees his arm s u n d e rn e a th  the  

sh irt tha t h e  is w earing . T h e y  are slender, a lm ost scrawny, b u t 

she know s th a t th e re  is streng th  in  th e m  -  m o re  streng th  than  

th e ir  size suggests. She know s this streng th  fo r herself, and  so 

she m oves a little fa rth e r from  h im . ‘Please, C h ib u zo ,’ she says. 

‘N o t  ton igh t.’

‘B u t w e n ee d  to  try,’ h e  says. ‘You know . I’m  a p a tien t m an , 

b u t m y  p a tien c e  is ru n n in g  o u t. H o w  d o  y o u  th in k  th is is 

m ak in g  m e look? A  m an like m e, o f  m y  status, an d  ye t w ith  no  

ch ild  to  show  fo r it.’ H e  pauses. Softer, h e  says, alm ost p leading, 

‘W e n ee d  a child , n o t even a son. A  g irl is fine .W e n ee d  a child , 

o r  this m arriage  is null.’

W ith  tha t, h e  nudges h e r  to  tu rn  a ro u n d . F irst h e  ho lds h e r  

face in  his hands an d  places kisses o n  h e r  fo re h ea d , o n  h e r  

cheeks, o n  the  tip  o f  h e r  nose, o n  h e r  lips. T h e n  his hands m ake 

th e ir  w ay  to  h e r  th ighs. H e  lifts th e  sk irt o f  h e r  n ig h tg o w n  

gently. H e  strokes her, w hispers to  h e r  to  relax, an d  she does.

S oon , she hears th e  u n z ip p in g  o f  his trousers. H e  clim bs on  

to p  o f  her. S he tenses up, and  so m e h o w  h e  feels i t . ‘I t’s okay,’ he 

says.‘I t’s okay ’ H e  strokes h e r  face w ith  o n e  hand .

She relaxes ag a in .‘O k a y ’ she says.

T h ere  are tears in  h e r  eyes by now, b u t she blinks th e m  away. 

S he allow s h im  to  c o n tin u e . ‘O k a y ’ she says again , b u t as h e  

en ters her, th e re  is th e  pain , sharp  an d  as w ilfu l as ever before.
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S he m oans, b u t h e  en ters anyway. H e  th rusts  h im se lf  in to  and 

o u t o f  her, an d  she  c o n tin u e s  to  m o a n , lo u d e r  an d  lo u d er. 

‘P lease!’ she finally scream s, b u t h e  d o esn ’t  seem  to  hear. She 

tries ag a in .‘C h ib u zo , please stop!’

H e  th rusts. H e  th inks o f  th e  dibia, h e r  cleansing  o f  E zinne. 

H e  th in k s  o f  th e  d in n er, th e  way th e  guests ate gratefully, the  

w ell-w ishes they  gave as they  left. H e  feels e la ted , op tim istic . It 

is dark  in  th e  ro o m , b u t fo r h im  th e re  is light.

‘Please,’ she says again.

H e  hears h e r  m o an in g , h e r  cries, b u t he hears it  so fte r than  

it has b ee n  in  th e  past -  softer in  th e  m idst o f  all th a t radiance.

Please.

H e  takes in  all th e  p lead ing , b u t w h a t h e  hears are gen tle  

sounds o f  pleasure, n o t a t all sounds o f  pain. H e  does n o t hear 

th e  ‘s to p ’ th a t co m es afte r th e  ‘p lease’. H e  th ru sts , w ith  the  

desire to  gratify, an d  all the  w h ile  h e  is env ision ing  th e  fu ture: 

he  sees h im se lf  h o ld in g  his son  o r  his d au g h te r , a baby. H e  

is h o ld in g  th e  baby  w h e n  its u m b ilica l c o rd  s tu m p  falls off. 

H e  is h o ld in g  th e  baby  all th e  days w h e n  th e  baby  tee th es. 

A n d  w h e n  th e  ch ild  is o ld  e n o u g h , h e  carries th e  ch ild  o n  his 

shoulders. H e  w atches as th e  ch ild  clim bs th e  o range  and  guava 

trees ou tside  in  th e ir  backyard , as th e  ch ild  p lucks th e  hibiscus 

flow ers from  th e  bushes in  th e  c o m p o u n d , as th e  ch ild  picks 

pebb les to  play w ith  its ca tapu lt. H e  sees th e  day th e  ch ild  

beg ins to  go  to  schoo l -  th e  u n ifo rm  th e  ch ild  w ears, g reen  

an d  w h ite , like th e  co lo u r  o f  th e  flag. T h e  ch ild  is happy. A n d  

C h ib u zo , im a g in in g  the  ch ild , is happy  too .

E zinne  co n tin u es to  m o a n  from  th e  pain , m oans so loud ly  

th a t even  N n e k a  hears. By this tim e, N n e k a  has d is trib u ted  the  

c lea n -u p  w o rk  am ongst the  housegirls, an d  has left th e m  to  it. 

She heads tow ards C h ib u z o  and  E z in n e’s ro o m , crouches d o w n  

by the  slightly  o p e n  d o o r  an d  listens in  o n  th em . T h e  air in  the
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c o rr id o r  w h ere  she is c ro u ch ed  smells o f  E zinne  s stew. N n e k a  s 

clo thes, too , carry  th e  scen t o f  th e  stew. F o r a m o m e n t N n ek a  

th inks tha t she sh o u ld  go  an d  ch an g e  o u t o f  h e r  clo thes, tha t 

she shou ld  go  p repare h e rse lf  fo r bed ; after all, she is tired , too .

B u t she rem ains by th e  do o r, hopefu l an d  anx ious a t once. 

She narrow s h er eyes in  o rd er to  see b e tte r  th ro u g h  the  gap. She 

peers, b u t C h ib u z o  an d  E zinne  are hard  to  grasp -  th e re  are 

m issing p o rtio n s  in  th e ir  im ages, those  places w h ere  darkness 

has asserted itself.

Still, N n e k a  peers. S he w idens h e r  eyes. S he b links as i f  to  

b link  som e clarity  in to  th e  scene. Finally, she su rrenders, resigns 

h erse lf  to  on ly  listening.

E zinne s m o a n in g  con tinues. It g row s lo u d er. N n e k a  takes 

in  th e  m o a n in g , takes in  th e  inc reasing  lo u d n ess  o f  it. S he 

nods approvingly, happiness o verw helm ing . S he sm iles w idely, 

because, unsurprisingly , she hears it th e  sam e way th a t C h ib u zo  

does: sounds o f  pleasure, ra th e r than  sounds o f  pain.
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W e gather ou tside th e  classroom  in the  break  b e tw een  m o rn in g  

an d  a f te rn o o n  lectu res . W e stand  o n  th e  c o n c re te  steps, 

ch ew in g  g ro u n d n u ts  and  m ea t pies, all o f  us w ith  th e  sam e dark  

skin, m atch in g , like th e  u n ifo rm s w e w ear. All o f  us, ex cep tin g  

O n y ec h i o f  course , because h e r  sk in  has n o w  tu rn e d  co lour, 

an d  w e are eager to  k n o w  how. It is th e  reason she stands w ith  

us, th o u g h  she n o  lo n g e r belongs. S he is n o w  o n e  o f  th e  o thers, 

o n e  o f  th e  girls w ith  fair skin.

C lara looks at O n y ech i, h e r  eyes narrow , a suspicious look . 

B om a chuckles in  disbehef. S he claps h e r  hands, h e r  eyes w iden . 

S he excla im s, ‘ch i m  o! M y  G od! H o w  fast th e  m irac le !’ 

O n y ec h i shakes h e r  head , tells us tha t it was n o  m iracle a t all. 

It is th e n  th a t she tells us o f  th e  b leach. B o m a chuck les again. 

I th in k  o f  E no , o f  re tu rn in g  h o m e  and  telling  h e r  w h a t O nyech i 

has said. I lis ten  an d  n o d , try in g  to  ca tch  ev e ry  b it  o f  th e  

fo rm ula . C lara  says,‘I d o n ’t believe it.’ O n y ec h i kisses th e  palm  

o f  h e r  r ig h t hand  and  raises it h ig h  tow ards th e  sky, a sw ear to  

G o d , because she insists th a t she is n o t te lling  a lie. O u r  sk in  is 

the  c o lo u r  n o t o f  rip e  paw paw  peels, b u t o f  its seeds. W e are 

th irsty  fo r fairness. B u t even w ith  h e r  sw earing , w e are u n c o n 

v inced , a little  to o  d isbe liev ing  o f  w h a t O n y ec h i has said.

H o u rs  later, I sit o n  a s to o l o u ts id e , in  th e  backyard  o f  o u r  

house. I sit u n d e r  th e  m ango  tree, across from  the  hibiscus bush. 

E kaite  is a t th e  far en d  o f  th e  backyard  w h ere  th e  clo theslines 

hang . She co llects P apa’s sh irts from  th e  line, a row  o f  th em ,

35
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w h ich  wave in  th e  breeze like m isshapen flags. E ven  in  th e  near 

darkness, I can see th e  yellow ness o f  E kaite  s sk in . A natural 

yellow, n o t like O n y ec h i s o r  som e o f  th e  o th e r  g irls’. N o t  like 

M a m a’s.

E n o  sits w ith  m e, an d  a t first w e trace th e  lizards w ith  o u r  

eyes. W e w atch  as th ey  race u p  an d  d o w n  th e  gate. W e w atch  

as they  scu rry  over th e  gravel, over th e  patches o f  grass. W h e n  

w e are tired  o f  w atch in g , w e d ig  the  ea rth  deep, seven pairs o f  

ho les in  th e  g ro u n d , an d  o n e  large o n e  o n  each  en d  o f  th e  

seven pairs. W e take tu rns  tossing o u r  pebbles in to  th e  holes. W e 

rem ove th e  pebb les, also tak in g  tu rn s. W e cap tu re  m o re  and  

m o re  o f  th e m  un til o n e  o f  us w ins. T h e  gam e beg ins again.

T h e  sounds o f  ca r en g in es m ix  w ith  th e  so u n d s  o f  th e  

crickets. It is late evening , and  th e  sky is grey. C a r  headlights 

sneak th ro u g h  th e  spaces b e tw een  the  m etal rods o f  th e  gate. 

T h e  grey becom es a little less grey, a little like day. Still, m osqu i

toes sw irl a ro u n d , and  I sw at a t th em , and  I sw at a t m yself, and 

E n o  stops w ith  th e  gam e, un ties o n e  o f  th e  tw o  w rappers from  

aro u n d  h e r  waist, hands it to  m e.

A t th e  c lo th es lin e , E k a ite  is s lapp ing  too . S he is slapping  

even m o re  than  E n o  and  I. H e r  skirt o n ly  com es d o w n  to  h er 

knees; she is n o t w ea rin g  a w ra p p e r w ith  w h ich  she can  cover 

h e r  legs.

I say, ‘T h e y  b ite  us all th e  same.’

E n o  says,‘N o , th ey  b ite  E kaite  m ore. E ven  th e  m osqu itoes 

prefer fair skin.’ T h e  w ords co m e o u t in  a m u tte r. H e r  to n e  is 

so m e th in g  b e tw e en  an g e r an d  de jec tio n . I im ag ine  th e  flesh o f  

a r ip e  paw paw. It is n o t q u ite  th e  shade o f  E kaite  s skin, b u t it, 

too , is fair. I th ro w  E n o ’s w ra p p e r over m y legs.

E m m anuel walks by, ca rry in g  a bucket. W ater trickles do w n  

th e  sides o f  th e  bucke t. H e  stops by  Ekaite, and  his lips curve 

in to  a c ro o k ed  sm ile. T h e n  m aybe they  share a jo k e , because
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soon  com es the  crack ing  o f  his laughter, and  th e n  hers, surging, 

rising, th e n  tap erin g  in to  th e  n ig h t sounds, at the  very  m o m e n t 

w h e n  it seem s th a t th e ir  lau g h te r m ig h t b ec o m e  insufferable. I 

lo o k  a t E no . E n o  frowns.

E m m an u e l p o u rs  th e  w ate r o u t o f  th e  bucke t, a t th e  c o rn e r  

o f  th e  c o m p o u n d  w h e re  th e  sand  d ips in to  th e  ea r th  like a 

sewer. T h e  scen t o f  c h lo rin e  billow s in  the  air, an d  I th in k  o f  

O n y e c h i an d  h e r  sw earing . I e x h u m e  th e  m e m o ry  o f  th e  

m o rn in g  break , toss it ab o u t in  m y m in d , like a pebb le  in  the  

air, as i f  to  ge t a feel for its tex tu re , its p o ten tia l, its capacity  for 

success. A n d  th e n  I tell it to  E no.

W h e n  the  sky grow s black, I h an d  E n o  back  h e r  w rapper, and  

w e go  in to  th e  house. W e cu t th ro u g h  th e  k itc h e n , pass the  

d in in g  ro o m , head  d o w n  th e  co rr id o r , and  en te r  to g e th e r  in to  

the  ba th ro o m . Papa and  M am a d o  n o t catch us. T h e y  are closed 

o ff  in  th e ir  ro o m .

In  th e  b a th ro o m , w e first p o u r  the  b leach in to  th e  bucket, 

on ly  a q u arte r o f  the  way full. T h e n  w e w atch  the  w ater bubble 

o u t o f  th e  faucet. W e inhale an d  exhale deeply, and  th e  so u n d  

o f  o u r  b re a th in g  is w eird ly  lo u d e r  th a n  th e  so u n d  o f  th e  

ru n n in g  w ater. W e caress th e  b u ck e t w ith  o u r  eyes as i f  w e are 

caressing o u r  very  hearts. T h e  b u ck e t fills. W e tu rn  th e  faucet 

o ff  an d  gaze in to  th e  bucke t. W e are still gazing w h e n  E kaite 

calls E no . H e r  vo ice b o o m s d o w n  th e  co rr id o r , an d  E n o  runs 

o f f  q u ic k ly  to  answ er, m o re  q u ic k ly  th a n  usual b ecause  she 

know s w ell th a t she sh o u ld  n o t b e  in  th e  b a th ro o m  w ith  m e. 

B ecause E n o  know s th a t she m ust instead  use th e  houseg irls’ 

b a th ro o m , ou tside  in  th e  houseg irls’ quarte rs  in  th e  far co rn e r  

o f  th e  backyard . B u t m ostly, w h e n  E kaite  calls, E n o  ru n s  o ff  

quickly, because d in n e r  w ill b e  served in  ju s t  an  ho u r, an d  E no  

w ill have to  help  in  its p repara tion .
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*

A t th e  d in in g  table, Papa sits at th e  head, M am a by his side. T h e  

scen t o f  egusi so u p  en ters th ro u g h  th e  k itch en . M am a picks up  

h e r  spoon , looks in to  it, unscrew s th e  tiny  canister, still w ith  

the  spoon  in  h e r  hand . It is lavender, th e  canister. T h e  lipstick 

in  it is a r ich  co lour, red  like th e  h ibiscus flow er; an d  it rises 

from  the  co n ta in e r  slowly, steadily, like a lizard cau tiously  p eek 

in g  o u t o f  a hole. O v e rh ea d  th e  ceiling  fan rattles an d  buzzes. 

T h e  air c o n d itio n e r  hum s, like soft sno ring . In  th e  k itc h en  w e 

hear th e  c lang -c lang ing  o f  E kaite  s an d  E n o s  fo o d  p repara tion : 

o f  th e  pestle h itt in g  th e  m o rta r, yam  b e in g  p o u n d e d  fo r the  

soup. O f f  an d  on , th e re  is th e  so u n d  o f  th e  ru n n in g  faucet. W e 

listen to  th e  clink  o f  silverware o n  glass. I im agine th e  plates and 

u tensils b e in g  set o u t  o n  th e  g ran ite  c o u n te r to p , an d  th e n  I 

h ea r a so u n d  like th e  sh u ttin g  o f  th e  fridge, th a t shiny, stainless- 

steel d o o r  all the  w ay from  A m erica . A nd  I w o n d e r  i f  E kaite  

ever takes th e  tim e  to  lo o k  a t h e r  reflec tion  in  th e  door. A nd 

i f  she does, does she see h e rse lf  in  th a t su p e rio r  way in  w h ich  

I im ag ine  all fair p eo p le  see them selves?

A bow l o f  velvet tam arinds sits a t th e  cen tre  o f  th e  table. It 

is a glass bow l in  th e  shape o f  a d issected  apple, and  its sh o rt 

glass stem  leads to  a small glass leaf. M am a b o u g h t th e  bow l 

o n  o n e  o f  h e r  business trips overseas. She re tu rn e d  from  tha t 

tr ip  w ith  o th e r  th ings to o  -  silk b louses fro m  M a cy ’s, som e 

C h a n e l, b eb e , C o a c h , so m e N ik e  apparel. T h e  e v e n in g  she 

re tu rn ed , she tossed all th e  item s in  piles o n  h e r  side o f  th e  bed. 

She tossed h e rse lf  con ten ted ly , too , o n  th e  b ed , o n  a small area 

o n  P ap as side, th e  on ly  rem ain in g  space. S he h e ld  u p  so m e o f  

the  overseas item s fo r m e to  see. O n e  b louse she lifted up  closer 

to  m e, held  it to  m y chest. It was the  yellow  o f  a rip e  pineapple. 

‘W ill ligh ten  you up,’ she said. She th rew  it to  m e. I d id n ’t reach 

fo r it in  tim e. It d ro p p ed  to  th e  floor.
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T h e  first m agazine arriv ed  tw o  w eeks later, Cosmopolitan, 

pale faces and  p in k  lips d ec o ra tin g  the  cover, w o m e n  w ith  hair 

th e  co lo u r  o f  fresh co rn . P erfect arches above th e ir  eyes.

N e x t was Glamour, th e n  Elle. A n d  every  even ing  fo llow ing  

tha t, M am a w o u ld  sit o n  th e  p a rlo u r sofa fo r h o u rs , flipp ing  

th ro u g h  th e  pages o f  th e  m agazines, h e r  eyes m o v in g  rapidly 

over and  over th e  sam e pages, as i f  she w ere  s tudy ing  hard  for 

th e  fash ion  equ ivalen t o f  the  un iversity  en tran ce  exam s.

I stare a t th e  d issected  apple, a t th e  velvet ta m arin d s  in  it. I 

im ag ine  p ic k in g  o n e  o f  the  tam arinds up, a small one , som e

th in g  sm aller th an  those  o ld  k obo  co ins, sm aller than  th e  tin iest 

o n e  o f  th e m . E kaite  shuffles in to  th e  d in in g  ro o m , E n o  close 

b eh in d . T h e y  find  them selves som e space b e tw e en  m e  an d  the  

em p ty  chair n ex t to  m e. E kaite  sets th e  first tray d o w n , th ree  

bow ls o f  p o u n d e d  yam .

S he lifts th e  first b o w l o u t  o f  th e  tray, se ttin g  it o n  th e  

p lacem at in  fro n t o f  M am a. M am a sm iles a t her, thanks her. 

T h e n ,‘O siso, osiso,’ M am a says.‘Q u ic k , qu ick , b r in g  th e  soup!' 

E kaite  h u rrie s  back  to  w h ere  E n o  is standing , takes o u t a bow l 

o f  soup  from  E n o ’s tray, sets it in  fro n t o f  M am a. M am a says, 

‘G o o d  girl. V ery g o o d  girl.’T h e  skin a round  M an ia ’s eyes w r in 

kles from  h e r  d ee p en in g  smile. E kaite  nods b u t does n o t sm ile 

back. E no , by  m y side, is m o re  than  unsm iling , an d  I can  hardly 

b lam e her. B u t th e n  I re m e m b e r  th e  b u ck e t in  th e  b a th ro o m , 

and  I feel h o p e  b illow ing  in  m e. H o p e  rising: th e  p rom ise  o f  

relief.

It is E n o  w h o  serves Papa an d  m e o u r  food . She pu ts o u r  

dishes o f  p o u n d e d  yam  and  so u p  o n  o u r  p lacem ats, still u n 

sm iling. Papa thanks her, b u t it is a th an k  you  th a t lacks all the  

faw ning  o f  M a m a’s to  Ekaite. H e  thanks h e r  in  his qu ie t, a lo o f  

way, as i f  his m in d  is in  his office, o r  som ew here  far from  hom e.
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M am a waves E n o  away. I w atch  h e r  h an d  w aving, th e  gold  

rings o n  h e r  fingers, the  b racele t th a t dangles from  h e r  w rist.

‘U zoam aka,’ M am a says, w h e n  E n o  an d  E kaite  have d isap

peared  in to  th e  k itc h en . ‘You are lo o k in g  very  ta tte red  today.’

Papa squints a t her. I d o n ’t  respond .

‘I t’s n o  w ay to  p resen t y o u rse lf  a t th e  d in n e r  table,’ she says. 

T h e  w ords tu m b le  o u t o f  h e r  m o u th , o n e  c o n n e c te d  to  the  

o th e r, and  I im ag ine  rolls o f  h e r  p o u n d e d  yam  all lined  u p  on  

h er plate, n o  space b e tw e en  th e m . L ike h e r  w ords, I th in k , tha t 

A m erican  way, o n e  w o rd  tu m b lin g  in to  the  n ex t w ith  n o  space 

b e tw een .

Papa looks a t m e fo r a m o m e n t, tak in g  m e  in  as i f  fo r the  

first tim e  in  a lo n g  t im e .‘H o w  was schoo l today?’ h e  asks.

‘F ine,’ I say.

M am a says, ‘A g o o d  w eek  so far. A  g o o d  m o n th  even . 

Im agine, an  en tire  m o n th  an d  n o  strike! S u rp rising , w ith  the  

way those lectu rers are always o n  strike.’

‘N o , n o  strike so far,’ I say.

‘In  any case,’ M am a says. ‘N o t  to  w o r r y ’ S he pauses. 

‘A rrangem en ts are already b e in g  m ade.’

Papa shakes his head  slightly, barely perceptibly, b u t w e b o th  

see, M am a and  I.

‘S he needs a g o o d  ed u catio n ,’ M am a says to  h im , as i f  to  

c o u n te r  th e  shak ing  o f  his head. She tu rn s  to  m e .‘You n eed  a 

g o o d  education ,’ she says to  m e. It is n o t a n e w  idea, th is o n e  

o f  a g o o d  ed u catio n , b u t she has th a t serious lo o k  o n  h e r  face, 

as i f  she is w e ig h in g  it w ith  th e  th o u g h tfu ln ess  th a t a c c o m 

panies n e w  ideas. ‘T h a t is w h a t A m erica  w ill g ive you ,’ she 

says. ‘A solid  ed u catio n . A n d  n o  strikes. Im ag ine, w ith  a degree  

from  A m erica , you can land a jo b  w ith  a b ig  co m p an y  here , o r  

m aybe even  rem ain  in  A m erica . L and  o f  o p p o rtu n itie s .’ S he 

sm iles at m e. H e r  sm ile is w ide.
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Papa stuffs a roll o f  so u p -co v e re d  p o u n d e d  y am  in to  his 

m o u th . H e  keeps his eyes o n  m e. M am a tu rns back  to  h e r  food. 

S he rolls h e r  p o u n d e d  yam , d ips it  in to  th e  b o w l o f  soup, 

swallows. F o r a w hile , n o -o n e  speaks.

‘In  th e  m ean tim e, you  ca n ’t  w alk  aro u n d  lo o k in g  ta tte red  

the  w ay you  do, sh irt u n tu c k ed , h a ir u n b ru sh ed . As fo r y o u r 

face, y o u ’d d o  w ell to  dab so m e p o w d e r  on . It w ill help  

b r ig h te n  you up.’

Papa clears his th roat. M am a tu rn s  to  lo o k  at h im . H is eyes 

n a rro w  at her. S he starts to  speak, b u t h e r  w ords trail in to  a 

m u rm u r  and  th e n  in to  n o th in g  a t all.

T h e re  is a n o th e r  silence. T h is  tim e  it is M am a w h o  clears 

h e r  th roat. T h e n  she tu rn s  to  m e. She says, ‘E ven E kaite  pres

ents h e rse lf  b e tte r  than  you  do. T h e  b o tto m  line is th a t you 

co u ld  learn  a little so m e th in g  from  her. H o u seg irl o r  no t.’

I roll m y  eyes an d  feel th e  hea t ris ing  in  m y  cheeks.

‘V ery w ell m a n n e re d , th a t one . Takes care o f  herse lf. 

B eau tifu l all around .’ It is n o t th e  first tim e  she is saying this.

I roll m y  eyes again, and  th e n ,‘E n o  is p re tty  too,’ I say. It is 

the  first tim e th a t I am  c o u n te r in g  M am a o n  this. I on ly  in te n d  

to  m u tte r  it, b u t it com es o u t lo u d e r  than  a m u tte r. I lo o k  up 

to  find  M am a glaring  at m e. Papa’s eyes are also o n  m e; they  are 

ju s t a little  sh a rp e r than  before.

‘E n o  is p re tty  too ,’ M am a repeats, sing-songy, m ockingly . 

‘F oolish  E no . D u m m y  E no.’ S he has to  say ‘d u m m y ’ tw ice , 

b ecause  th e  first tim e  it  co m es o u t  to o  N ig e r ia n , w ith  th e  

accen t o n  th e  last syllable instead  o f  o n  th e  first. S he tells m e 

th a t E n o  is n o  co m p ariso n  to  E kaite . N o t  ju s t w h ere  beau ty  is 

c o n c e rn ed . W h a t a g o o d  houseg irl E kaite  is, she says. S he adds, 

an  unnecessary  rem inder, th a t w h e n  E kaite  was a ro u n d  E n o ’s 

age, w h ich  is to  say fo u rteen , th e  sam e age as m e, E kaite  already 

k n e w  h o w  to  m ake egusi and  okra  soup. A nd  w h a t tasty soups
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E kaite  m ade! E ven  E kaite  s beans and  yam s, M am a con tinues, 

w ere  th e  beans an d  yam s o f  an  ex p e rt, a t fo u rte en . ‘T h e  girl 

know s h o w  to  cook ,’ she co n c lu d es .‘Ju st a g o o d  g irl all around .’ 

S he pauses. ‘E n o  is n o  co m p ariso n . N o  co m p ariso n  a t all.’

Papa clears his th roat. ‘T h e y ’re b o th  g o o d  girls,’ h e  says. H e  

nods at m e, smiles, a w eak smile. In  tha t b r ie f  m o m e n t I w o n d er 

w h a t h e  know s. W h e th e r  h e  know s, like I do, th a t it’s on ly  bias, 

th e  w ay M am a feels a b o u t E kaite . W h e th e r  h e  know s, like I 

do, th a t th e  reason fo r the  bias is th a t E kaite  s face rem inds h e r  

o f  th e  faces she sees o n  h e r  m agazines from  abroad. Because, o f  

course, E k a ite ’s co m p lex io n  is ligh t and  h e r  nose  is n o t as w id e  

and  h e r  lips n o t as th ic k  as m in e  o r  E n o ’s. I lo o k  a t h im  and  I 

w o n d e r  i f  h e  know s, like I do, th a t M am a d o esn ’t go  as far as 

saying these last bits because, o f  course , sh e ’d feel a little  sham e 

in  saying it.

H e  d ips his p o u n d e d  yam  in to  h is soup. M am a does th e  

same.

I d o n ’t to u c h  m y fo o d . Instead, I stare a t th e  velvet tam arinds, 

an d  I re m e m b e r  th e  first tim e  she cam e back  w ith  boxes o f  

th o se  cream s. E so te rica , M ova te , S k in  Success, A m b i. It was 

a ro u n d  th e  tim e  th e  te lev ision  com m ercials s ta rted  advertising  

th e m  -  th e  fade cream s. A n d  w e ’d  go  to  th e  E veryday  

E m p o riu m , an d  th e re ’d  b e  stacks o f  th e m  at the  en tran ce , neat 

pyram ids o f  cream s. It was a ro u n d  this tim e to o  tha t th e  first set 

o f  girls in  schoo l s ta rted  to  g ro w  lighter. M a m a ’s friends, the  

darker ones, s ta rted  to  g ro w  ligh ter, too . M am a d id  n o t a t first 

g ro w  ligh t w ith  th em . She was cau tious. S he’d  o n ly  g ro w  ligh t 

i f  she h ad  the  b es t-q u a lity  cream s, n o t ju s t th e  brands th e y  sold 

a t th e  E veryday  E m p o r iu m . She w a n te d  firs t-ra te , th e  k inds 

she k n e w  A m erica  w o u ld  have. A n d  so she m ade  th e  tr ip  and  

re tu rn ed  w ith  boxes o f  cream s.
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M ovate  w o rk ed  im m ed ia te ly  for her. In  ju s t  a few  w eeks, 

h e r  sk in  h ad  tu rn e d  th a t shade o f  yellow . It w o rk e d  fo r h e r  

knuck les, fo r h e r  knees. Y ellow  all a ro u n d , a u n ifo rm  yellow, 

alm ost as b r ig h t as E k a ite s  paw paw  skin.

S he insisted  I use th e  c ream  too . W ith  M ovate , patches 

fo rm e d  all over m y skin, dark  and  light patches, like shadow s o n  

a wall. S he insisted I stop. P eop le w o u ld  know , she said. T h o se  

dark  knuck les an d  kneecaps and  eyelids. P eop le  w o u ld  surely 

know . W e tr ie d  E so terica  nex t. A  s ix -m o n th  reg im en . T h re e  

tim es a day. N o  progress a t all. S k in  Success was n o  success. 

Sam e w ith  A m bi. ‘N o t  to  w orry ,’ M am a said. ‘T h e y ’re always 

c o m in g  u p  w ith  n ew  p ro d u cts  in  A m erica . S o o n  e n o u g h  w e'll 

find  so m e th in g  th a t w orks.’

W e m u st have b ee n  o n  A m bi th e  day E kaite  w alked  in  o n  

us -  in to  m y  b ed ro o m , n o t th in k in g  th a t I was there . I shou ld  

have b e e n  a t sch o o l. S he was c a rry in g  a p ile  o f  m y  clo thes, 

w ashed  an d  d ried  an d  fo lded  fo r m e.

E kaite  lo o k e d  a t th e  co n ta in e rs  o f  cream s o n  m y bed. 

M am a ch u ck led  uncom fortab ly . ‘O ya  ga-w a,’ she said. W ell, 

go  ahead.

E k a ite  w alked  to  m y dresser. T h e  d raw ers slid o p e n  and  

closed. E m p ty -h a n d e d  now , she w alked  b ack  tow ards th e  door.

M am a ch u ck led  again and  sa id ,‘U zo am ak a here w ill soon  

be  fair like you.’

E kaite  n o d d e d .‘Yes, M a.’T h e re  was a confused  lo o k  o n  h e r  

face.

M am a cleared h e r  th ro a t .‘Fair like m e, too .’

E kaite  n o d d e d  again. T h e n  she tu rn e d  to  M am a. ‘O d i kw a 

m m a o tu  odi.’ S h e’s fine th e  w ay she is.

M am a sh o o k  h e r  head . ‘O y a  ga-w a! O siso, osiso.’

T h e  d o o r  clicked closed.
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I tell M am a th a t I ’m  n o t  fee ling  w ell. A n  upse t s to m ach . I 

excuse  m y se lf  fro m  th e  tab le b efo re  she has a ch an ce  to  

respond.

I ca rry  m y  dishes in to  th e  k itc h en , w h ere  E n o  is w aitin g  

for m e. E kaite  sits o n  a stoo l close to  the  floor. I feel h e r  eyes 

o n  m e  and  o n  Eno.

Inside th e  b a th ro o m , th e  a ir is h u m id  an d  sm ells clean , 

pu rified , a chem ical k in d  o f  fresh. T h e re  is n o  lock  o n  the  door, 

b u t w e m ake sure to  close it b eh in d  us.

E n o  ho lds th e  tow el an d  stands back , b u t I call h e r  to  m e, 

because I am  again find ing  m yse lf sceptical o f  th e  w ate r an d  o f  

th e  b leach. In  m y im ag ina tion , I see C lara’s suspicious eyes, and 

I h ea r B o m a ’s d isbeliev ing  laugh. Fear catches m e, and  I th in k  

perhaps w e sh o u ld  n o t b o th e r , perh ap s w e sh o u ld  ju s t  p o u r  

ev e ry th in g  o u t. B u t th e n  I h ea r M a m a’s voice, say ing ,‘F oolish 

E no. D u m m y  E no.’ I take th e  tow el from  E no. ‘Y ou sh o u ld  go 

first,’ I say. It is a deceitfu l reason th a t I give, b u t it is also true : 

‘B ecause y o u ’re n o t supposed  to  be here. T h a t way y o u ’ll be 

already d o n e  by  th e  tim e  anyone  com es to  chase you  o u t.’

E n o  nods. S he concedes straight away.

She gets o n  h e r  knees, b en d s h e r  b o d y  over th e  w all o f  the  

b a th tu b  so th a t h e r  u p p e r  h a lf  hangs h o rizo n ta lly  above the  

tub , so th a t h e r  face is ju s t  above th e  bucket.

‘W e’ll do  on ly  the  face today,’ I say.‘D ip  it in  u n til you  feel 

so m e th in g  like a tingle.’

She dips h e r  face in to  th e  w ater. She stays th a t way fo r som e 

tim e, h o ld in g  h e r  b rea th . E ven  i f  I’m  n o t the  o n e  w ith  m y face 

subm erged , it is hard  for m e  to  b rea the. So m u c h  an tic ipation .

E n o  lifts up  h er face.‘M y  back is starting  to  ache, and  I d o n ’t 

feel any th ing .’

‘You have to  d o  it fo r longer,’ I say. ‘S tand  up, stre tch  you r 

back. B u t you  have to  try  to  stay longer.’
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E n o  stands up. S he lifts h e r  hands above h e r  h ea d  in  a 

stretch . She gets back  d o w n  o n  h e r  knees, places h e r  face in to  

th e  b u ck e t again.

‘O n ly  ge t up  w h e n  you  feel th e  ting ling ,’ I say.

T im e  passes.

‘D o  you  feel it yet?’

T h e  back  o f  E n o ’s h ead  m oves from  side to  side, a shake 

w ith  h e r  face still in  th e  w ater.

M o re  tim e passes.

‘N o t  yet?’

T h e  b ack  o f  E n o ’s h ead  m oves again from  side to  side.

‘O kay. C o m e  up.’

S he lifts h e r  face from  th e  w a te r  first. She stands up. T h e  

co lo u r  o f  h e r  skin seem s so fter to  th e  eyes, ju s t  a little ligh ter 

than  before. I sm ile a t h e r .‘I ts  w ork ing ,’ I say.‘B u t w e n ee d  to  

go  full force.’

‘O kay,’ she says. ‘G o o d .’ S he w atches as I p o u r  th e  liqu id  

from  th e  b u c k e t in to  th e  tub . W e b o th  w atch  as th e  w a te r  

drains; w e listen as it gurgles d o w n  th e  pipe. I take th e  bu ck e t 

o u t o f  th e  tub , place it in  a c o rn e r  o f  th e  b a th ro o m  by th e  sink. 

T h e  b a th  bow l is s itting  in  th e  sink. I p ick  it up , h o ld  it above 

th e  tu b , p o u r  th e  b leach  s tra ig h t in to  it. I g e t d o w n  o n  m y 

knees, call E n o  to  m y side, tell h e r  to  place h e r  face in to  th e  

bow l. S he does.

O n ly  a little  tim e  passes, an d  th e n  she scream s, an d  h e r  

scream  fills th e  b a th ro o m , saturates every  tin y  b it o f  th e  ro o m , 

and  I am  dizzy w ith  it. T h e n  th e re  is th e  th u d  an d  splash o f  the  

bow l in  th e  tub , th e n  th e re  is th e  th u d  o f  th e  d o o r  slam m ing  

in to  th e  w all. E kaite  rushes tow ards us, sees th a t it is E n o  w h o  

is in  pain . She reaches h e r  hands o u t to  E no , ho lds E n o ’s face 

in  h e r  palm s. E n o  scream s, tw ists h e r  face. H e r  cheeks c o n to rt 

as i f  she is suck ing  in  air. She scream s an d  scream s. I feel the
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pain  in  m y  o w n  face. E kaite  looks as i f  she feels it  too , and  for 

a m o m e n t I th in k  I see tears fo rm in g  in  h e r  eyes. Papa loom s 

in  th e  doorw ay, th e n  en ters th e  b a th ro o m . H e  looks fiercely  at 

m e. H e  asks,‘W h a t did you  d o  to  her? W h a t d id  you do?’ In  the 

doorw ay, I see M am a ju s t  w atch ing , h e r  eyes flick ing  this way 

and  that.

‘W h a t d id  you  d o ?’ Papa asks again. I tu rn  to  h im , p lead ing , 

w an tin g  despera te ly  to  m ake  m y case, b u t I d o n ’t f in d  th e  

w ords. I tu rn  to  M am a. I b e g  h e r  to  explain . She looks b lankly 

at m e, a little  con fusion  in  h e r  eyes. I stand  in  th e  m idd le  o f  

th e m , frozen  w ith  so m e th in g  like  fear, so m e th in g  n o t  q u ite  

gu ilt.

B y  th e n , even E m m a n u e l has m ade  his w ay in to  the  house, 

ab a n d o n in g  his post a t th e  gate. H e  stands ju s t  b eh in d  M am a, 

and  his p e e r in g  eyes seem  to  ask m e th a t sam e ques tion : W hat 

did you do?

M y legs feel w eak . I tu rn  to  E no , I sm ile a t her. I th in k  o f  

M am a and  h e r  cream s. ‘D o n ’t  w orry ,’ I say. ‘W e’ll find  so m e

th in g  th a t w orks.’ E n o  co n tin u es to  scream . I b link  m y eyes as 

i f  to  b link  m yse lf awake.

Days later, w h e n  th e  scabs start to  fo rm , I im agine p eeh n g  them  

o ff  like th e  hard  shell o f  a velvet tam arin d . E n o ’s flesh u n d e r

n ea th  th e  scabs is th e  red d ish -y e llo w  o f  th e  ta m a r in d ’s pulp , 

n o t qu ite  the  yellow  o f  a rip e  paw paw  peel. A nd  even i f  I kn o w  

th a t this scabby fairness o f  hers is b o rn e  o f  injury, a tem p o rary  

fairness o f  skinless flesh, patchy, an d  ug ly  in  its patch iness, I 

th in k  h o w  close she has co m e to  having  sk in  like O n y e c h i’s, 

an d  I feel so m e th in g  like envy  in  m e, b ecause  w h a t she has 

w o u n d  up  w ith  is fairness after all. Fairness, i f  o n ly  for a w hile .
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It was a s to ry  th a t N n e o m a  had  to ld  th ree  tim es before, each 

tim e  in  th e  ch u rch  o n  R u m u o la  R o a d . T h e  c h u rc h  was n o t 

th e  sam e o n e  th a t she a tte n d e d  as a ch ild  — n o t th a t sm all o n e  

o u t in  th e  village, w ith  hard ly  m o re  th a n  a d o ze n  benches in  

it. N o t  th a t o ld  o n e  w h e re  she used  to  sit, a lo n g  tim e  ago, 

w orsh ipp ing  alongside h e r  parents. (H er parents had  h o p ed  that 

she’d o n e  day get m arried  in  tha t village ch u rch , b u t it was n ow  

ev id en t th a t N n e o m a ’s was a life th a t refused to  converge w ith  

hopes. H e r  o n ly  conso la tion  was th a t at least she’d  tr ied . T h is 

fa ilu re  o f  h e r  life to  m e rg e  w ith  h e r  p a re n ts’ h o p es , o f  it to  

m erg e  w ith  even h e r  o w n  hopes, was clearly n o t any fault o f  

hers. S he reasoned  it th is way, as i f  th a t se ttled  it.)

T h e  ch u rc h  was ro u n d  an d  tw o  storeys h ig h . Ju s t like 

a w e d d in g  cake, N n e o m a  o ften  th o u g h t.  It was tru e : ju s t 

like a w ed d in g  cake, its to p  layer was a sm aller circle than  its 

b o tto m . A n d  th e  tw o  cases o f  stairs tha t ran  a lo n g  th e  ex te r io r  

walls, c o n n e c tin g  th e  to p  an d  b o tto m  storeys, w ere  a little  like 

th e  cake’s d ec o ra tio n . Ic ing  in  th e  shape o f  stairs.

B e in g  a c ity  c h u rc h , it w as large. Inside th e  m ain  hall, 

b e n c h e s  s to o d  in  c ircu la r fo rm a tio n  so th a t th e y  appeared  

to  radiate from  th e  m idd le, like a wave w h o se  cen tre  was th e  

pu lp it. H e re  an d  there , b e tw e en  th e  benches, m etal f lo o r fans 

also s to o d , oscillating and  b u zz in g  neg lig ib ly  from  th e ir  posts. 

E ven  w ith  th e  fans, it was w arm  inside th e  chu rch .

It was o n  those  benches, an d  in  th a t w arm th , th a t N n e o m a  

to ld  th e  story. She to ld  it in  b its, in  th e  breaks befo re  and  after

47
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and  d u r in g  th e  service. She m ade sure to  tell it on ly  to  v isiting  

w o m e n , b ecause th e  su d d en  absence o f  a reg u la r m e m b e r  

w o u ld  surely be n o te d  by  th e  pastor, and  by th e  co n g reg atio n  

as a w hole.

T h e  last tim e  she to ld  th e  s to ry  -  tw o  an d  a half, nearly  

th ree  years ago -  it  was to  a v isiting  w o m an  th a t she to ld  it. 

T h e  w o m an  was v ery  pretty , w ith  h ig h  ch e ek b o n e s , m u ch  

like N n e o m a ’s ow n . T h e  w o m an  had  sharp , p en e tra tin g  eyes: 

she m ig h t have su spec ted  all a long . O r  p erhaps she h ad  n o t 

suspected. Perhaps she was ju s t th a t k in d  o f  w om an : sharp, b u t 

m ere ly  o n  th e  superficial level — sharp  eyes, sharp  jaw , a very  

sharp  fash ion  sense.

T h e  w om an  was w ea rin g  red  lipstick  and  go ld  earrings, a 

n ic e  lace b louse  an d  bangles th a t d an g led  u p  a n d  d o w n  h e r  

w rists. She had  pa in ted  a m o le  o n  h e r  face, ju s t above h e r  lips, 

w ith  th e  sam e black penc il th a t she used to  line  h e r  lips — at 

least N n e o m a  suspected  as m u ch . It was th e  fash ion , N n e o m a  

knew . A  m ole , b u t som e called  it  a beau ty  m ark .

T h e  o th e r  tw o  w o m e n  to  w h o m  N n e o m a  to ld  th e  sto ry  

w ere  n o t p re tty  w o m e n , b u t ra th e r  ug ly  ones w h o  w o re  n o  

earrings, n o  lipstick, n o  b eau ty  m arks. T h e  te lling  o f  th e  sto ry  

to  these  tw o  w o m e n  had  o c c u rre d  o n  separate  instances, o f  

course  -  th e re  had  b ee n  a t least a fo u r-y ea r gap in  b e tw een .

In  any case, b o th  o f  these w o m en  w o re  p la in  b louses -  n o t 

m ade o f  lace; and  b o th  o f  th e m  w ere even a little fou l-sm elling , 

so m e th in g  like th e  scen t o f  ro tte n  fru it. It was as i f  th e y  had 

given up  altogether, this refusal o f  the irs  even to  feign beauty. 

Perhaps it was a m o c k ery  o f  beauty, N n e o m a  th o u g h t. All the  

sam e, she to ld  th e m  th e  story.

N n e o m a  w o u ld  co n tin u e  to  tell th e  story. S he was after all 

the  o n e  w h o  fo u n d  E ziom a th a t day. E ziom a, ly ing  o n  th e  b ed  

in h e r  yellow  n ig h tg o w n , th e  b lanket pu lled  up  to  h e r  chest.
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E ziom a, eyes closed, sleeping as peacefully as ever. A nd  th e  baby 

in  h e r  w o m b , sleep ing  as peacefu lly  as her.

Sunday had  com e again. N n e o m a  was o n ce  m o re  in  th e  church  

o n  R u m u o la  R o a d . She m ade  h e r  way to  h e r  usual seat, in  the  

second  storey  o f  th e  c h u rc h  -  o n  o n e  o f  th e  b en ch es farthest 

aw ay fro m  th e  p u lp it. T h e  sun  was c o m in g  in  th ro u g h  th e  

w in d o w s, lay ing  its e lf  in  lo n g , ta p e r in g  streaks o n  th e  floor. 

N n e o m a  sat, m indlessly o b se rv in g  th e  streaks o f  light.

T h e  hall filled u p  so th a t th e re  w ere  o n ly  a few  spaces left 

to  sit, m o st o f  th e m  o n  those  b e n c h e s  a lo n g  th e  p e rim e te r. 

T h ese  w ere usually th e  last to  fill.

W h e n  th e  w o m an  app roached , ta k in g  a seat o n  N n e o m a ’s 

b en c h , N n e o m a  felt h e r  p resence b u t d id  n o t at first lift h e r  

gaze. N earby, a fan  ra ttled  an d  buzzed , its m etal fram e g lim 

m e rin g  w h ere  th e  sun  lan d ed  o n  it.

T h e  w o m an  g ree ted  N n e o m a  g o o d  m o rn in g , an d  o n ly  as 

N n eo m a  tu rn ed  to  g reet the  w om an  back did she look  up  to  see 

the  w o m a n ’s face. In  those b r ie f  m o m e n ts  she observed  th a t the  

w o m an  was n e w  to  th e  ch u rch . S he observed  th a t th e  w o m a n ’s 

eyes appeared  tired . She ob serv ed  th e  beads o f  sw eat o n  the  

w o m a n ’s fo reh ead . H e r  eyes fell to  th e  w o m a n ’s p ro tru d in g  

belly. S he observed  th a t th e  w o m an  was w ith  child . W h a t luck, 

she th o u g h t, as she reached  in to  h e r  h andbag  to  take o u t the  

h an d k e rch ie f  in  it. S he offered th e  h an d k e rch ie f to  th e  w om an . 

‘W ere akw a,’ she said. T ake th e  c lo th . T h e  w o m an  accepted .

N n e o m a  allow ed h e r  eyes to  fall o n  th e  w o m a n ’s belly once 

m ore , to  settle th e re  lo n g  e n o u g h  fo r th e  w o m an  to  b ec o m e  

aw are o f  h e r  gaze.

‘Iw ere u m u  n k e  g i?’ th e  w o m an  asked.

N n e o m a  sh o o k  h e r  head . N o , she said. S he d id  n o t have 

any ch ild ren  o f  h e r  ow n.
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T h e  w o m a n  n o d d e d  sym pathetica lly . All a ro u n d  th e m  

p eo p le  cha tted ; voices rose.

A lo n g  tim e  ago, w h e n  she was ju s t b e g in n in g  a t S taff S choo l 

(she was tw e n ty -fo u r  a t th e  tim e  an d  h ad  ju s t  fin ished  h er 

Y outh  S erv ice), N n e o m a  h ad  th e  im pression  th a t she w o u ld  

m arry. B ecause O b in n a  -  M r  N k a n g in e m e  -  the  headm aster, 

had  k ep t h is eyes o n  her. H e  had  b e e n  m o re  w atch fu l o f  

h e r  th a n  o f  any  o f  th e  o th e r  teachers, even  m o re  w atch fu l 

o f  h e r  th a n  o f  E ziom a, w h o  had  s ta rted  a t th e  schoo l at the  

sam e tim e  as N n eo m a .

B efo re  O b in n a , n o  o th e r  m an  h ad  sh o w n  in te re s t in  

N n eo m a . She was, after all, shy and socially aw kw ard. She cou ld  

n o  m o re  h o ld  a conversation  than  a gaze. N o t  to  m e n tio n  tha t 

she d id  n o t fill o u t h e r  dresses th e  way m any o th e r  girls did. B u t 

even w h en  she began  to  fill th e m  o u t, it appeared  it was already 

to o  late. It seem ed  th e  boys had  g ro w n  accu sto m ed  to  paying 

h e r  n o  a tte n tio n ; th e y  c o n tin u e d  th a t w ay th ro u g h o u t 

secondary  school, th ro u g h o u t h e r  years a t th e  university, even 

th ro u g h o u t h e r  Y outh Service. S he w atch ed  as the  o th e r  girls 

p u t o n  th e ir  lipstick, as they  fussed w ith  th e ir  dresses an d  hair, 

as they  w e n t o u t fervently  o n  dates.

B u t O b in n a  gave h er hope. H e  w o u ld  som etim es co m e in to  

h e r  class after schoo l was dism issed, tak in g  a seat across from  

her, facing  her. S om etim es h e  leaned  in to  th e  back  o f  his chair.

T h e  first tim e  h e  cam e, N n e o m a  was ru m m a g in g  th ro u g h  

th e  d raw er o f  h e r  desk . T h e re  was a scen t o f  d ead  roaches 

c o m in g  from  the  draw er, and  so she had  low ered  h e r  head  in to  

th e  d raw er to  see i f  she co u ld  find  th e  roaches. It was co n ce iv 

able th a t th e y ’d  b e  th e re  -  th e  desk was o ld , its w o o d  ch ip p ed  

a t th e  edges, w ith  b ite  m arks w h e re  m ice  ap p eared  to  have 

gnaw ed  at it.
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O p p o s ite  h e r  desk  was a large w indow . S om etim es, w h ile  

th e  ch ild ren  w o rk e d  silently in  th e ir  n o te b o o k s , she gazed at a 

van ish ing  p o in t so m ew h ere  b eyond  th e  w indow , bey o n d  the  

o ran g e  an d  guava an d  p lan ta in  trees, w h o se  leaves som etim es 

rustled in  th e  m o rn in g  o r  a fte rnoon  breeze. S he looked  beyond 

the  patchy  field o f  g reen  an d  yellow  grass, b ey o n d  the  to m b 

stones in  th e  ce m e te ry  across th e  schoo l c o m p o u n d . S h e’d fade 

aw ay in to  m indless th o u g h ts , th o u g h ts  w h ic h  dissolved the  

instan t any s tu d e n t m ade  a sound .

W ell, even w ith  th e  w indow , she d id  n o t see h im  com ing , 

n o t because o f  h e r  d istan t daydream ing , b u t ra th e r because she 

was so im m ersed  in  h e r  search fo r th e  dead  roaches. H e  star

tled  her, and  she gasped. T h e n  she ch u ck led  softly, em barrassed 

by h e r  fright. H e  asked i f  h e  co u ld  h e lp  h e r  find  w h a t she was 

lo o k in g  for. S he s tra ig h ten e d  up, sm iled  p o lite ly  a t h im . H e  

was w ea rin g  a taupe  co lo u re d  agbada tr im m e d  w ith  gold . H is 

hair was n o t so grey then . H e  held  a hat in  his hand , fussing w ith  

it  as h e  m ade  his w ay tow ards h e r  desk. H e  b ro u g h t w ith  h im  

a sw eet sm ell, th e  scen t o f  p lan ta in  leaves w arm e d  by  sun ligh t.

T h e  cha ir o n  the  o th e r  side o f  h e r  desk was w h ere  students 

so m e tim es  sat w h e n  she called  th e m  to  have a o n e -o n -o n e  

co n fe ren ce  w ith  her. H e  sh o o k  h e r  h an d  first, th e n  sat o n  the  

chair, leaned  in to  the  back  o f  the  seat, as i f  to  create m o re  space 

b e tw e en  th em .

‘A re you  se ttling  fine?’ h e  asked.

S he n o d d ed .

‘Be sure to  le t m e k n o w  i f  you n eed  any th ing  — chalk, paper, 

pens an d  pencils. A ny supplies.’

S he n o d d e d .‘T h a n k  you ,’ she said.

H e  stayed fo r ju s t a m o m e n t m o re  an d  th e n  h e  rose from  

th e  seat, m ade his w ay back  o u t o f  th e  door.

T h is  was h o w  th a t first m e e tin g  w en t. H e  m ig h t have d o n e
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th e  sam e w ith  E ziom a, an d  in  fact w ith  all fo u r  o f  th e  n ew  

teachers w h o  had  gained  em p lo y m e n t a t S taff S choo l th a t year. 

H e  m ig h t have g o n e  to  th e ir  classes an d  offered  chalk , paper, 

pens and  pencils. A n d  befo re  all o f  tha t, he m ig h t have shaken 

th e ir  hands too . B u t N n e o m a  suspected  tha t h e  d id n ’t. S he was 

sure h e ’d taken  those ex tra  steps ju s t fo r her.

All a ro u n d  th e m , in  th e  ch u rc h , th e  vo ices q u ie te d  d o w n . 

N n e o m a  lean ed  o v er to  th e  w o m an . ‘T h e  p as to r w ill soon  

beg in ,’ she explained .

T h e  w o m an  n o d d ed .

‘B ut d o n ’t w orry, w e still have a few  m inu tes before h e  does. 

W e can  talk fo r a b it.’ S he lo o k ed  a t th e  w o m a n ’s belly  o n ce  

m ore. ‘H o w  far?’ she asked.

‘Seven m o n th s , a lm ost e ig h t. C o u n t in g  d o w n  th e  w eeks 

n o w ’

N n e o m a  sm iled . ‘I h ad  a frien d ,’ she said. ‘E zio m a.’ 

S he fussed w ith  h e r  hands, w h ich  rested  o n  h e r  handbag . She 

tang led  and  u n tan g led  h e r  fingers. T h e re  was a silence.

T h e  w o m an  clea red  h e r  th ro a t. ‘Y our frien d ,’ she said. 

‘S he was p regnan t, to o ? ’

N n e o m a  sm iled  gratefully. She n o d d ed . ‘Yes, she was p reg 

nan t. She used to  co m e to  th is church .’

T h e  w o m an  n o d d ed , as i f  to  signal N n e o m a  to  co n tin u e .

N n e o m a  paused  though tfu lly . T h e n  she said, ‘Y ou know , 

here th e  pastor tells us to  g ree t o n e  an o th er, an d  w e d o  -  by 

shak ing  hands, you  know . W e used  to  hug , b u t o n e  day h e  to ld  

us to  stop. O n ly  to  shake hands. B ecause h e  was afraid  tha t 

all th e  h u g g in g  an d  e m b ra c in g  was sc a rin g  o f f  th e  v isitors. 

M akes sense. I suppose it can  b e  a scary th in g  to  have to  h u g  

a stranger.’

T h is  tim e  it was th e  w o m a n  w h o  ap p eared  th o u g h tfu l.
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N n e o m a  w atched  h er .‘Yes, hand -shak ing  seem s a g ood  en ough  

g ree ting ,’ th e  w o m an  said.

‘E ziom a th o u g h t so too ,’ N n e o m a  said.

By n o w  th e  pas to r h ad  c lim bed  o n to  th e  stage. H e  looked  

small in  th e  distance, b u t N n e o m a  n o ticed  w h e n  he raised his 

hand  and  tapped  th e  m ic ro p h o n e , th e  w ay h e  d id  every Sunday 

-  to  ch e ck  th a t it  was w o rk in g . H e  tap p ed  o n ce , tw ice . T h e  

so u n d  o f  th e  tap p in g  was like th e  static o n  a radio.

‘T h is  is th e  day th e  L o rd  has m ade,’ h e  sa id .‘L et us rejo ice 

and  be glad in  it!’ H is vo ice  was strong  and  co n v in c in g  in  its 

streng th . It caused N n e o m a  to  feel up lifted  and  hopefu l -  the  

w ay it always did.

T h e  p as to r in s tru c te d  th e m  to  g re e t o n e  an o th e r . T h ey  

s to o d  u p  to  d o  so, shak ing  hands, ju s t  as N n e o m a  h ad  ex 

p la ined . T h e  pasto r th e n  re trea ted  to  th e  c o rn e r  o f  th e  stage. 

T h e  litu rg is t rep laced  h im  at th e  m ic ro p h o n e , m o tio n in g  

everyone to  rise fo r th e  call to  confession. E veryone  rose.

T h e  litu rg ist was w ea rin g  a w h ite  dress sh irt, n o  tie, black 

trousers. H e  said, ‘I f  w e say w e have n o  sin, w e deceive o u r 

selves, an d  th e  t ru th  is n o t  in  us. I f  w e confess o u r  sins, H e  

W h o  is faithful an d  ju s t w ill forgive us an d  cleanse us from  all 

un righ teousness.’

A m u rm u r  arose -  q u ie t, h a rm o n ized  prayers. N n e o m a  felt 

th e  tears w ell u p  in  h e r  eyes. S he was p en ite n t, and  w ish ed  she 

co u ld  stop  w ith  h e r  sins.

T h e  litu rg is t c o n c lu d e d  w ith  th e  p rayer o f  confession . 

N n e o m a  swiftly w ip ed  h e r  eyes.

T h e  pasto r m ade  his w ay b ack  to  th e  p o d iu m . T h e re , h e  

s to o d  flipp ing  th ro u g h  th e  sheets o f  his se rm o n . As h e  flipped, 

N n e o m a  leaned  over to  th e  w o m an . ‘I fo u n d  h e r  in  h e r  bed ,’ 

N n e o m a  said. ‘Ju st sleep ing  like a baby ’

‘W h o ? ’
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‘E ziom a,’ N n e o m a  said. ‘I t ’s b e e n  years now , b u t th e  

m e m o ry  is still so fresh.’

‘Sorry,’ th e  w o m an  rep lied , sym pathetically.

N n e o m a  n o d d ed .

‘A nd th e  baby?’

‘G o n e  w ith  her,’ N n e o m a  said, shak ing  h e r  h ead  now . She 

felt th e  tears fo rm in g  in  h e r  eyes, an d  so o n  she was w ip in g  

th e m  away w ith  h e r  hands. T h e  w o m an  ju s t  w a tc h e d  h er; 

N n e o m a  c o u ld  feel h e r  w atchfu l eyes. T h e n  she c o u ld  feel the  

w o m a n ’s h an d  o n  her, as th e  w o m an  reach ed  o u t  to  pa t h er 

gen tly  o n  th e  arm .

N n e o m a  rem e m b ere d  E ziom a th en . She rem e m b ere d  tha t 

it was a t this specific m o m e n t o f  th e  service, all those years ago, 

th a t she in v ited  E z io m a o v er fo r lu n c h . E z io m a h ad  b ee n  

m arried  a year by th en . H e r  husband  was a c o n tra c to r  fo r Shell 

an d  was o u t o f  to w n  o n  business. N o t  th a t h e  ever a tten d ed  

ch u rch , b u t o n  a n o rm a l S unday  h e  w o u ld  have b ee n  h o m e , 

and  E ziom a w o u ld  have had  to  re tu rn  h o m e  to  h im .

W ell, th a t Sunday, E ziom a accep ted  the  inv ita tion .

In N n e o m a ’s house, they  talked ab o u t the  se rm o n  at church , 

a b o u t th e ir  p ro b lem  stu d en ts  a t S taff S ch o o l, a b o u t th e  w ay 

they  w ere g e ttin g  a long  w ith  o th e r  teachers. N n e o m a  w o u ld  

have b ro u g h t u p  O b in n a  -  M r  N k a n g in e m e  -  b u t she k new  

it was b e tte r  to  keep  h im  to  h e rse lf  -  h e r  o w n  little  secret.

T h e y  talked ab o u t th e  baby  E ziom a was ca rry in g  an d  ab o u t 

E z io m a’s hu sb an d  -  E ziom a gushed  a b o u t h o w  lu ck y  she was 

to  have h im  for a husband, ab o u t h o w  g o o d  he had  b ee n  to  her, 

and  h o w  m u c h  m o re  so she k n ew  h e  w o u ld  b e  to  th e  child .

It was painful fo r N n e o m a  to  discuss E z io m a’s husband  and  

baby. I f  she h ad  b een  m a rr ie d  herse lf, and  w ith  a ch ild  o n  the  

way, this w o u ld  have b ee n  d ifferent. W ell, she conso led  h e rse lf  

w ith  th e  th o u g h t th a t a t least h e r  w o rk  at S taff S choo l allow ed
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h e r  th e  o p p o r tu n ity  to  play a m o th e r ly  role. It was hard ly  a 

con so la tio n , th o u g h , because th e re  w ere  o f  cou rse  th e  afte r- 

schoo l h o u rs  to  c o n te n d  w ith . T h o se  te rr ib le  h o u rs  w h e n  she 

fo u n d  h e rse lf  a lo n e  again . A lone, b u t w ith  all th a t lo n g in g . 

S o m etim es th e  lo n g in g  b ec am e  physical, like h u n g e r  pangs. 

S he c o u ld  feel it  w ith in  th e  walls o f  h e r  s tom ach , and  so m e

tim es it was so in ten se  th a t it caused h e r  to  lash o u t and  strike 

any nearby  ob jects . S he o v e r tu rn e d  stacks o f  s tu d e n t papers, 

on ly  to  settle back  d o w n  and  th e n  face the  ted ious task o f  reo r

gan izing  th em . She th rew  dishes in to  th e  walls, on ly  to  have to  

clean up  th e  sha tte red  glass. S om etim es the  lo n g in g  caused h er 

to  pu ll angrily  a t h e r  hair, o r  to  b ea t h e rse lf  -  h e r  arm s, h e r 

th ighs -  s tr ik in g  an d  s trik in g  un til she was to o  w o rn  o u t to  

co n tin u e . S om etim es she sim ply w ailed.

It was as a result o f  th is lo n g in g  th a t N n e o m a  prepared  well 

fo r h e r  lu n c h  w ith  E zio m a. B efo re  th e  lu n c h , she  h ad  even 

taken th e  bus all th e  w ay to  th e  village o f  O gb ig b o , so th a t she 

co u ld  visit the  d ib ia there , so th a t th e  dib ia co u ld  tell h e r  h o w  

to  go  ab o u t th e  transaction  w ith  E ziom a in  th e  best w ay pos

sible. A fter h er visit w ith  the  dibia, N n eo m a  had  re tu rn ed  h o m e  

an d  p rep a re d  th e  lu n c h , all to  th e  d ib ia ’s specifications. S he 

m ade som e jo llo ff  r ice  w ith  ch ick en , and  som e o g b o n o  soup 

w ith  garri. B o th  o f  these w ere m ain  dishes, b u t N n e o m a  p re 

pared  th e m  nevertheless, so tha t E ziom a co u ld  have h e r  choice.

T h e y  a te  s itting  o n  th e  chairs th a t N n e o m a  had  set o u t on  

h e r  veranda. It w o u ld  b e  m o re  relaxed th a t way, th e  d ib ia had  

said. A nd  so, o f  course , N n e o m a  com plied .

T h e  pastor was speaking  now , hav ing  finally b eg u n  his se rm on . 

Still, N n e o m a  c o n tin u e d  h e r  co nversa tion  w ith  th e  w o m an . 

S he spoke in  a h u sh ed  voice.

‘D i-g i, о  n o  ebe?’ she asked.
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‘H o m e ,’ th e  w o m a n  rep lied , also in  a h u sh e d  vo ice , and  

k eep in g  h e r  eyes in  th e  d irec tio n  o f  th e  p a s to r.‘H e ’s a t h o m e  

p u tt in g  to g e th e r  fu rn itu re . A rra n g in g  th e  house . W e’re  still 

unpack ing . B u t by  n ex t w eek , w e sho u ld  be se ttled , an d  th e n  

h e ’ll jo in  m e in  ch u rch .’

N n e o m a  n o d d e d . ‘I t ’s g o o d  to  have a h u sband ,’ she said. 

‘M akes th ings easier.’

T h e  w o m an  lo o k e d  a t N n e o m a  now , she le t o u t  a q u ie t 

laugh, b u t she n o d d e d , to o .‘Yes,’ she sa id .‘S om e th ings it  does 

m ake easier.’ S he tu rn e d  back from  N n e o m a  an d  lo o k ed  o n ce  

m o re  in  th e  d ire c tio n  o f  th e  pastor, w h o  still s to o d  a t th e  

p o d iu m  delivering  his se rm o n .

N n e o m a  resigned h erse lf  to  h e r  though ts , w h ile  the  w o m an  

appeared  to  resign h e rse lf  to  th e  se rm o n .

N n e o m a  th o u g h t o f  O b in n a , o f  those  years w h e n  she was 

sure th a t h e ’d be th e  one . S he was n o t q u ite  sure h o w  th ings 

co u ld  have g o n e  so w rong . She rem e m b ere d  th e  day they  did. 

T h a t day, h e  had  co m e in to  h e r  classroom  again.

H e  was w ea rin g  a b u tto n -d o w n  sh irt, tu c k e d  in to  his 

trousers. A tie  h u n g  d o w n  from  his neck . She was ju s t  s ittin g  at 

h e r  desk, gazing  o u t th e  w indow . As had  b ec o m e  his hab it, he 

cam e in  and  to o k  th a t sam e cha ir o n  the  o th e r  side o f  h e r  desk.

H e ’d b ro u g h t w ith  h im  a box  o f  cha lk  and  a b lackboard  

eraser.‘T h is  sh o u ld  d o  fo r the  n ex t few  w eeks,’ he sa id .‘B u t le t 

m e k n o w  i f  you n e e d  m ore.’

S he n o d d ed . She allow ed h e r  fingers to  to u c h  an d  linger 

o n  his as she accep ted  th e  package. H e  eyed h e r  quizzically. She 

n o ticed  this, was flattered  by it. H o w  w o n d erfu l, she th o u g h t, 

th e  w ay h e  seem ed  to  caress h e r  face w ith  his eyes.

N ow , w h e n  she th o u g h t o f  it, she k n e w  th a t th e re  w ere  

th ings she sh o u ld  have considered  before g o in g  ahead  w ith  h e r 

plan. P ractical things, like, was h e  in  fact in te rested  in  her? Was
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h e  ju s t p e rfo rm in g  a duty, ju s t h an d in g  o u t supplies so th a t his 

schoo l w o u ld  ru n  sm ooth ly?

B u t it h ad  n o t even  o c c u rre d  to  h e r  to  q u e s tio n  his 

affection.

S he accep ted  th e  b o x  o f  cha lk  a lo n g  w ith  th e  eraser and  

placed  th e m  o n  h e r  desk. S he lo o k ed  at h im  -  at his hair, his 

face, his eyes. H is hair appeared greyer now, b u t his face retained 

its y o u th . H is  te e th  w ere  c ro o k e d , b u t in  a w ay  she fo u n d  

en dearing .

S he to o k  in  all o f  his features as h e  s to o d  in  fron t o f  her, 

c o n tin u e d  to  take in  all o f  it  as h e  ask ed ,‘Is th e re  an y th in g  else 

I can  d o  fo r you?’

S he sh o o k  h e r  head.

H e  n o d d e d  and  th e n  tu rn e d  to  leave. Ju st as h e  tu rn e d , she 

s h o u te d ,‘W ait!’ It cam e o u t like a gasp.

H e  tu rn e d  b ack  around .

S he was g id d y  w ith  an tic ip a tio n . It o c c u rre d  to  h e r  th a t 

so o n  she w o u ld  b e  ab le to  m ake th e  a n n o u n c e m e n t to  h e r  

m am a, to  h e r  papa, to  everyone  w h o  m o ck ed , w h o  d o u b ted . 

She w o u ld  b e  able to  say,‘I’m  g e ttin g  m arried .’ O r , ‘H ere  is m y 

h u sb a n d -to -b e .’ A n d  she w o u ld  p resen t O b in n a  to  them .

She was w e a rin g  tw o  w rap p ers , b o th  tie d  a t h e r  waist. 

T h e re  w ere c o n c e n tric  designs o n  th e  w rappers -  circles and 

spheres o f  d iffe ren t sizes, c luste rs o f  th e m  m e e tin g  a t the  

m idd le. T h e  b louse  she w o re  th a t day was m ade  o f  lace and 

was sho rt-sleeved , w ith  a low  n eck lin e  th a t cam e ju s t  below  

h e r  shoulders.

She had secured the  h em  o f  th e  b louse to  th e  w rappers w ith  

safety p ins. A lso, she h ad  m a d e  sure to  tu c k  th e  h e m  o f  th e  

lo n g e r  w rap p er -  ju s t th e  edge o f  it -  b en e a th  o n e  o f  th e  legs 

o f  h e r  desk.

S he rose u p  from  h e r  seat th e n , abruptly. She felt th e  tu g
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o f  th e  d esk ’s leg  o n  h e r  w ra p p er, an d  th e  w ra p p e rs  tu g  o n  

h e r  blouse. T h e  w ra p p e r slid d o w n  h e r  w aist, still co v e rin g  h er 

body, b u t it p u lle d  th e  b louse  w ith  it fu r th e r  d o w n  b e lo w  

h e r  shou lders so th a t it ex p o sed  h a lf  o f  h e r  chest, th a t sm o o th  

yellow -brow nness o f  it, sm o o th  b u t n o t flat, because th e re  was 

o f  cou rse  th e  m a tte r  o f  th e  exp o sed  breast, w h ic h  was small 

b u t ro u n d  and  full, w h ich  rose an d  tapered  in to  a n ipp le  the  

co lo u r  o f  lu m b e r w o o d . T h e  n ipp le  was nearly  a perfec t circle, 

she knew , and  a t th e  very  tip  o f  it  — at th e  very  tip  o f  th e  o th e r  

one , to o  -  was tha t tin y  o p en in g , from  w h ich  she desperate ly  

h o p e d  tha t m ilk  w o u ld  o n e  day flow, en o u g h  to  n o u rish  h e r  

child .

O b in n a  gasped th en . ‘M iss E nw ere!’ h e  exc la im ed . ‘C over 

you rself!’

N n e o m a  s to o d  w h ere  she was, ju s t  lo o k in g  a t h im .

‘M iss Enw ere! D o  you  h ear m e?’

Finally she sa id ,‘O b in n a , d o n ’t  w orry . E v ery th in g  is ju s t the  

way it shou ld  be.’ S he pu lled  th e  w ra p p e r from  u n d e rn e a th  the  

leg  o f  th e  desk th en . S he h e ld  it -  h e ld  the  p o r tio n  th a t she had 

la tched  o n  to  as she pulled . S he w alked over to  h im . H e r  b louse 

still h u n g  d o w n  h e r  chest.

W h e n  she reach ed  h im , she to o k  his h an d  in  hers, p laced  it 

o n  h e r  chest, ju s t  above h e r  exp o sed  breast. S he sighed  w ith  

satisfaction. T h e re  was release, a blissful lightness in  th e  m ere  

to u c h  o f  his skin o n  hers. She b rea th ed  deeply.

‘I w an t this,’ she sa id .‘I w an t you. D o n ’t  you  w a n t m e, to o ? ’ 

W h y  h ad  she even asked th is last ques tion?  A t th e  tim e, she 

was sure he w an ted  h e r  too .

H e  je rk e d  his h a n d  away, his face angry. She d id  n o t  u n d e r

stand.

‘O binna,’ she said. I t was b o th  an exclam ation and a question.

‘Pull y o u rse lf  toge ther, M iss E nw ere!’ h e  sa id .‘D o  y o u  value
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y o u r  jo b ?  D o you value your job?! I suggest you  pull y o u rse lf  

toge ther, o r  you w ill so o n  b e  o u t o f  a jo b ! ’ H e  tu rn e d  to  leave 

th e  ro o m . A t th e  door, h e  s to p p e d .‘A nd , from  n o w  on,’ h e  said, 

‘i t ’s M r  N k a n g in e m e  to  you.’

F o r m o n th s  afterw ards, it was an em barrassm en t to  see h im , 

even from  a d istance -  a t m o rn in g  assem blies, especially. H e 

s to p p e d  c o m in g  to  h e r  classroom  to  d ro p  o f f  supplies. O r, 

rather, h e  m ust have d ro p p ed  th e m  o ff  late in  the  evenings after 

she was g o n e  fo r the  day, o r  early in  th e  m o rn in g s  befo re  she 

a rrived . B u t h e  was a professional, and  she k n e w  th a t w o rd  o f  

the  inc iden t had n o t spread from  him . S he was thankful fo r that.

M o n th s  passed, an d  she rem a in ed  a t th e  school, because she 

h ad  b e e n  unsuccessfu l in  f in d in g  o th e r  w o rk . E ventually , it 

seem ed  he fo rg o t th e  in c id en t and  began  again  to  b r in g  h er 

supplies. T h e y  rem ained  professional ab o u t those b r ie f  en c o u n 

ters. She called  h im  M r N k an g in e m e .

N o w  th e  p as to r called  fo r s ilen t prayer, an d  th e  c h u rc h  was 

q u ie t fo r a m in u te  o r  tw o. T h e  pasto r fin ished  w ith  th e  L o rd ’s 

Prayer, first in  Igbo, th e n  in  English. T h e  co n g reg a tio n  rec ited  

a long  w ith  h im , th e ir  voices lo u d  and  im plo ring .

N e x t, th e  c h o ir  began  to  sing, and  th e  ushers cam e a round  

ca rry in g  c ircu lar go lden  trays in  w h ich  the  tith e  m o n e y  was 

p laced . W h e n  th e  tray arriv ed  a t her, N n e o m a  d u g  in to  h e r  

h andbag  and  p laced h e r  m o n e y  o n  th e  tray, m o re  th a n  a few  

naira bills, in  m ultip les o f  a h u n d red , m o re  than  e n o u g h  to  buy  

a lo a f  o f  b read. T h e  w o m an  n ex t to  h e r  d u g  in to  h e r  p u rse  as 

w ell; N n e o m a  w atch ed . T h e  w o m an  p laced  so m e naira  bills 

in to  the  tray. N n e o m a  sm iled  approvingly  a t h e r  as she did. T h e  

w om an  sm iled  back.

W h e n  all th e  m o n e y  h ad  b e e n  co llec te d , th e  ushers 

g a th ered  in  f ro n t o f  th e  stage. T h e  p as to r m oved  fo rw ard
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to  co llec t each  tray. T h e  c h o ir  sang  even  lo u d e r  now . Praise 

G od from  W hom  all blessings flow . Praise H im , all creatures here 

below . . .

W h e n  th e  sing ing  was do n e , th e  pasto r delivered  his closing 

address. ‘G o  in  peace,’ h e  said to  th e  co n g re g a tio n . ‘R e tu r n  

n o -o n e  evil fo r evil. A n d  in  all th ings, seek th e  g o o d .’

T h e  ch o ir  sang briefly, ju s t a refrain. M em b ers  o f  th e  c o n 

g reg a tio n  began  to  rise, th e ir  voices a lo n g  w ith  th e ir  bodies. 

T h e  service was over.

N n e o m a  tu rn e d  to  th e  w o m an . ‘M y  frie n d  E ziom a,’ she 

sa id .‘I m e t h e r  a t w o rk . I teach  a t S taff S choo l, in  A bu lom a.’ 

T h e  w o m an  n o d d ed , p ic k in g  u p  h e r  h andbag  from  h e r  lap 

and  m a k in g  to  rise.

‘It was thanks to  m y inv ita tion  th a t she ever even  s ta rted  to  

co m e to  this ch u rch . I in v ited  her, you  see.’

‘I see,’ the  w o m an  said, n o d d in g .

N n e o m a  sk ipped  th e  p a rt a b o u t th e  dib ia an d  th e  p o tio n . 

She ju m p e d  to  th e  lu n c h . S he to ld  th e  w o m an  again  th a t 

E ziom a was p reg n an t and  sh o w in g  by th a t tim e. E igh t m o n th s , 

ju s t  like the  w o m an . P erhaps E ziom a had  ea ten  to o  m u c h  tha t 

day, N n e o m a  to ld  th e  w o m an . B ecause th e  n e x t day, M onday, 

she d id  n o t show  up  to  schoo l. O n  Tuesday, she d id  n o t show  

u p  again . O n  W ednesday, M r  N k a n g in e m e  h e ld  a te ac h e rs’ 

m e e tin g  early, a t 7 a .m ., an  h o u r  and  a h a lf  befo re  th e  students 

a rriv ed . All th e  teach ers  g a th ered , sat a ro u n d  th a t lo n g  oval 

table in  th e  headm aster’s office. H e  had  b een  unab le  to  co n tac t 

E z io m a by  p h o n e , N n e o m a  to ld  th e  w o m an . A n d  E z io m a ’s 

h u sb a n d  was ap p a ren tly  still away o n  th e  w o rk  tr ip . M r  

N k a n g in e m e  h ad  called  th e  m e e tin g  to  see i f  any  o f  th e  

teachers had  heard  from  E ziom a.

B y  n o w  th e  w o m an  was n o  lo n g e r  m a k in g  to  leave. She 

had  se ttled  back  in to  th e  b en c h , taken  w ith  N n e o m a ’s story.
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N n e o m a  co n tin u ed .

Perhaps she was ill, M r  N k an g in e m e  had  speculated . M aybe 

to o  ill to  co n tac t th e  schoo l. O n e  o f  th e m  sh o u ld  pay h e r  a 

visit, to  le t h e r  k n o w  th a t she was o n  th e ir  m in d s , in  th e ir  

prayers, h e  co nc luded .

B u t it sh o u ld  b e  so m e o n e  w h o  k n e w  h e r  w ell, h e  said. All 

th e  teachers agreed.

W h o  was closest to  h e r  then?  the  headm aster asked.

Eyes scanned  th e  ro o m . M o st o f  th e m  lan d ed  o n  N n eo m a . 

By th e n , th e  teach ers  k n e w  th a t E z io m a a n d  N n e o m a  had  

g ro w n  close, th a t they  som etim es w alked  h o m e  to g e th e r  after 

school. T h e y ’d heard  th a t E ziom a som etim es a tten d e d  ch u rch  

services w ith  N n e o m a  o n  R u m u o la  R o a d .

N n e o m a  co m p lied  hesitantly. S he asked the  teachers w h e n  

they  th o u g h t was a g o o d  tim e  for h e r  to  go.

T h e  teach ers  re sp o n d e d  th a t she sh o u ld  go  as so o n  as 

possib le .‘N ow ,’ they  said.

T h e  gate  to  E z io m a’s h o u se  was locked . T h e re  was n o  

g a tem an , a t least n o t  a t th e  tim e  N n e o m a  a rriv ed . She was 

fo rced  to  ge t o n  th e  tips o f  h e r  toes. T h e n  she reached  inside 

th e  ga te  w ith  h e r  hands, m a n ip u la ted  th e  la tch  u n til she 

m anaged  to  o p e n  it. L ucky  fo r h e r  th a t th e re  was n o  pad lock .

S he w alked  across th e  fron t yard, tow ards th e  fron t entrance. 

T h e  d o o r  w as w ide -  a d o u b le -lea f  d o o r  -  m ade o f  glass o n  th e  

to p  half, w o o d  o n  th e  b o tto m .

S he kn o ck ed . H e r  h ea rt h ad  b eg u n  to  bea t fast by th en . She 

co u ld  feel h e r  palm s sw eating. She c o n tin u e d  to  k n o ck , each 

o n e  lo u d e r  th an  th e  o n e  before. She tu rn e d  th e  k n o b  as she 

k n o c k e d , b u t th e  d o o r  was locked . S he sh o o k  it  frantically. 

E ventually , it  o c c u rre d  to  h e r  to  try  to  p ic k  th e  lock . S he 

reach ed  fo r h e r  hair, to o k  o u t o n e  o f  th e  b o b b y  p ins th a t held  

h e r  ha ir in  a b u n . She in se rted  it th is way and  th a t, inside the
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key ho le , to  th e  side o f  th e  d o o r  w h e re  th e  b o lt an d  socket 

m et.

Finally, th e  d o o r  o p en ed . H e r  h ea rt b ea t even faster. In  the  

parlo u r, e v e ry th in g  was calm , e x c ep t fo r  th e  b u zz in g  o f  th e  

ceiling  fan. B u t th e  air sm elled m oist, musty. W h e n  she breathed  

deep ly  e n o u g h , th e re  was so m e th in g  in  it like ro tte n  soup.

A p ic tu re  o f  E ziom a an d  h e r  husband  h u n g  o n  an o th er wall, 

sm iling  faces. In  the  p ic tu re , h e r  hu sb an d  w o re  a lig h t-g ree n  

agbada and  sokoto . H e  had  th e  lo o k  o f  an  O g a, w h ic h  perhaps 

h e  w as, all th a t trave lling  h e  d id . B u t th e re  h ad  b e e n  no  

ga tem en  g u ard ing  th e  gate, like b ig  m e n  o ften  had. A nd  th e re  

w ere  n o  houseg irls  to  b e  seen . In  fact, th e  h o u se  its e lf  was 

m o d est a t best. B u t n o  m atte r, N n e o m a  th o u g h t. S he tu rn e d  

from  the  p ic tu re  to  tackle th e  m a tte r  fo r w h ich  she had  com e.

T h e re  w ere  tw o  d oo rs, o n e  o n  each  side o f  th e  co rr id o r. 

T h e re  was a th ird  d o o r  straigh t ahead . N o n e  o f  th e  do o rs  was 

q u ite  pu lled  closed. S he pu sh ed  th e  o n e  ahead  first. S he saw 

the  to ile t, a sink, the  b a th  stall. S om e tow els h an g in g  o n  a rack. 

She pu lled  the  d o o r  back  — n o t all the  w ay closed, b u t ju s t the  

w ay it h ad  been .

She tu rn e d  to  h e r  left. She pu sh ed  th a t d o o r  slowly. S he felt 

h e r  b rea th  catch  as it  o p en ed . W h a t i f  th ings w ere exactly  the  

way she expected  th e y ’d be? S h e’d cry, she th o u g h t. S he’d  cry 

fo r p o o r  E ziom a. B u t sh e ’d b e  gratefu l to  th e  dibia. A n d  she’d 

b e  gratefu l fo r th e  baby.

She en te red  th e  ro o m . She c o u ld  see a lu m p  o n  o n e  side o f  

the  d o u b le  bed . T h a t scen t o f  ro tte n  soup  was s tro n g er n ow  

than  before. She m oved  closer, w e n t d irec tly  to  th e  lum p. She 

fo u n d  E ziom a there , ju s t ly in g  d o w n , h e r  b lanket pu lled  u p  to  

h e r  chest.

N n e o m a  began  to  c ry  th en . S he flipped  th e  b lanket from  

E z io m a’s chest. She to u c h e d  E z io m a ’s belly. It was stiff. She
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b en t h e r  h ead  to  b e  closer, lis ten ing  fo r signs o f  life in  E z io m a’s 

r ig id  belly. S he c o u ld  n o t  have b e e n  sure, b u t so m e h o w  

N n e o m a  k n e w  th e n  th a t th e  baby  h ad  n o t  su rv ived . She 

m o an ed . S he im ag in ed  E ziom a b e in g  b u r ie d  in th a t cem e tery  

across from  th e  S taff School co m p o u n d . S he im ag ined  the  baby 

b e in g  b u r ie d  w ith  her. It in fu ria te d  her, th e  th o u g h t. She 

p o u n d e d  h e r  fist in to  th e  m attress, narrow ly  m issing E z io m a’s 

body. O v e r  an d  over again , she p o u n d ed . T h e n  she cu rled  in to  

a ball a t th e  side o f  th e  bed . S he c ried , b u t th e re  was n o -o n e  to  

hear.

It was a f te rn o o n  by  th e  tim e  N n e o m a  p ick ed  h e rse lf  up  

from  th e  floor. She w ip ed  h e r  eyes w ith  th e  h em  o f  h e r  b louse, 

w h ic h  h ad  by  th e n  sneaked  o u t from  u n d e rn e a th  h e r  w rapper. 

S he d id  n o t have to  lo o k  fo r th e  p h o n e . It was there , s itting  on  

th e  bedside table, o n  th e  o th e r  side o f  th e  bed . S he p icked  it up, 

d ialled  th e  schoo l. O b in n a  p ick ed  up. M r  N k an g in e m e . S he 

to ld  h im  exactly  h o w  it was. A lm ost exactly, anyway. S he to ld  

h im  o f  th e  w ay she had  fo u n d  E ziom a -  still sleep ing  in  bed , 

o n ly  m o re  than  sleeping: dead. She to ld  h im  th a t sh e ’d b ee n  in 

shock , th a t sh e ’d b ee n  cu rle d  up, c ry in g  by  E z io m a’s side all 

th is tim e.

‘M y  G o d !’ h e  exc la im ed . T h e n , ‘M iss E nw ere, I’m  so so rry  

fo r y o u r  loss.’ H is to n e  was sym pathetic.

N ow , in  ch u rc h , th e  p reg n a n t w o m an  lis tened , expressed 

h e r  sym pathy  as N n e o m a  to ld  th e  story.

As she d id  w ith  M r N k a n g in e m e , N n e o m a  le ft o u t any 

m e n tio n  o f  h e r  ro le  in  all o f  it -  n o  m e n tio n  o f  h e r  visits to  th e  

d ib ia , n o  m e n tio n  o f  th e  d ib ia ’s p o tio n , o r  o f  its use in  th e  

p rep ara tio n  o f  th e  fo o d  she served E ziom a th a t S unday  lu n ch  

lo n g  ago. She d id  n o t tell th e  w o m an  th a t p art o f  h e r  devasta

tio n  a b o u t th e  s itu a tio n  was in  th e  k n o w led g e  th a t she had 

sacrificed  E ziom a b u t had  w o u n d  u p  w ith  n o  ch ild  after all.
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W h a t she d id  tell th e  w o m an  was th a t all o f  this h appened  

over a decade ago. Twelve years, to  b e  exact. S he was tw e n ty -  

e ig h t years o ld  a t th e  tim e.

‘I ’m  sorry,’ the  w o m an  said now , m o v in g  to  em brace  N n eo m a . 

‘N do .’ She repea ted  it, w h ispered  it. Sorry.

F o r a m o m e n t, N n e o m a  rem em b ered  the  pastor, his b an  on  

hugs. S he th o u g h t th a t perhaps th e  pasto r was w rong . Perhaps 

hugs d id  n o th in g  to  scare th e  visitors away. W ell, ban  o r  no t, 

h ere  she w as b e in g  em b ra ce d  by  th is v isito r. H o w  she had  

m issed  these  em braces! H o w  lo n g  h ad  it b ee n  since th e  last 

tim e  so m eo n e  h e ld  h e r  this way? Very lo n g  -  in  fact, so lo n g  

th a t she d id  n o t  rem em b er. S he w o u ld  savour it, th e n : she 

leaned  in to  th e  em brace , g ra te fu l fo r it. S he b re a th e d  in  th e  

m usty  scen t o f  th e  w om an . It w as n o u rish in g  an d  co m fo rtin g , 

the  em brace.

Ju st as so o n  as th e  w o m an  released her, N n e o m a ’s th o u g h ts  

w ere back  to  E ziom a again, an d  she rem e m b ere d  the  days after 

she lo s t E z io m a an d  th e  baby, h o w  sh e ’d  th o u g h t she  heard  

peo p le  ta lk ing  ab o u t her, gossiping ab o u t h e r  b e in g  u n m a rrie d , 

ab o u t h e r  b e in g  childless. M gbaliga. N w an y i-ig a .‘E m p ty  barrel. 

O ld  m aid,’ th e  voices said. She heard  th e m  as she w alked  d o w n  

to  th e  m ark e t, as she ro d e  th e  bus o n  h e r  e rran d s , ev en  in  

schoo l she heard  th e  w hispers. T h e  w hispers sco lded, rid icu led , 

co n d e m n e d .

H e r  paren ts ap p eared  to  b e  w h isp e rin g  to o , each  tim e  

N n e o m a  sto p p ed  by  to  v isit th e m  in  the  village. T h e y ’d  shake 

th e ir  heads d isappo in ted ly , an d  it  se em e d  to  h e r  th a t th ey  

m u tte red  so m e th in g  a b o u t h o w  she w o u ld  so o n  b e  past ch ild 

bearin g  age. It seem ed to  h e r  tha t they  m u tte red  th ings like ,‘All 

y o u r friends are leav ing  you  beh in d . W o n ’t you  d o  so m e th in g  

a b o u t it?’
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T h e re , seated  in  th e  ch u rc h  b eside  th e  w o m an , N n e o m a  

began  to  h ea r  th e  vo ices again: M gbaliga . N w an y i-ig a . 

M G B A L IG A . N W A N Y I-IG A . S he sh o o k  h e r  head , try in g  to  

shake th e  voices away. To n o  avail. T h e n  all th e  w ords o f  th e  day 

w ere  m ix in g  up  in  h e r  head . P raise G o d . C onfession . N w an y i-  

iga. Sin. C rea tu res. Blessings. D i-g i, о  n o  ebe? M gbaliga!

She co n tin u e d  to  shake h e r  head , fu riously  now . S o o n  h er 

th o u g h ts  w ere  rac in g  w ith  th e  sam e th ings w ith  w h ic h  they  

raced  aro u n d  this p e r io d  in  h e r  schem e: h o w  happy  she w o u ld  

b e  i f  it  w o rk e d  th is  tim e. H o w  m u c h  she w o u ld  love an d  

n u r tu re  th e  ch ild , n ev e r ta k in g  h e r  eyes aw ay fro m  it. S he 

w o u ld  n am e th e  ch ild  E k w u to sin a , i f  it w ere  a girl. C ease y o u r 

gossiping. A n answ er to  those  w hispers. A nd , i f  it w ere  a boy, 

C h u k w u e m e k a . G o d  has b ee n  very  generous to  m e. Also an 

answ er to  th e  w hispers.

‘Y ou sho u ld  allow  y o u rse lf  to  m ove on ,’ th e  w o m an  said.

‘Yes. I really should ,’ N n e o m a  rep lied  em phatica lly .‘B u t i t ’s 

hard.’

‘W h a t are you  d o in g  this even ing?’ th e  w o m an  asked. ‘You 

shou ld  d rop  by  m y house. All th a t w ith  E ziom a was so lo n g  

ago. You n eed  to  try  to  g e t over it. C o m e  over. I’ll p repare food. 

W e’ll eat. I w ill help  you  take y o u r  m in d  o f f  it. W e w ill talk o f  

o th e r  th ings, ge t to  k n o w  each  o th e r  better. M y  hu sb an d  w ill 

b e  busy w o rk in g  o n  th e  house. H e  w o n ’t  disturb.’

N n e o m a  n o d d e d , accep ted . ‘D a ’lu. Im ela,’ she said. T h a n k  

y o u .‘W h a t shall I b r in g ? ’

T h e  w o m an  w aved h e r  h an d  as i f  to  say, D o n ’t worry about 

it. ‘Ju st b r in g  yourself,’ she said.

‘O h  no, I m ust b r in g  som eth ing ,’ N n e o m a  sa id .‘It w o u ld n ’t 

b e  righ t.’

T h e  w o m a n  n o d d e d . ‘O kay,’ she said. ‘I f  you  insist. B r in g  

w h a te v er you  w ant.'
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N n e o m a  n o d d ed  and  th a n k ed  th e  w o m an  again. T h e n  she 

w atch ed  as th e  w o m an  s to o d  u p  finally to  leave. T h e  ch u rch  

was m ostly  cleared  o u t now.

T h e  w om an  p au sed .‘A re you  all r ig h t? ’ she asked, h e r  voice 

soft an d  co n c ern ed .

‘Yes,’ N n e o m a  rep lied .‘I w ill co m e this evening ,’she said to  

th e  w o m an . B u t h e r  m in d  was d riftin g  again. S he th o u g h t o f  

th e  p o tio n  now . It had  failed w ith  E ziom a. It had  failed w ith  

th e  w o m en  w h o  cam e after E ziom a, all th ree  o f  th e m . T h ey  

had  taken th e ir  babies a lo n g  w ith  th e m , ju s t like E ziom a.

S udden ly  N n e o m a  was doub tfu l. T h e y  w ere  all such  k ind  

w o m en , N n e o m a  th o u g h t. W h a t sense was th e re  in  co n tin u in g  

to  w aste th e ir  lives like this?

S he w o n d ered  i f  she shou ld  b o th e r  w ith  this w o m an . N o , 

she dec ided . She said it a lo u d :‘N o ! ’

‘A re you okay?’ th e  w o m an  asked again.

N n e o m a  g rew  even m o re  d o u b tfu l. T h is  d o u b t was n o t, 

had  never b ee n  p a rt o f  th e  plan. S he rose from  the  b e n c h .‘N o ,’ 

she said to  herself, so fter n o w .‘M aybe I w o n ’t g o  after all.’ H e r  

in te n tio n  n ow  was to  h ead  o u t o f  th e  ch u rc h  -  to  w alk  in  the  

d irec tion  o f  th e  nearest staircase, to  go  ou tside  for fresh air. B u t 

b en ea th  h e r  th e  floo r seem ed  to  shake. S he sat b ack  d o w n  o n  

th e  b en ch . S oon  it appeared  to  h e r  th a t th e  walls o f  th e  ch u rch  

w ere collapsing: a c ru m b lin g  cake. She heard  lo u d  scream ing  

an d  thuds o f  rac ing  feet. S he w an ted  to  ru n  too , b u t h e r  legs 

refused  to  m ove. H e r  h e a r t was b e a tin g  fast, faster. It w as a 

struggle to  catch  h e r  b rea th . ‘N o  m ore,’ she said, very  boldly. 

‘N o t  this evening. N o t  ever again.’ B u t even as she said it, a p art 

o f  h e r  still h o p ed . It was a deep -sea ted  h o p e  b o rn e  o f  n o th in g  

m o re  than  hab it. It was a desperate  one , this ho p e . It was the  

h o p e  tha t th e  w o m an  w o u ld  insist.
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T h e  year M am a fell sick was th e  year N jid e k a  confessed to  m e 

th a t she was a runs g irl. I sh o u ld  have k n o w n . S he w alked  

a ro u n d  cam pus w ith  sh iny  silk b louses h a n g in g  lo w  o n  h e r  

shoulders, h e r  stilettos m ak ing  tiny dents in  th e  earth . T h a t year, 

the  runs girls began  to  circulate the  U niversity  o f  P o rt H arco u rt 

cam pus. O r  m aybe th e y ’d always b e e n  around . M aybe 1 on ly  

n o tic ed  th e m  th a t year, w ith  th e ir  expensive ou tfits and  acces

sories — m o n e y  w ritte n  all over th e ir  bod ies — because M am a 

was falling apart, and  th e re  was alm ost n o th in g  I co u ld  do.

A  b ird  had  flow n  over o u r  c o m p o u n d  w ith  a m ouse  in  its 

m o u th . A  black b ird , m aybe a crow. F rom  th e  p a rlo u r  w indow , 

w e w a tc h e d  it fly. It was lovely a n d  su rreal, like  a p a in tin g . 

B eau tifu l b lu e  skies as th e  b ackd rop  to  blackness an d  death .

T h e  b ird  d ro p p ed  th e  m o u se  o n  th e  g ro u n d  w ith in  a few  

steps o f  o u r  fron t door. W e fo u n d  it th a t evening , ju s t  before 

sunse t. Its tail was tw isted  a ro u n d  its body , an d  its p e lt was 

already stiff.

T h a t evening , M am a snapped  a b ran c h  o ff  the  guava tree  in  

o u r  backyard. S he used  th e  b ran c h  to  p ic k  up  th e  m ouse  and  

to  stick  it in  a plastic bag. I to o k  th e  bag  w ith  m e across the  

street, across th e  unpaved  road, to  th e  garbage d u m p  there . I 

tossed th e  bag  in to  th e  sea o f  trash.

H o u rs  later, M am a began  to  feel sick. I f  Papa h ad  still b een  

alive, h e  w o u ld  have ch a n te d  his usual saying:‘T h e  w itc h  cried  

yesterday; th e  ch ild  d ied  today. W h o  does n o t k n o w  th e  cause 

o f  th e  ch ild ’s d ea th?’

67
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B u t th e  d octo rs  d id  n o t know . A nd  even i f  they  had  k n o w n , 

chances are th e ir  diagnosis w o u ld  have had  n o th in g  to  d o  w ith  

th e  b ird  an d  th e  m ouse . T h e y  w ere  scientists, afte r all -  n o t 

superstitious, like th e  rest o f  us.

It began  w ith  pain o n  th e  shou lder. M am a d ec id ed  th a t fo r 

d in n e r  w e w o u ld  have som e g o at m ea t in  p e p p e r  soup, w ith  

m o re  than  th e  n o rm al a m o u n t o f  u tazi leaves. T h e  leaves m ade 

th e  soup  b itter. M am a said th a t th e  b itterness , in  co m b in a tio n  

w ith  th e  pepper, w o u ld  chase th e  p a in  away.

B u t th e  n ex t day she co u ld  barely  m ove h e r  left arm . W e 

shou ld  have g o n e  to  the  hospital straigh t away, b u t M am a said 

to  h o ld  off. T h e y  w o u ld  charge us tw o  tho u san d  naira ju s t to  

see th e  do cto r. T h a t was the  a m o u n t th ey  charged  th e  last tim e 

w e w en t, w h e n  M am a was hav ing  all th o se  sw eats, fo llow ed 

im m edia te ly  by chills. T h a t tim e, th e  do cto rs  ran  th e ir  tests and  

to ld  h e r  she was fine. Tw o th o u san d  naira w asted  and  n o th in g  

fixed.

T h e re  was n o  te llin g  th a t th e  d o c to rs  w o u ld  solve th e  

p rob lem  this tim e. Besides, M am a was ce rta in  it was the  curse 

o f  the  b lack b ird  -  n o th in g  a little  p ray ing  an d  B ible read ing  

c o u ld n ’t fix, she said. So th a t second  ev en in g  w e  read th e  B ible 

toge ther, m o re  fervently  than  ever.

N E P A  had o n ce  again taken  ligh t away, b u t th e re  was still a 

little  g low  from  th e  sun c o m in g  in  th ro u g h  th e  w in d o w s o f  

o u r  p a rlo u r, w h ic h  was w h e re  w e p rayed  every  even ing , 

kn ee lin g  o n  th e  tile floor, o u r  bod ies resting  o n  th e  seat o f  the  

co u ch . Happy is the man whom God correcteth: therefore despise not 

thou the chastening o f  the A lm ighty: For H e maketh sore, and bindeth 

up: He woundeth, and His hands make whole. H e shall deliver thee 

in six  troubles: yea, in seven there shall no evil touch thee. H e r  voice 

sh o o k  as she read. A nd  th e  m osqu itoes flew  a b o u t th e  ro o m , 

m a k in g  soft w h istling  sounds n ear o u r  ears. M am a m u st have
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fo u n d  th e  sounds m o re  irrita tin g  than  usual, because sudden ly  

she was n o  lo n g e r read ing , an d  I was lo o k in g  u p  to  find  h er 

sw atting  th e  area a ro u n d  h e r  head . A n d  th e n  she le t o u t a 

p ie rc in g  shriek: a so u n d  I h o p e  I never h ear again fo r as lo n g  

as I live.

W h e n  n ig h t finally  cam e, M a m a ’s m o a n in g  h ad  still n o t 

stopped . H o u rs  passed b u t th e re  was n o  sleep fo r her, an d  no  

sleep fo r m e. T h e  pain was so m ew h ere  in  h e r  torso, she said, on  

th e  left side b e tw e en  th e  u p p e r  sh o u ld e r an d  th e  low er back. 

S he co u ld  feel it also in  h e r  front. Ju st as she w o u ld  ex p ec t a 

h ea rt a ttack  to  feel, e x c ep t th e re  was n o  in d ic a tio n  th a t h er 

h ea rt was th e  p a rt in  w h ich  th e  c ru m b lin g  was tak in g  place. It 

seem ed  th e  h ea rt w o u ld  b e  ju s t fine, she said. Yet I observed  the 

signs; all o f  th e m  w ere far from  prom ising .

In th e  e n d  it  was I w h o  fo rced  h e r  to  go  to  th e  hospital. W e 

w alked o u t the  d o o r  early th e  n ex t m o rn in g , tak in g  small steps, 

m y hands fastened  securely  a ro u n d  h e r  waist.

‘S low er, A da,’ M am a said.

I tig h ten e d  m y g rip  o n  h e r .‘N d o ,’ I said. Sorry.

W e to o k  a taxi to  th e  te ac h in g  hosp ital, o n e  o f  those  th ree 

w h ee led  keke napeps th a t lo o k ed  like so m e th in g  in  b e tw e en  a 

m in ivan  an d  a m oto rcycle . T h e  roads w ere  rid d led  w ith  p o t

holes, an d  in  th e  keke napep , small as it was, w e felt every  o n e  

o f  those  ho les. E ach  tim e th e  veh icle b o u n c e d , M am a le t o u t 

a yelp. A nd  th e n  she’d  lo o k  at m e, h e r  eyes rep en tan t, as i f  sh e ’d 

so m e h o w  m isbehaved.

I shou ld  have conso led  h e r  m ore. I shou ld  have to ld  h e r  I 

loved her. B u t how ? A side from  prayers and  practical exchanges, 

w e rarely even ta lked  those  days ju s t befo re  she fell ill. I was 

busy w ith  m y  studies, and  she was busy w ith  th e  m arke t. A nd 

so the re  w ere silences, as i f  w e n o  lo n g e r valued  spoken  w ords,
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as i f  sp o k en  w ords w ere  g au d y  fin ishes o n  a d e lica te  p iece  

o f  art, unnecessary  d istractions from  th e  m aste rp iece , w h o se  

substance was m o re  m ean ingfu lly  ex p e r ie n c e d  i f  left u n o rn a 

m en ted .

T h e re  was n o  lo n g e r the  M am a w h o  used  to  tie  h e r  scarves 

on  m y head, m ak ing  bow s o r  floral designs o u t o f  the  tailpieces. 

N o  lo n g e r  th e  M am a w h o  used  to  take m e o n  lo n g  strolls 

a round  th e  n e ig h b o u rh o o d , b u y in g  m e c o rn  an d  native p ear o r 

roasted bole. T h o se  days, sh e ’d  tell m e  jo k e s  and  w e ’d  laugh  o u t 

lo u d  as i f  w e w ere  th e  on ly  p eo p le  in  th e  w orld . S om e nights, 

sh e ’d even ru b  a little  lipstick  o n  m y lips, and  sh e ’d take m e to  

Papa an d  say,‘L ook  h o w  beau tifu l o u r  d au g h te r  is!’ A nd  Papa 

w o u ld  say,‘S h e’s beau tifu l even w ith o u t all th a t lipstick.’ M am a 

w o u ld  n o d .‘O f  course,’ sh e ’d say. ‘B u t every  girl needs to  learn  

h o w  to  p u t o n  lipstick.’ A nd  w e ’d laugh , an d  I’d d an ce  aro u n d  

and  p u ck e r m y  lips at Papa. H e ’d sm ile an d  h u m o u r  m e, un til 

I g rew  tired  o f  th e  show.

T h a t M am a disappeared soon  after Papa died. Year after year, 

she had  g ro w n  less g regarious . H e r  m in d  was always o n  the  

m arket; h o w  w e w o u ld  m ake m o n e y  from  th e  crops she sold 

to  pay fo r th is an d  fo r tha t. O f  course , I u n d e rs to o d  h e r  w orry. 

Papa h ad  g o n e  and  left us to  fen d  fo r ourselves in  a w o rld  

w h ere  it was hard  fo r a w o m an  to  d o  so honestly.

I f  I had tr ied  to  tell h e r  I loved h e r  o n  o u r  taxi r id e  th a t day, 

it w o u ld  n o t have m ade  th ings any  b e tte r. I w o u ld  n o t have 

even k n o w n  h o w  to  say it. M ama, I  have something to say? O r, 

M ama, I ’m not ju s t saying this because you're sick. I  really feel it. D o  

you feel it fo r  me, too? O r, simply, M ama, I  love you. N o  m a tte r  

h o w  I said it, it w o u ld  have felt con trived , because w e n o  longer 

said such  te n d e r  th ings. A n d  so I rem a in ed  silent, o n ly  p a ttin g  

h e r  lap g en tly  each  tim e  th e  pain  caused h e r  to  c ry  o u t.
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I sat o n  a chair in  the  c o rn e r  o f  th e  ex am ina tion  ro o m . T h e  fan 

buzzed  o n  th e  ceiling , an d  th e  fluo rescen t lights above w ere 

sh in ing  b rig h t.

A  ba ld -headed  d o c to r  en tered  th e  room . H e  to o k  h e r  b lood  

pressure, w h ich  h e  re p o rted  was ju s t fine. T h e n  he u n b u tto n e d  

h e r  sh irt, ju s t e n o u g h  so th a t h e  co u ld  take a lo o k  a t h e r  chest. 

H e r  sk in  was a ligh t shade o f  b row n , an d  it was easy to  see tha t 

th e re  was redness and  sw elling in  th e  area a ro u n d  and  below  

h e r  left shoulder. A nd  in  th e  co rn e r  w here  h e r  s te rn u m  m e t the 

clavicle, ju s t  b en e a th  h e r  neck , th e re  was a bulge.

H e  tap p ed  aro u n d  those  areas. E very  tim e  h e  tapped , she 

yelped.

‘W e’ll have to  ru n  som e tests,’ th e  d o c to r  said.

W e w alked  d o w n  tw o  sets o f  cro w d ed  hallways, descended  

tw o  flights o f  co n c re te  stairs, w ith  flies buzzing , ch ild ren  cry ing  

and  M am a m oan ing .

First th ey  a ttach ed  th in  w ires to  h e r  chest an d  arm s w ith  

tape. T h e n  th e  m ach in e  b ee p ed  an d  re p o rted  th e  results o n  a 

s tr ip  o f  p in k  g rap h  paper: h o r iz o n ta l lines th a t p eak ed  and  

d ip p e d  a t regular intervals. P erhaps it was h e r  h ea rt after all, I 

th o u g h t. B u t th e  e lec trocard iog ram  results w ere  n o rm al. H e r  

h ea rt appeared  fine.

N e x t  w ere  th e  X -ray s . I w a ited  o u ts id e  w h ile  th e  n u rse  

to o k  M am a in to  th e  ro o m . It was a fte rn o o n  by th e  tim e  the  

results cam e back . T h e  flu o rescen t ligh ts h ad  flickered  o ff  

so m e tim e  d u r in g  o u r  w ait, an d  th e  fan had  slow ed to  a stop; 

N E P A  had  taken  away th e  light.

‘T h e  g en e ra to r  w ill co m e  o n  soon ,’ the  d o c to r  said as he 

e n te re d  th e  ro o m . In  th e  d im  lig h t, h e  in tro d u c e d  h im self. 

H e  was ch a rm in g , tall an d  young , w ith  a full h ead  o f  hair. H is 

loafers w ere black an d  sh o n e  even in  the  d im  light. H e  was a 

rheu m ato lo g is t, h e  said.
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A cco rd ing  to  th e  X -ray, th e  d o c to r  said, th e re  w ere  n o  frac

tu res in  th e  b o n e  b u t th e re  w ere  patchy  lucencies in  th e  head  

o f  th e  clavicle an d  destruc tive  changes in it.

Because o f  th e  destruc tive  changes, h e  said, an  abscess -  a 

localized  flu id  co llec tio n  -  had  fo rm e d  in  M a m a’s shou lder, a 

sign o f  in fec tion  in  th e  area. H e  w o u ld  in sert a need le  in to  the  

area w h ere  h e  was sure th e  abscess was located  and  d rain  it ou t. 

T h e n  h e  w o u ld  give M am a an tib io tics th ro u g h  an  IV  to  help  

ensure  th a t th e  in fec tion  d id  n o t spread. S he w o u ld  have to  be 

ad m itte d  to  th e  hospital fo r all this to  b e  done.

‘Y ou’ll b e  ju s t  fine,’ h e  said.

‘I t’ll b e  fine,’ I said to  M am a, ag ree in g  w ith  th e  d o c to r .‘I t ’ll 

b e  fine.’

I stayed a t h o m e  w ith  h e r  th e  w eeks after she was d ischarged, 

on ly  leaving to  ru n  sm all errands: filling h e r  p resc rip tio n  and 

s to p p in g  by  th e  m a rk e t to  b u y  th e  in g re d ie n ts  fo r p e p p e r  

soup.

M y  first day back  at U n iP o rt was ab o u t a m o n th  after M a m a’s 

discharge. I spen t m ost o f  th a t day in  a daze, n o t really h ea rin g  

th e  lecturers, n o t tak ing  no tes in  class. O u ts id e  o f  th e  lec tu re  

halls, I gazed at th e  o th e r  students, th e  w ealthy  ones w h o  w ore 

sh iny  shoes o n  th e ir  fee t an d , o n  th e ir  ears, tin y  B lu e to o th  

headsets — those  w ireless square buds, barely no ticeab le  from  a 

distance. I w atched , transfixed by  th e  w ay they  displayed th e ir  

w ealth , th e  m e n  sw aggering , lim p in g  slightly o n  o n e  leg, as if  

th a t leg  w ere  w eak  and  d ragged  -  in  im ita tio n  o f  th e  way the  

A m erican  rap  stars w alked.

T h e  girls had  th e ir  o w n  k in d  o f  swagger. T h e y  swayed th e ir  

hips as th e y  w alked, hands dang ling  lim ply  at th e ir  sides, as i f  

they  had  n o  care in  th e  w orld . T h e ir  p a ten t lea th e r handbags
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g lis tened , o n ly  a little  less spark ly  th a n  th e  sequ ins o n  th e ir  

stilettos. T h e y  drove H o n d as an d  Jeeps. T h e ir  cell p h o n es  w ere 

always r in g in g , an d  th e y ’d w alk  a ro u n d  saying ‘d a rlin g ’ o r  

‘sw ee th e a rt’, th e ir  voices tu rn in g  m o re  and  m o re  saccharine  

as th e y  spoke. S uch  g o o d  h u m o u r  m ust have b e e n  from  the  

so o th in g  effect o f  hav ing  so m u c h  m oney, I th o u g h t, th e  effect 

o f  hav ing  so little  to  w o rry  abou t. A fter all, th e re  w ere  on ly  a 

few  p roblem s in  life th a t m o n e y  co u ld  n o t fix.

I w as s itting  o n  the  c e m e n t steps o f  o u r  classroom  b u ild in g  

w h e n  N jid e k a  cam e to  m e.

‘N a  w e tin  dey  tro u b le  you?’ she asked.

W e w ere in  th e  sam e g o v e rn m e n t po licy  class. T h e re  w ere 

o n ly  tw o  o f  us girls in  the  class. W e w o u ld  p robably  n o t have 

b ec o m e  friends i f  n o t fo r tha t. T h e re  co u ld  have b ee n  n o  tw o  

girls as d iffe ren t from  each o ther. F o r o n e  th ing , h e r  w eave was 

always pristine . S om etim es I liked to  im ag ine  h e r  h ead  u n d e r 

all th a t artificial hair. I env isioned  bald patches and  a th in n in g  

hairline, and  it was c o m fo rtin g  to  th in k  tha t d eep  d o w n , u n d e r 

all tha t p erfec tio n  was a version  o f  h e r  th a t was ju s t as im p e r

fect as m e.

T h a t day, I shook  m y head  and  to ld  h e r  tha t n o th in g  was the 

m atter.

‘N a  y o u r  M am a?’ she asked.

I d id  n o t answer.

S he p a tted  m e  o n  th e  shou lder, gently, th e n  b eg an  to  rub  

m y back . S he w o re  h e r  w eave in  loose  curls th a t day. T h e y  

tu m b led  a ro u n d  h e r  shoulders. A  soft w in d  was b lo w in g  and  

ca rried  in  it the  scen t o f  h e r  ha ir co n d itio n e r, so m e th in g  floral 

and  w elco m in g , like th e  scen t o f  bergam ot.

A nd  so, I to ld  her. T h a t M am a was in  pain , and  th e  docto rs 

d id  n o t k n o w  th e  cause.

‘Y ou n e e d  g o o d  d o c to rs ,’ N jid e k a  said. ‘P riv a te  d o c to rs ,
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n o t those  u n d e rp a id  teach in g -h o sp ita l d o c to rs  w h o  are always 

g o in g  o n  strike.’

I sh o o k  m y h ea d  b itte r ly  a n d  ro lled  m y  eyes a t her. W e 

c o u ld  n o t  even  afford  th e  te ac h in g -h o sp ita l d o c to rs . H o w  

w o u ld  w e afford th e  p rivate  doctors?

‘A t th e  p riv a te  p rac tices, th e y ’ll have s ta te -o f - th e -a r t  

tech n o lo g y , n o t  th a t o ld , b ro k e n -d o w n  e q u ip m e n t th a t you  

f in d  in  th e  te a c h in g  hosp ita l. T h e r e ’ll b e  elec tric ity , too ,’ 

N jideka sa id .‘G enera to rs. N o  reliance o n  N E P A , w h ic h  com es 

and  goes like th e  w in d .’

‘M am a says i t ’s th e  curse o f  th e  b lack bird,’ I sa id .‘W e’ll ju s t 

stick to  p ray ing  fo r n o w ’

‘G o  to  th e  p riva te  d o c to rs ,’ N jid e k a  said. A  c o m m an d . ‘I 

k n o w  a g o o d  o n e  I can  refer you  to.’

I sh o o k  m y  head . T h e  sun  was sh in in g . T h e  w in d  was 

s tirr in g  u p  the  dust, an d  n o t to o  far from  w h ere  w e sat a lig h t-  

c o lo u re d  b ird  was p e rc h in g  o n  a b ran c h . I f  th is o n e  w o u ld  

ca rry  a m ouse  in  its m o u th  an d  d rop  the  m ouse  in  fro n t o f  o u r  

house, w o u ld  it also b e  a curse? O r  w o u ld  its nea r-w h iten ess  

reverse th e  curse o f  th e  b lack bird?

‘D o  you  h ea r  m e ?’ N jid ek a  asked.

I n o d d ed . A n d  I to ld  h e r  honestly  th a t w e h ad  n o  m oney. 

T h a t,  yes, Papa d id  have siblings, an d  a lth o u g h  M a m a  d id  

n o t have any siblings, she d id  have cousins. Yes, w e even had  

som e d istan t relatives, b u t th ey  w ere  all p o o r  like us. E v en  i f  

M am a o r  I had  asked it o f  th e m , n o n e  o f  th e m  w o u ld  have had  

the  financial m eans to  help  w ith  M a m a’s visits to  th e  special

ists. N o t  th a t M a m a’s p rid e  w o u ld  ever allow  h e r  to  ask it o f  

them .

N jid e k a  s p h o n e  b eg an  to  v ib ra te  th e n . She p ick ed  it up. 

‘D arling ,’ she said. T h e n  she cu p p e d  th e  speaker o f  th e  p h o n e  

an d  w h isp e re d  to  m e, in  p ro p e r  E ng lish , w ords im pressively
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articu la ted , the  w ay I k n ew  she w o u ld  speak to  w h o m ev e r it 

was o n  th e  p h o n e :‘I ’ll help  you ou t,’ she sa id .‘S top  by m y place 

this a fte rn o o n . I ’ll b e  hom e.’

W ith  th a t she was gone.

I w e n t to  h e r  flat after m y final class o f  th e  day. M am a w o u ld  

n o t w orry. S he ex p ec ted  th a t I’d b e  late, w ith  hav ing  to  catch 

up  o n  so m u c h  m issed schoo lw ork .

‘I d o n ’t dash m oney,’ N jid e k a  said to  m e .‘I t’s n o t m y style.’

I n o d d ed . N o t  th a t I had  co m e e x p e c tin g  th a t she w o u ld  

dash m e  th e  m o n e y  for M a m a’s d o c to r  visit. All th e  sam e, in 

case I ever felt th e  u rge to  ask, I n o w  k n e w  better.

H e r  vo ice  was m o re  v ib ran t than  ever th a t a fte rn o o n . A nd 

I la tched  o n  to  each and  every  o n e  o f  h e r  w ords, h e r  in to n a 

tions, because th e re  was freedom  in th e m , th e  w ay they  rang  

o u t confidendy , w ith o u t restrain t, w ith o u t w orry. N o th in g  like 

w ords b e tw e en  M am a and  m e.

H e r  p r im a ry  p a tro n s  w ere  th e  Y ahoo B oys, she to ld  m e. 

T h e y  w ere  th e  ones w h o  ro lled  in to  to w n  in  sleek  cars and 

w ith  pocke ts full o f  cash, even  A m eric an  dollars. I h ad  seen 

m any  fan cy -lo o k in g  y o u n g  m e n  a round  cam pus, b u t I had  ju s t 

assum ed  th a t they  cam e from  w ealth . It h ad  n o t  crossed m y 

m in d  until th a t visit w ith  N jideka tha t m any o f  th e m  bu ilt the ir 

w ealth  o n  In te rn e t fraud.

She also to ld  m e  a b o u t th e  m ugus, th e  o ld e r  m e n , oil 

executives -  o ften  foreigners -  overflow ing  w ith  p e tro -na ira . 

T h e  m ugus d id n ’t h a n g  a ro u n d  cam pus b u t in  fancy  restau

rants an d  ho te ls. T h e y  b o u g h t h e r  je w e lle ry  an d  paid fo r h e r  

recharge cards, som etim es pay ing  as m u c h  as tw en ty  th o u san d  

naira p e r  m o n th , because, o f  course , she  h ad  m o re  th a n  o n e  

ph o n e .

‘I t’s n o t hard  w o rk  at all,’ she said.‘S om etim es th ey  ju s t w ant
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you to  have p rivate  d inners  w ith  th e m . S om etim es, they  ju s t 

w a n t to  lo o k  a t an d  have an  in te llig en t co n v e rsa tio n  w ith  a 

p re tty  w om an ,’ she said.

H e r  te lev is ion  was o n , a n d  fro m  th e  c o rn e r  o f  m y  eye I 

co u ld  see th e  im ages f lu tte r in g  across th e  screen . T h e  ro o m  

was coo l, because th e  air c o n d itio n e r  was also on . It was n o t 

so m e th in g  M am a o r  I h ad  ever co n tem p la te d  b u y in g  -  an  air 

co n d itio n e r, le t a lone a te lev ision  th a t to o k  u p  nearly  h a lf  the  

surface o f  o n e  wall. I had  n o t even th o u g h t th a t such  a te le 

vision  ex isted  un til I saw it in  N jid e k a ’s flat.

‘You c o u ld  pay fo r y o u r  m am a’s bills w ith  th e  m oney,’ she 

said.

‘A beg , c o m o t fro m  h e re !’ I said, g la rin g  a t h e r  w ith  m y 

eyes w id e  o p en , shocked  th a t she w o u ld  even suggest such  a 

th in g  fo r m e. S he c o u ld  d o  as she p leased . B u t to  g o  so far 

as to  invo lve m e  in  h e r  sinful ways, th a t was a n o th e r  th in g . 

‘Tufiakw a!’ I said, snapp ing  m y  f in g ers .‘G o d  fo rb id !’

‘Y ou’re a p re tty  girl,’ N jid ek a  said. ‘O r  a t least you  can  be. 

A nd  I k n o w  o f  a m an  w h o  w o u ld  love a girl like you .’

S he tu g g ed  the  scarf th a t I was w ea rin g  a ro u n d  m y  head. 

T h in  braids fell loose a ro u n d  m y shou lders . S he s to o d  u p  and 

d isappeared in to  o n e  o f  th e  room s o f  th e  flat. S he cam e back 

h o ld in g  a w ide m irro r, and  a bag  o f  beau ty  products: nail polish, 

lip stick , eye p en c il, lip  lin e r, sm all boxes o f  b lush  a n d  eye

shadow . ‘T en  m inu tes,’ she said, ‘an d  I ’ll show  you  w h a t you  

can  lo o k  like.’

S he b ru sh ed  the  h a ir  at th e  base o f  m y scalp, s tra igh ten ing  

o u t th e  tig h t curls. S he ru b b e d  p o w d e r  o n  m y face, sm o o th in g  

it o n  w ith  soft c o tto n  balls. T h e  m o v e m en t o f  h e r  fingertips 

was h y pno tic . S low ly I su rre n d e red  m yse lf to  h e r  hands. S he 

ru b b e d  b lu sher o n to  m y cheeks. S he fin ished  w ith  m y  lips. It 

was m y sam e pale sk in , m y  sam e bushy  b row s. B u t ce rta in
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features h ad  b ec o m e  m agn ified , and  o th e rs  had  b ee n  changed , 

m o u ld e d  to  arrive  at so m e th in g  m o re  strik ing .

S he to o k  o u t a handfu l o f  p lastic -w rap p ed  packets from  a 

small box  th a t she had  b ro u g h t from  th e  ro o m . S he stuck  th e m  

in  m y purse. ‘C o n d o m s,’ she said. ‘Ju s t in  case.’

‘I d id n ’t  say I ’d d o  it,’ I said.

‘Y our m am a is sick, and  th e re ’s a g o o d  chance you  w o n ’t 

even have to  sleep w ith  th e  m an.’

‘M y  m am a is w a itin g  fo r m e at hom e,’ I said, tossing  the  

co n d o m s from  m y purse. I p icked  u p  m y headscarf, a long  w ith  

m y  p u rse .‘I t ’s sinful,’ I said, and  w alked o u t th e  door.

B ack a t h o m e , th e re  was n o  ligh t again, and  I used  a kerosene 

la n te rn  to  p repare M a m a’s p e p p e r  soup. S h e’d still n o t g row n  

tired  o f  th e  soup, o r  perhaps she was still c lin g in g  to  th e  h o p e  

th a t it a lone  co u ld  cu re h e r  o f  th e  curse.

I’d  g ro w n  tired  o f  it. I roasted  a p lan tain  and  a te  th a t w ith  

som e to m a to  stew.

T h a t n ig h t, M am a asked m e to  help  h e r  bathe. F o r a w eek , 

she had  o n ly  b een  able to  give h e rse lf  sponge baths, because it 

was to o  painfu l fo r h e r  to  clim b  in  and  o u t o f  th e  bath.

I b o ile d  a kettle  o f  w a te r  o n  th e  k itc h en  stove. W e w aited  

till the  sun  had  g o n e  d o w n  com pletely , th e n  I p o u red  the  h o t 

w a te r  in to  a b u ck e t, to o k  it to  th e  tap  ou tside  an d  filled it w ith  

co o l w ate r so th a t th e  te m p era tu re  was ju s t righ t.

T h e re  was a c e m e n t slab in  th e  backyard  o n  w h ic h  w e 

w ashed  o u r  clo thes. A bove th e  slab w ere w ire  lines o n  w h ich  

w e h u n g  th e  c lo thes to  dry. M am a s to o d  o n  th e  c e m e n t slab. 

She c ro u c h ed  a b it, as i f  sh ie ld ing  h e rse lf  from  p e e r in g  eyes. 

B u t o u r  fence  ran  th e  w h o le  w ay a ro u n d  th e  c o m p o u n d , 

and  th e  houses nearby  w ere  flats like ours, n o t h igh  en o u g h  to  

allow  th e  possib ility  o f  seco n d -sto rey  p ee p in g  Tom s. Still she
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cro u ch ed , because o f  th e  pain . A n d  th o u g h  it w as m ostly  dark 

outside, the  m o o n  and  stars sh ined  b righ tiy  en o u g h  th a t I cou ld  

m ake o u t th e  redness all a ro u n d  h e r  sh o u ld e r an d  chest.

W ith  a small bow l, I p o u re d  th e  w ate r over h e r  shoulders, 

d o w n  h e r  back. I la thered  u p  a w ashc lo th  w ith  a b ar o f  soap 

an d  ru b b e d  h e r  skin gen tly  w ith  th e  clo th .

I p o u red  the  w ate r d o w n  h e r  breasts, lifted  th e m  o n e  at a 

tim e  an d  w ashed  u n d e rn e a th . T h e y  w ere  heavy  an d  sagged, 

n o th in g  like m in e , th o u g h  I k n ew  th a t m in e  w o u ld  surely  o n e  

day b ec o m e  w eighed  d o w n  w ith  age, too .

She squeezed  h e r  eyes shu t each tim e the  c lo th  to u c h ed  h er 

sk in . I t  d id n ’t m a tte r  h o w  g en tle  I was. T h e  fear h ad  b ee n  

im p lan ted  in  her, an d  so sh e ’d squeeze so hard  th a t w rink les 

fo rm e d  o n  h e r  fo rehead  and  c ro w ’s fee t a ro u n d  h e r  eyes. T h a t 

n igh t, it  was hard  to  tell w h a t the  droplets o n  h e r  face w ere: 

tears from  so m u c h  p a in  an d  suffering, o r  m ere ly  splashes o f  

b a th  w ater.

E ven  w ith  th e  arom a o f  th e  soap, the re  was still so m e th in g  

yeasty, alm ost stale, an d  a little  h o n ey -lik e  a b o u t h e r  scent. It 

was a sm ell th a t resem bled  th a t o f  th e  sw eet p o w d ered  m ilk  

w h ic h  w e used to  d r in k  in  o u r  m o rn in g  tea. A n d  I th o u g h t, so 

this is w h a t it smells like to  be o ld  and  w eak.

I im ag in ed  ru b b in g  p o w d e r  o n  h e r  face, all over h e r  body, 

sm o o th in g  h e r  o u t, the  w ay N jid ek a  h ad  sm o o th ed  m e o u t. I 

im ag ined  erasing  th e  age from  h e r  face, im ag in ed  p u ttin g  life 

in to  h e r  cheeks. I f  o n ly  it c o u ld  be as easy as ru b b in g  som e o f  

N jid e k a ’s b lu sh  o n to  th e m . B u t o f  co u rse , th a t was n o t an 

op tio n .

W e prayed again th a t n ig h t and  M am a read again from  Job. 

Despise not thou the chastening o f  the A lm ighty: For H e maketh sore, 

and bindeth up: H e woundeth, and H is hands make whole.

*
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‘You m ust speak g o o d  English,’ N jid e k a  to ld  m e th e  n e x t tim e 

w e m et. It was a Friday, after classes. I had  to ld  M am a th a t I 

w o u ld  have to  ru n  som e errands, un iversity  business, p ick  up 

g roceries at th e  m arket. T h o se  types o f  things. S he h ad  n o d d ed  

and  to ld  m e sh e ’d b e  w aiting , w h en e v e r it was th a t I g o t back 

hom e.

‘N o n e  o f  this p idg in  th a t w e use w h e n  w e are by ourselves,’ 

N jid e k a  said. ‘T h ese  m e n  are lo o k in g  fo r in te llig en t w o m en  

w h o  can h o ld  a conversation .’ O f  course, I co u ld  d o  ju s t that. 

I c o u ld  discuss b u d g e t an d  po litica l issues com fortably . It was 

w h a t I s tud ied  at th e  university. I f  I d id  w ell, I co u ld  b r in g  in 

five h u n d re d  dollars o r  m ore. A m erican  dollars.

I w o u ld  d o  it ju s t  th a t o n e  n ig h t. To g e t th e  m o n e y  fo r 

M am a. To ge t the  m o n e y  so tha t I co u ld  take h e r  to  a specialist, 

on e  th a t N jideka w ou ld  recom m end . I k n ew  tha t M am a w ould  

ask w h ere  th e  m o n e y  had  co m e from . I ’d  tell h e r  tha t I’d  taken 

u p  a s h o r t- te rm  jo b . It w o u ld  b e  th e  tru th . S he’d  p robab ly  ask 

m o re  questions. W hat kind ofjob? H ow  did you fin d  it? I’d  figure 

o u t answ ers for those questions later, I th o u g h t.

N jideka d id  m y m a k e-u p  ju s t as she had  tha t first afte rnoon . 

T h e n  she le n t m e  a red  w ra p -a ro u n d  dress, a little to o  tig h t on  

her, she said, b u t ju s t m y  size. It fo rm e d  a V  aro u n d  m y neck. 

I’d  nev e r be fo re  g iven any th o u g h t to  m y co llarbone, b u t in  

th e  m ir ro r  th a t even ing , I th o u g h t w h a t a beau tifu l th in g  the  

co llarbone was. A nd I th o u g h t h o w  te rrib le  tha t M am a’s was so 

dam aged.

T h e  m an  arrived  in  a B M W  -  a B e M y  W ife, N jid ek a  teased. 

H e  was tall and  dark , his sim ple lin e n  buba and  so k o to  crisply 

iro n ed . H e  reach ed  o u t and  to o k  m y han d , d raw in g  it upw ards 

and  tip p in g  his head  ju s t a b it as h e  p laced a kiss o n  its back. H e  

w o re  g o ld  rings o n  th ree  o f  h is five fingers. T h e y  w ere  n o t
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m assive rings, b u t sm all d ia m o n d s  c irc led  each  o f  th e m  and  

sparkled so tha t the  rings appeared  m u c h  la rger than  they  ac tu 

ally w ere.

It was supposed  to  b e  a s im ple  d in n e r, a t o n e  o f  those  

sw anky restaurants in  G R A  -  B lue E le p h an t o r  G ’s B arracuda 

-  those  expensive h a n g o u t spots fo r th e  wealthy. A nd  it seem ed  

th a t this w o u ld  b e  th e  case as w e h ead ed  d o w n  A bacha R o a d , 

past the  G R A  E veryday E m p o riu m , th e  g ro ce ry  store w ith  the 

escalators and  fancy secu rity  guards. B u t th e n  h e  c o n tin u e d  to  

drive, tak in g  som e tu rn s  an d  w in d in g  u p  in  a p lace th a t, in  the  

dark , I d id  n o t recognize . H e  s to p p ed  th e  car th e re  an d  asked 

m e to  u n tie  m y dress. I sh o o k  m y head , sm iling  ju s t a b it, like 

a m o th e r  gen tly  sco ld ing  a m isbehav ing  child.

‘C o m e  on ,’ h e  said, his vo ice soft an d  p lead ing . ‘D o n ’t be 

afraid o f  m e, beau tifu l Ada.’

M y  nam e o n  his to n g u e  so u n d e d  vile. L ike an  insult.

‘W h a t ab o u t d inner?’ I asked, try in g  to  so u n d  calm . ‘L et’s eat 

first, and  th e n  w e ’ll go  from  there.’

‘C o m e  on ,’ h e  said again , his v o ic e  m o re  gravelly, m o re  

u rg en t. H e  lifted his bu b a , lifted it so h ig h  th a t I co u ld  see the  

d raw strin g  o f  his so k o to  and  th e  dark  coils o f  h a ir ju s t above, 

o n  his belly.

I sh o o k  m y head  ag a in .‘D in n e r  first,’ I said, m y vo ice tre m 

bling. N jid ek a  had  said th a t m ost o f  th e  m e n  w an te d  n o th in g  

b ey o n d  d in n e r  and  m aybe a kiss. H o w  co u ld  I have b e e n  so 

u n lu ck y  as to  w in d  up  w ith  th is m an? I began  to  cry, b eg g in g  

h im  to  take m e back hom e.

H e  p a tted  m e o n  th e  back , th e n  o p e n e d  his d o o r  and  

stepped  o u t. H e  cam e aro u n d  to  m y  side, p u lled  m e o u t o f  the  

car an d  in to  the  back seat, all th e  w h ile  te lling  m e n o t to  w orry, 

th a t h e  w o u ld  n o t h u r t  m e. T h e n  all his w e ig h t was o n  m e  and 

he  was p in n in g  o p en  m y th ighs w ith  his. H e  paused  o n ly  to
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grab a co n d o m  from  his pocket, to  tear open  its plastic w rap, and 

to  slip it  o n to  h im self. I scream ed, b u t it was dark  all around , 

em p ty  space like in  an  o p e n  field. W h o  c o u ld  have heard?

H e d ro p p ed  m e o ff  several b locks away from  N jid e k a ’s flat. 

It was ju s t  as w ell, I th o u g h t at first. B u t as so o n  as I g o t o u t o f  

th e  car, I d ec id ed  th a t I co u ld  n o t b ea r  to  see her. It w o u ld  be 

like sta ring  m y  sin straigh t in  th e  face. It w o u ld  have b ee n  to o  

d ifficu lt a th in g  to  do.

A n d  so I w alked  h o m e , m an y  k ilo m etres  o n  bare feet, 

h o ld in g  th e  se q u in ed  heels th a t N jid ek a  h ad  le n t m e. I fo und  

th e  stash o f  bills in  m y purse as I w alked. O n e  th o u san d  dollars. 

All th a t m oney, perhaps because h e  k n ew  th a t I had  never been  

w ith  a m an . M aybe N jid ek a  h ad  to ld  h im . It was m o re  than  

e n o u g h  to  pay fo r M a m a’s visits to  a specialist.

M am a was k n ee lin g  by th e  sofa, h e r  arm s an d  chest resting  o n  

its cu sh io n , as i f  she’d  b ee n  in  the  m idd le  o f  p raying. S he was 

w ea rin g  h e r  g rey  w ra p p e r tie d  a ro u n d  h e r  chest. S he tu rn e d  

slowly, h e r  eyes p ro b in g . She m u st have seen  th e  streaks o f  

m ascara c o m in g  d o w n  m y face, th e  b lo tc h ed  lipstick  aro u n d  

m y m o u th , th e  d ried  bits o f  b lo o d  th a t had  d rip p e d  d o w n  m y 

th ighs, a d a rk e r  shade o f  red  th a n  th e  dress I was w earin g . I 

w e n t to  her, kn ee led  before her. B u t she o n ly  sh o o k  h e r  head. 

‘M am a, ndo,’ I said. Sorry.

H e r  eyes appeared  sunken , an d  h e r  shou lders w ere slum ped  

low er than  ever before. She on ly  sh o o k  h e r  head , and  th e n  she 

slow ly w alked away.

Days w e n t by, an d  th e n  w eeks. I d id  n o t re tu rn  to  school, 

instead  I rem a in ed  at h o m e  w ith  M am a. E very  day I m ade  h e r  

p e p p e r  soup  an d  b ro u g h t it to  her. B u t each  tim e  I w e n t back 

fo r the  bow l, th e  soup  was ju s t as I had  left it, o n ly  co ld . She 

d id  n o t speak to  m e.
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T h e n  o n e  Saturday, nearly  tw o  m o n th s  later, I b ro u g h t h e r 

p ep p e r soup again in  a tray, and  fo r th e  first tim e since m y n igh t 

as a runs girl, she lo o k ed  at m e, h e r  eyes d u ll .‘I t’s b ee n  a lo n g  

tim e since w e w en t to  church ,’ she sa id .‘T o m o rro w  w e shou ld

go-
‘Yes, M am a,’ 1 said, b u t I w o n d ered  h o w  she co u ld  possibly 

m ake it th ro u g h  th e  bus ride.

T h a t ev en in g  I cam e back  to  co llec t h e r  bow l o f  soup, and 

again, it was co ld  and  u n to u c h ed . S he was lean ing  o n  th e  sofa 

again, as i f  a b o u t to  pray.

I left h e r  w h ere  she was an d  w e n t o ff  to  w ash th e  plates, to  

sw eep the  floors, to  bathe. W h e n  I re tu rn e d  to  her, she was still 

lean ing  o n  th e  co u ch . I called o u t to  h e r .‘M am a! D o  you  hear 

m e? M am a!’ S he d id  n o t respond . A n d  th e n  sud d en ly  I was 

tu rn in g  h e r  a ro u n d , ch eck in g  fo r b rea th . A n d  th e re  was no n e .

Papa’s b ro th ers  an d  sisters cam e to  the  funeral. S om e o f  M am a’s 

cousins cam e, too , a long  w ith  som e d istan t relatives, m any  o f  

w h o m  I d id  n o t reco g n ize .‘E kw ensu ,’ they  all called it, w h e n  I 

exp la ined  to  th e m  h o w  th e  pain  began . T h e  w o rk  o f  th e  devil.

T ogether, w e b u r ie d  h e r  in  th e  c e m e te ry  n o t to o  far from  

o u r  flat, th e  sam e p lace w h e re  w e b u r ie d  Papa. I used  th e  

m o n e y  from  m y n ig h t as a runs girl to  pay th e  funeral expense.

S om etim es I go  to  th e  ce m e te ry  to  visit M am a an d  Papa. 

O n  days w h e n  I’m  ov erw h elm ed  by sham e, I go  in  th e  evening 

o r  at n ig h t, as i f  th e  darkness w ill so m e h o w  m ask th e  sham e. I 

allow  m y se lf  to  rem e m b er th e  tim e  befo re  Papa d ied , an d  i f  

I listen carefully, I som etim es h ear M a m a’s lau g h ter r in g in g  ou t, 

so m ew h ere  far away from  th e  cem etery .

A nd som etim es I th in k  tha t i f  I w ere to  b e  p laced in  a valley 

full o f  bones, I w o u ld  create  a n ew  Eve, create h e r  from  a n ew  

set o f  bones. A nd  I w o u ld  lay sinew s u p o n  h e r  d ry  bones, and
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flesh u p o n  th e  sinew s. A nd  I w o u ld  cause th e re  to  b e  a noise, 

a c lick in g  no ise , a n d  e v e ry th in g  w o u ld  fall in  place. A n d  I 

w o u ld  cause b rea th  to  en te r  in , and  this n ew  Eve w o u ld  live.

A n d  th is  n e w  Eve w o u ld  w alk  am o n g st th e  trees o f  the  

garden . A nd  she w o u ld  d r in k  from  th e  w aters o f  th e  river o f  

th e  garden . A nd  again, she w o u ld  eat th e  fo rb id d en  fru it. B u t 

she w o u ld  n o t b e  cast away from  the  garden, because she w ou ld  

b e  g iven  th e  o p p o rtu n ity , ju s t  once , to  ask fo r forgiveness. A nd 

she w o u ld  b e  forgiven.





America

W e drive th ro u g h  bushes. W e pass the  villages th a t r im  o u r  side 

o f  th e  B o n n y  R iver. T h e  roads are sandy and b ro w n , w ith  open  

gu tte rs , and  w ith  w rappers an d  cans and  bo ttles strew n  abou t. 

C o llapsing  c e m e n t shacks stand  a longside th e  roads, in  messy 

rows, like ca rtons th a t have lo n g  b eg u n  to  decom pose . T h e re  

are hardly  any trees, and  th e  sh rubs are little  m o re  th a n  stum ps, 

th in  and  dusty, n o t verdan t as th ey  used  to  be.

A  sh o rt d istance from  us, so m e th in g  com es o u t o f  th e  river, 

a small boy  o r  g irl, m aybe six o r  seven years o ld . H ands flail in 

th e  a ir an d  a n o th e r  ch ild  jo in s  -  typical ch ild ren s  play. E xcep t 

th a t i t ’s to o  early  in  th e  m o rn in g  fo r th a t. E x c e p t th a t th e ir  

skin, an d  even  th e  c lo th  aro u n d  th e ir  waist, g leam s an  alm ost 

solid  black, th a t o ily  blackness o f  crude .

T h e  bus m oves slowly, and  fo r a b it, as w e m ake o u r  way o u t 

o f  P o rt H arco u rt, I w o rry  it’ll break dow n. T h e  last tim e  I m ade 

th is tr ip  (abou t a year ago now ), th e re  was a p ro b lem  w ith  the  

en g in e . T h e  bus o n ly  m a d e  it  to  th e  te rm in a l in  W arri, n o t 

q u ite  halfw ay b e tw e e n  P o rt H a rc o u r t  an d  Lagos. W h e n  w e 

arriv ed  a t th e  te rm in a l, th e  d riv er asked us to  exit. H e  locked  

th e  d o o r  to  th e  bus and  w e n t inside o n e  o f  th e  offices in  the 

te rm in a l. H e  locked  th e  office d o o r  too , leav ing  us ou tside  to  

fend fo r ourselves. W e had  passed n o  inns o r m ote ls  o n  th e  way. 

Ju st splatters o f  small shops, th e ir  zinc roofs sh in ing  in  th e  sun. 

Lots o f  g reen  and  ye llow ing  grass. C lusters o f  trees.

A t th e  te rm in a l, I fo u n d  a n ice  p a tch  o f  g ro u n d  o n  w h ich  

I slep t, u sing  m y  luggage as a p illo w  u n d e r  m y head . S om e

85
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passengers d id  th e  sam e. O th e rs , I assum e, w an d e re d  a b o u t 

th e  te rm in a l all th ro u g h  th e  n igh t. T h e  n ex t m o rn in g  a n o th e r  

bus arrived . It to o k  us from  W arri to  Lagos. I m ade  it  ju s t  in 

tim e  fo r m y  in terv iew . L ucky  th a t I had  left a day in  advance. 

N o t th a t leav ing  in  advance m ade  m u c h  difference in  th e  end: 

as w ith  th e  tw o  p rev io u s in te rv iew s, m y  ap p lica tio n  was 

dec lined .

I sit o n  th e  bus again , sligh tly  m o re  h o p e fu l a b o u t the  

en g in e  an d  m u ch  m o re  hopefu l ab o u t the  interview . I have n o t 

left a day early, b u t so lo n g  as th e  bus does n o t b reak  d o w n , I 

ex p ec t tha t this in te rv iew  w ill b e  a success. T h is  tim e  I have a 

plan and , even i f  I hesita te to  b e  as assured as G lo ria  is, th e re  is 

a g o o d  chance  th a t she is r ig h t, th a t very  so o n  I w ill b e  o n  my 

way to  her.

It was o n  a d ry  an d  h o t day in  N o v e m b e r  th a t G lo ria  an d  I 

m et. T h e  headm istress had  arran g ed  it all: I w o u ld  b e  G lo r ia ’s 

escort. I w o u ld  show  h e r  a ro u n d  th e  cam pus fo r th e  w eek .

T h a t day, th e  headm istress s tood  by h e r  desk, m e a t h e r  side, 

w a itin g  fo r th is G lo ria  О ке . I was already o n e  o f  th e  sen io r 

teachers a t th e  tim e; I had  b ee n  a t th e  schoo l fo r nearly  ten  

years by  then .

I'd expected  th a t she’d co m e in like th e  b ig  m adam  she was, 

‘b ig ’ as in  w e ll-to -d o  and  well kno w n , m aybe w ith  a fancy buba 

a n d  iro  in  lace, w ith  a h ea d sc a rf  a n d  m ay b e  ev en  th e  ipele 

shaw l. E ven  w ith  th e  h ea t, th e  headm istress, an d  all th e  b ig  

m adam s w h o  visited  o u r  cam pus, cam e dressed th a t way.

B u t G lo ria  en tered , tall an d  lanky, a b it to o  th in  to  b e  id e n 

tified  as a ‘b ig  m a d am ’. She w o re  a lo n g  iv o ry -c o lo u red  gow n, 

n o  fancy headscarf, n o  ipele h a n g in g  from  h e r  shou lder. H e r  

u n p e rm e d  hair was held  to g e th e r  in  a b u n  a t th e  n ap e  o f  h e r 

neck . Pale skin stuck  o u t in  co n trast to  dark  b ro w n  eyes and
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hair. H e r  lips w ere  n a tu ra l, n o t lipstick  red . O n  h e r  fee t she 

w o re  a sim ple pa ir o f  b lack flats.

E ven  th e n , th e re  w ere  th ings I liked  ab o u t h er: th e  w ay h e r  

eyes seem ed  unsure, n o t b e in g  able to  h o ld  m y gaze. T h e  way 

she s tu tte red  h e r  nam e, as i f  u n co n v in ced  o f  h e r  o w n  ex istence 

in  th e  w orld . A nd  ye t h e r  vo ice was s tro n g  and  f irm , so m e

th in g  o f  a paradox.

T h a t first day, w e sp en t o u r  lu n c h  b reak  toge ther, and  for 

th e  rest o f  th e  w ee k  w e d id  th e  sam e, m e sh a rin g  m y  fried  

p lan ta in  w ith  her, an d  she, h e r  r ice  an d  stew  w ith  m e.

S he s ta rted  to  visit m e  at m y flat after h e r  w eek  at th e  school 

was up. S h e’d stop  by  every o th e r  w eek  o r  so, o n  th e  w eekends 

w h e n  w e c o u ld  sp en d  m o re  th a n  a few  h o u rs  to g e th er. I ’d 

m ake us d inner, jo l lo f  rice , beans an d  yam s, m aybe som e garri 

and  soup. W e’d spend  th e  even ing  ch a ttin g  o r  ju s t w a tch in g  the  

new s. S om etim es w e ’d  w alk  a ro u n d  th e  n e ig h b o u rh o o d  and  

w h e n  w e re tu rn e d , sh e ’d pack  h e r  th ings and  leave.

I g rew  a b ig  e n o u g h  garden  in  m y backyard . P in eap p le  

leaves stuck  o u t in  spikes from  th e  ea rth , nea t rows o f  th em . 

P lan ta in  trees s to o d  ju s t  b e h in d  th e  p in eap p le  leaves. B eh in d  

th e  p lan ta in  trees, lin in g  th e  wall lead ing  up  to  th e  gate  o f  the 

flat, an  o range  tree  grew , and  a guava tree, and  a m an g o  tree.

O n c e , w h ile  w e s to o d  p lu c k in g  a r ip e  m ango , G lo ria  asked 

m e  w h a t it  was like to  teach  sc ience a t th e  sch o o l. D id  w e 

c o n d u c t ex p e rim en ts  o r  ju s t study  from  a book?  W ere all o f  

th e  students able to  afford th e  books? It was a p rivate  school, 

she knew , b u t she suspected  (qu ite  accurately) tha t th a t d id n ’t 

m ean  all th e  students w ere  able to  afford th e  texts.

I stra igh tened  u p  to  face th e  w all th a t led  u p  to  the  m etal 

gate. Lizards w ere rac ing  u p  an d  dow n . I to ld  h e r  th a t teach ing  

was n o t m y jo b  o f  choice . T h a t I’d  ra th e r be d o in g  so m e th in g
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m o re  h a n d s -o n , w o rk in g  d irec tly  w ith  th e  ea rth , like in  m y 

garden . M aybe so m e th in g  to  d o  w ith  the  en v iro n m en t, w ith  

aqua tic  eco logy : ru n n in g  w a te r-q u a lity  rep o rts , p e r fo rm in g  

stream  classification, restoration , w edand  de term ina tions, d e lin 

eations, design an d  m o n ito rin g . B u t th e re  w ere  n o n e  o f  those 

jo b s  d u r in g  th e  tim e  I d id  m y jo b  search, even th o u g h  th e re  

should  have b een  p len ty  o f  th em , especially w ith  the  way things 

w ere  g o in g  fo r th e  N ig e r  D elta .

B u t even i f  the  jo b s  had  b een  available, I said, perhaps they  

w o u ld  have b een  to o  dangerous for m e, w ith  all tha t b u n k e rin g  

g o in g  o n , c r im in a l gangs ta p p in g  th e  o il s tra ig h t from  th e  

p ipe lines an d  tran sp o rtin g  it ab road  to  b e  sold illegally. T h e  

rebel m ilitias stealing  th e  oil, and  refin ing  it, an d  selling  it to  

help  pay fo r th e ir  w eapons. All those  explosions from  o ld  oil 

rigs th a t had b een  left ab a n d o n ed  by Shell. Perhaps it w o u ld  

have b een  to o  dangerous a th ing .

S he was s tand ing  w ith  h e r  hands o n  h e r  h ips, sh o w in g  su r

prise  o n ly  w ith  h e r  eyes. I suppose it was u n d erstandab le  tha t 

she w o u ld  have assum ed I loved m y  jo b  to  have stayed those  

m any  years.

W e b ec am e  so m e th in g  -  an  ite m . Papa says -  in  F ebruary , 

m o n th s  after G lo r ia ’s visit to  th e  school. T h a t evening , I was 

h u n c h e d  over, sw eep in g  m y  a p a r tm e n t w ith  a b ro o m , th e  

native k ind , m ade from  th e  raw  an d  d ry  stem s o f  palm  leaves, 

tied  to g e th e r  at th e  th ic k  en d  w ith  a b am b o o  string . I im ag ine  

it’s th e  k in d  o f  b ro o m  th a t G lo ria  n o  lo n g e r  sees, th e  k in d  tha t 

A m ericans have p robab ly  never seen.

G lo ria  m ust have co m e in th ro u g h  th e  back d o o r  o f  th e  flat 

(she o ften  d id), th ro u g h  th e  k itc h en  an d  in to  th e  parlou r. I was 

a b o u t to  co llec t th e  d ir t  in to  the  dustpan  w h e n  she en tered .

She b ro u g h t w ith  h e r  a cake, a small o n e  w ith  w h ite  ic ing
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an d  spirals o f  silver and  gold . O n  to p  o f  it was a w h ite -s trip ed  

candle, m o u ld ed  in  th e  shape o f  the  n u m b e r th irty -fou r. She set 

it o n  th e  coffee table in  th e  p a rlo u r and  carefully  lit th e  w ick.

I se t th e  b ro o m  an d  d u s tp an  d o w n  an d  s tra ig h ten e d  up. 

G lo ria  reached  o u t to  tuck  strands o f  m y ta ttered  ha ir back  in to  

p lace. I’d  bare ly  b lo w n  o u t  th e  flam e w h e n  she d ip p e d  h e r  

f in g e r  in to  th e  ca k e’s ic in g  an d  to o k  a taste o f  it. T h e n  she 

d ip p ed  h e r  finger in to  th e  ic in g  again and  h e ld  th e  c lu m p  o u t 

to  m e.

‘Take,’ she said, a lm ost in  a w hisper, sm iling  h e r  shyest sort 

o f  smile.

Just th en , th e  p h o n e  began  to  ring: a soft, buzzing  sound . W e 

heard  th e  rin g  b u t n e ith e r  o f  us tu rn e d  to  answer, because even 

as it was rin g in g , I was kissing th e  ic ing  o ff  G lo ria ’s finger. By 

th e  tim e  th e  r in g in g  was do n e , I was kissing it o ff  h e r  lips.

M am a still rem inds m e  every  o n ce  in  a w h ile  th a t th e re  are 

penalties in  N ig eria  fo r th a t so rt o f  th ing . A nd  o f  course , sh e ’s 

r ig h t. I’ve read o f  th e m  in th e  new spapers an d  have heard  o f  

th e m  o n  th e  new s. Still, som etim es I w an t to  ask h e r  to  explain  

to  m e w h a t she m eans by  ‘th a t so rt o f  th in g ’, as i f  it  is so m e

th in g  so te rr ib le  th a t it does n o t deserve a nam e, as i f  i t  is so 

u nclean  th a t it c a n n o t b e  te rm e d  ‘love’. B u t th e n  I rem e m b er 

th a t even ing  and  I cringe , because, o f  course , I k n o w  she can 

explain ; sh e ’s seen it  w ith  h e r  eyes.

T h a t even ing , th e  p h o n e  rings, an d  i f  I h ad  answ ered , it 

w o u ld  have b ee n  M am a o n  th e  line. B u t instead, I rem ain  w ith  

G lo ria , a llo w in g  h e r  to  trace  h e r  fingers across m y brow s, 

a llow ing  h e r  to  trace  m y lips w ith  h e r  o w n . M y  h ea rt th u m p s 

in  m y chest and  I feel th e  th u m p in g  o f  h e r  heart. She runs h e r  

fingers d o w n  m y belly, lifting  m y b louse slightly, hardly  a lift at 

all. A nd  th e n  h e r  h a n d  is trave lling  low er, an d  I feel m y se lf
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tig h te n in g , an d  I feel th e  p o u n d in g  all over m e. Suddenly , 

M am a is calling  m y  n am e, calling  it loudly, so th a t I have to  

lo o k  up  to  see i f  I ’m  n o t ju s t h ea rin g  th ings. W e have m ade 

o u r  w ay to  th e  sofa and , from  there , I see M am a shak in g  h e r  

head, te lling  m e th a t th e  w in d  has b lo w n  and  the  b o tto m  o f  the 

fowl has b ee n  exposed .

M am a stands w h ere  she is fo r ju s t  a m o m e n t lo n g er; all the  

w h ile  she is s ta rin g  a t m e  w ith  a som bre  lo o k  in  h e r  eyes. ‘So, 

this is w h y  you  w o n ’t  take a husband?’ she asks. It is an  in te r 

esting  th o u g h t, b u t n o t o n e  I’d ever really considered . L eft to  

m yself, I w o u ld  have said th a t I ’d ju s t n o t fo u n d  th e  r ig h t m an. 

B u t i t ’s n o t th a t I ’d ever b ee n  particu larly  in te rested  in  dating  

m e n  anyway.

‘A  w o m an  an d  a w o m an  ca n n o t b ear ch ild ren ,’ M am a says 

to  m e. ‘T h a t’s n o t th e  w ay it  w orks.’ As she stom ps o u t o f  the  

ro o m , she says again , ‘T h e  w in d  has b lo w n  an d  the  b o tto m  o f  

the  fowl has b ee n  exposed.’

I lean m y head  o n  th e  glass w in d o w  o f  th e  bus an d  I try  to  

im ag ine h o w  th e  in te rv iew  w ill go. B u t every  so o ften  th e  bus 

hits a b u m p  and  jo lts  m e o u t o f  m y though ts .

T h e re  is a w o m an  sitting  to  th e  r ig h t o f  m e. H e r  scen t is 

strong , so m ew h at like th e  scen t o f  fish. S he w ears a h ead  scarf, 

w h ich  she uses to  w ip e  th e  beads o f  sw eat th a t fo rm  o n  h er 

face. M am a used to  sw eat like this. S om etim es she’d  call m e  to  

b r in g  h e r  a cu p  o f  ice. S he’d ch ew  o n  the  b locks o f  ice, o n e  

after th e  o th e r, an d  th e n  request a n o th e r  cup. It was th e  real 

curse o f  w o m an h o o d , she said. T h e  h ea rt palp itations, th e  dizzy 

spells, th e  sw eating  th a t cam e w ith  th e  cessation o f  th e  flow. 

T h a t was th e  real curse. C ram ps w ere  n o th in g  in  co m p ariso n , 

she said.

T h e  w o m an  n ex t to  m e w ipes h e r  sw eat again. I ca tch  a
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stro n g  w h iff  o f  h e r  p u tr id  scent. S he leans h e r  head  o n  th e  seat 

in  fro n t o f  her, an d  I ask h e r  i f  ev e ry th in g  is fine.

‘T h e  baby,’ she says, lifting  h e r  head  back  up. S he rubs h e r 

belly  an d  m u tte rs  so m e th in g  u n d e r  h e r  brea th .

‘C o n g ra tu la tio n s,’ I say. A nd  after a few  seconds I a d d ,‘I ’m  

so rry  y o u ’re n o t  fee ling  w ell.’

She tells m e  th a t it com es w ith  th e  te rrito ry . T h a t i t ’s been  

tw o  years since  she an d  h e r  h u sb a n d  m a rr ie d , an d  h e  was 

sta rting  to  th in k  th a t th e re  was som e defect in  h e r .‘So, actually,’ 

she tells m e ,‘this is all cause fo r ce lebra tion .’

She tu rn s  to  th e  seat o n  h e r  r ig h t w h e re  th e re  are tw o  

b la ck -a n d -w h ite -s trip e d  p o ly th e n e  bags. S he pats o n e  o f  the  

bags and  th e re  is th a t stro n g  p u tr id  scen t ag a in .‘S tock  fish,’ she 

says, ‘an d  d r ie d  egusi an d  o g b o n o  fo r soup.’ She tells m e  tha t 

sh e ’s h ea d in g  to  Lagos, because th a t is w h ere  h e r  in -law s live. 

T h e re  w ill b e  a ce rem o n y  fo r h e r  there , an d  she is o n  h e r  way 

to  help  w ith  th e  p repara tions. H e r  husband  is tak in g  care o f  

business in  P o rt H arco u rt, b u t h e  w ill be h ead in g  d o w n  soon , 

too , to  jo in  in  ce leb ra ting  the  c o n c ep tio n  o f  th e ir  first child .

‘B oy o r  girl?’ I ask, fee ling  g en u in e ly  ex c ited  fo r her.

‘W e d o n ’t k n o w  yet,’ she says. ‘B u t e ith e r  o n e  w ill b e  a real 

blessing fo r m y m arriage. M y  hu sb an d  has nev e r b ee n  happier,’ 

she says.

I tu rn  m y h ead  to  lo o k  o u t th e  w indow , b u t th e n  I feel h er 

gaze o n  m e. W h e n  I lo o k  b ack  a t her, she asks i f  I have a 

husband  o r  ch ild ren  o f  m y ow n.

I th in k  o f  M am a an d  I th in k  o f  G lo ria . ‘N o  h u sband , no  

ch ild ren ,’ I say.

T h e  day I confessed to  h im  ab o u t G lo ria , Papa said: ‘W h e n  a 

goat an d  yam  are k ep t to g e th er, e ith e r  th e  g o at takes a b ite  o f  

th e  yam , b it by b it, o r  salivates fo r it. T h a t is w hy  w h e n  tw o
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adults are always seen to g e th er, i t  is n o  su rp rise  w h e n  th e  seed 

is p lan ted .’

I laughed  and  rem in d ed  h im  tha t the re  co u ld  b e  n o  seed 

p lan ted  w ith  G lo ria  and  m e.

‘N o ,’ h e  said, rec lin ing  o n  his chair, h o ld in g  th e  new spaper 

th a t h e  was never read ing , ju s t  always in te n d in g  to  read. ‘N o , 

th e re  can  b e  n o  seed,’ h e  said.

It had  b ee n  M am a’s idea tha t I tell h im . H e  w o u ld  talk som e 

sense in to  m e, she said. All this G lo ria  business was nonsense. 

W om an  was m ade for m an. Besides, w h a t g o o d  was it liv ing  a 

life in  w h ich  y o u  had  to  g o  aro u n d  afraid o f  g e ttin g  caught? 

M o b ile  p o lic em en  w ere  always lo o k in g  fo r th a t so rt o f  th in g  -  

m en  w ith  m e n  o r  w o m en  w ith  w o m en . A nd  the  penalties w ere 

harsh .Jail tim e, fines, s to n in g  o r  flogging , d e p e n d in g  o n  w h ere  

in  N ig e r ia  y o u  w ere  ca u g h t. A n d  y o u  c o u ld  b e  sure th a t it 

w o u ld  m ake th e  new s. P ublic  h u m ilia tio n . W h a t k in d  o f  life 

was I ex p ec tin g  to  have, always hav ing  to  tu rn  a ro u n d  to  check  

i f  anyone was w atch ing? ‘Y our Papa m ust k n o w  o f  it,’ she said. 

‘H e  w ill talk som e sense in to  you. You m ust tell h im  o f  it. I f  you 

d o n ’t, I will.’

B u t Papa to o k  it b e tte r  than  M am a h ad  h o p ed . L ike her, he 

w arn ed  m e  o f  th e  dangers. B u t ‘love is love’, h e  said.

M am a b eg an  to  c ry  th e n . ‘L o o k  a t this sk in ,’ she  said, 

s tre tc h in g  o u t h e r  hands to  m e. S he g rab b e d  m y  h an d  and  

p laced  it o n  h e r  a r m .‘Feel it,’ she said. ‘D o  you  k n o w  w h a t it 

m eans?’ she asked, b u t d id  n o t  w ait fo r m y  response . ‘I ’m 

g ro w in g  old,’ she sa id .‘W o n ’t you  stop  b e in g  s tu b b o rn  and  take 

a husband , give up  th a t silly th in g  w ith  th a t G lo ria  frien d  o f  

yours, b ea r m e a g ran d ch ild  befo re  I ’m  d ead  and  g o n e?’

‘P eo p le  have a w ay o f  a llo w in g  them selves to  g e t lo st in  

A m erica ,’ M am a said w h e n  I to ld  h e r  th a t G lo ria  w o u ld  be
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go ing . D id  I re m e m b e r  C h in e d u  O k o n k w o  s d au g h te r  w h o  

w e n t abroad to  study m ed ic ine  and  never cam e back? I nodded . 

I d id  rem em ber. A n d  O b iageli O ju k w u ’s sister w h o  m a rrie d  

th a t b u tto n -n o se d  A m erican  and  left w ith  h im  so m any  years 

ago? D id  I rem e m b er th a t she p rom ised  to  co m e back  h o m e  

to  raise h e r  ch ild ren? N o w  th e  ch ild ren  w ere  g ro w n , and  still 

n o  sight o f  th em . ‘B u t it’s a g o o d  th in g  in  this case,’ M am a said 

smugly. S he was sitting  o n  a stoo l in  th e  veranda, fann ing  herself 

w ith  a p lan ta in  leaf. G lo ria  and  I h ad  b ee n  to g e th e r  fo r tw o  

years by th e n , th e  tw o  years since M am a w alked in  o n  us. In 

th a t tim e, G lo ria  had  w ritte n  m any  m o re  articles o n  ed ucation  

po lic ies, audacious critic ism s o f  o u r  g o v e rn m e n t, suggesting  

m o re  effective m e th o d s  o f  standard iz ing  th e  system , suggesting  

th a t those  in  co n tro l o f  g o v e rn m e n t affairs n e e d e d  to  b e tte r  

ed u ca te  them selves. M o re  an d  m o re  o f  h e r  articles w ere b e in g  

pub lished  in  local and  national new spapers, th e  Tribune, Punch, 

th e  National Mirror an d  such.

U niversities all over the  co u n try  began  to  inv ite  h e r  to  give 

lectures o n  public  policies and  ed ucation  strategy. S o o n  she was 

g e ttin g  inv ited  to  con ferences and  lectures abroad. A nd  before 

long , she was offered  th a t post in  A m erica , in  th a t place w h ere  

w ate r fo rm e d  a co ld , fea ther-like  substance called snow, w h ich  

fell leisurely  from  th e  sky in  w in te r. Pretty, like w h ite  lace.

‘I th o u g h t h e r  goal was to  m ake N ig eria  b e tte r, to  im prove 

N ig e r ia ’s e d u c a tio n  system ,’ Papa said.

‘O f  course,’ M am a re p lie d .‘B u t, like I sa id ,.A m erica has a 

way o f  stealing  all o u r  g o o d  ones from  us. W h e n  A m erica  calls, 

they  go. A nd  m o re  tim es than  n o t, they  stay’

Papa sh o o k  his head . I ro lled  m y eyes.

‘Perhaps she’s on ly  leav ing  to  escape scandal,’ M am a said.

‘W h a t scandal?’ I asked.

‘You know . T h a t th in g  b e tw e en  you  tw o.’
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‘T h a t th in g  is p rivate, M am a,’ I said. ‘I t is b e tw e en  us tw o, 

as you  say. A n d  w e w o rk  hard  to  keep  it th a t way.’

‘W h a t d o  h e r  paren ts say?’ M am a asked.

‘N o th in g .’ It was true . S he’d  have b ee n  a fool to  le t th e m  

know . T h e y  w ere  q u ite  un like  M am a an d  Papa. T h e y  w e n t to  

c h u rc h  fo u r  days o u t o f  th e  w eek. T h e y  lived th e  w ords o f  the  

B ible as literally  as they  cou ld . N o t  like M am a and  Papa, w h o  

w ere  th a t rare so rt o f  N ig e r ia n  C h ris t ia n  w h o  h a d  a fa in t, 

shadow y  so rt o f  respect fo r th e  B ible, th e  k in d  o f  faith  th a t 

requ ired  n o  w orks.

‘W ith  a m an  and  a w o m an , th e re ’d b e  n o  n ee d  fo r so m uch  

privacy,’ M am a said th a t day. ‘Anyway, it all w orks o u t fo r the  

best.’ S he paused  to  w ip e  w ith  h e r  palm s th e  sw eat th a t was 

fo rm in g  o n  h e r  fo rehead . ‘I ’m  n o t g e ttin g  any  younger,’ she 

co n tin u ed . ‘A nd  I even have th e  nam es p ick ed  o u t!’

‘W h a t nam es?’ I asked.

‘F o r a boy, A rinze . F o r a girl, N k ech i. P re tty  nam es.’ 

‘M am a!’ I said, shak ing  m y h ead  at her.

‘P erhaps n o w  y o u ’ll b e  m o re  in c lin ed  to  take a husband ,’ 

she said. ‘W h y  w aste such  lovely nam es?’

T h e  first year she was go n e , w e spoke o n  th e  p h o n e  a t least 

o n ce  a w eek , b u t th e  line  was filled w ith  static an d  th e re  w ere 

e m p ty  spots in  th e  rec e p tio n , b lan k  spaces in to  w h ic h  o u r  

voices faded. I felt th e  d istance th en .

S till G lo ria  c o n tin u e d  to  call, an d  w e  to o k  tu rn s  re 

co n s tru c tin g  the  d ro p p ed  bits o f  conversation , s tu b b o rn ly  re in 

se rting  th e m  in to  th e  line, s tu b b o rn ly  resisting  th e  em ptiness.

T h e  e n d  o f  th a t first year, she cam e b ack  fo r a visit. S he was 

still th e  sam e G loria , b u t h e r  skin had  tu rn e d  pa ler an d  she had 

p u t o n  a b it o f  w eight.

‘Y ou’re tu rn in g  w h ite ,’ I teased.
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‘I t’s th e  m ag ic  o f  A m erica,’ she teased back. A n d  th e n  she 

la u g h ed .‘I t’s n o  m agic at all,’ she sa id .‘Ju s t lack o f  sun ligh t. Lots 

o f  sittin g  at th e  desk, w ritin g , an d  p lann ing .’

P erhaps she was righ t. B u t it  was th e  general consensus in  

P o rt H a rc o u rt (and I im ag ine  in  m o st o f  N igeria ) th a t th ings 

w ere b e tte r  in  A m erica . I was co n v in ced  o f  it. I h ea rd  it  in  the  

w ay h e r  v o ice  was even so fter th a n  b efo re . I saw  it  in  the  

relaxed  looks o n  th e  faces o f  th e  p e o p le  in  th e  p ic tu res  she 

b ro u g h t. P ic tu re s  o f  b ea u tifu l landscapes, c lean  p laces, n o t 

lit te re d  a t all w ith  cans an d  w ra p p ers  like o u r  roads. Snow , 

w h ite  an d  soft, like c louds h av in g  so m e h o w  d esce n d ed  o n  

land. P ic tu res o f  h u g e  d ep a r tm e n t stores in  w h ich  every th ing  

seem ed  to  sparkle. P ic tu res in  w h ich  cars and  bu ild ings shone, 

w h ere  even th e  skin o f  fru it glistened.

B y th e  tim e  h e r  visit was over, w e had  dec id ed  th a t I w o u ld  

try  to  jo in  h e r  in  A m erica , th a t I w o u ld  see a b o u t g e ttin g  a 

visa. I f  n o t to  b e  able to  w o rk  there , th e n  a t least to  study  and  

ea rn  an  A m erican  degree. Because, th o u g h  she in te n d e d  even

tually  to  co m e b ack  to  N ig eria , th e re  was n o  te lling  h o w  lo n g  

she w o u ld  e n d  up  staying in  A m erica . T h e  best th in g  fo r n o w  

was th a t I try  to  jo in  h e r  there.

I th in k  o f  G lo ria  as m y h ead  je rk s  b ack  an d  fo rth  against the  

w in d o w  o f  th e  bus. I try  to  im ag ine  h e r  s tand ing  in  a land 

scape like th e  o n e  in  th e  p ic tu res  sh e ’s sen t. A  lo n e  w o m an  

su rro u n d e d  by  tall cedars an d  oaks. E ven i f  it’s o n ly  Ju n e , the  

g ro u n d  in  m y im ag ina tion  is covered w ith  w h ite  snow, lo o k in g  

like a b ed  o f  b leached  c o tto n  balls. T h is  is m y favou rite  w ay to  

p ic tu re  h e r  in  A m erica.

I th in k  b ack  to  m y  first in te rv iew . T h e  w ay th e  m an  

d ism issed m e  even b efo re  I c o u ld  answ er w h y  I w a n te d  so 

bad ly  to  a tta in  a visa fo r th e  U SA . T h e  second  in te rv iew  was
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n o t m u ch  d ifferent. T h a t tim e, I was able to  respond . A nd  then  

th e  m an to ld  m e  h o w  foolish I was fo r e x p e c tin g  th a t a jo b  

w o u ld  b e  w aitin g  fo r m e in  A m erica . I held  an  A frican  degree; 

was I unaw are  o f  this? H o w  c o u ld  I even  h o p e  to  c o m p e te  

w ith  all th e  o th e r  jo b  applicants w h o  w o u ld  p robably  n o t be 

from  an A frican  co u n try , w h o se  deg rees w o u ld  ce rta in ly  be 

valued m o re  th a n  any N ig eria n  d eg ree  ever w ould?

I c rie d  the  en tire  bus r id e  back  to  P o rt H a rc o u rt after th a t 

second  in terv iew . W h e n  1 g o t h o m e , 1 to ld  M am a an d  Papa 

w h a t I had do n e . It was th e  first tim e  they  w ere  h ea rin g  ab o u t 

m y plan to  jo in  G lo ria  in  A m erica . B y  this tim e, she had  been  

g o n e  over tw o  years.

Papa was en c o u ra g in g . H e  said n o t  to  g ive up. I f  it  was 

an  A m eric an  d eg re e  I n e e d e d , th e n  go  ahead  an d  ap p ly  to  

A m erican  schools so th a t I co u ld  have tha t A m erican  degree . 

It w o u ld  b e  g o o d  fo r m e  to  b e  in  A m erica , h e  said, a place 

w h ere  h e  im ag ined  I co u ld  b e  free w ith  th e  so rt o f  love th a t I 

had  fo r G loria .

‘I t’s n o t en o u g h  th a t I w o n ’t have a g ran d ch ild  in  all o f  this,’ 

M am a said, after h ea rin g  w h a t Papa had  to  say. ‘N o w  I m ust 

deal w ith  losing  m y on ly  ch ild , too .’ T h e re  w ere  tears in  h er 

eyes. A nd  th e n  she asked m e to  p rom ise  th a t I w ou ld  n o t allow  

m yself to  ge t lost in  A m erica.

I sh o o k  m y head  an d  p rom ised  h e r  th a t she’d  n o t be losing 

m e at all.

All th e  w hile , th e  w o m an  I loved was there , w orlds away. If  

I d id n ’t m ake it th a t th ird  tim e, I th o u g h t, th e re  was a g o o d  

chance  sh e ’d g ro w  w eary  o f  w a itin g  fo r m e. I f  I w ere  to  be 

o n ce  m o re  declined , she m ig h t m ove o n  and  start lov ing  som e

b o d y  else.
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B y  th e  tim e  I b o o k e d  th e  th ird  a p p o in tm e n t I had  already 

g a in ed  adm ission  to  o n e  o f  th e  sm all co lleges n ea r  w h ere  

G lo ria  lived in  A m erica . All th a t rem ain ed  was fo r m e to  be 

approved  fo r th e  visa.

A b o u t a m o n th  befo re  th e  th ird  in terv iew , G loria  called m e 

to  tell m e  th e  new s. A n oil r ig  h ad  ex p lo d ed . T h o u san d s  o f  

barrels o f  c ru d e  w ere leak ing  o u t in to  the  G u lf  p e r  day. Perhaps 

even h u n d red s o f  thousands, th e re  was n o  te lling  for sure. She 

was w a tc h in g  it o n  th e  te lev ision . A rres tin g  cam era  shots o f  

so m e th in g  like b lack  c louds fo rm in g  in  w ate rs th a t w o u ld  

usually b e  clear and  blue.

It was ev e n in g  w h e n  she called, an d  m o sq u ito es  w ere 

w h istling  a b o u t the  p a rlo u r o f  m y flat. T h e y  w ere  land ing  on  

th e  cu rta in s a n d  o n  th e  tables and  o n  th e  walls, m a k in g  tiny  

shadow s w h erev e r  th e y  p erc h ed . A n d  I th o u g h t h o w  th e re  

w ere  p robab ly  n o  m osqu itoes w h ere  she was. D id  m osqu itoes 

even exist in  A m erica?

‘A te rrib le  spill in  th e  G ulf,’ she to ld  m e .‘C an  you im ag ine?’ 

she asked.

I to ld  h e r  th a t I co u ld  n o t. It was th e  tru th . A m erica  was 

n o th in g  like N ig e ria , after all. H ere , roads w ere  s trew n  w ith  

trash an d  it was rare th a t anyone  cared  to  clean th e m  up. H ere, 

spills w ere  expected . B ecause w e w ere  ju s t  A fricans. W h a t did 

Shell care? H ere , th e  spills w ere  h ap p e n in g  o n  a w eek ly  basis. 

B u t a spill like th a t in  A m erica?  I co u ld  honestly  n o t im agine.

‘I t’s u n fo rtu n a te ,’ I said to  G loria .

‘S o m e th in g  g o o d  m ust b e  m ade  o u t o f  such  an u n fo rtu 

na te  event,’ she said.

T h e  bus p icks u p  speed. I w atch  th ro u g h  th e  w in d o w s as w e 

pass by th e  small villages in  W arri. T h e n  w e are d riv in g  by signs 

fo r Sapele and  fo r th e  O lo g b o  G am e R eserve. T h e  bus is qu ie t,
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and  th e  w o m an  n e x t to  m e  is fast asleep, an d  I w o n d e r  h o w  she 

can  stand  to  sleep o n  such  a b u m p y  ride . H o u rs  later, w e pass 

th e  signs for th e  L ekki L agoon . W e reach Lagos at ab o u t 2 p .m ., 

an  early arrival fo r w h ich  I’m  very  thankful, because it gives m e 

plenty o f  tim e to  m ake m y way to  the embassy o n  V ictoria Island.

A t 3 p .m ., I arrive  a t W alter C a rr in g to n  C rescen t, th e  road 

o n  w h ich  th e  em bassy is located . Inside th e  b u ild ing , I w ait in  

a small ro o m  w ith  b u zz in g  fluo rescen t lights. T h e re  is an  oscil

la ting  floor fan in  the  co rn e r, and  a w in d o w  is o p en , b u t th e  air 

is still m uggy  and  stale. I th in k  o f  G lo ria  an d  I im ag ine  w h a t 

she is do ing . It is m o rn in g  w h ere  she is in  A m erica, and  perhaps 

she’s already a t h e r  office a t th e  university, jo t t in g  d o w n  no tes 

at h e r  desk, p rep a rin g  lectures fo r h e r  students, o r  perhaps even 

rehearsing  fo r a pub lic  read in g  som ew here .

I im ag ine  h e r  in  a g o w n , so m e th in g  sim ple an d  u n p re te n 

tious, w ith  h e r  ha ir p la ited  in  braids, th e  w ay it used  to  be. I t’s 

gathered  in to  a b u n  at th e  nape o f  h e r  neck , b u t th e re  are loose 

strands dang ling  d o w n  h e r  back. Ju st th e  w ay she was th e  first 

tim e  I saw  her.

I co n tin u e  to  w ait. T h e  fan oscillates, an d  I trace its ro ta tions 

w ith  m y eyes. I th in k  o f  th e  spill an d  I re m e m b e r  G lo r ia ’s 

descrip tion : something like black clouds form ing in waters that would 

usually be clear and blue. T h e  w aters o f  th e  N ig e r  D e lta  w ere 

o n ce  clear an d  blue. N o w  th e  ch ild ren  w ade in  th e  w a te r  and  

c o m e o u t w ith  Shell oil g lo w in g  o n  th e ir  skin.

I’m  im a g in in g  s tag n an t w aters p a in te d  b lack  an d  b ro w n  

w ith  c ru d e  w h e n  finally so m eo n e  calls m y nam e. T h e  vo ice is 

harsh  and  causes m e  to  th in k  o f  gravel, o f  ro ck -s trew n  roads, 

th e  k inds filled w ith  p o th o le s  th e  size o f  w ashbasins, th e  k ind  

o f  po tho les w e see all over N igeria , the  k ind  I im ag ine A m erica 

does n o t have.
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I answ er th e  call w ith  a sm ile p lastered  on  m y face. B u t all 

the  w h ile  m y h e a r t is palp ita ting  -  rapid , irregu lar beats tha t 

on ly  I can hear. T h e y  are lo u d  and  distracting, like raindrops on  

zinc.

T h e  m a n  w h o  calls m y  n am e is o ld  and  g rey -h a ired  and  

w ears suspenders over a y e llo w -w h ite  sho rt-sleeved  shirt. H e  

d o e sn ’t sm ile a t m e, ju s t  tu rn s  qu ick ly  a ro u n d  an d  leads m e 

d o w n  a n a rro w  co rr id o r . H e  stops at th e  d o o r  o f  a small ro o m  

an d  m akes a gesture w ith  his han d , m o tio n in g  m e to  en ter. H e  

does n o t fo llow  m e  in to  th e  ro o m , w h ich  is m o re  an  enclosed  

cub icle  than  a ro o m ; instead th e re  is a c lick ing  so u n d  b e h in d  

m e. I tu rn  aro u n d  to  see th a t th e  d o o r  has b een  shut.

In  th e  ro o m , a n o th e r  m an  sits o n  a sw ivel chair, th e  k in d  

w ith  th ic k  p ad d in g  and  expensive  g re y -a n d -w h ite  c lo th  

covering . H e  stands u p  as I w alk  tow ards h im . H is sk in  is tan, 

b u t a pale so rt o f  tan. H e  says hello , and  his w ords co m e o u t a 

little  m o re  sm o o th ly  th a n  I am  a c cu s to m ed  to , levelled  and  

u n d e r-ac cen tu a te d , as i f  his to n g u e  has so m e h o w  fla ttened  the  

w ords, as i f  it has so m e h o w  d ilu ted  th e m  in his m o u th . A n 

A m erican .

H e  w ears a b lack su it w ith  p in  stripes, a dress sh irt w ith  the 

tw o  to p  b u tto n s  u n d o n e , n o  tie; and  h e  looks qu ite  seriously  at 

m e. H e  reaches across the  table, w h ic h  is m o re  like a coun ter, 

to  shake m y hand . H e  w ears th ree  rings, each o n  its o w n  finger, 

ex c ep tin g  th e  in d e x  an d  th e  th u m b . T h e  stones in  th e  rings 

sparkle as they  reflect th e  light.

H e  offers m e  th e  m etal stoo l across from  h im . W h e n  I am  

seated, h e  asks fo r m y  papers: id en tif ica tio n  d o cu m en ts ; inv ita

tio n  le tte r; b a n k  records.

‘M iss N n e n n a  E ton iru ,’ h e  begins, p ro n o u n c in g  m y nam e in 

his d ilu ted  so rt o f  w ay.‘Tell m e y o u r o ccu p atio n .’

‘Teacher,’ I say.
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‘P lace o f  em p lo y m en t,’ h e  says, n o t q u ite  a question .

‘F ederal G o v e rn m e n t G irls’ C o lleg e  in  A b u lo m a . I w o rk  

th e re  as a sc ience teacher.’

‘A  d ec en t jo b .’

I no d . ‘Yes, i t ’s a g o o d  en o u g h  jo b ,’ I say.

H e  lifts u p  m y le tte r  o f  inv ita tio n . T h e  pap e r is th in  and  

from  th e  b ack  I can  see the  swirls o f  G lo ria ’s signature. ‘W h o  

is this M iss G lo ria  O k e ? ’ h e  asks. ‘W h o  is she to  you?’

‘A friend ,’ I say. A n d  th a t answ er is true .

‘A friend?’

‘A  fo rm e r  co -w o rk e r , too .’ I tell h im  th a t w e m e t years ago 

at the  Federal G o v e rn m e n t G irls’ C o lleg e  in  A bulom a. T h a t 

w e becam e friends w h e n  she was inv ited  to  h e lp  create  a new  

cu rricu lu m . H e  can  ch e ck  th e  schoo l records i f  h e  w ishes, I 

say, co n fid en tly  o f  course, because th a t answer, too , is true .

N e x t ques tion : p ro o f  o f  fund ing . I d irec t h im  to  th e  bank  

sta tem en ts, n o t surprisingly, from  G loria . H e  m um bles u n d e r 

his b rea th . T h e n  h e  lo o k s  up  a t m e an d  m u tte rs  so m e th in g  

a b o u t h o w  lu c k y  I am  to  have a f r ie n d  like her. N o t  m any  

p eo p le  h e  k now s are w illing  to  fu n d  th e ir  friends’ ed u ca tio n  

abroad , h e  says.

T h e n  th e  b ig  question . W h y  n o t ju s t study  h ere  in  N igeria? 

T h e re  are p len ty  o f  N ig e ria n  universities th a t o ffer a M aster’s 

in  E n v iro n m en ta l E n g in e e r in g , h e  says. W h y  go  all th e  way 

abroad  to  study  w h a t N ig e ria n  universities offer h ere  a t hom e?

T h e  question  doesn’t shock  m e, because I’ve an ticipated  and 

rehearsed  it  m any  m o re  tim es th an  I can  c o u n t in  th e  m o n th  

since th a t p h o n e  conversation  w ith  G loria .

I b eg in  by  te lling  h im  o f  th e  oil spill in  A m erica . H e  seem s 

to  b e  unaw are o f  it. I tell h im  th a t it has d raw n  som e a tten tio n  

fo r N ig eria , fo r o u r  p lig h t w ith  the  N ig e r  D elta . I tell h im  tha t 

g o in g  to  A m eric a  w ill a llow  m e to  le a rn  f irs t-h a n d  th e



America 101

m easures th a t th e  U S  g o v e rn m e n t is ta k in g  in  th e ir  a ttem p t to  

deal w ith  th e  afterm ath  o f  th e ir  spill. Because it’s ab o u t tim e we 

N ig erian s fo u n d  ways to  hand le  o u r  ow n.

H e  d o e s n ’t q u es tio n  m e a b o u t h o w  I e x p e c t to  c o n n e c t 

w ith  th e  U S  g o v ern m e n t. H e  d o esn ’t  ask h o w  exactly  I expect 

to  le a rn  f irs t-h a n d  ab o u t th e ir  m e th o d s o f  dea ling  w ith  th a t 

ty p e  o f  en v iro n m en ta l disaster. P erhaps, h av in g  m a d e  a life 

fo r h im se lf  h ere  in  N ig e ria , he , too , has b e g u n  to  a d o p t th e  

N ig e ria n  m entality . Perhaps he , too , has b eg u n  to  see th e  U S  

th e  w ay m o st o f  us N igerians do: as an abs traction , a so rt o f  

U to p ia , a place w h ere  you  go  fo r answers, a place th a t always 

has those answ ers w aitin g  for you.

I tell h im  ab o u t th e  area a ro u n d  th e  B o n n y  R iver. I tell h im  

th a t the  vege ta tion  th e re  o n ce  th rived . T h a t the  trees g rew  tall, 

and  from  th e m  sprang  g reen  leaves. A n d  th e ir  flow ers gave rise 

to  fru it. O f  co u rse , th a t m e m o ry  is n o t  m in e , I say. It is m y 

m o th e r ’s. F rom  a fo rm e r  reality, o n e  to o  o ld  to  b e  m y ow n.

1 tell h im  th a t decades ago, befo re  th e  p ipes began  to  burst 

(or m aybe even before Shell cam e in to  the  area -  and  o f  course, 

these  days i t ’s hard  to  re m e m b e r  a tim e  w ith o u t Shell), G io  

C reek  was filled w ith  tall, g reen  m angroves. Birds flew  an d  sang 

in  th e  skies above th e  creek , an d  th e re  was p len ty  o f  fish and 

crab and  sh rim p  in  th e  w aters below . N o w  th e  m angroves are 

dead , an d  th e  birds are gone. T h e re  are n o  fish, n o  sh rim p , and  

n o  crab to  b e  caugh t. Instead, oil shoo ts up  in  th e  air, like a 

fo u n ta in  o f  b lack w ater; an d  fisherm en  lam en t th a t ra th e r th an  

c o m in g  o u t o f  th e  w a te r  w ith  fish, they  are instead harvesting  

Shell oil o n  th e ir  bodies.

I te ll h im  th a t areas like th ese  have u n d e rg o n e  w h a t 

am o u n ts  to  th e  A m erican  spill, on ly  every  year fo r fifty years. 

O il p o u r in g  o u t every  w eek , k illing  o u r  land , o u r  ecosystem . 

A  resource tha t shou ld  m ake us rich , instead causing o u r  people
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to  suffer. ‘I t ’s th e  politics,’ I say.‘B u t I’m  n o  po litic ian .’ Instead, 

I tell h im , I’d like to  see i f  w e ca n ’t a t least c o n s tru c t efficien t 

an d  effective m echanism s fo r c lean ing  up  th e  dam age th a t has 

b ee n  do n e . I tell h im  th a t N ig eria  w ill b en e fit from  sen d in g  

o u t s tuden ts to  study  and  learn  from  th e  rec en t spill in  th e  U S, 

to  learn  m e th o d s o f  dea ling  w ith  such  a re c u rre n t issue in  o u r  

o w n  N ig e r  D elta.

H e  nods enthusiastically  a t m e. H e  says w h a t a sham e it is 

th a t th e  N ig e ria n  g o v e rn m e n t ca n ’t ge t rid  o f  all th e  c o r ru p 

tio n . H e  tells m e  th a t th e  g o v e rn m e n t officials them selves are 

c o rru p t.‘G iv ing  foreigners p ow er o ver th e ir  o w n  oil, pocke ting  

fo r them selves th e  m o n e y  th a t these fo re igners pay for th e  oil.’

I lo o k  a t h im , in  his fancy suit and  rings. I w o n d e r  i f  h e  is 

n o t h im se lf p o ck e tin g  som e o f  th a t oil m oney. B u t so m e th in g  

g o o d  m ust b e  m ade  o u t o f  such  an  u n fo rtu n a te  event. A nd  so, 

I d o n ’t question  th e  m an in  the  suit ab o u t w h ere  th e  m o n ey  for 

his rings o r  su it is c o m in g  from .

H e  fusses w ith  th e  co llar o f  his sh irt an d  says, ‘S om etim es 

w h e n  N ig erian s go  to  A m erica , th ey  ge t th e ir  ed u c a tio n  and  

b eg in  to  th in k  they  are to o  cu ltu red  and  sophisticated  to  co m e 

b ack  h o m e .’ H e  pauses. T h e n , ‘H o w  d o  w e k n o w  th a t you 

w ill?’

I th in k  o f  M a m a .‘I d o n ’t in te n d  to  get lost in  A m erica,’ I say, 

m o re  co n fid en tly  th an  I feel. B ecause even as I say it, th e re  is a 

p art o f  m e th a t is afraid tha t I w ill w an t to  ge t lost in  A m erica . 

T h e re  is a p a rt o f  m e h o p in g  tha t I w ill find  th a t n ew  life m u ch  

less co m p h ca ted , m u ch  m o re  tro u b le -free  th an  th e  o n e  here. 

Still, I say it confidently , because saying it so m ig h t help  m e  to  

keep M am a’s fear from  b ec o m in g  a reality. Because I k n o w  tha t 

it m ig h t b reak  M a m a’s h e a r t i f  I w ere  to  b reak  m y  p rom ise  to  

her. B u t m ostly, I say it co n fid en tly  because G lo ria  is o n  m y 

m in d , an d  i f  I am  to  b e  g ran te d  perm ission  to  g o  an d  be w ith
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her, th e n  I m ust g ive th e  m an th e  answ er I k n o w  h e  w ants: an 

em phatic  vow  th a t I w ill co m e back  hom e.

H e  smiles an d  congra tu la tes m e as h e  hands m e th e  g ree n - 

co lo u re d  card. H e  takes m y passport from  m e and  tells m e to  

co m e back  in  tw o  days.

T h e  sun  is se ttin g  as I m ake m y w ay d o w n  W alter C a rr in g to n  

C rescen t. I lo o k  up. T h e re  are o range  an d  p u rp le  streaks in  the  

sky, b u t in stead  o f  th in k in g  o f  th o se  streaks, I f in d  m yse lf 

th in k in g  o f  w h ite  snow, shiny m etals reflec ting  th e  ligh t o f  the  

sun. A nd  I th in k  o f  G lo ria  p laying in  th e  snow  -  like I im agine 

A m ericans d o  -  ly ing  in  it, fo rm in g  snow  angels o n  the  g round . 

I th in k  o f  Papa suggesting  th a t perhaps A m erica  w o u ld  be the 

best place fo r m e  and  m y  k in d  o f  love. I th in k  o f  m y w o rk  at 

the  Federal G o v ern m en t G irls’ C ollege. In  A m erica, after I have 

fin ished  m y studies, I ’ll finally b e  able to  fin d  th e  k in d  o f  jo b  I 

w an t. I th in k  h o w  I can ’t w ait to  ge t o n  th e  plane.

I cross over to  th e  n ex t street. It is narrow , b u t th e re  are b ig  

houses o n  each side o f  it, the  k inds w ith  m etal gates, an d  fancy 

ga tem en  w ith  u n ifo rm s and  berets, an d  sm all sheds like m in i

houses n ear th e  gates, sheds in  w h ic h  th e  ga tem en  stay.

I im a g in e  th e  insides o f  th e  houses: le a th e r  c o u c h es  and  

stain less-steel app liances im p o r te d  fro m  A m erica ; flat-screen  

televisions h an g in g  even in  th e  b a th ro o m s, A m erican-sty le .

B u t th e  r e a d ju s t  in  fro n t o f  these houses, ju s t ou tside  the 

n ice  gates, is filled w ith  po th o les , large ones. A n d  in  th e  spaces 

b e tw e en  th e  houses, tha t c o r r id o r  th a t fo rm s w h ere  o n e  gate 

ends an d  th e  n e x t begins, th e re  are piles o f  car tyres, p lanks o f  

d e te rio ra tin g  w o o d , layered o n e  o n  to p  o f  ano ther. S hatte red  

glass, em p ty  barrels o f  oil, sw eet w rappers, fo o d  w rappers, o ld  

b atteries, c ru m p led  paper, em p ty  soda cans.

I s top  a t th e  en tra n c e  o f  o n e  o f  th ese  co rr id o rs . Tw o
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ch ickens sq u irm  ab o u t, z igzagg ing  th ro u g h  th e  filth , ju t t in g  

th e ir  necks back  and  fo rth , sn iffing and  p ec k in g  a t th e  garbage, 

d iffiden t pecks, as i f  afraid o f  po ison .

1 tell m yse lf to  co n tin u e  w alk ing , to  ig n o re  all o f  this fou l

ness, ju s t like the  ow ners o f  the  b ig  houses have m anaged  to  do. 

M aybe it’s even th e ir  garbage th a t saturates these alleyways, as 

i f  th e  houses them selves are all th a t m a tte r, an d  th e  roads 

lead ing  to  th e m  inconsequen tia l.

B u t fo r m e, it is a re luc tan t k in d  o f  disregard th a t stem s from  

a feeling  o f  sham e: sham e th a t all th a t trash sho u ld  even exist 

there , sham e th a t em p ty  barrels sh o u ld  be there , b e tw e en  the  

fancy houses, lit te r in g  the  roads after th e  oil they  o n ce  c o n 

ta ined  has b e e n  m ade to  d o  its o w n  share o f  litte ring .

Several streets d o w n , I find  a h o te l, n o t o n e  o f  th e  fancy 

ones, m o re  ju s t an  inn . T h e  ro o m  to  w h ich  I am  assigned smells 

m usty  and  stale, an d  I can feel th e  dust o n  m y skin.

I sc ra tch  m y arm s w ith  th e  edges o f  th e  g re e n -c o lo u re d  

card. I th in k  o f  th e  possibilities, o f  th e  m any  ways in  w h ich  I 

m ig h t p ro fit from  th e  card. I am  still sc ra tch in g  an d  m ak in g  

plans fo r A m erica  w h e n  1 d rift in to  sleep.

T h e  s to ry  sh o u ld  en d  there , b u t it d o esn ’t. A  perso n  w ishes fo r 

so m e th in g  so lo n g  th a t w h e n  it finally happens, she sho u ld  be 

n o th in g  b u t grateful. W h a t sym pathy  can w e have fo r som eone  

w h o , afte r w an tin g  so m e th in g  so bad ly  fo r th re e  lo n g  years, 

realizes alm ost as so o n  as she’s g o tte n  it th a t perhaps she’s been  

w ro n g  in  w an tin g  it all th a t tim e?

M y  second  n ig h t a t th e  inn , the  n ig h t befo re  I am  to  re tu rn  

to  th e  em bassy  fo r m y p a p e rw o rk  an d  passpo rt, I th in k  o f  

M am a, h e r  desire  fo r a g ran d c h ild , an d  I th in k : Isn ’t it  o n ly  

natural th a t sh e ’d w an t a g randch ild? I th in k  o f  th e  sm all ch il

d ren  em erg in g  from  th e  w aters o f  th e  D elta  covered  in  black
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crude . T h e ir  p layg round  destroyed by  th e  oil war. A nd  I th ink : 

W h o ’s to  say th a t th is  w o n ’t  so m e day b e  th e  case even  in  

A m erica?  It all starts sm all by  small. A nd  th e n  it  gets o u t  o f  

hand . A nd  h ere  I am  ru n n in g  away from  o n e  disaster o n ly  find  

m yse lf in  a place th a t m ig h t so o n  also b eg in  to  fall apart.

T h e re  is a fo lk  tale th a t M am a used  to  tell m e w h e n  I was 

still in  p rim a ry  school. S he’d  tell it in  th e  evenings w h e n  there 

was n o t m u ch  else to  do, those evenings w h e n  N E PA  had  taken 

ligh t away an d  th e re  was n o  te lling  w h e n  th e y ’d  re tu rn  it. I’d 

sit o n  a b am b o o  m at, an d  she’d  ligh t a candle, allow  its w ax  to  

d rip  o n to  th e  b o tto m  o f  an  em p ty  can o f  evaporated  m ilk , a 

naked  can, w ith o u t its pap e r coa ting . S h e’d stick  th e  candle on  

the  w ax  and  allow  it to  harden  in  place. A nd  th e n  sh e ’d b eg in  

th e  story.

In  th e  d im  cand le ligh t, I’d observe th e  changes th a t to o k  

place o n  h e r  face w ith  each  tu rn  o f  h e r  th o u g h t. S oft smiles 

tu rn e d  to  w rin k les  in  th e  forehead , th e n  to  d istan t, d istu rbed  

eyes w h ich  th e n  refocused, b ec o m in g  clear again like a sm oggy 

glass w in d o w  w hose condensa tion  had b een  dispelled suddenly  

by  a w aft o f  air.

T h e  fo lk  tale was a b o u t an  im p ru d e n t little  boy, N n am d i, 

w h o se  w ea lthy  fa th e r had  b e e n  k illed  by  a w ick e d  o ld  m an  

w h o  en v ied  h is w ea lth . H av in g  k illed  N n a m d i’s fa ther, the  

w ick e d  o ld  m an  steals all o f  th e  fam ily ’s possessions so th a t 

N n a m d i an d  his m o th e r  are left w ith  n o t even  a sm all p iece  o f  

land o n  w h ic h  they  can  live. A nd  so it is tha t they  m ake th e ir  

n e w  h o m e  in th e  bush . T h e re  they  find  a tw o -m o n th -o ld  goat 

k id , a stray, w ith  a ro p e  a ro u n d  its neck . N n a m d i s m o th e r  ties 

th e  g o at to  a tall iroko  tree. Still, th ey  co n tin u e  to  eat th e  g reen  

an d  p u rp le  leaves o f  th e  plants in  th e  bush  fo r food , because 

N n a m d is  m o th e r  decides th a t they  are to  save th e  goat. It w ill 

grow , she says, and  w h e n  it  does she w ill sell it  fo r so m u ch
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m o n ey  tha t they  w ill be able to  m ove o u t o f  the  bush, o r  at least 

to  b u ild  a n ice  ho u se  fo r them selves there .

B u t o n e  day, foolish N n a m d i leads th e  g o at by its ro p e  in to  

the  m arke t place, an d  h e  sells it to  a m e rc h an t w h o  gives h im  

a bagfu l o f  w h a t th e  b o y  assum es is m oney . B u t w h e n  he 

re tu rn s  to  th e  bush , to  h is m o th e r , N n a m d i opens th e  b ag  to  

f in d  several hand fu ls o f  udara  seeds, so m e still soggy, co a ted  

th in ly  w ith  th e  flesh o f  the  fruit.

H is m o th e r, an g ry  a t h im  n o t on ly  for selling  th e  goat, b u t 

also fo r d o in g  so in  exchange  fo r m ere  seeds, fu riously  tosses 

th e m  in to  the  bush. T h e  n ex t m o rn in g , N n am d i finds th a t a tall 

udara tree has g ro w n , taller even than  th e  iroko , so tall th a t its 

tips reach  in to  th e  soft w h ite  clouds in  th e  sky.

N n a m d i clim bs th e  tree  against his m o th e r ’s w ishes. In  th e  

u p p e rm o st b ranches, he finds a large, stately  h o u se -in -th e -sk y . 

H e  parts the  branches, those th in  stalks a t th e  tip  o f  the  tree, and 

pushes th ro u g h  th e  ru s tlin g  leaves. H e  arrives a t an  o p en  

w in d o w  and  en ters  th e  h ouse  th a t way. F irst h e  calls o u t  to  see 

i f  anyone is h o m e . O n ce . Tw ice. T h e re  is n o  response.

T h e re  is a la rge tab le n o t far fro m  th e  w in d o w . N n a m d i 

walks to  th e  table. It is covered w ith  a w h ite  c lo th  frin g ed  w ith  

silk tassels. N n a m d i ru n s his fingers across th e  tassels. In  th e  air, 

th e re  is th e  scen t o f  so m e th in g  savoury, a little  cu rr ie d , perhaps 

even a little  sw eet. N n a m d i follow s the  scen t in to  th e  k itc h en  

an d  there , o n  the  stove, th e  lid  o f  a large p o t rattles as steam  

escapes from  b en eath . N n a m d i lifts th e  lid  an d  b rea thes in  the  

savoury  scent. A nd  th e n  h e  sees it, th ro u g h  th e  do o rw ay  o f  the  

k itc h e n , in  th e  p arlo u r: a lustrous cage s ittin g  a to p  a w h ite  

cush ion . T h e  cush ion  is nearly  as tall as h e  is. Inside  th e  cage is 

a g o ld en  h en , p erched  o n  the  to p  h a lf  o f  th e  h u tch . All over the 

p a rlo u r floor, h e  sees co ins, g lis ten ing  like th e  cage. G listen ing  

like th e  hen .
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N n a m d i goes in to  th e  parlour. H e  clim bs th e  cush ion  and 

takes th e  hen . B y o n e  wall o f  th e  parlour, lined  o n  th e  floor, are 

h a lf  a d o ze n  small bags. N n a m d i peeks in to  th e m  an d  sees tha t 

they  are filled w ith  m o re  go ld  co ins. H e  ties som e o f  th e  bags 

a ro u n d  his waist, o th e rs  h e  fastens to  th e  h em  o f  his shorts. H e  

rem oves his sh irt and  m akes a sack o u t o f  it. H e  slings th e  sack 

across his chest an d  carefully places the  go lden  h e n  inside.

T h e  w ick e d  o ld  m an  re tu rn s  in  tim e  to  see N n a m d i 

c lim b in g  d o w n  th e  udara tree. H e  pursues th e  boy, ca tch in g  

h im  ju s t as N n am d i leaps from  o n e  b ranch  to  the  nex t, ca tch ing  

h im  by  th e  b ag  o f  co in s th a t is fastened  to  h is sho rts . B u t 

N n a m d i m anages to  escape th e  o ld  m a n ’s grasp. H e  w rigg les 

away, leav ing  th e  o ld  m an  w ith  ju s t the  bag  o f  coins.

N n am d i takes o ff o n ce  m ore, gains g ro u n d , and  finally lands 

safely in  th e  bush . In  fact, h e  gains so m u c h  g ro u n d  th a t h e  is 

able to  b eg in  c h o p p in g  d o w n  th e  udara tree befo re  his p u rsu er 

has m ade it past th e  halfw ay p o in t. F eeling  th e  su d d en  sw aying 

o f  th e  tree, th e  w icked  o ld  m an  scram bles back  u p  to  his h o m e  

in th e  c louds be fo re  th e  tree  falls. B u t h e  scram bles back  

w ith o u t his g o ld en  h en , an d  w ith  o n ly  th a t o n e  bag  o f  coins.

T h e  s to ry  always s to p p ed  there , and  th e n  I’d  pester M am a 

to  te ll m e  m ore . ‘W h a t a b o u t th e  rest?’ I’d  ask. D id  th e  h en  

c o n tin u e  to  p ro d u c e  th e  g o ld  coins? I f  so, fo r h o w  m u ch  

longer?  A n d  w h a t d id  N n a m d i an d  his m o th e r  d o  w ith  the  

coins? D id  th e y  b u ild  fo r them selves a h u g e  m ansion  r ig h t 

th e re  in  th e  bush? O r  d id  N n am d i give all th e  co ins away like 

h e  d id  w ith  th e  goat? D id  h e  perhaps even give th e  h en  itself 

away? D id  they  all live happily  ever after?

‘T h e re ’s n o  rest,’ M am a w o u ld  say. O r  so m e tim es ,‘T h e  rest 

is u p  to  you .’

T h a t n ig h t, m y final n ig h t in  th e  in n , I sit o n  m y b ed  and  I 

recall every tw ist o f  th a t fo lk  tale. I th in k  o f  c rude . A nd  I th in k



io 8  H appiness, L ike W ater

o f  go ld . A nd  I th in k  o f  c ru d e  as go ld . I im ag ine  N ig e ria  -  th e  

land  an d  its p eo p le  -  as th e  hens, th e  p ro d u ce rs  o f  th e  gold . 

A n d  I th in k  th a t even  w h e n  all th e  g o ld  is g o n e , th e re  w ill 

always b e  th e  hens to  p ro d u ce  m o re  gold . B u t w h a t happens 

w h e n  all th e  hens are gone, w h e n  they  have e i th e r  ru n  away o r 

have b e e n  destroyed? T h e n  w hat?

T h e  n ex t day, I co llect m y  paperw ork  from  th e  embassy, and 

h o u rs  later, I head  back  to  P o rt H a rc o u rt to  pack  m y bags. T h e  

bus b o u n ces  a lo n g  the  p o th o le d  roads, causing  m y h ead  and 

h ea rt to  jo l t  this w ay and  tha t. B u t I fo rce m y eyes sh u t as if  

sh u ttin g  th e m  tig h t w ill p rev en t m e from  c h a n g in g  m y  m ind , 

as i f  sh u ttin g  th e m  tig h t w ill keep  reg re t from  m a k in g  its way 

to  m e.
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It w asn’t th a t M am a never tr ie d  to  take us away. T h e re  was tha t 

o n c e  she d id . W e w ere  o n  Busw ell S tree t th en . I was in  m idd le  

schoo l, m ere ly  eleven o r  tw elve years old.

W e used  to  w a tc h  th a t o ld  te lev ision , th e  o n e  w ith  th e  

b ro k en  an ten n a , w h ich  stuck  up  w eakly  like th e  ten tac les o f  

an in ju red  anim al. T h a t day E. T. was show ing  o n  the  screen, his 

eyes b ig  an d  b lue . W rin k le d  E .T ., lo o k in g  like an  overg row n 

lizard.

I was gaw k ing  a t th e  screen  w h e n  I heard  th e  jin g lin g  o f  

P apa’s keys. T h e  d o o r  flung  o p en . H e  en tered , w e n t straigh t to  

th e ir  ro o m . S udden ly  his voice was b o o m in g , and  M am a’s little 

voice was c o u n te rin g ; b u t it  was hardly  a c o u n te r  a t all.

W h e n  she finally cam e o u t o f  th e  ro o m , th e re  was b lo o d  

d ribb ling  do w n  o n e  side o f  h e r  Bps. Papa follow ed her, shou ting  

an d  flailing h is hands. I w a tc h ed  th e m  b o th  from  w h ere  I sat, 

afraid to  go  b e tw e en  th e m  an d  all his anger.

S he w e n t in to  the  k itchen . H e  follow ed her. I s tood  u p  from  

w h ere  I sat an d  fo llow ed th e m  b o th . I s topped  a t th e  en tran ce  

o f  th e  k itc h e n , th a t d o o rw a y  w ith o u t a d o o r, ju s t  like the  

d oo rw ay  lead ing  from  the  p a rlo u r in to  th e  k itch en  o f  o u r  o ld  

P o rt H a rc o u rt house. I c o n tin u e d  to  w atch .

A t th e  sink, h e  hovered  above her, m u tte r in g  now, n o  longer 

shou ting . P erhaps speak ing  th a t w ay  was th e  best h e  co u ld  do  

to  gain b ack  c o n tro l o f  his anger. H e  spoke th a t w ay  as she 

tu rn e d  o n  th e  tap, and  as she b en t h e r head  tow ards the  ru n n in g  

w ater. H e  was still speak ing  th a t w ay as she w ashed  the  b lo o d
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o ff  h e r  face. B u t th e n  h e  lost c o n tro l o n ce  m o re , an d  th e  

m u tte r in g  tu rn e d  back  to  shou ting .

She stra igh tened  up  and  m ade  to  w alk away, b u t h e  closed 

th e  space b e tw een  th em , g rabbed  h e r  by  the  shoulders, th e n  by 

th e  hair, pu sh ed  and  pu sh ed  so th a t eventually  she was d o w n  

o n  h e r  knees. I ru sh e d  in to  th e  k itc h e n  th e n , w rig g lin g  m y 

little b o d y  b e tw e en  th e m , scream ing  and  scream ing  fo r h im  to 

le t go. E ven tually  h e  did.

T h a t even in g , M am a to o k  m e to  th e  ic e -c re a m  sh o p  in  

B rookhne . O n e  vanilla ice -c ream  c o n e  fo r m e. N o n e  fo r her. 

She h e ld  m y h an d  an d  w e w alked to g e th e r  to  th e  park . It was 

early  sum m er, evening , b u t th e  sun  was sh in ing . T h e  ice cream  

d rip p e d  do w n  th e  sides o f  m y cone.

W e to o k  tu rn s  te e te r- to tte r in g  o n  th e  see-saw. W e d id  n o t 

speak. She k ep t h e r  eyes a t a van ish ing  p o in t b e h in d  m e, far 

bey o n d  w h ere  I sat o n  th e  see-saw, far b ey o n d  the  trees, perhaps 

even as far as th e  h o r iz o n , w h ere  the  sun  h u n g  like an  o range  

ball in  th e  sky. I observed  h e r  sw ollen lips, th e  side w h ere  Papa’s 

fist m ust have landed . O n ly  w h e n  the  sun  began  to  set d id  she 

step  o ff  th e  see-saw. She cam e a ro u n d  to  m y side an d  h e ld  o u t 

h e r  h an d  to  m e.

W e had  ju s t tu rn e d  th e  c o rn e r  o n to  Busw ell S tree t w h e n  

w e saw th e  w o m a n . I f  it  had  b e e n  S unday  m o rn in g , b e fo re  

9 a .m ., she w o u ld  have b ee n  inside th e  ch u rch , h an d in g  o u t 

cans o f  beans, boxes o f  F ru it L oops, loaves o f  bread.

B u t it was a w eekday, n o t a day fo r th e  fo o d  bank . Perhaps 

she h ad  ju s t  co m e  o u t  o f  o n e  o f  th o se  e v e n in g  w eekday  

masses, o r  perhaps she had  ju s t  fin ished  so m e o th e r  w o rk  at 

the  ch u rch , b ecause th e re  she stood , a few  steps in  fro n t o f  th e  

chu rch , w aitin g  fo r th e  bus, th e  stree t lam p h a n g in g  above her, 

sh in ing  b rig h tly  over h e r  head.
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It was she w h o  first w aved to  M am a, and  o f  course , M am a 

w aved back. A nd  th e n  she was signaUing us w ith  h e r  hands to  

c o m e over to  her, an d  w e did.

A t first th e re  was th a t sm ile o n  h e r  face, b u t th e n  h e r  face 

tu rn e d  serious, h e r  m o u th  tig h ten in g  in to  a circle. S he stared 

a t M a m a’s lips, stared at m in e  as i f  e x p e c tin g  to  find  so m e th in g  

sim ilar to  M a m a’s. H e r  eyes w ere  b lu e , an d  fo r  a m o m e n t I 

th o u g h t o f  E .T. T h a t d eep  blueness o f  his eyes.

‘W h a t h ap p e n e d ? ’ she asked, h e r  eyes n a r ro w in g  w ith  

co n c e rn .

T h e re  w ere  fain t even ing  sounds -  car eng ines passing by, 

birds an d  crickets sing ing  in  th e  dark. A n d  sudden ly  M am a was 

cry in g , th a t se rio u s k in d  o f  cry : h e r  sh o u ld e rs  heaved , h e r  

b rea th  caugh t. I le an ed  in to  her, h e ld  h e r  h an d  even  tig h te r  

than  before.

W ords cam e o u t o f  b o th  o f  th e ir  m o u th s , M a m a ’s w ords 

h u rr ie d  and  in q u ir in g  an d  th ick  w ith  h e r  accen t, th e  w o m a n ’s 

so o th in g  and  k in d  an d  flow ing, th e  sm o o th  w ay in  w h ich  I had 

c o m e to  ex p ec t A m erican  speech  to  flow.

I th o u g h t o f  Papa in  th e  ap a rtm en t, w o n d e red  w h a t w o u ld  

h ap p e n  i f  h e  w ere  sudden ly  to  w alk  by  an d  find  M am a cry ing , 

i f  h e  w ere  sud d en ly  to  w alk  by  an d  f in d  M am a te llin g  the  

w om an  ab o u t th e  th ings h e  d id  to  us. Surely he w o u ld  lead h er 

straigh t h o m e  an d  w o u ld  le t h e r  have it again. O r  m aybe even, 

i f  h e  w ere  fu rio u s e n o u g h , h e  w o u ld  le t h e r  have it r ig h t there , 

in  fron t o f  th e  w om an . N o t  tha t h e  h ad  ever d o n e  a th in g  like 

th a t in  pub lic  before.

S till, a p e rso n  d id  n o t  g o  a ro u n d  w ith  b lack  eyes an d  

sw ollen  lips and  such w ith o u t p eo p le  suspecting . T h e  w om an  

had  surely seen it  before -  a b lack eye o n  M am a, o r  a p u rp le -  

b lack b ru ise o n  m y a rm  -  as w e s to o d  in  line  co llec tin g  food  

from  her.
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Even  at school, M rs S tephens used  to  ask ab o u t th e  bruises. 

I’d tell h e r  h o w  I had  fallen o f f  the  sw ing, o r  h o w  I had  acci

den tally  cau g h t m y arm s in  th e  ro p e  o f  th e  sw ing. Always the  

sw ing.

M rs S tephens w o u ld  n o d  at m e suspiciously, an d  eventually  

I b eg an  to  w ea r o n ly  lo n g -sleev ed  shirts, an d  tro u sers , even 

w h e n  th e  w e a th e r  becam e h o t  an d  m uggy, even  w h e n  th e  

h u m id ity  m ade the  fabric o f  m y c lo thes cling  to  m y skin.

W e s to o d  there . A fter a w hile , th e  w o m an  lo o k e d  in to  h e r  

handbag , pu lled  o u t a small card, w ro te  a n u m b e r  o n  it.

M am a w ip ed  away h e r  tears, accep ted  th e  card, n o d d ed .

S o o n  th e  bus screeched  to  a stop, an d  the  w o m an  clim bed  

inside.

W e w alked  th e  rest o f  the  way h o m e , M am a and  I, n e ith e r  

o f  us saying a w ord . N o t  a w o rd  as she q u ie tly  u n lo c k ed  the  

door. N o t  a w o rd  as she qu ie tly  tu rn e d  th e  knob . S he k n ew  

Papa w o u ld  b e  asleep by  th en . S he d id  n o t w an t to  w ake h im  

up.

She d id  n o t call. N o t  th e  n ex t day. N o t  the  day after. W eeks 

w en t by. A m o n th . Tw o m onths. E ach  day tha t passed, I th o u g h t 

o f  th e  card , im a g in e d  it s in k in g  lo w er an d  lo w er in  M a m a ’s 

purse, im ag in ed  it a r r iv in g  a t th e  v e ry  b o tto m , d isappearing  

there , a m o n g  all h e r  o th e r  o u td a te d  o r  u n u sed  no tes — g rocery  

lists an d  rem in d e rs  -  d o g -ea re d , w rin k le d  an d  fo rg o tte n . 

L u rk in g  in  th a t abyss. W aiting  to  be g a th ered  and  th ro w n  away.

Eventually, I s topped  im ag in in g  th e  card.

T h e n  o n e  evening , w e w e n t again to  th e  ic e -c ream  shop, 

M am a an d  I. P apa had  n o t ye t re tu rn e d  h o m e  from  th e  

university.

W e ate  o u r  ic e -c re a m  co n es, te e te r - to t te re d  in  th e  park , 

w alked  all a ro u n d  B rook line . W h e n  w e g o t b ack  h o m e , M am a
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q u ie tly  u n lo c k ed  th e  do o r, like th e  tim e  before, q u ie tly  tu rn e d  

th e  knob . T h e  lights flickered o n  ju s t  as she shu t th e  door. It 

h ap p e n ed  suddenly, Papa c o in in g  at us, dark  and  lo o m in g , like 

a shadow.

‘I ge t h o m e  an d  th e re ’s n o  d inner,’ h e  s h o u te d .‘N o w  th a t 

y o u ’re in  A m erica , you  th in k  you can  behave like an A m erican , 

staying o u t all h o u rs  o f  th e  n ig h t?’

M am a sh o o k  h e r  h ead  frantically, m u m b le d  so m e th in g  

ab o u t hav ing  lost track  o f  tim e.

‘Lost track  o f  tim e?’ h e  asked. H is h an d  cam e d o w n  o n  her. 

O n ce . Tw ice. T h e  th ird  tim e, I g o t in  th e  way, tr ied  to  stop  h im . 

H is h an d  cam e d o w n  o n  m e.

‘Is it  th e  effect A m erica  is hav ing  o n  you?’ h e  sh o u te d .‘D id  

you  ever lose track  o f  tim e  like this in  N igeria?  N o! All o f  a 

su d d en  y o u ’re lo sing  track! I ’ll te ac h  you  a lesson o n  losing  

track  o f  tim e. I’ll teach  you  b o th .’

M o re  hands o n  us, p o u n d in g  an d  p o u n d in g  un til w e w ere 

d o w n  o n  o u r  knees, c ro u c h ed  by  th e  d o o r, try in g  to  ca tch  o u r  

b rea th . T h e n  th e  lights flickered off. W e rem ain ed  o n  the  floor. 

W e fell asleep there , M a m a’s arm s w ra p p ed  aro u n d  m e.

S he m ust have called th e  n e x t m o rn in g , after Papa left fo r the  

university, after I left fo r school.

L ater, in  th e  a f te rn o o n , I was s ittin g  o n  th e  f lo o r o f  m y 

b e d ro o m , sheets o f  h o m e w o rk  scattered  across th e  floor. Papa 

had  n o t yet re tu rn ed .

M am a said, ‘H u rry . W e have an  a p p o in tm e n t to  keep.’ I 

w o n d e re d  w h a t exactly  th e  a p p o in tm e n t was for.

W e used  to  s tra ig h ten  o u r  h a ir  w ith  th o se  th ic k  m etal 

com bs back  th e n , th e  k in d  w ith o u t e lec tric  cords, th e  k inds 

you  stuck  o n  to p  o f  o n e  o f  th e  b u rn e rs  o f  a gas stove, o n  to p  

o f  th e  b lu e -a n d -o ra n g e  flam es. Y ou’d  leave th e  co m b  sitting
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there  o n  th e  fire w h ile  you  p arted  th e  ha ir in to  sections. W h e n  

you w ere  d o n e  parting , an d  w h e n  th e  co m b  was n ice  and  h o t, 

steam ing  even, y o u ’d p ick  it up, b low  a little  o n  it w ith  y o u r 

m o u th ,ju s t to  b low  o ff  a little o f  th e  steam . T h e n  y o u ’d stretch  

th e  ha ir w ith  th e  com b , p iece  by  p iece , u n til th e re  was n o t a 

single k inky  cu rl left o n  th e  en tire  head.

I fo u n d  h e r  s tand ing  in  fro n t o f  th e  k itch en . I co u ld  see the  

s tre tch in g  co m b  w h ere  it lay, o n  an  o p e n  flam e b e h in d  her.

‘Five m inutes,’ she sa id .‘R u n  in to  th e  b a th ro o m , w ash y o u r 

face, b ru sh  y o u r  te e th , and  ch an g e  in to  o n e  o f  y o u r  S unday  

dresses, so m e th in g  nice.’

T h e  dress I chose was m y best one , th e  p u rp le  dress from  

th e  Salvation  A rm y  o n  M ass Ave, w ith  th e  w h ite  po lka  dots 

an d  red  r ib b o n  in  front. T h e  seams w ere  ju s t  s ta rtin g  to  com e 

apart at th e  sides, and  u n d e r  o n e  a rm  a sm all h o le  had  fo rm ed . 

N o  o n e  c o u ld  have seen th e  ho le , so I p u t o n  th e  dress. A nd 

afterw ards I w e n t in to  th e  k itc h e n , w h e re  M am a was still 

s tand ing  by th e  stove, th e  s tre tch in g  c o m b  stick ing  o u t p u r 

posefully  from  h e r  hand.

‘M am a, w h ere  are w e go ing?’ I asked.

N o  response.

‘M am a, d id  you  h ea r  m e?’

‘T u rn  y o u r h ead  th is way.’

As soon  as she fin ished  w ith  m e, she p u t o n  h e r  o w n  dress. 

N o t  th e  adire w rappers she used to  w ear in  N ig eria , n o  fancy 

headscarves like th e  ones she used to  tie. N o th in g  special, ju s t 

o n e  o f  those lo n g  beige  dresses, fraying at the  h em , b u t still o n e  

o f  th e  n ic e r  ones th a t she w o re  to  ch u rc h  o n  Sundays. A n 

A m erican  dress. It was th e  b e g in n in g  o f  fall by  now , b u t all 

a ro u n d  p eo p le  w ere  still w ea rin g  dresses.

S o o n  w e w ere  w alk ing  o u t th e  door.

O u t  in  th e  co u rty a rd  little  C h ris to p h in e  was chasing  h e r
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b ig  sister L exine, try in g  to  g e t th e  ball th a t L ex ine h e ld  in  h e r 

hands. R e m a in  and  S tefon sat o n  th e  steps tha t led  d o w n  to  the  

co u rty a rd , ex ch an g in g  cards an d  candy  bars.

S h ru ti s tood  u p  from  w h ere  she was sitting  o n  th e  railing  o f  

th e  steps. W e w ere  th e  sam e age, S h ru ti and  I, an d  in  th e  sam e 

h o m e ro o m  -  M rs S te p h e n s  class. E v ery  a fte rn o o n , she w aited  

fo r m e. W e played to g e th e r  un til d in n e r  tim e. T h a t was the  way 

it was th o se  days. A  b u ild in g  o f  all in te rn a tio n a l studen ts, 

Indians, A fricans, C a rib b ea n  mostly. W e’d all co m e o u t in  the  

late a fte rn o o n s  an d  w e ’d play u n til sunset, u n til o u r  m o th e rs  

o r  o u r  fathers cam e to  call us in.

S h ru ti fo llow ed M am a an d  m e. ‘W h e n  w ill you  b e  back?’ 

she asked. She w alked  a longside  us, h e r  d u p a tta  carelessly 

strew n  across h e r  body, o n e  en d  sw eep ing  the  floor. ‘W ill you 

b e  back  so o n ?’

‘M aybe,’ M am a answ ered.

‘M aybe,’ I echoed .

A t th e  tip  o f  th e  road, th a t ju n c t io n  w h ere  B usw ell S treet 

in te rsec ted  B eacon  S treet, M am a stopped , and  I stopped , too , 

an d  w e s to o d  w atc h in g  th e  cars pass by, w aitin g  to  cross. S hru ti 

s to o d  w ith  us, a d isap p o in ted  lo o k  o n  h e r  face.

‘Y ou sh o u ld  g e t back  now,’ M am a said, n o t tu rn in g  to  look  

at S h ru ti. ‘Y ou sho u ld  ge t back  b efo re  y o u r m o th e r  starts to  

w orry .’

O f  course , S h ru ti obeyed.

W e crossed th e  stree t th e n , c o n tin u e d  to  w alk, past T o n y ’s 

Pizza shop, u p  to  an d  past K en m o re  Square, w h ere  E m m anuel 

C o lleg e  an d  S im m o n s C o lleg e  an d  all th e  o th e r  co lleges 

fo rm e d  th e ir  little  co m m u n ity . W e trek k e d  o n , side by  side. 

M am a h o ld in g  m y hand . All o f  it  w e d id  in  silence.

It was M am a w h o  finally  b ro k e  th e  silence. S he began  

slow ly an d  softly, m arvelling  at h o w  w onderfu l it was tha t there
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w ere  th ings like ch u rch es, fo o d  banks an d  n ice  p eo p le  w h o  

w o rk e d  in  b o th . ‘E v e ry th in g  so o rgan ized .’

I listened.

‘W h o  w o u ld  have k n o w n  th a t th e re  w ere  p laces w h ere  

p eo p le  co u ld  go  to  have these types o f  p rob lem s solved?’ she 

asked. Places tha t w ere n o t churches, n o t food  banks, n o t hosp i

tals. B u t they  w ere  actually  a so rt o f  hospital, she said. T h e n , 

‘A h, w h a t a c o u n try !’ W h a t a c o u n try  it was th a t had  exactly  

w h a t a perso n  n eed ed , i f  o n ly  th e  perso n  k n e w  e n o u g h  to  ask. 

S he h a d n ’t even  k n o w n  th a t she  c o u ld  ask, she said. B u t 

so m e h o w  G o d  had  p u t it in  h e r  m ind . A n d  th a n k  H eaven  she 

d id . B ecause th ings w o u ld  surely ge t b e tte r  from  here . It w o u ld  

n o t be like in  N ig eria  w h ere  everyone  had  insisted  th a t it  was 

h e r  d u ty  to  rem ain  w ith  Papa.

W e s topped  by th e  tram  an d  g o t on . M am a h e ld  m y  hand  

th e  e n tire  r id e . It m ig h t have b e e n  a th in g  she d id  o n ly  to  

steady herself, because h e r  hand  sh o o k  each tim e tha t she loos

en e d  h e r  grasp o n  m ine.

W e g o t o ff  at C o p ley  S tation. M o re  w alk ing . Past th e  public 

library, past B oylston S treet. Past b lock  after b lock  o f  houses. W e 

s topped  w h e n  w e cam e to  a stree t o f  row  houses.

M am a pu lled  o u t th e  card, the  o n e  th e  w o m an  had  given 

to  her. I was su rp rised  by its relative crispness, h o w  even  w ith  

all this passage o f  tim e, it appeared  w ell p reserved, n o t at all as 

I w o u ld  have ex p ected , fo r hav ing  b een  b u r ie d  so lo n g  inside 

o f  M a m a’s bag.

I stared  a t it. M am a stared a t it too , fo r a few  seconds, as i f  

su rp rised  by it the  way th a t I was.

T h e  house a t w h ich  w e arrived  h ad  a w o o d en  red  d o o r  and  

a w o o d en  plate posted  a t M am a’s eye level. P ain ted  o n  the  plate 

was a p in k  triang le w ith o u t a base, and  u n d e rn e a th  th e  triangle, 

th e  Words F R E S H  S T A R T .
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As w e s to o d  in  f ro n t o f  th e  d o o r, M am a tu rn e d  to  m e, 

ru b b e d  h e r  h an d  o n  m y cheeks, as i f  w ip in g  o ff  any d ir t tha t 

h ad  a c c ru ed  fro m  th e  trip . S he fussed a b it w ith  m y hair, 

tu c k in g  th e  s tra igh tened  strands in to  place. She fussed w ith  the  

sk irt o f  m y  dress, s tra ig h ten e d  it o u t. P erhaps w rin k le s  had  

fo rm e d  d u r in g  th e  trip , and  i f  so, she m ade sure to  rem ove all 

traces o f  th e m . O n ly  th e n  d id  she k n o ck .

A  w o m an  o p e n e d  th e  do o r, pretty, w ith  pale sk in  and  dark  

b ro w n  h a ir  th a t cam e d o w n  to  h e r  sho u ld ers . S he w o re  an 

ex p en siv e -lo o k in g  blouse, so m e th in g  shiny, like silk. H e r  skirt 

cam e d o w n  ju s t b e lo w  h e r  knees, p erfec tly  iro n ed , perfec tly  

ta ilored , n o th in g  like M a m a’s o ld , fraying dress.

She inv ited  us inside and  offered  us seats a t h e r  desk.

T h e  ro o m  was w ide, w ith  posters o n  th e  walls, o f  m o th e rs  

and  ch ild ren , o f  fam ilies w ith  sm iling  faces. T h e re  w ere  o th e r  

types o f  posters , to o , o f  p u rp le  rib b o n s  and  b o ld  le tte rs  tha t 

read: S T O P  D O M E S T I C  V I O L E N C E .

I ex h a led  -  o n e  o f  th o se  le n g th y  exhales th a t seem ed  to  

tum b le  o n  and  on , w hose en d  you w ere eager to  reach, because 

so m e h o w  it h e ld  th e  p rom ise  o f  so m e th in g  g o o d . I exhaled , 

an d  I se ttled  com fo rtab ly  in to  m y  seat.

Soft m usic cam e from  som ew here . T h e re  w ere  also sounds 

from  above, o f  fee t an d  o f  ch ild ren 's hush ed  voices.

O n  the  m ain  floor, w h e re  w e w ere, th e re  w ere tw o  o th e r  

w o m e n  like M am a, each  o n e  s itting  a t o n e  o f  the  th ree  desks 

in  th e  room .

O n e  w o m a n  h ad  tw o  sons; th e y  ap p eared  to  b e  tw ins, 

perhaps a b o u t th ree  o r  fo u r years old. T h e y  ga th ered  aro u n d  

h e r  lap, each  o n e  resting  his h ead  o n  a th igh .

A t th e  o th e r  desk was a w o m an  w ith  h e r  daugh ter. S he sat 

filling o u t, I suppose, the  sam e form s M am a was filling  o u t fo r 

us. T h e  w o m a n ’s d au g h te r sat quietly, h e r  hair in  pigtails.



118 H appiness, Like W ater

A  w id esc reen  te lev is ion  sat in  th e  c o rn e r  o f  th e  ro o m , 

m u te d , a l te rn a tin g  b e tw e e n  new s an d  w e a th e r  rep o rts . N o  

b ro k en  an ten n a  stick ing  u p  above it, n o t like o u r  te levision , its 

an ten n a  hav ing  b ee n  c h o p p e d  o f f  by Papa in  o n e  o f  his fits o f  

anger.

T h e  cha irs  w ere  n ic e  an d  c u sh io n e d  -  n o th in g  new , b u t 

w ith o u t the  holes th a t o u rs  had  a t h o m e . A nd  n o  b ro k en  legs, 

like som e o f  o u rs  had  co m e to  have after so m any  instances o f  

Papa th ro w in g  th e m  in to  th e  wall.

It was a g o o d  place, I th o u g h t. F ancy  te lev ision , n ice  

furn ish ings, m ostly  q u ie t. N o  Papa to  w o rry  abou t.

T h e  w om an  help ing  M am a had  b een  speaking all the  w hile , 

b u t I had  b ee n  to o  busy ob se rv in g  m y su rro u n d in g s to  hear 

w h a t exactly she was saying. N ow , I listened closely, an d  I heard. 

She h ad  h an d ed  over a c lipboard  to  M am a. O n  th e  clipboard  

was a fo rm . She was in s tru c tin g  M am a o n  w h ich  b lanks to  fill 

o n  th e  fo rm .

M am a was still filling o u t th e  fo rm s w h e n  a n o th e r  w o m an  

cam e d o w n  th e  staircase from  upstairs.

She was the  sam e w o m an  from  th e  n ig h t a t th e  bus stop. 

T h e  sam e w o m a n  from  o u r  visits to  th e  fo o d  b an k  a t o u r  

ch u rc h  o n  Busw ell S treet.

S he p a tted  m e o n  th e  head . S he lo o k e d  a t M am a, to ld  h e r 

h o w  happy she was th a t w e had  com e. H e r  eyes w ere  soft, a 

little tired -lo o k in g .

‘Y ou’ll b e  safe here,’ she said. It c o u ld  have b e e n  to  m e o r 

to  M am a.

M am a n o d d e d , th e n  c o n tin u e d  to  fill o u t th e  form s.

T h e  w o m an  w alked  across to  th e  o th e r  tw o  desks, 

ap p e a r in g  to  ch e c k  in  w ith  th e  m o th e rs  an d  ch ild ren . She 

checked  in  also w ith  the  counsellors at the  desks before tu rn in g  

aro u n d  an d  g o in g  back  upstairs.
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W e w aited . O u r  co u n se llo r  m ade  so m e calls. W e w aited  

som e m ore . In te rm itten tly , M am a ru b b e d  m y shou lders , to ld  

m e h o w  all this was really  fo r th e  best. It was n o t as i f  she 

n ee d ed  to  co n v in ce  m e o f  it. I had  b eg u n  im a g in in g  evenings 

at th e  place, im ag in in g  th a t those  noises I was h ea rin g  upstairs 

w ere voices o f  ch ild ren  m y age. A fter five o r  six o ’clock , w h e n  

th e  counsello rs w e n t h o m e , I im ag ined  th a t all the  kids cam e 

d o w n  th e  stairs, like w e d id  in  o u r  Busw ell S treet ap a rtm en t 

bu ild ing , all the  ch ildren  g a th erin g  to g e th e r  in  the  ho u rs  before 

d in n e r. H ere , w e ’d g a th er a ro u n d  th a t w id esc ree n  te lev ision  

an d  w atch  o u r  ch o ice  o f  m ovies.

I was th in k in g  all th is as th e  w o m a n  from  th e  bus stop  

a p p ro ach ed  us again. She s to o d  by  M a m a ’s side, shak ing  h er 

head  from  side to  side. A t first she d id  n o t say a th ing .

‘W h a t? ’ M am a asked, finally.

O u r  co u n se llo r s tood  lean in g  o n  h e r  desk , ju s t w atch ing , 

h e r  eyes g o in g  b e tw e en  M am a and  th e  w om an .

‘Is so m e th in g  th e  m a tte r?’ M am a asked.

A  p au se .‘Y our husband ,’ th e  w o m an  responded , like a ques

tion .

‘H e  d oesn ’t know ,’ M am a said, answ ering  w h a t she assum ed 

was th e  q u es tio n . ‘You w o n ’t  n eed  to  tell h im , w ill you?’

T h e  w o m an  sh o o k  h e r  head . ‘H e  w o u ld  on ly  k n o w  w h at 

you  allow ed h im  to  know ,’ she sa id .‘B u t th a t’s n o t th e  p roblem .’ 

S ilence.‘Y our husband,’ the  w om an  tried  again .‘H e ’s a studen t?’

M am a n o d d ed . ‘E n g in eerin g ,’ she sa id .‘B o sto n  University.’

‘H e  is here o n  a s tu d e n t visa?’ the  counse llo r asked.

A gain , M am a n o d d ed .

T h e n  th e  w o m an  was shak ing  h e r  h ead  o n ce  m ore , te lling  

M am a h o w  so rry  she was. A  slip o f  h e r  m in d , she said. It was 

so m e th in g  she sh o u ld  have d o n e , b u t th a t even ing  by  the  bus 

stop, all she h ad  th o u g h t was o f  th e  sw ollen  lips, o f  all th e
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b ru ises sh e ’d  seen  o n  us over th e  past few  m o n th s . It had  

so m e h o w  n o t o cc u rre d  to  h e r  to  ask w h a t papers w e had . It 

h ad  n o t o cc u rre d  to  h e r  th a t day to  in q u ire  a b o u t th e  status o f  

o u r  residency.

‘I t com plicates th ings,’ she said, still shak ing  h e r  head . ‘B u t 

basically, I ’m  afraid th e re ’s n o t m u ch  I can  d o  given th e  situa

tion .’ S urely  w e still had  fam ily back  in  N ig eria . C o u ld n ’t w e 

sim ply  re tu rn  h o m e  to  th e m , and  leave Papa h ere  to  finish his 

studies o n  his ow n? T h e re  was th a t lo o k  o n  th e  w o m a n ’s face 

as she spoke, an alm ost b lank stare, as i f  she knew , as w e d id , that 

th a t so lu tio n  was as g o o d  as n o  so lu tion  a t all.

M am a re m a in ed  silen t, lis ten in g , o r  m aybe n o  lo n g e r  

listening. M aybe try in g  to  read just h e r  m in d , like I was, to  the  

idea th a t w e w o u ld  b e  re tu rn in g  to  Papa.

I lo o k e d  in to  th e  w o m a n s  eyes, b ig  a n d  b lue , w h ic h  

rem in d ed  m e  again o f  E .T . O f  course , she w o u ld  actually  have 

b ee n  m o re  like E llio t o r  G ertie  o r  M ichael. W e had  so m eh o w  

b ec o m e  stranded  in  h e r  co u n try , and  she’d  have loved to  h id e  

us in  th e  closet th e  w ay th a t th e y ’d  all h id d e n  E .T . S h e’d have 

h e lp ed  us, w o u ld  have taken  care o f  us. O nly , som ehow , she 

c o u ld n ’t.

W e w alked d o w n  the  street, past th e  row  houses, c lim bed  

in to  th e  tram , c lim b ed  o f f  th e  tram , all in  silence. It was n o t 

un til w e tu rn e d  th e  co rn e r  o n  Buswell S treet tha t M am a finally 

spoke. ‘S h e’s a n ice  lady,’ she said.

I nodded .

‘S he tr ied ,’ M am a said.

I n o d d ed .

‘M aybe th ings w ill ge t b e tte r  w ith  y o u r  papa,’ she said.

‘M aybe,’ I said. W e clim bed  d o w n  th e  stairs lead ing  to  the  

co u rty a rd  o f  o u r  bu ild ing , and  I im ag in ed  E .T ,  sick and  w eak, 

ly ing  helpless o n  the  b a th ro o m  floor. T h a t was partly  th e  way
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th e  m o v ie  w o u ld  have e n d e d  th a t even ing  lo n g  ago, i f  I had  

w atch ed  it to  th e  end . G o v e rn m e n t agents invad ing  the  house. 

T h e n  E.T . o n  tha t hosp ita l-look ing  bed , all those m asked scien

tists, dressed in  w h ite , try in g  to  nurse h im  back  to  h ea lth . T h e  

ch ild ren  o n  th e ir  b icycles fly ing in to  th e  sunset, th e n  land ing  

back  o n  th e  g ro u n d . T h e  ch ild ren  s ta rin g  ex p ectan tly  at the  

g rey ing  sky, w a tch in g  an d  w aiting  for E .T ’s p eo p le  to  land  and  

ca rry  h im  back  hom e.





Grace

T h e  first tim e  I see her, she is c ro u c h ed  by th e  en tran ce  o f  the  

th ird -flo o r b a th ro o m , a t an  equal d istance b e tw e en  m y  office 

an d  th e  le c tu re  hall w h e re  I teach . S he is so b b in g , an d  h er 

sh o u ld e rs  are sh ak in g  slightly, so I stop , c ro u c h  d o w n  to  be 

closer to  h e r  level, pa t h e r  o n  the  sh o u ld e r and  ask h e r  i f  sh e ’s 

all rig h t. She nods an d  m um bles so m e th in g  u n d e r  h e r  b rea th . 

T h e n  she lifts h e r  head , w ipes away tears w ith  h e r  hands and 

smiles at m e, a w eak  sm ile .‘I’m  okay,’ she says. H e r  voice is faint 

and  com es o u t like a croak. T h e re  is a pause, and  th e n  a n o th e r  

croak. I’m  n o t  sure w h a t she says th a t second  tim e aro u n d , b u t 

th e  so u n d  m akes m e  th in k  o f  frogs, small and  slimy, o f  E xodus 

an d  th e  se co n d  p lague, o f  th e  in u n d a tio n  o f  th e  N ile , o f  

P h arao h  and  his m agicians cha llen g in g  G o d  by  crea ting  m o re  

frogs. I th in k  o f  all this because th a t’s w h a t’s o n  m y m in d  these 

days. T h a t’s w h a t I teach  th a t sem ester. T h e  O ld  T estam ent.

I straigh ten  up  and  lo o k  in  the  d irec tion  o f  m y office. T h ere  

is a yellow  ca rt in  th e  c e n tre  o f  th e  hallway, an d  n o t to o  far 

from  th e  cart, a ja n ito r  is p u sh in g  a tall b ro o m  across th e  floor. 

T h e re  is a clock  h a n g in g  from  the  ceiling  o n  th e  far en d  o f  the  

hallway. I lo o k  a t it an d  th en  I look  back do w n  at h e r .‘I t’s ab o u t 

5 p .m .,’ I say.‘T h e y ’ll b e  lo c k in g  u p  th e  b u ild in g  very  soon.’

She nods and  lifts h erse lf  u p  from  th e  floor. She is c lu tch ing  

a h an d b ag  to  h e r  chest, g rasp ing  it as i f  it is som e k in d  o f  life 

su p p o rt, and  th e n  all o f  a su d d en  she starts to  baw l so hard  tha t 

she seem s to  b e  gasping for air. I start again to  pat h e r  o n  the  

shou lder, an d  so m e h o w  I find  m yse lf lead ing  h e r  back  to  m y

1 2 3
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office, p u llin g  o u t a seat fo r her, o n e  o f  th e  tw o  seats in  th e  

ro o m  th a t are reserved  fo r m y studen ts. E x cep t I ’m  n o t even 

sure th a t sh e ’s a s tu d en t o f  m ine . A nd  in  m y tw en ty  years a t the  

university, I’ve never seen any o f  th e m  w eep  like this before.

‘I ’m  sorry,’ I say to  her, because I tru ly  am  so rry  to  see h e r  

c ry in g  so hard. She leans forw ard o n  th e  chair, still clasping h e r  

bag, ro ck in g  it an d  h e rse lf  back  an d  fo rth . S low ly h e r  sobb ing  

declines un til I can on ly  hear the  occasional catch o f  h e r breath. 

She rises from  h e r  seat and  heads fo r th e  door.

‘I f  you  ever n ee d  so m e o n e  to  talk to — ’ I say. I d o n ’t finish.

A t th e  doorw ay, she tu rn s  to  lo o k  a t m e. ‘T hanks,’ she says, 

and  as she says it, I allow  m y eyes to  lin g e r o n  her. I lo o k  a t h e r  

braids -  th in , b lack braids th a t e x te n d  d o w n  past h e r  shoulders. 

I ob se rv e  th e  to n e  o f  h e r  sk in  -  a d a rk  olive c o m p lex io n , 

u n iq u e  in  its hue. H e r  lips are sw ollen  and  reddish , an d  th e re  

are streaks o f  tears sta in ing  h e r  cheeks. I w o n d e r w h ere  exactly  

she is from . As she w alks o u t th e  d o o r, I find  m yse lf th in k in g  

w h a t a sham e it is th a t an y b o d y  sh o u ld  b e  m ade  to  c ry  tha t 

m uch .

A  few  days go  by  -  T hursday , F riday  an d  th e  w ee k en d . I’ve 

alm ost fo rg o tten  th e  c ry in g  in c id en t by M o n d ay  w h e n  I step 

in to  th e  lec tu re  hall fo r m y  O ld  T estam en t class. T h e  class itself 

is a d iffe ren t d em o g ra p h ic  th a n  o th e r  g rad u a te  co u rses  I ’ve 

taugh t, say, C h au ce r, o r  M ilto n , o r  even m y G reek  M y th o lo g y  

class. T h ese  students are m o re  zealous than  any I ’ve had  before. 

I figure th a t m aybe it’s th e  B ib le’s effect o n  th ings. O r  m aybe 

it’s a co nsequence  o f  age, because from  th e  lo o k  o f  things, m ost 

o f  these studen ts are in  th e ir  th irties  an d  forties, o ld e r  th an  m y 

typical set o f  students. A nd, un like  fo rm e r  studen ts, these ones 

are qu ite  fond  o f  schedu ling  m eetings w ith  m e. T h ey  d o  it w ith  

such  a la rm ing  frequency  tha t at certa in  po in ts  in  the  sem ester,
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I go  b ack  an d  fo rth  ab o u t w h e th e r  to  p u t a cap o n  th e  n u m b e r 

o f  visits allow ed p e r  stu d en t. N o t  because I d o n ’t  w an t to  m ee t 

w ith  th e m , b u t because after a w h ile , I ge t tired  o f  h ea rin g  th e  

sam e qu estio n s over an d  over again , qu es tio n s like w hy  th e  

b o o k s o f  the  O ld  T estam ent are o rgan ized  th e  way they  are, o r 

w h y  it  is th a t in  Leviticus G o d  bans cripp les from  app roach ing  

his altar. O fte n  e n o u g h , m y answ er is th a t i t ’s a g o o d  q uestion , 

b u t th a t the re  are several possibilities, all o f  w h ich  are sub ject 

to  debate.

In  any case, I step in to  th e  lec tu re  hall, and  a g ro u p  o f  m y 

students w alks in  the  d o o r  w ith  m e, m ak in g  small talk ab o u t 

G o d  and  the  w eather. I n o d  and  sm ile at th e  th ings they  say, and 

afte r w e  en ter, I h ea d  d irec tly  to  th e  fro n t o f  th e  ro o m , the  

w ay I always do. I j o t  d o w n  som e B ible verses o n  th e  board , 

w rite  som e notes ab o u t apodictic  law  versus casuistic law, ab o u t 

H a m m u ra b i’s C o d e  versus th e  T en  C o m m a n d m e n ts , a b o u t 

goodness fo r  g o o d n ess’ sake versus g oodness  w ith  an eye to  

som e ty p e  o f  rew ard o r  p u n ish m en t. I w ip e  th e  chalk  o ff  my 

hands an d  tu rn  a ro u n d  to  face th e  class, and  I ca tch  a g lim pse 

o f  her, th e  g irl w ith  the  lo n g  b lack braids, s itting  in  th e  co rn e r  

a t the  very  b ack  o f  the  ro o m . I smile. She looks dow n . I figure 

she’s still a b it em barrassed ab o u t the  crying, so I go o n  w ith  the 

lectu re , an d  I try  n o t to  lo o k  h e r  w ay again.

A fter class, I ’m  p ack in g  up  m y no tes, stu ffing  m y B ible in to  

m y bag, w h e n  I h ea r her.

‘E xcuse m e,’ she says.‘I’m  G race.’

S he asks m e w h e n  m y office ho u rs  are. I tell her. T h u rsd ay  

m o rn in g s , 9 a .m . to  12 n o o n . S he nods. I sm ile. She d o e sn ’t 

sm ile back . She says,‘I’d  like to  co m e in  and  talk to  you  ab o u t 

th e  Bible.’

‘Sure,’ I say. N o  su rp rise  there . T h a t’s all th e y ’re c o m in g  in 

to  talk to  m e a b o u t th is sem ester.
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B efore she tu rn s around , I n o tice  th e  seriousness o f  h e r  face. 

T h e re  is so m e th in g  trag ic  an d  v u ln e rab le  a b o u t h e r  lo o k . I 

th in k  h o w  such  seriousness sho u ld  b e  acco m p an ied  by  a fine 

set o f  w rin k le s  across th e  fo reh ead , o r  a ro u n d  th e  eyes an d  

m o u th . B u t she is young .

She tu rn s  to  leave, an d  I n o tic e  th e  w ay  h e r  b raids hang  

d o w n  past h e r  shoulders. S o m eth in g  ab o u t th e  w ay th e y  m ove 

as she walks m akes m e w an t to  reach  o u t an d  to u c h  th e m , b u t 

I rem a in  w h e re  I am  an d  w a tc h  h e r  w alk  o u t  o f  th e  ro o m . 

A nd  I th in k  th a t th e re  c o u ld n ’t  b e  a m o re  f ittin g  n a m e  fo r 

her.

O n  Thursday, I’m  sittin g  in  m y  office w ith  m y  d o o r  cracked  

op en , flipp ing  th ro u g h  m y stack o f  m ail, w h e n  she knocks o n  

the  do o r. I inv ite  h e r  in , and  she shu ts th e  d o o r  b e h in d  her. 

T h e y  som etim es do, w h e n  w h a t th ey  have to  talk to  m e  ab o u t 

is personal.

I take in  h e r  face again -  tha t startling  co m b in a tio n  o f  you th  

and  o ld  age. H e r  c lo thes are even an  ex tension  o f  th a t paradox: 

a w h ite  dress sh irt, b u tto n e d  a lm ost to  th e  very  top , prudishly, 

th o u g h  I can  see th e  o u tlin e  o f  h e r  b ra  fro m  th e  w h ite , 

d iaphanous co tto n . S he has tu ck ed  th e  b o tto m  o f  th e  b louse 

in to  the  w aistline o f  h e r  greyish skirt. O n  h e r  feet, she w ears a 

pair o f  sim ple lea th e r slippers. T h e  on ly  je w e lle ry  she w ears is 

a pair o f  pearl earrings. A very  nea t p resen ta tion , w h ich  m akes 

m e aw are o f  m y o w n  n o t-so - tid y  look . I tu g  th e  h e m  o f  m y 

u n tu c k e d  sh irt, as i f  tu g g in g  w ill s tra igh ten  o u t th e  w rin k les  

o n  it. I fuss w ith  m y  ea rrin g s , an d  I’m  g ra te fu l th a t I even 

rem em b ered  th e m  today. I ru n  m y fingers th ro u g h  m y hair and  

h o p e  th a t I ca tch  and  p u t back  in to  place any  stray hairs. I cross 

m y legs u n d e r  th e  table and  ask h e r  to  take a seat.

She is h o ld in g  h e r  Bible, a small K in g  Jam es w ith  a m aro o n
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cover, an d  all over th e  inside are p in k  an d  yellow  P o st-it no tes, 

as i f  she’s b een  d o in g  som e very  serious research.

S he tells m e th a t she on ly  has a few  questions. T h a t they  

are p robably  silly questions, b u t th a t she w o u ld  like to  see w h a t 

I th in k , since I’m  th e  on ly  B ible researcher she k now s from  a 

stric tly  academ ic b ack g ro u n d . I’ll p robably  give h e r  a d ifferen t 

take o n  th ings than  she’s used to  getting , she says. I n o tic e  tha t 

she speaks w ith  a b it o f  an  accen t, bare ly  p e rcep tib le , ju s t 

en o u g h  tha t I k n o w  sh e ’s p robably  from  so m ew h ere  as u n iq u e  

as h e r  looks. I no d .

S he q u o te s  m e  2 T im o th y : ‘All sc rip tu re  is g iven  insp ira

tio n  by  G o d , an d  is p ro fitab le  fo r d o c tr in e , fo r re p ro o f, fo r 

co rrec tio n , fo r in s tru c tio n  in  righ teousness.’ S he asks m e, h o w  

exactly  do  w e k n o w  th a t G o d  has insp ired  th e  Bible? Because 

th e  B ible has caused q u ite  a b it o f  d es tru c tio n  in  th e  w orld , she 

says. H o w  d o  w e really k n o w  th a t G o d  even approves o f  som e 

o f  th e  th ings in  th e  Bible?

I sm ile an d  tell her, ‘Sorry, I’m  o n ly  dea ling  w ith  th e  O ld  

T estam en t th is sem ester. T im o th y  is th e  N e w  T estam en t.’ I 

s ta rt to  laugh, because i t ’s m e an t to  b e  a jo k e , b u t h e r  face is 

th o u g h tfu l and  d isappo in ted , so I c lear m y  th ro a t, an d  I apo l

og ize fo r th e  jo k e .

I tell h e r  tha t re lig ion  is all a b o u t faith . A nd  o n e ’s faith  is a 

very  personal th ing .

S he tells m e th a t th e re  are th ings in  th e  B ible th a t co u ld  

n o t possibly b e  from  G o d , co n trad ic tio n s like th e  w h o le  idea 

o f  G o d  b e in g  a g o d  o f  peace, b u t also a g o d  o f  w ar. ‘W h ic h  

o n e  is it?’ she asks. A n d  w h a t a b o u t love y o u r  n e ig h b o u r  as 

yourself, an d  yet G o d  forbids the  cripp les from  ap p ro ach in g  

his altar? W h a t k in d  o f  G o d  bans th e  very  creatures h e  created  

from  co m in g  to  h im  ju s t  because o f  im perfections o u t o f  th e ir  

contro l?
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I tell h e r  th a t she needs to  keep  in  m in d  th a t th e  B ible was 

w ritte n  u n d e r  a ce rta in  cu ltu ral co n tex t. It is in sp ired  by  G o d  

in  m any ways, b u t it was still w ritte n  by hum ans, w ith  h u m a n  

biases, all based o n  the  ex isting  cu ltu ra l n o rm s  o f  th e  tim e.

She nods and  says,‘So i f  hum ans are m ak in g  th e ir  o w n  rules, 

and  w ritin g  the  rules d o w n  in th e  Bible, w h ere  exactly  does th e  

G odly  in sp ira tion  com e in to  play?’

‘W ell,’ I say,‘G o d  insp ired  th e m  to  set d o w n  th e  rules in  th e  

first place. A nd  w h e n  y o u  lo o k  a t all th e  an c ien t b o o k s in  the  

w orld , n o n e  have lasted as lo n g  and  have had as m u ch  in fluence 

as th e  B ible. T h a t in  itse lf  is an  a tte s ta tio n  to  som e k in d  o f  

d iv ine  insp ira tion , I th ink .’

‘I suppose,’ she says.‘B u t th e n  h o w  d o  w e k n o w  w h a t rules 

are G o d ’s an d  w h a t ru les are m a n ’s? I n ee d  to  know ,’ she says.

‘G ive an  exam ple,’ I say.‘A re you w o rr ie d  ab o u t any p artic 

u lar ru le?’

‘Like divorce,’ she says.‘Is it adu ltery  to  d ivorce and  rem arry, 

o r  is it perm issib le? A nd  sh o u ld n ’t it a t least d e p e n d  o n  the  

specific c ircum stance? W h a t a b o u t in  th e  case o f  an  abusive 

husband? M u st th e  w o m an  stay?’

I hesitate a b it. I w o n d e r  i f  sh e ’s c o n tem p la tin g  d ivorce, o r 

i f  sh e ’s ju s t p ic k in g  o u t an  exam ple . T h e n  I th in k  o f  m y o w n  

divorce, nearly  fifteen  years ago  now . I rem e m b er th e  lo n e li

ness o f  it all, th e  d isa p p o in tm e n t in  fa iling  a t so m e th in g  as 

im p o rta n t as m arriage. ‘M a rria g e  is a sacred u n io n ,’ I say, even 

as I ’m  rem in iscing  a b o u t m y  o w n  m a rria g e .‘W h e n  so m e th in g  

happens th a t m akes th e  u n io n  n o  lo n g e r sacred, I beheve th a t 

is g rounds en o u g h  fo r divorce.’

‘B u t is th e  B ible okay w ith  that?’ she asks.‘Is G o d  okay  w ith  

tha t?’

‘I d o n ’t know ,’ I say.‘I t’s difficult to  k n o w ’

W e stay q u ie t fo r a w hile . T h e n  I lo o k  u p  at her. T h e re  is a
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trail o f  tears c o m in g  d o w n  o n e  side o f  h e r  face. T h e  o th e r  side 

is still w in n in g  th e  battle , resisting th e  tears.

‘I’m  so rry  m y class is u p se ttin g  you this m uch ,’ I say.

‘N o ,’ she says.‘I t’s n o t y o u r  class.’ S he w ipes h e r  tears away. 

‘I’m  so rry  ab o u t all this cry ing ,’ she says.

‘D o n ’t  b e  sorry,’ I say.

She looks u p  a t m e, th e n  she looks d o w n  at h e r  B ible, flips 

it o p e n .‘T h o u  shall n o t lie w ith  m a n k in d  as w ith  w om an k in d : 

it is an ab o m in a tio n .’ S he pauses. ‘I f  a m an  also lie w ith  m a n 

k in d , as h e  lie th  w ith  a w o m an , b o th  o f  th e m  have co m m itted  

an ab o m in atio n : they  shall surely b e  p u t to  death .’

I’m  in tr ig u e d  by  th e  verses she reads. All o f  a su d d en  the 

co n v e rsa tio n  is ta k in g  a d iffe ren t tu rn . I rem a in  q u ie t and  

sim ply  listen to  see w h ere  i t ’ll go.

‘D o es  th is  also app ly  to  fem ales?’ she asks. ‘Is it  also an 

ab o m in a tio n  fo r w o m e n  to  lie w ith  w o m e n ? ’

A ha , I th in k .‘I t’s a tr ic k y  one,’ I say.‘T ry  n o t to  take it  all so 

literally. T h e re  are th ings in  the  B ible th a t sh o u ld  n o t  b e  taken 

literally.’

‘I d o n ’t u nderstand ,’ she says.

‘Like the  w o rd  “ ab o m in a tio n ” ,’ I say.‘I t’s hard  to  even k n o w  

w h a t th a t m e an t b ack  th e n . M ean ings ch an g e  over tim e. I t’s 

hard  to  k n o w ’

She looks d o w n  at h e r  Bible, and  I k n o w  tha t sh e ’s seriously 

con sid erin g  every th ing  tha t I’ve said. S he says,‘I t’s hard  to  know  

rig h t from  w ro n g , especially w h e n  som e th ings feel r ig h t, and 

ye t th e re  are so m any  peo p le  te lling  you  h o w  w ro n g  they  are.’

I n o d . U sually  I’m  lis ten in g  to  qu es tio n s th a t d o n ’t  have 

to  d o  w ith  an y th in g  personal. Ju st d em o n stra tio n s o f  in te llec t 

an d  scholarship . I w an t to  h u g  h e r  an d  tell h e r  th a t o n e  day 

sh e ’ll figure it o u t fo r herself. B u t I’m  n o t so sure o f  th a t, and 

so I d o n ’t  m ove. Instead  I say, ‘T h e  greatest co m m an d m en ts ,
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acco rd in g  to  Jesus, are, first, love th e  L ord  y o u r G o d  w ith  all 

y o u r h ea rt and  sou l an d  m ind . A nd  second , love y o u r  n e ig h 

b o u r  as yourself.’

S he looks up  a t m e, an d  I sm ile at her. She sm iles back. O n  

h e r  w ay o u t she tells m e  th a n k  you  fo r th e  talk.

‘A ny tim e,’ I say.

Tw o w eeks later, I’m  sitting  in  m y office, m y b ack  to  th e  door, 

w h e n  I th in k  I h ea r a k n o ck  so soft th a t I have to  tu rn  a round  

to  ch eck  i f  so m eo n e  is really there. F rom  the  o p en in g , I can see 

a b it o f  h e r  face, s tand ing  by, w aitin g  fo r m e to  answer.

I pu ll o p e n  th e  do o r, inv ite  h e r  in . S he is h o ld in g  a w h ite  

p ap e r bag in  o n e  h an d  and  a card and  envelope in  an o th er. She 

tells m e sh e ’s b ro u g h t so m e th in g  fo r m e. S he sits d o w n , signs 

the  card in  fro n t o f  m e, an d  as she’s sign ing  it, sh e ’s m u tte r in g  

so m e th in g  ab o u t m y having  to  excuse h e r  cursive, because she 

never really learned  h o w  to  w rite  in  cursive. I ask h e r  w hy. She 

looks u p  a t m e , all th o u g h tfu l, an d  says, ‘T h e y  d id n ’t teach  

cursive in N igeria .’ S he puts h e r  head back d o w n  and  continues 

to  w rite .

I say,‘O h , I w o u ld  have th o u g h t m aybe i t ’s because o f  y o u r 

age o r  so m e th in g . I d o n ’t be lieve  th e y ’re still te a c h in g  it in 

schools these days. I d o n ’t  believe th e y ’ve ta u g h t it fo r a t least 

a co u p le  o f  decades now . P robab ly  th e y  w o u ld n ’t have b ee n  

te ach in g  it  fo r p eo p le  y o u r age, even i f  you  w ere  in  A m erica.’

She looks back  u p  a t m e  an d  sm iles.‘I ’m  n o t so young ,’ she 

says, h an d in g  m e th e  card.

‘D o es it say so m e th in g  sw eet?’ I ask, and  im m ed ia te ly  I’m  

em barrassed by th e  question , because I realize tha t I’m  n o t only  

h o p in g  th a t it  does, b u t th a t I’m  also vo ic in g  m y desire to  her.

‘N o t  really,’ she says. ‘B u t w h a t it  says sh o u ld  b e  g o o d  

e n o u g h .’
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I feel th e  h ea t rise in  m y  face. I tell h e r  th a n k  you. She gets 

up, tells m e to  have a g o o d  day. She leaves th e  ro o m .

In  class th e  n e x t w eek , I keep  from  lo o k in g  h e r  w ay and  

I’m  n o t sure exactly  why.

A n o th e r  w eek  passes by, and  th e n  she com es back  to  m y  office. 

I t’s th e  sam e ro u tin e  each  tim e, and  it repeats every  o th e r  w eek  

o r  so. S he k n o ck s o n  m y d o o r, peeks in  an d  asks m e h o w  I am . 

I tell h e r  fine. S he says,‘G o o d .’A n d  th e n  she w ishes m e a g ood  

rest o f  th e  day an d  leaves.

T h a n k sg iv in g  co m es an d  goes, an d  w e  all s ta rt to  w rap  

ourselves u p  w ith  th ic k  scarves an d  w o o l m ittens.

T h e  last w eek  befo re  C hristm as b reak  she k n o ck s o n  m y 

d o o r, an d  I tell h e r  to  co m e in. S he is w ea rin g  a b ro w n  hat, 

so m e k in d  o f  k n it, an d  h a lf  h e r  face is w ra p p e d  u p  w ith  a 

m a tch in g  scarf. S he en ters  th e  ro o m , closes th e  d o o r  b e h in d  

her, raises h e r  hands to  h e r  face to  rem ove th e  scarf, an d  i t ’s 

o n ly  th e n  th a t I realize sh e ’s upse t -  and  q u ite  a b it an g ry  even, 

w h ich  results in  a lo o k  th a t I’ve n o t un til th e n  seen o n  h e r  face.

I stand  u p  an d  w rap  m y arm s aro u n d  her. ‘S o m eh o w  it all 

w orks o u t,’ I say. I used to  tell th is to  m yse lf d u r in g  m y divorce, 

an d  w eeks afterw ards. T h e n  the  w eeks tu rn e d  in to  m on ths, and 

m o n th s  in to  years. A n d  I fo u n d  m yself ch a n tin g  it less.

She m um bles so m e th in g  a b o u t le tters, a b o u t h e r  m o th e r. 

T h e n  she stays silen t fo r a w h ile , an d  I feel h e r  b o d y  gen tly  

relax in to  m ine.

‘I t’ll b e  all right,’ I say, m y arm s still w rapped  a round  her. She 

exhales.

W e stay like th a t fo r som e tim e, and  th e n  I loosen  m y ho ld  

o n  her, allow  m y  hands to  d ro p  to  h e r  waist. H e r  hands also 

m ake th e ir  way d o w n  to  m y  waist.

She tells m e th en , h e r voice faint and  contem plative, tha t she
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was the  o n e  w h o  signed fo r the  packet th e  day th e  first batch  

o f  letters cam e, nearly  a year ago now. She starts to  laugh, softly, 

as i f  she’s sudden ly  in  a trance, b u t th e n  she stops w ith  the  laugh 

and  co n tin u es to  speak. She tells m e  th a t th e  forecasts th a t day 

called fo r snow, b u t the  delivery  m an o n ly  w o re  a sh irt -  the  

standard  y e llo w -a n d -red  po lo , w ith  its red  co llar an d  red  h em  

aro u n d  the  sleeves. S he tells m e th a t th e  co lo u r  p a tte rn  o f  the  

sh irt m a tch ed  th a t o f  his van, yellow  and  red  all over again. H e  

w o re  a hat, she says, w h ic h , w h e n  h e  rem o v ed  it, revealed  a 

head  o f  g rey in g  hair. S he looks a t m e. ‘Salt an d  p e p p e r  like 

yours,’ she says.‘H e  had  b lue eyes, too,’ she c o n tin u es .‘O n ly  n o t 

as beautiful as yours.’ She stops aw kw ardly th e n  and  looks do w n  

as i f  sudden ly  em barrassed  o r  shy.

O u r  hands are still a ro u n d  each  o th e r ’s w aists, and  th e re  is 

on ly  a little  space b e tw e en  us, and  sudden ly  I have this im age 

in  m y head  o f  Jo h n  R o se n b e rg  m ak in g  o u t in  his office w ith  

th a t fem ale s tu d e n t o f  his. I d o n ’t rem e m b er w h o  it was tha t 

w alked  in  o n  th e m , b u t I k n o w  h e  lo st his te n u re  th a t way, 

created  a scandal in  th e  d ep a r tm e n t th a t lasted q u ite  a w hile .

It occurs to  m e tha t i f  so m eo n e  w ere to  w alk  in to  m y  office 

a t th a t v e ry  m o m e n t, th ings b e tw e e n  G race  an d  m e w o u ld  

ap p e ar in a p p ro p ria te . I’ve nev e r c o n so led  a s tu d e n t like this 

before. A n d  w ith  m y  closest fam ily m em b ers  h a lf  th e  co u n try  

away, in  M assachusetts, i t’s b ee n  a w h ile  since I s to o d  this close 

to  anyone, e x c ep tin g  a few  cu rso ry  hugs w ith  friends an d  co 

w orkers. It occurs to  m e  tha t I shou ld  take m y hands o ff  h er 

waist, b u t I d o n ’t, and , th in k in g  back  now , th e  reason I d o n ’t is 

q u ite  clear. B u t at th a t very  m o m e n t, all I am  th in k in g  is th a t I 

p refer to  leave m y hands w h ere  they  are, and  tha t, anyway, it 

c o u ld n ’t  possibly b e  in ap p ro p ria te , b e in g  th a t I ’m  a w o m an , 

an d  sh e ’s a w o m an , and  I’m  probably  o ld e r  than  h e r  m o ther.

S he co n tin u es  to  tell m e a b o u t th e  D H L  m an . H o w  he
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handed  h e r  th e  yellow  package w ith  a sm ile o n  his face. Always 

the  sam e delivery  m an , she tells m e, w ith  th e  sam e tru ck , D H L  

p r in te d  o n  it a n d  W o rld w id e  E xpress u n d e rn e a th  th e  D H L . 

S he tells m e th a t she th o u g h t she k n e w  w h a t th e  package 

was, som e silly co rresp o n d e n ce  fo r h e r  m o th e r  from  N igeria , 

because silly c o rre sp o n d e n ce s  w ere  o ften  c o m in g  fo r h e r  

m o th e r  from  N igeria .

‘D id  I tell you  I have a b ro ther?’ she asks suddenly, h e r hands 

le ttin g  go  o f  m y  waist.

‘N o ,’ I say, also le ttin g  go.

S he nods. ‘A rinze ,’ she says. ‘F ive years o ld e r  th a n  I am . 

W h e n  w e  w ere little, h e  and  I used  to  take tu rn s  c lim b in g  a 

stoo l th a t m y  m o th e r  k ep t in  th e  attic. It was o u r  p lay room , 

th a t a ttic  ro o m ,’ she says. I w o n d e r w h y  she is te lling  m e this, 

b u t I d o n ’t  ask. Instead, I pu ll o u t a seat fo r h e r  an d  th e n  o n e  

fo r m e. W e b o th  sit.

‘It on ly  had  o n e  w indow ,’ she c o n tin u es ,‘w h ich  was so near 

th e  ce iling  th a t w e had  to  clim b o n  the  stoo l to  o p e n  it up.’

S he tells m e  th a t m y office rem inds h e r  a b it o f  th e  attic 

ro o m , w ith  its exposed b rick  walls, w ith  the  tiny holes be tw een  

the  bricks. She says so m e th in g  ab o u t m illipedes an d  cen tipedes 

craw ling  o u t  o f  th e  holes in  th e  su m m er and  th e  spring. It all 

con ies o u t like so m e th in g  in  b e tw e en  a s ta tem en t an d  a ques

tio n , and  I w o n d e r  i f  she’s asking m e ab o u t m y  office o r  te lling  

m e ab o u t h e r  m am a’s attic.

‘B u t i t ’s b e e n  years since  e ith e r  o f  us used  th e  stoo l,’ she 

says. ‘Years since e ith e r  o f  us o p e n e d  o r  c losed  th e  w indow . 

W h ic h  exp lains th e  sm ell,’ she says. ‘B u ild in g  u p  a n d  th e n  

se ttlin g  in to  every  c o rn e r , in to  every  ite m  in  every  c o rn e r  

o f  the  ro o m . T h e  scent o f  m othballs , and  o f  M e n th o la tu m .’ She 

laughs softly again, shak ing  h e r  h ead  as she does. T h e n  she tells 

m e th a t she’s w ro n g . T h a t m y office is n o th in g  like the  attic,
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b ecause even  th o u g h  th e re  are th e  b r ic k  walls an d  th e  tiny  

holes, th e  scen t is m issing .‘It’s a g o o d  th ing ,’ she says.

I n o d  and  say,‘Okay.’

‘I h an d e d  th e  envelope to  M am a,’ she says. A nd  she tells m e 

ev e ry th in g  in  so m u c h  detail th a t I can  see th e ir  k itc h en  in  m y 

head  an d  I can  see h e r  m am a sitting  o n  th e  sh o rt stool, h e r  legs 

w rap p ed  a ro u n d  th e  c ircu m feren ce  o f  th e  m o rta r, p o u n d in g  

yam  w ith  th e  pestle. ‘All this tim e  in  A m erica ,’ she says. ‘A n d  

still, M am a m ust p o u n d  h e r  yam  in  th e  m o rta r, th e  g o o d  o ld -  

fash ioned  way.’

‘H o w  lo n g  have you b een  in  A m erica?’ I ask.

‘Years,’ she says. ‘Ju s t over tw elve years now .’ She cam e 

a ro u n d  age eleven, she tells m e. I d o  th e  m a th  an d  am  a b it 

d isappo in ted  to  find  o u t th a t she’s barely  in  h e r  m id -tw en ties .

She brea thes deep ly  and  c o n tin u e s .‘I w alk in to  th e  k itch en  

and  h an d  th e  envelope to  M am a,’ she says.‘M ean w h ile  A rinze  

is dow nsta irs , I can h ear th e  h a m m e rin g  and  th e  drilling . H e  is 

p u ttin g  to g e th e r  a sh e lf  for M am a. Always s to p p in g  by, h e lp in g  

M am a a ro u n d  th e  house, fix ing  o r  p u ttin g  to g e th e r  so m e th in g  

fo r her. A  perfec t son, really,’ she says. ‘W h ic h  is w h y  M am a p u t 

h im  in charge o f  m an ag in g  h e r  stores, c o o rd in a tin g  th e  sh ip 

m en ts o f  th e  p roducts from  N ig eria , th a t so rt o f  th ing .’

I n o d , try in g  to  follow  along. B u t m ostly  I suppose th a t I 

n o d  ju s t o u t o f  g ra titu d e  tha t she is still th e re  by  m y side, g ra t

itu d e  th a t she is s itting  so close to  m e.

‘T h e re  was a w h o le  b a tch  o f  le tte rs  in  th e  envelope,’ she 

says.‘A nd  this tim e they  w eren ’t for M am a,’she says.‘T h e y  w ere 

all fo r m e.’

‘F rom  w h o m ? ’ I ask.

‘M en ,’ she says. ‘M a rria g e  proposals.’ H e r  v o ice  beg in s to  

b reak , an d  so m e th in g  in  m y sto m ac h  takes a p lunge . I tell 

m yself th a t i t ’s because I d o n ’t w an t to  w atch  h e r  c ry  again.
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‘D o  you  k n o w  th e  m e n ?’ I ask.

S he shakes h e r  head  an d  th e n  leans it o n  m y  shoulder. I can 

feel th e  roughness o f  h e r  braids ru b b in g  o n  m y jaw . A n d  h er 

scen t is fleshy b u t sweet.

‘T h e re ’s one,’ she says.‘N w afor.’ She lifts h e r  h e a d .‘A n  Igbo  

m an w h o  Uves in  th e  L ekki d istric t o f  Lagos, in  o n e  o f  those 

b ig  houses w ith  u n ifo rm ed  gatem en . O w n s  his o w n  a c c o u n t

in g  firm .’ She pauses. ‘M am a likes th a t part,’ she says. ‘T h e  part 

a b o u t o w n in g  his o w n  business. A nd  she likes th a t h e  really 

w ants to  m a rry  m e,’ she says.

She tells m e th a t his le tte rs are filled w ith  th ings like ,‘Y ou’re 

the  w ife o f  m y dream s, m y  A frican  q ueen .’ S he pauses, th e n  she 

exclaim s, ‘H o w  silly it  is fo r M am a to  ex p ec t m e  to  m a rry  a 

m an  I ’ve o n ly  seen  in  p ic tures!’

I ask h e r  i f  h e  has seen  her, i f  h e  has any idea  w h a t she 

looks like, o r  is h e  ju s t o p era tin g  u n d e r  som e k in d  o f  d iv ine 

guidance?

S he tells m e, yes, th a t h e ’s seen h e r  p ic tu re. T h a t h e r  m am a 

to o k  th e  p ic tu re  herse lf, th a t h e r  m am a p laced  th e  stoo l by  the  

e m p ty  wall o f  the  d in in g  ro o m  an d  forced  h e r  to  sit there . H e r  

m am a a rran g e d  h e r  b raids so th a t th e y  fram ed  h e r  face and  

sh o u ld e rs  ju s t  so. S he ru b b e d  som e m a ro o n  lip  gloss o n  h e r  

lips, and  le n t h e r  a pair o f  g o ld -an d -p ea rl ch an d e lie r earrings. 

T h e n  she snapped  th e  p ic tu re, over and  over again, u n til finally 

she g o t th e  o n e  th a t she said was ju s t r ig h t. T h is  was the  on ly  

p ic tu re  o f  h e r  th a t N w afo r saw, as far as she knew . S om ehow , 

she tells m e  -  an d  she ca n ’t even b eg in  to  u n d erstan d  h o w  -  

it was exactly  w h a t h e  n ee d ed  to  m ake th e  dec ision  to  m arry  

her.

I ru b  h e r  shou lders an d  tell h e r  th a t I’m  so rry .‘H as a date 

b ee n  set?’ I ask.

‘I d o n ’t  know ,’ she says. S he tells m e  h o w  it was ju s t  the



136 H appiness, Like W ater

b e g in n in g  o f  this sem ester th a t N w a fo r  m a d e  th e  official 

request to  h e r  m o th e r, in  a le tter. A nd , o f  course , h e r  m o th e r  

said yes, to ld  h e r  th a t it was all fo r th e  best. A ny g irl w o u ld  be 

a fool to  dec line  a m an  w h o  w an te d  h e r  as m u c h  as N w afo r 

w an ted  her. All o f  this, she tells m e, h ap p e n ed  th e  day th a t I 

fo u n d  h e r  by  th e  en tran ce  to  th e  b a th ro o m .

I ask h e r  w h a t’s b ee n  g o in g  o n  since th en .

‘Ju s t w aiting ,’ she says. ‘A nd  p ray ing  th a t N w afo r o r  M am a 

w o u ld  have a change o f  heart.’

I say,‘N o  luck , I take it.’

She shakes h e r h ea d .‘N o  luck,’ she says. S he tells m e  tha t this 

m o rn in g  she finally g o t the  cou rage to  say so m e th in g  to  h e r 

m o th e r. T h a t  she w alked  d o w n  th e  hallw ay in  th e ir  house , 

c lim bed  u p  th e  stairs and  in to  th e  attic, because h e r  m am a was 

there , so rtin g  piles o f  paper, m aybe business papers. S he says to  

h e r  m am a, ‘I’m  n o t m a rry in g  h im .’ I im a g in e  h e r  m am a 

h u n ch e d  over o n  the  g ro u n d , and  th e n  slow ly stra igh ten ing  up, 

a p a ir o f  glasses h an g in g  o n  the  b rid g e  o f  h e r  nose. A t first she 

d o esn ’t  resp o n d  to  G race. A nd  th e n  she clears h e r  th ro a t, o r 

adjusts h e r  glasses, w h a te v e r  th e  ap p ro p r ia te  tick . ‘S top  th a t 

nonsense,’ she finally says.

A n d  th e n  h e r  b ro th e r  A rin ze  w alks in to  th e  a ttic  ro o m , 

h o ld in g  a box, th e  o n e  in to  w h ich  she assumes h e r  m o th e r  w ill 

b e  so rtin g  th e  piles o f  paper.

‘M am a, I ’m  n o t g e ttin g  m arried ,’ G race says.

H e r  m o th e r  goes back  to  n o t respond ing , so G race raises
v

h e r  voice an d  says, ‘D id  you  h ear m e, M am a?’

‘S h e’s n o t deaf,’ A rin ze  says.

‘M am a?’ G race says, softer.

H e r  m o th e r  still does n o t answer.

G race  tells m e th a t su d d en ly  h e r  m am a speaks again , all 

se rio u s an d  th rea ten in g . ‘All th a t study ing ,’ h e r  m o th e r  says.
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‘Y ou’ll m a rry  y o u r  studies? M a rry  y o u r  books? Y ou already 

have o n e  d eg re e  b u t y o u  w a n t a n o th e r . Y ou’ll m a rry  y o u r  

degrees?’

T h is  tim e  it’s G race w h o  does n o t answer.

‘A m  I ta lk ing  to  th e  w all?’ h e r  m am a asks.‘A nsw er m e!’A nd 

th e n  she d o esn ’t  w ait fo r an  answer. She says,‘B efore you  k n o w  

it, y o u ’ll lo o k  aro u n d  and  fin d  y o u rse lf  all alone, ju s t you  and 

y o u r  degrees. A n d  th e n  w h a t? ’

S he tells h e r  m am a th e n  th a t i t ’s n o t fo r her.

‘W h a t’s n o t fo r you?’ h e r  m am a asks.

‘M arriage,’ she says.

‘M arriag e  is n o t fo r you?’ h e r  m am a scoffs.‘Y our papa, G o d  

rest his soul, w o u ld  crin g e  in  his grave i f  h e  heard  y o u  say such 

nonsense. W h a t g o o d  is hav ing  th a t d o c to ra te  th a t y o u ’re go ing  

for, i f  y o u r  life is em p ty  -  n o  husband , n o  ch ild ren?’

‘It’s n o t fo r me,’ she tells h e r  m am a again. B u t she d oesn ’t  tell 

h e r  m am a th e  en tire  tru th . I t’s n o t th e  m arriage  p a rt th a t’s n o t 

fo r her. I t’s th e  fact th a t she d o e sn ’t  like m e n  in  th e  m a rry in g  

way. S he’s nev e r b ee n  in te rested  in  th e m  like tha t. She tells m e 

this now , th o u g h , tru th  b e  to ld , I th in k  I already knew .

‘A  w o m an  needs to  m arry, have ch ild ren ,’ h e r  m am a says. 

‘Life is m o re  satisfying th a t w ay’

‘S h e’ll m a rry  h e r  b o o k s an d  degrees,’ A rinze  says, c h u c k 

ling.

‘S h u t up,’ she tells h e r  b ro th er, in  a w hisper.

‘Y ou sh u t up,’ A rinze  says. ‘A nd  b e tte r  w atch  h o w  y o u  talk 

to  m e, o ld  m aid .’

‘B e qu ie t,’ h e r  m am a says to  h e r .‘Y ou’ll ge t m a rrie d . T h a t’s 

final,’ she says, and  she re tu rn s  to  the  piles o f  papers th a t she is 

sorting .

G race  th e n  tu rn s  to  leave th e  a ttic  ro o m , b u t so m e th in g  

m akes h e r  tu rn  back. So she stands fac ing  h e r  m am a. S he fixes
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h e r  eyes o n  o n e  o f  th e  ho les o n  the  b r ic k  wall. S he takes in  

slow, calcu lated  breaths to  steady herself. T h e n  she says, calmly, 

in  a clear, f irm  v o ic e ,‘I w o n ’t.’

S udden ly  h e r  m am a is slapping her, saying so m e th in g  ab o u t 

defiance. A nd  she is scream ing, an d  h e r  m am a is scream ing  too. 

S he is try in g  to  push  h e r  m am a away, an d  th e n  she feels A rinze  

to w erin g  above her, p o u n d in g  his fists d o w n  o n  h e r  shoulders. 

‘D o n ’t you  dare disrespect M am a like tha t!’ h e  shouts. ‘D o n ’t 

you  dare!’ M o re  p o u n d in g . She struggles to  b rea the , b u t every  

b rea th  by th e n  is suffocating, sa tu ra ted  w ith  th e  scen t o f  m o th 

balls, an d  o f  u n d ilu ted  M e n th o la tu m . A nd  th e n  th e  b rick  walls 

in  the  ro o m  start sp inn ing  aro u n d  her, an d  h e r  shou lders are 

th ro b b in g , because she is n o w  d o w n  o n  h e r  knees, she tells m e, 

an d  still A rin ze ’s fists are p o u n d in g  d o w n  o n  her.

‘I ca n ’t take it any m ore,’ she finishes, like a sigh. I can  see 

the  tears in  h e r  eyes. I sit th e re  and  allow  h e r  to  lean  h e r  head  

o n ce  m o re  against m y  shoulder.

B efo re she leaves, I m e n tio n  th e  counse lling  services a t the  

university. I ask h e r  i f  she’s ever b ee n  there . S he shakes h e r  head. 

I tell h e r  tha t perhaps so m e o n e  th e re  can  help  h e r  m o re  than  

I can . She shakes h e r  h ead  again. ‘T ry  it o u t,’ I say, try in g  to  

so u n d  adam ant. ‘A t least th in k  ab o u t it,’ I say. B u t even as I say 

it, th e re  is a p a rt o f  m e th a t w ishes she w o n ’t, because th e re ’s 

th e  possib ility  th a t i f  she finds th e  co u n se llin g  p eo p le  m o re  

helpfu l th an  m e, she m ig h t b eg in  to  rely  w h o lly  o n  th e m  and  

stop  c o m in g  to  m e.

T h a t n ig h t, I take  a w alk  a ro u n d  to w n . C h ris tm as  ligh ts 

h a n g  above ev e ry  doorw ay, an d  th e  g ro u n d  is covered  w ith  

snow. T h e  air is co ld  an d  feels as i f  it is p rick in g  th e  sk in  on  

m y cheeks. I im ag ine  pins and  needles, an d  th in , ru s tin g  m etal 

w ires, p o k in g  m y skin . I te ll m y se lf  th a t p e rh ap s  th is  is m y 

p u n ish m e n t, fo r these  n e w  th o u g h ts , th e se  in a p p ro p ria te



Grace 139

desires. All th e  sam e, I tu g  at m y  sca rf an d  m y hat, ad justing  

th e m  so th a t they  b o th  co m e to g e th e r  to  cover th e  exposed  

p o rtio n s  o f  m y face.

T h e re  is a stro n g  h aze ln u t arom a in  th e  air, w h ic h  I follow  

instinctively. It leads m e to  a coffee shop. B rew ed  A w akenings. 

E ven  w ith  th e  co ld , the  scen t is so strong  an d  odd ly  appeasing, 

like a balm , th a t fo r a m o m e n t I c o n s id e r  s to p p in g  to  buy  

m yself a cu p  o f  coffee, even i f  coffee is n o t m y th in g , has never 

been . B u t I d o n ’t. Instead, I take a seat a t o n e  o f  th e  benches a 

sh o rt d istance from  th e  tall glass w indow . A nd  I b rea th e  in  the  

arom a. A n d  I w atch  th e  p eo p le  inside.

T h e re  is a co u p le  s itting  by th e  w indow . T h e y  are w earing  

hats, an d  th e y  have m uffled  them selves u p  w ith  oversized 

scarves th a t ap p ear m o re  like cloaks. T h e n  h e  rem oves his hat 

an d  rem oves his cloak, an d  she does th e  sam e. H e  smiles a t her, 

reaches o u t an d  stirs th e  co n ten ts  o f  h e r  cu p  w h ile  she is still 

strugg ling  to  take o ff  h e r gloves. T h e ir  hands com e together, his 

d a rk  o n  h e r  fair sk in , an d  I th in k  o f  G race , an d  I im ag in e  

N w afo r p u ttin g  his h an d  o n  her. A nd  th e n  th e  w o m an  takes 

h e r  cup , takes a sip o u t o f  it, an d  she laughs a t so m e th in g  h e  

says. She looks happy, an d  I find  m yself h o p in g  th a t N w afo r 

w ill m ake G race happy  like tha t. So lo n g  as she is happy, I say 

to  m yself. A n d  I find  m yself try in g  hard  to  rem e m b er i f  I’ve 

ever heard  o f  o r  read a b o u t o r  w atch ed  any stories in  w h ich  an 

arranged  m arriage ends up  b e in g  successful. O f  course  the  only  

exam ples th a t co m e to  m y m in d  are from  th e  Bible. I th in k  o f  

Isaac, h o w  A braham  asks his servant to  go  find  a w ife fo r h im . 

A nd  th a t w o m an  ends up  b e in g  R e b e k a h . A nd th e  servant asks 

h e r  fa the r fo r p erm issio n  to  take R e b e k a h  back  h o m e  to  Isaac. 

A nd  h e r  paren ts give th e  perm ission . She does n o t k n o w  w h at 

Isaac looks like, n e ith e r  does Isaac k n o w  w h a t she looks like. 

A n d  y e t th e  m arriage  ensues an d  fo r all in ten ts  and  purposes
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appears to  b e  a success. O f  cou rse , th e  b ig  d iffe rence is th a t 

R e b e k a h  agrees to  m a rry  Isaac.

‘W ill y o u  go  w ith  th is m an?’ they  ask her.

‘I w ill go,’ she says.

Ju st a few  days before C hristm as, m y  d au g h te r  calls m e  from  

M assachusetts, tells m e th a t because o f  a m ix -u p  in  plans, they  

w ill b e  spend ing  this C hristm as w ith  h e r  in-law s, tha t they  w ill 

n o  lo n g e r  b e  co m in g  d o w n  to  b e  w ith  m e. I t’s b e e n  this way 

since m y  g randson  was b o rn , th ree  C hristm ases now , and  each 

tim e  she com es u p  w ith  a sim ilar excuse. S he tells m e  it  has to  

b e  d o n e  because h e r  hu sb an d ’s fam ily w ill be very  upse t i f  they  

d o n ’t m ake it.

‘W h a t ab o u t m e?’ I ask.

She says, ‘M o m , i t ’s ju s t  y o u . H e ’s g o t th e  w h o le  family, 

b ro thers, sisters, aun ts, uncles, cousins. T h e y ’ll all b e  ang ry  w ith  

m e. P lease u nderstand ,’ she says.‘I’ll m ake it u p  to  yo u . In  the  

m e an tim e , b e tte r  fo r o n e  p e rso n  to  b e  m a d  at m e  th a n  th e  

w h o le  gang.’

I tell h e r  fine, tha t I anyw ay have research to  do  an d  lectures 

to  prepare. A nd  th e  tru th  is th a t I ’d  m u c h  ra th e r n o t b e  dealing  

w ith  the  chaos o f  fam ily C hristm ases, all th o se  p eo p le  g a th 

ered  in  o n e  small space, and  n o t in  an  o rderly  fash ion , as in  a 

lec tu re  hall. Still, it’d be n ice  to  bake pies an d  p repare  th e  m eal 

toge ther, to  c h it-c h a t and  ca tch  up  as w e do. I t’d  also b e  n ice 

n o t to  have to  ea t alone, because these days, m aybe as a result 

o f  th e  C hristm as season, o r  th e  co ld  w eather, I’m  feeling  lo n e 

lie r th a n  ever, an d  e a tin g  has b e g u n  to  feel like a ch o re , a 

so litary  task w ith o u t any  e n jo y m en t in  it. E ven  so, I tell m y 

d au g h te r ,‘Fine.’ S he thanks m e  hastily an d  hangs up  the  p h o n e .

I im m erse  m yself in  w o rk  th e  en tire  break, b u t b e tw e en  the  

research and  th e  p reparation  fo r lectures and  conferences, I find
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m yself th in k in g  o f  G race. I th in k  o f  th e  feel o f  h e r  braids o n  m y 

skin and  o f  h e r  sm ile. I rem e m b er h e r  collared  dress and  h e r  

m usty  p e rfu m ed  scen t. A n d  every  n o w  an d  th e n  th e re  is a 

feeling  o f  dread  w h e n  I th in k  o f  th e  possibility  th a t she w ill be 

a m a rrie d  w o m an  th e  n e x t tim e  I see her.

T h e  N e w  Year arrives, and  th e n  a w eek  later, classes resum e. 

T h e  first w eek , I d o n ’t see G race. T h e  second  w eek , I’m  sure 

she w ill show  up, b u t she d o esn ’t. I b eg in  to  m o p e  abou t. E very 

passing day becom es a g rea t d isap p o in tm en t, th o u g h  th e re  are 

those  b r ie f  m o m e n ts  o f  h o p e , m o m e n ts  w h ere  I find  m yself 

rec o g n iz in g  G ra c e ’s fea tu res in  a n o th e r  y o u n g  w o m a n . B u t 

th e n  th e  y o u n g  w o m an  tu rns  a ro u n d  an d  I see th a t it’s n o t her. 

A n d  I’m  left feeling  even em p tie r  th an  before.

T h e  th ird  w eek , s itting  in  m y office, flipp ing  th ro u g h  the  

pages o f  th e  N e w  T estam en t, I h e a r  th e  k n o c k . S he en ters  

w ith o u t m y inv itin g  h e r  in . I’m  e x p e c tin g  th a t she w ill head 

straigh t to  o n e  o f  th e  tw o  em p ty  seats. Instead  she stops near 

m e. M y  fron t is facing  m y desk, and  m y back  is to  her, so she 

sim ply hugs m e from  b e h in d  befo re  tak in g  a seat. She ap o lo 

gizes fo r b e in g  g o n e  all this tim e, fo r re tu rn in g  so late in to  the  

sem ester. S he asks m e  i f  I had  a g o o d  C hristm as b reak , an d  all 

I can  do  is nod .

S he stretches o u t h e r  h an d  to  stroke m y a rm .‘I ’m  sorry,’she 

says. M aybe th e  lo o k  o n  m y face so m eh o w  tells h e r  h o w  m iser

able I’ve been .

I lo o k  d o w n  at m y  arm , a t h e r  h an d  o n  it. She retracts it, 

shyly, as i f  she’s sudden ly  aware o f  an ind iscre tion . I w an t to  tell 

h e r  th a t I ’ve b ee n  th in k in g  o f  h er, b u t in stead  I find  m yse lf 

saying, ‘A re you  m a rr ie d  n o w ?’

She looks curiously  at m e, and  fo r a m o m e n t I feel as i f  I am  

trespassing, as i f  the  question  is n o t m in e  to  ask. B u t h e r  curious
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glance qu ick ly  fades away, and  she shakes h e r  head  and  tells m e 

‘N o ,’ b u t tha t so o n  she w ill be. T h is  tim e it is I w h o  reaches o u t 

an d  strokes h e r  arm .

‘I t’s okay,’ she says.‘I t’s n o t th e  e n d  o f  th e  w orld .’

‘Isn’t it?’ I ask, w an ting  h e r  to  tell m e tha t it is in  fact the  end  

o f  the  w orld , w an tin g  h e r  to  b eg in  cry ing  so th a t I can ho ld  h e r 

again.

S he shakes h e r  head . S he says, ‘N o .’ T h e n  she clears h e r  

th ro a t .‘I ’d like you  to  com e,’ she says.

‘To y o u r w ed d in g ?’ I ask.

S he nods.

I shake m y head  an d  tell h e r  I ca n ’t. T h a t  I’ll p robab ly  b e  at 

a lec tu re  som ew here . B u t th a t even i f  I w e re n ’t, th e re ’d b e  no  

reason fo r m e to  a tten d  h e r  w ed d in g , g iven  th a t I’m  ju s t  h e r  

professor.

‘R eally?’ she asks.

‘R eally ,’ I say, fo rc ing  m yse lf to  stick  to  the  excuse.

W e b o th  stare at each  o th e r  fo r som e tim e. N e ith e r  o f  us 

speaks. T h e n  she says,‘I was in  N ig eria  over th e  break.’

‘R eally?’ I ask.

S he nods.

S he tells m e h o w  it  was so rt o f  in  p rep a ra tio n  fo r h e r  o w n  

w edding , because h e r  cousin  O g e c h u k w u  was g e ttin g  m arried , 

an d  h e r  m am a w an ted  h e r  to  a tten d  th e  w ed d in g  cerem on ies 

-  th e  trad itiona l and  th e  w h ite  -  to  rem in d  h e r  f irs t-h an d  h o w  

a u th e n tic  N ig e r ia n  w edd ings w ere  d o n e , so th a t she w o u ld  

k n o w  w h a t was ex p ec ted  o f  h e r  in  h e r  o w n  w edd ing .

S he stops there , and  w h e n  she d o e sn ’t  c o n tin u e , all I can 

th in k  to  ask is w h e th e r  o r  n o t h e r  b ro th e r  o r  h e r  m o th e r  w e n t 

w ith  her.

S he nods. ‘M am a w e n t w ith  m e,’ she says. ‘N o t  A rinze,’ she 

says. B ecause, she tells m e, acco rd in g  to  h e r  M am a, A rin ze
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already k n ew  th e  cu ltu re , already k n ew  w h a t it m ean t to  be 

N ig erian . It was she w h o  caused h e r  m am a som e co n cern .

She tells m e h e r  m am a is r ig h t. T h a t som etim es she barely 

feels N ig e ria n , w h ich  she know s has nev e r b een  the  case w ith  

A rinze. G ro w in g  up, A rinze  was always speaking Igbo  w ith  h er 

m am a w h ile  she cou ld  on ly  understand  and respond  in  English. 

A rin ze  w o u ld  always sw allow  his balls o f  g arri afte r d ip p in g  

th e m  in to  th e  soup. She, o n  th e  o th e r  han d , ch e w ed  hers. 

A rin ze  k n e w  th e  Igbo  nam es o f  all th e  fo o d  item s they  sold in  

the  store, from  the  crayfish to  th e  oils to  th e  seeds. H e  cou ld  

d ifferentiate th e  egusi from  th e  o gbono . S he co u ld  n o t. A nd , o f  

course , th e re  was th e  tim e  th a t A rin ze  to ld  M am a th a t he 

w o u ld  fin d  h im se lf  a g o o d  Igbo  girl and  m a rry  her. H e  was 

m u c h  y o u n g e r  th e n , she says, an d  she laughs a dry, sarcastic 

laugh. She tells m e th a t perhaps h e  has ch an g ed  his m in d  by 

now. B u t even as far back  as th e n , she says, she had  n o  desire to  

m a rry  a m an, m u ch  less a N ig eria n  m an  she’d never actually 

m et.

‘D id  y o u  finally ge t to  m e e t h im , th e n ?’ I ask.

She nods b u t d o e sn ’t  say any m o re  ab o u t it. Instead she tells 

m e  th a t she and  h e r  m am a o n ly  stayed a w eek . T h e y  he lp ed  to  

p repare the  food  fo r th e  w edd ing , po ts o f  egusi soup, ok ra  soup, 

jo llo ff  rice, fried  fish and  o f  course, the  ishi ew u  delicacy -  fried 

g o at h ead  in  p ep p e r soup.

T h e y  h e lp ed  to  fit O g e c h u k w u ’s ou tfits, too , p in n in g  the  

sides o f  th e  w rappers and  th e  w h ite  w ed d in g  g o w n , p ick in g  

o u t th e  beads o f  h e r  necklaces and  th e  beads o f  h e r  jig id a  -  

h e r  waist beads -  w h ich  w ere  n u m ero u s, a b o u t fifteen sets all 

to g e th e r , all o f  d iffe ren t co lo u rs . T h e y  m easu red  th e  jig id a , 

f itted  th e m , because she w o u ld  w ear th e m  as she danced , and  

they  w o u ld  jin g le , and  o n to  th e m  m o n e y  w o u ld  be stuck . B u t 

i f  th e y  w ere  n o t c o rre c tly  fitted , th e  jig id a  w o u ld  sta rt to
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descend  d o w n  O g e c h u k w u ’s bu tto ck s, d o w n  h e r  th ighs, w ith  

all th e  d an c in g  th a t she w o u ld  d o  th a t day, an d  all th e  m o n e y  

w o u ld  d rop  w ith  th em .

‘S ounds very  festive,’ I say, w h e n  she finishes. ‘Very rich  in 

trad ition .’

S he nods. ‘You sh o u ld  co m e to  m ine,’ she says.

‘W ill it m ake you  happy?’ I ask.

‘H app iness is like w ater,’ she says. ‘W e ’re always try in g  to  

grab  o n to  it, b u t i t ’s always slipp ing  b e tw e en  o u r  fingers.’ She 

looks do w n  at h e r  hands. ‘A n d  m y fingers are th in ,’ she says. 

‘W ith  lots o f  gaps in  b e tw een .’

I ’m  n o t sure h o w  to  respond, b u t I say th e  first th in g  tha t 

com es to  m ind : ‘I w o u ld n ’t k n o w  h o w  to  behave, all th e  rites 

an d  rituals. I w o u ld n ’t k n o w  w h a t to  wear.’

‘D ress as you  d o  to  teach ,’ she says. ‘O n ly  re m e m b e r  th a t 

after y o u ’ve d ip p ed  y o u r  g arri in  y o u r  soup, y ou  m ust swallow, 

n o t c h e w ’ S he laughs. ‘T h a t w ill defin ite ly  give you  away,’ she 

says.

‘As i f  th a t’s th e  on ly  th in g  th a t w ill,’ I say.

W e b o th  laugh.

F eb ru ary  com es and  F eb ru ary  goes, and  M arch  and  A pril, all 

passing by  w ith  th e  sn o w  an d  th e  b itte r  co ld . T h e  w ea th e r  

repo rts  call fo r sun th ro u g h o u t th e  w eek  o f  h e r  w edd ing . T h a t 

w eek  w e m e e t again d u r in g  m y office h ou rs, b u t she asks tha t 

w e m e e t ou tside  o f  th e  office, a t th e  park  b y  th e  river, u n d e r  

th e  ligh t and  dark  shadow s o f  th e  trees. A nd  I agree.

It is m id -a fte rn o o n  w h e n  I m ake it to  the  park . T h e  sun  is 

reflec ting  itse lf o n  the  river, causing  th e  w a te r  to  sh im m er, like 

silver an d  gold  threads o n  a b ed  o f  g rey  silk. I take in  th e  trees 

th a t line  th e  trail, each  o n e  several yards away from  th e  o n e  

befo re . I take a seat o n  a b e n c h  n ea r  o n e  o f  these  trees. I
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ex a m in e  it. Its o b lo n g  leaves dang le  from  frail b ranches and 

f lu tte r in  th e  air. I reach  o u t and  to u c h  the  bark  o f  its tru n k , 

w h ic h  appears jig saw -lik e , ak in  to  c ra te rs  o n  th e  su rface  o f  

th e  earth . I am  still ru n n in g  m y fingers across the  surface o f  the  

tru n k , ab o u t to  p ick  a t a p iece  o f  th e  bark  w h e n  I ca tch  sight 

o f  G race. M y  h e a r t skips a beat.

S he w alks tow ards m e  h o ld in g  a sm all red  box , ab o u t the  

size o f  h e r  small K in g ja m es . B u t it is n o t th e  sam e shade o f  red 

as h e r  K in g ja m e s , an d  aro u n d  th e  b o x  strands o f  go ld  ribbons 

have b ee n  tied  in to  a bow. O th e rs  dangle freely in  spirals. She 

approaches, w ith  slow  steps and  lo n g  strides. She is w ea rin g  

a m ossy g reen  dress tha t com es do w n  to  h e r  ankles. I n o tice  the 

way h e r  shou lders seem  to  sag. It causes m e  to  le t sag m y  ow n. 

H e r  loose braids dangle freely a ro u n d  h e r  shoulders, an d  I take 

th e m  in , th in k in g  h o w  p re tty  and  dark  an d  y ou th fu l they  are. 

A n d  su d d en ly  I ’m  aw are o f  m y age, an d  o f  m y s lu m p in g  

postu re , o f  m y  grey hair, an d  o f  th e  w rin k les  a ro u n d  m y eyes 

an d  m o u th . I th in k  h o w  c o u n te rin tu itiv e  m y s lum ping  is, h o w  

m u c h  m o re  th e  sagging  shou lders m ust b e  ag ing  m e. I sit up, 

square m y  shou lders , tu c k  the  loose strands o f  m y  h a ir b e h in d  

m y  ears, an d  w ait fo r h e r  to  c o m e  to  m e. All th e  w h ile , I ’m  

w o n d e r in g  w h a t’s in  th e  box.

S he takes a seat by m e  o n  th e  b en ch , o n  a d iagonal, so th a t 

she is facing m e. H e r  hands, w ith  th e  box, are resting  o n  h e r  lap. 

She taps th e  box  softly th e n  runs h e r  finger a long  th e  side o f  

it, a lo n g  th e  surface o f  th e  r ib b o n s. I w a tch  h e r  fingers m ove, 

slowly, delicately. It is a lm ost hypno tic .

I th in k  o f  N w a fo r  caressing  th o se  fingers, an d  th e re  is 

resen tm en t in  m e. I start to  im agine h er w edd ing , b u t it is in te r

ru p te d  w ith  th o u g h ts  o f  m y d ivorce , o f  s ittin g  a lo n e  by the  

firep lace a t h o m e , lis ten in g  o v er an d  over to  th e  so u n d  o f  

silence, th e  crack ling  o f  w o o d , th e  heavy  ru stlin g  o f  th e  leaves
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ou tside  m y  w indow s. A n d , really, I th in k , it was all m y fault, i f  

it cam e do w n  to  b lam e. It was m y  fau lt fo r n o t b e in g  able to  

dev o te  m yself to  h im , to  love h im  com pletely , th e  w ay a w ife 

sh o u ld  love h e r  husband . B u t th e re ’d  b ee n  so m e th in g  m issing 

fo r m e in  th e  m arriage, and  I’d  b ee n  lo n e ly  all th e  w hile . I ’d 

have b e e n  lo n e lie r  i f  I’d stayed. B ecause, as i f  in  reb e llio n , 

ce rta in  e m o tio n s  b e c o m e  am plified  a t th e  ex ac t m o m e n ts  

w h e n  you  are ex p e c ted  n o t to  feel th e m  at all.

I im ag in e  G race afte r h e r  d ivorce, m aybe seated  by som e 

fireplace, su rro u n d e d  by  silence, by loneliness, an d  th e  im age, 

the  lonesom eness o f  it, m akes m e feel like cry ing .

T h e  river is ju s t ahead , an d  I tu rn  m y eyes to  lo o k  a t it. I 

im ag ine  th ro w in g  pebbles in to  it, im ag in e  th e  sm all splashes 

th a t th e  pebbles cause as they  c u t th ro u g h  th e  surface o f  the  

w ater.

‘W h a t’s o n  y o u r m in d ? ’ G race asks m e.

‘N o th in g ,’ I say.

I can feel h e r  gaze o n  m e, and  I im ag ine  she is tak in g  in  m y 

w rin k les  an d  all th e  age spots o n  m y fo rehead , all those  age 

spots d ispersed aro u n d  th e  p e r im e te r  o f  m y  hairline.

‘I’m  old,’ I tell her, fo rc ing  m yse lf to  ch u ck le  at th e  state

m en t. ‘See th e  age spots?’

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘L ike petals a lo n g  th e  fence  o f  a garden . 

Y outhful, really,’ she says. ‘Like sp ring .’

I laugh . ‘T h a t’s a g o o d  one ,’ I say, an d  I tu rn  to  lo o k  at 

her. S he is lo o k in g  very  serious ab o u t h e r  co m m e n t, lo o k in g  

like she is sc ru tin iz in g  m y fo rehead  and  g e ttin g  lost in  m y age 

spots.

I try  to  change th e  sub ject. ‘T h e  riv er m akes m e th in k  o f  

fishing,’ I say.‘It w o u ld  b e  n ice  to  g o  fish ing  o n e  day,’ I tell her.

‘I d o n ’t k n o w  how,’ she tells m e.

‘I cou ld  teach you,’ I say, even th o u g h  it’s b een  decades since



Grace 147

I w e n t fish ing  m yself, w h e n  I was still back  in  co llege, still 

da tin g  m y ex -husband , ru n n in g  th ro u g h  w o o d ed  cam pgrounds 

w ith  h im , h ik in g  th ro u g h  secluded , serene forests, th e  leaves o f  

th e  trees fo rm in g  aw nings above us. H e  ta u g h t m e to  fish, I 

rem e m b er th en . I b eg in  to  w o n d e r  h o w  m u c h  o f  it I can  still 

do , an d  I w o n d e r  i f  I w o u ld  really b e  able to  teach  h e r .‘I t’s n o t 

so hard  casting  lines,’ I say, n o t w an tin g  to  give in  to  d o u b t. As 

I say it, I im ag ine  us fa rth e r d o w n  th e  river, in  a canoe  m aybe, 

w ith  paddle boats an d  catam arans sharing  th e  w ate r w ith  u s .‘I 

b e t w e co u ld  h o o k  all sorts. W alleye, crappies, bullheads, catfish, 

bass, even bluegills.’

S he tu rn s  h e r  gaze to  face th e  river. S he tells m e  th a t she 

hardly  recognizes those  fish nam es. C atfish , she know s. B lu e

gills, too . T h e  rest are n ew  to  her, she says.‘Still, i t ’d be n ice  to  

go  fish ing  w ith  you,’ she says.

I t’s a n ice  th o u g h t, she an d  I fish ing  to g e th er, m e teach ing  

her. I feel th e  rays o f  th e  sun  o n  m y  shou lders , and  I h ea r th e  

d istan t q u ack in g  o f  th e  w aterfow ls. I lo o k  a t her, and  I th in k  

h o w  n ice  it is ju s t  to  sit h ere  w ith  her.

She clears h e r  th ro a t. A n d  n o th in g  prepares m e  fo r w h a t 

she says n e x t .‘H ave you  ever b ee n  in  love?’ she asks.

‘In  love?’ I ask.

‘R ea lly  in  love,’ she says, ‘th e  k in d  w h ere  every  p art o f  you  

feels like you  co u ld  spend  forever w ith  th e  person . A nd  you 

w ish  th a t fo rever c o u ld  b e  m o re  th a n  a life tim e. T h e  k in d  

w h e re  you  d o n ’t see all th e  th ings th a t are w ro n g  w ith  the  

person , all th e  negatives th a t sh o u ld  have p rev en ted  you  from  

falling fo r th e  perso n  in  th e  first place.’

‘W ith  love, you  see th e  flaws,’ I tell her.

‘T h e n  th a t’s w h a t I m ean ,’ she says. ‘O n ly  I w o u ld n ’t call 

th e m  flaws.’

I n o d .‘I suppose I was in  love w ith  m y  ex -h u sb an d ,’ I say.
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‘A nd  since th e n ?’ she asks.‘H o w  m any  years now , and  you 

haven ’t fallen fo r anyone  else?’

‘P eop le co m e an d  go,’ I say, fad ing  away, gazing  o f f  so m e

w h ere  in to  th e  h o rizo n . ‘A nd  i t ’s hard  to  find  so m e o n e  w ith  

w h o m  you  feel tru ly  com patib le .’

‘I’ve fallen in  love,’ she tells m e.

It shocks m e, this confession  o f  hers, and  it scares m e, too , 

and  so I fo rce m yse lf n o t to  lo o k  at her. ‘Y ou’ve fallen in  love?’ 

I say, like an  echo , an d  still I d o n ’t lo o k  at her.

‘Yes,’ she says.

‘I t’s n o t easy iden tify ing  love,’ I say.

‘I t ’s easy e n o u g h  fo r m e,’ she says. ‘Love is see in g  so m e 

o n e  th e  w ay G o d  w o u ld  see th a t person ,’ she tells m e. ‘S eeing  

in  th a t perso n  so m e th in g  p u re  an d  d iv ine ly  beau tifu l, seeing  in  

th a t person  th e  tru e  im age o f  G od .’

‘Y ou c o u ld n ’t possibly k n o w  w h a t it’s like to  see so m eo n e  

from  th e  eyes o f  G od .’ As I say it, I lo o k  up  a t her, an d  I exam 

in e  her, as i f  e x a m in in g  w ill give m e som e clue as to  w h a t she 

is try in g  to  tell m e. A nd  it o ccu rs  to  m e  th a t perhaps she is 

righ t. B ecause w h e n  I lo o k  at her, I see so m e th in g  all-beau tifu l 

in  her, so m e th in g  a ll-perfect, i f  th e re  ever was such  a th ing .

S he leaves w h ere  she is s it tin g  o n  th e  b e n c h , m oves to  

cro u ch  d o w n  in fro n t o f  m e, facing  m e. She is still h o ld in g  h e r  

little  box. She stoops o n  o n e  k n ee  an d  looks m e in  th e  eye and  

tells m e h o w  i t ’s all w ro n g . She tells m e th a t, b ey o n d  th e  fact 

th a t th e  B ible c o n d e m n s th a t so rt o f  love, she is alm ost certain  

tha t sh e ’ll n o t be g o o d  en o u g h , th a t she c o u ld n ’t possibly have 

ex p e rien c ed  e n o u g h  o f  th e  w orld  to  m ake it w o rk , to  rise  to  

th e  level o f  th e  perso n  sh e ’s fallen for. B u t th a t sh e ’s in  love, 

and  she’s b een  try in g  to  fig h t it, b u t she ca n ’t fig h t it any  m ore.

‘Y ou’re g e ttin g  m arried ,’ I rem in d  her. A nd  I im ag ine  the  

w edd ing , h e r  m am a tin k e r in g  w ith  the  w ed d in g  attire, fussing



Grace 149

w ith  th e  w rappers, p lacing  th e  jig id a  beads ju s t so. I im ag ine 

th a t I h ea r  h e r  m am a’s vo ice  in  th e  w ed d in g  hall, sharp  and  

im p erio u s, o rd e rin g  A rinze  aro u n d , te lling  h im  h o w  to  place 

th e  chairs, th a t so rt o f  th ing . I im ag ine  N w a fo r s face, ro ugh  

w ith  stubb le a ro u n d  th e  c h in  an d  cheeks. A  m an.

I im ag ine  G race ru n n in g  h e r  fingers across his face, across 

his stubble, an d  I try  to  im ag ine  h e r  en jo y in g  th e  sensation . I 

see his a rm s c o m in g  a ro u n d  h e r  w aist, I see h e r  fo rc in g  h e r  

eyes sh u t, a n d  w h e n  th e  a n n o u n c e m e n t to  kiss th e  b r id e  is 

m ade, I im ag ine  a stiff em brace , an  aw kw ard  an d  lifeless peck .

I rep lace N w afo r w ith  m yself. I im ag ine  m yse lf kissing her, 

and  I im ag ine  h e r  lean ing  in to  m e, ru n n in g  h e r  fingers across 

the  w rink les o n  m y  face, th ro u g h  m y grey ing  locks o f  hair. A nd 

I feel m yself ach ing . A nd I feel so m e th in g  like tears m o is ten in g  

m y skin.

‘Y ou’re g e ttin g  m arried ,’ I say again, in  a w hisper.

‘I know ,’ she says.

W e d o n ’t  say an y th in g  for a w hile , th e n  she speaks, and  the  

w ords gush o u t as i f  she’s in  a h u r ry  to  spill th e m .‘Y ou’re m u ch  

o lder, an d  I’m  m u c h  younger,’ she says. H e r  vo ice is low, and 

th e re  is a b it o f  a qu iver in  it. ‘O n e  day, y o u ’ll b eg in  to  stoop, 

you  m ig h t have to  rely o n  a cane, and  y o u ’ll lose y o u r  sight, 

y o u r  hearing , an d  m aybe y o u ’ll even b eg in  to  lose y o u r m ind . 

A nd I w ill love you  still. I’ll love you  th e  w h o le  w ay th ro u g h ,’ 

she says.‘I k n o w  tha t I w ill.’

I tu rn  to  lo o k  at her, because I believe her. A nd  sudden ly  

I’m  ex te n d in g  m y h an d  to  slap h e r  across h e r  face, because I 

u n d e rs ta n d  w h a t she’s te lling  m e, and  I und erstan d  th a t she’s 

g iv ing  m e perm ission  to  feel a w ay tha t I’m  n o t sure I w an t the 

perm ission  to  feel. B u t h e r  h an d  catches m ine, as i f  she has read 

m y m in d . A nd  she b u rie s  h e rse lf  in to  m e, w raps h e r  arm s 

aro u n d  m e.
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‘B u t th en ,’ she w h isp e rs ,‘w h o ’s to  say th a t I w o n ’t d ie first? 

W h o ’s to  say th a t you  w o n ’t b e  th e  o n e  b u ry in g  m e?’

‘H ush ,’ I tell her, quietly , shak ing  m y head , and  I b eg in  to  

sob.

As I kiss her, I d o n ’t th in k  o f  th e  p ractical th ings, like w h a t 

this w ill m ean  for m y jo b , th e  scandal it m ig h t cause, th e  sham e 

it m ig h t b rin g . I d o n ’t th in k  o f  h o w  I w ill exp lain  all this to  m y 

daugh ter, to  h e r  husband , h o w  they  w ill exp la in  it to  th e ir  son. 

I d o n ’t th in k  o f  all th e  scandalous affairs tha t I’ve w itnessed  in  

m y  tw en ty  years at th e  university. I d o n ’t th in k  o f  m y  reac tion  

to  th e m , n o t th a t I’ve ever b e e n  o n e  to  c o n d e m n , b u t I d o n ’t 

th in k  o f  m y  fo rm e r  d isb e lie f at p e o p le  — co lleagues w h o , at 

such  d istingu ished  positions a t the  university, a llow ed flee ting  

rom ances b e tw e en  them selves and  th e ir  s tuden ts to  in te rfere  

w ith  th e ir  careers. I d o n ’t th in k  o f  any o f  this as w e  kiss.

A nd  I d o n ’t th in k  o f  th e  B ible, o f  its verses a b o u t u n n atu ra l 

affections an d  abom in atio n s. B ecause it d o e sn ’t feel sinful to  

m e. Because, un like  w ith  P haraoh  an d  his m agicians, n o n e  o f  

this is m e an t to  be a challenge to  G od .

Instead  I re len t in  h e r  arm s an d  th in k  o f  h o w  g o o d  it feels 

-  h o w  n ice  h e r  skin feels o n  m ine . A nd  I c o n tin u e  to  taste h e r  

lips, p lu m p  and  sw eet. A nd  I b rea th e  in  h e r  scen t, flow ery  and  

light, so m e th in g  like lavender.

S he pulls ju s t a b it away th e n , fusses w ith  th e  go ld  rib b o n s 

o n  th e  red  box , tugs th e  rib b o n s  un til they  co m e  u n d o n e . She 

reaches inside th e  box  an d  takes o u t a small ro u n d  o b jec t in  

go ld  w rapp ing . She holds o u t th e  o b jec t in  th e  space above m y 

thighs. ‘F o r you,’ she says to  m e. ‘A  w ed d in g  favour,’ she says.

I reach o u t to  accep t. She places th e  o b jec t in to  m y cu p p ed  

han d , and  th e n  she covers m y  h an d  w ith  h e r  ow n. O u r  hands 

lin g e r in  m id -a ir  th a t way, m in e  in  hers. T h e n  I pu ll away, 

b ecause  th e  w h o le  th in g  feels n o t q u ite  like a c e le b ra tio n ,
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so m e th in g  like u n a d o rn e d  accep tan ce , ju s t  a b it sh o r t o f  

joyfu l.

A n d  I th in k  th a t perhaps all this w ill do. T h e  w aterfow ls are 

still quack ing , an d  th e  sun  is h ig h  in  th e  sky. T h e  riv er is still 

g lo w in g  in  shades o f  silver an d  gold . G race is s itting  n ex t to  

m e, an d  I can ’t help  th in k in g  th a t perhaps th e  verge o f  jo y  is its 

o w n  fo rm  o f  happiness.





Designs

T h e  p ee ling  lin o leu m  o n  th e  co u n te r to p , n ea r th e  sink, is the  

o n ly  sign th a t C eleste  was here , th a t she is gone. It is speckled  

grey  an d  tu rn e d  u p  a t o n e  c o rn e r  like th e  flap o f  an  o ld  enve

lope. C e le s te ’s b lo o d , th a t tin y  d rip  o f  it, n o w  d ry  and  jag g ed  

aro u n d  th e  edges, is th e  envelope s seal; b u t it is a seal th a t does 

n o th in g  to  tack  th e  enve lope closed.

Ife inw a stands a t th e  sink, rin s in g  leaves. She rinses th e m  

o n e  by  one , an d  th e n  th e  tom atoes, and  th e n  th e  carro ts. All o f  

th em , she rinses carefully, as she w o u ld  in  P o rt H arco u rt; and  

o f  course , there , w h ere  vegetables are sold fresh from  th e  farm  

w ith  specks o f  d ir t  an d  sand o n  th e m  -  th e re , such  ferv en t 

r in s in g  w o u ld  b e  necessary.

B u t she is here . Still, she rinses th e m  th a t o ld  way, as i f  they  

have n o t already b ee n  w ashed  an d  d ried  and  packaged  fo r h er 

to  use: it is always som e tim e  befo re  the  salad is m ade.

I stand  by  th e  d o o r  th a t separates th e  k itc h e n  from  the  

d in in g  ro o m , an d  I w atch . S he is h u m m in g , and  th e  so u n d  is 

like an o ld  lady’s song , a fo lk  song , th e  k in d  m y  m am a used  to  

sing  back  h o m e , h e r  legs b raced  against th e  sides o f  th e  m orta r, 

h e r  arm s rising  and  falling w ith  each  strike o f  th e  pestle o n  the  

yam .

I im ag ine  Ifeinw a back in  N ig eria , h e r  w rap p er tied  a round  

h e r  chest o r  in  a k n o t above h e r  shou lder. S he is in  h e r  fam ily’s 

co m p o u n d , and  she is ca rry ing  a large bow l o n  h er lap -  rinsing  

pa lm  kerne ls  fo r oil. S o o n , she sw itches from  th e  kerne ls to  

r in s in g  beans. A n d  afte r th e  beans, she p o u rs  a sm all b ag  o f
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r ic e  o n to  a tray. S he stays w ith  th e  r ic e  fo r so m e tim e , first 

shuffling  the  grains w ith  h e r  fingers, p ic k in g  o u t tiny  stones as 

she goes. T h e n  she flips th e  rice  in  th e  tray. W ith  every  flip she 

fills h e r  m o u th  w ith  a ir and  blow s th e  air over th e  rice. T h e  

ch a ff  rises from  th e  tray like dust in  th e  air. She flips and  flips, 

an d  she blow s a ir over th e  rice  un til ch aff n o  lo n g e r rises from  

it.

I shake th e  im ages away. H ere , w h ere  fru it an d  vegetables 

and  grains are sold as rea d y -to -ea t, w h e re  they  glisten u n d e r 

th e  g ro c e ry -s to re  lights, all th a t c lean in g  an d  r in s in g  is n o t 

necessary. I w alk  over to  Ife inw a at th e  s in k .‘Let m e  help,’ I say. 

I’m  ca rry in g  w ith  m e tw o  small tu b e rs  o f  yam , pu rchased  o n  

m y  w ay back  from  w o rk , a t th e  A frican  sto re d o w n  the  b lock  

from  B eaco n  S treet.

‘You d o  th e  yam ,’ I say, h an d in g  th e  tubers to  h e r .‘I ’ll finish 

th e  salad.’

She laughs.‘I’m  tak ing  to o  long?’ she asks. H e r  vo ice  is soft, 

an d  su d d en ly  I’m  aw are o f  h o w  sm o o th  h e r  w ords have 

becom e. A lready th e re  is th a t flu id ity  o f  A m erican  E nglish  in  

h e r  to n e , a lilt w h ic h  to o k  m e th e  b e tte r  p art o f  a decade to  

m aster. Already, she is m aste rin g  it.

She lifts h e r  hands from  th e  b o w l w h ere  th e  leaves soak. 

She shakes the  w a te r  o ff  h e r  hands an d  d ries th e m  o n  the  skirt 

o f  h e r  dress. It is a u tu m n , an d  th e  w in d o w  in fro n t o f  th e  sink 

is cracked  o p en . I feel a d rau g h t o f  th e  co ld  breeze o n  m y  face, 

and  it surprises m e  tha t Ifeinw a is even  w ea rin g  th a t dress.

‘Y ou’re n o t cold?’ I ask, eyeing  th e  little  red  dress. It was I 

w h o  chose it, w h o  b o u g h t it fo r her, eager fo r h e r  to  fit in . T h e  

first tim e  she w o re  it, she co m p la in ed  o f  th e  co ld . S he changed  

back in to  h e r  w rap p er an d  blouse, b o th  o f  th e m  w ith  the  trad i

tional ankara  design. I was p e tu lan t ab o u t th e  change, b u t she 

insisted. T h e y  w ere  b e tte r , she said, because she co u ld  layer the
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w ra p p e r all a ro u n d  h e r  body, an d  its w arm th  w o u ld  b e  on ly  a 

little sh o r t o f  a b lanket s.

I co n tin u e  to  eye th e  dress. ‘Y ou’re really n o t cold?’ I say. I 

w atch  as she shakes h e r  h ead  in  response. It is n o t to o  ferven t 

a shake, b u t h e r  braids are long , an d  th e  m o v e m en t o f  h e r  head  

causes th e m  to  w h ip  m ild ly  a ro u n d  h e r  face. I th in k  o f  C eleste, 

w h o  does n o t  w ea r braids, a n d  w h o se  h a ir  is n o th in g  like 

Ifeinw a s hair.

Ife inw a speaks, b u t w ith  m y m in d  o n  C eleste , th e  w ords 

th a t reach  m e  are indecipherab le , so I have to  ask ,‘W h a t? ’

‘M aybe I am , ju s t  a little,’ she says. She laughs softly .‘You 

know . A  little  co ld . M aybe I’m  ju s t  a little  cold.’

I n o d . ‘Yes, o f  cou rse ,’ I say, an d  th e n  I w a tc h  h e r  as she 

m oves away from  th e  sink.

S he places th e  yam s o n  th e  c o u n te r to p  an d  th e n  p icks up 

th e  knife. I th in k  o f  C e le s te  h o ld in g  th a t kn ife , o f  C e leste  

h e lp in g  m e to  p lan t th e  surprise. I u rge m yse lf to  stop  lo o k in g  

at Ifeinw a, b u t it is a struggle to  stop, and  so I w atch  from  the  

c o rn e r  o f  m y  eye.

Ife inw a p icks u p  th e  first tu b e r  o f  yam . She peels o ff  the  

b a rk  u n til all th a t rem ains is th e  flesh, w h ich  glow s a m ilky 

w h ite . S he cu ts th e  yam  in to  cubes, th e  w ay w e d o  befo re  

bo iling . T h e n  she reaches up, opens th e  cupboard , w h ic h  is n o t 

to o  far above h e r  head . S he grabs a p o t from  there , transfers 

th e  cubes in to  th e  po t. S he m oves o n  to  th e  rem ain in g  tu b e r 

o f  yam .

B y  th e n  I have progressed from  th e  leaves to  the  carro ts and 

n o w  to  th e  tom atoes. I slice the  to m ato es in to  th in  circles, and  

I w atch  as Ifeinw a beg ins to  peel th e  second  tu b e r  o f  yam .

T h e re  is a line  th a t ru n s  a lo n g  th e  c ircu m feren ce  o f  tha t 

yam . P erhaps she d o esn ’t th in k  m u c h  o f  it. I im ag in e  n o w  tha t 

i f  she w ere  to  have g iven  it o n ly  a b it o f  th o u g h t, she m ig h t
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have c o m m e n te d  o n  h o w  e c ce n tr ic  th e  yam  was, as i f  i t  had  

b ee n  c u t in  h a lf  and  th e n  stuck  back  to g e th e r  w ith  a k in d  o f  

invisible glue. Instead , she p roceeds to  c u t it a lo n g  th a t p re 

existing line. S uddenly  i t ’s as i f  h e r  kn ife hits a b lock. S he m akes 

a soft, m uffled  sound , a b it like a w h in e . I stop  w ith  th e  to m a 

toes, and  I ask h e r  i f  so m e th in g  is w ro n g . B u t I d o  n o t o ffer to  

help as I usually do, w h en , fo r exam ple, she has troub le  o p en in g  

a ja r .

She does it all o n  h e r  o w n , ca rv in g  slow ly aro u n d  th e  core 

o f  the  b lock . T h e re  is a lo o k  o f  d e te rm in a tio n  o n  h e r  face. She 

digs, fusses, g roans. W h e n  she arrives a t th e  bo x , she  stays a 

m o m e n t ju s t staring  at it. T h e n  she extracts it slowly, cautiously, 

know ingly . It is a ligh t shade o f  g reen , th e  box , delica te  like 

jade.

She exhales. T h e  so u n d  o f  h e r  exhale  is a little  like v in d i

cation .

She smiles brightly . T h e  r in g  inside is ju s t a band . C eleste  

saw th a t it was so. Still, Ifeinw a tells m e, h e r  eyes g lazed w ith  

tears, h o w  perfec t it is.

I go  closer to  her. I ge t d o w n  o n  o n e  k n ee  an d  I take h e r  

starchy hands in  m ine.

‘M  h u m  g in  a anya,’ she says, lo o k in g  d o w n  at m e. H e r  

voice is sudden ly  heavy w ith  th e  cadence o f  Igbo, b u t it is soft 

still. I see you in  th e  eyes, she says.

I lo o k  up  a t h e r  -  a t h e r  teary  eyes, h e r  sm ile, a t th e  braids 

th a t dangle lim ply  aro u n d  h e r  fac e .‘I love yo u , too ,’ I say. A nd  

it is true.

T h a t even ing , w e ea t th e  salad, an d  th e n  w e ea t th e  yam , 

d ip p in g  cubes o f  it  in to  palm  oil -  the  g o o d  o ld -fash io n ed  way, 

w h ich  is the  on ly  w ay th a t Ife inw a w ill have h e r  yam . T h is  -  

th e  yam  w ith  palm  oil -  has b ec o m e  h e r  favou rite  m eal. (She
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used  to  b u y  fufu  at th e  A frican  sto re  d o w n  th e  street. T h e n  

sh e ’d spend  h o u rs  p rep a rin g  okra  soup  to  ea t w ith  th e  fufu -  

this used  to  b e  h e r  favou rite  m eal. B u t th e  o d o u rs  o f  th e  soup 

and  the  fufu w o u ld  rise in  th e  air an d  w o u ld  linger, som etim es 

fo r days a t a tim e. E ven tually  I h ad  n o  ch o ice  b u t to  protest. 

T oo  ranc id , I exp la ined . N o t  a t all A m erican  scents.

W h e n  she co u ld  n o  lo n g e r b ear m y com plain ts, she gave in 

and  d id  away w ith  th e  fufu an d  okra soup. She se ttled  fo r th e  

yam  w ith  palm  oil.)

A fter w e have eaten , and  after Ifeinw a has w ashed the  dishes 

and  I have w ip ed  th e m  dry, she p u n ch es  th e  n u m b ers  in to  th e  

p h o n e , all fo u rte e n  o f  th em . T h e  p h o n e  hangs o n  th e  k itch en  

wall n ea r th e  fridge and  Ife inw a plays w ith  th e  dang ling  cord  

w h ile  she w aits fo r h e r  m o th e r  to  p ick  up: she tangles and  

un tang les  th e  co rd  a ro u n d  h e r  fingers. S he does th is every  

tim e.

‘M am a!’ I h ea r h e r  say from  w h ere  I am  sittin g  in  the  liv ing 

ro o m . F irst h e r  back  is to  th e  w all, an d  she is standing . I am  

n o t the re  w ith  her, b u t I k n o w  th a t this is so, because this is the  

way th a t all h e r  calls go.

N e x t, th e re  is th e  so u n d  o f  h e r  sliding, and  I k n o w  th a t she 

has slipped do w n  to  th e  floor, th a t she is squa tting  there , ta lking 

to  h e r  m am a o n  th e  p h o n e  th a t way. It is th e  o n ly  w ay  she has 

d o n e  it since she arrived .

‘K edu?’ she  says. I im a g in e  h e r  m o th e r  an sw erin g , ‘O d i 

m m a .’ All is w ell. I d o n ’t lis ten  to  w h a t fo llow s n ex t. B u t I 

im a g in e  th a t w h e n  she tells h e r  m am a th e  new s, h e r  m am a 

scream s an d  asks, ‘Ezi o k w u ? ’ Is it  tru e?  A n d  th e re  is m o re  

scream ing , happy  scream ing, an d  th e  w rin k les  o n  h e r  m am a’s 

face d eepen . A t least, I im ag ine  they  do.

N e x t com es th e  talk  o f  w h e n  th e  w ed d in g  w ill be, because, 

after all, it has n o w  b een  m ade  official, even m o re  official than
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m y b u y in g  th e  tick e t th a t b ro u g h t Ife inw a here. M o re  official 

th a n  o u r  liv ing  to g e th e r  in  A m eric a  fo r th is  e n tire  year. I 

im ag ine th a t h e r  m am a exclaim s again, from  th e  shock  o f  the  

a n n o u n c e m e n t, as i f  th e  proposal is a surprise. She exclaim s, as 

i f  she d id n ’t see it com ing , as i f  she hasn ’t  always ex p e c ted  it, 

even from  the  tim e  I w ore  m aro o n  kn ickers an d  Ife inw a w o re  

m aro o n  p inafores, from  th a t tim e  w h e n  w e w ere  m ere  ch il

d ren  in  o u r  p rim a ry  schoo l in  P o rt H arco u rt.

W e w ere small ch ild ren  th en , and  all o f  us played toge ther, 

the  boys an d  girls. B u t w e w ere  closer th a n  th e  rest, Ifeinw a 

and  I, and  once, h e r  m am a caugh t m e buck ling  h e r  shoes. It was 

th e  h arm attan , an d  th e re  was a breeze, an d  so m e o n e  said (her 

m am a o r  m in e ) ,‘T h o se  tw o  w ill g ro w  u p  to  m a rry  each  o th e r  

som e day’ T h e  s ta te m en t cam e o ff  sing-songy, lig h t and  happy, 

like a blessing. A nd  after tha t, it  was ju s t assum ed th a t th a t was 

th e  w ay th ings w o u ld  be.

In  th e  liv ing ro o m , I lean m y back  in to  th e  co u ch . I s tre tch  o u t 

m y legs in  fro n t o f  m e, o n  th e  coffee tab le ju s t  ahead. I o p en  

the  new spaper an d  w ait fo r Ifeinw a to  finish o n  th e  p h o n e . M y  

gaze shifts from  th e  new sp ap er to  th e  w indow . T h e  cu rta in s 

are d raw n  ju s t a little  o p en , like a slit. I lo o k  th ro u g h  th e  slit. 

O u tsid e , th e  sky is dark.

Ife inw a en ters th e  ro o m , beam ing . H e r  sm ile rem inds m e 

o f  C e le s te ’s, b u t n o th in g  else a b o u t h e r  is like C eleste. S he is 

gen tle  w h ere  C eleste  is harsh , subm issive w h ere  C e leste  c o m 

m ands. She was th a t w ay even in  p rim a ry  school: p lian t and  

y ield ing; and  so I k ep t h e r  close.

She waves h e r  fingers in fro n t o f  m e. I fo ld  away th e  new s

p ap e r and  sm ile back , fo llow ing  h e r  w ith  m y  eyes.

She curls u p  n ex t to  m e o n  th e  c o u c h . She folds h e r  legs 

b en ea th  h e r  b o d y  and  leans h e r  h ead  o n  m y shoulder.
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She says, ‘So, this is w h a t you  and  C eleste  w ere do in g , all 

th is tim e? F in d in g  a way to  p lan t m y r in g  in to  th a t tu b e r  o f  

yam ?’

I sm ile an d  n o d . ‘T h is  is w h a t w e ’ve b een  do ing . It pleases 

you?’

She n o d s .‘V ery m uch ,’ she says.‘It pleases M am a too.’

‘G ood ,’ I re sp o n d .‘Very good .’ I p ick  m y new spaper back up, 

b eg in  to  u n fo ld  it.

‘I t’s Friday,’ she says.‘W e have n o  w eek en d  plans. N o n so , we 

sh o u ld  ce lebra te  o u r  en g a g em en t this w eekend .’

I shake m y  head . ‘W e sh o u ld  rest,’ I say.‘W ork  has tired  m e 

o u t. W e sh o u ld  rest.’

F rom  th e  c o rn e r  o f  m y  eye, I see th a t she is n o d d in g  slowly 

-  hesitan tly  n o d d in g  h e r  co n sen t. ‘Okay,’ she says, reluctantly. 

‘O k a y ’

W e stay s ilen t for so m e tim e , an d  th e n  she b eg in s again 

to  speak, m u m b lin g  so m e th in g  ab o u t h o w  m aybe I am  rig h t 

a b o u t rest, a b o u t h o w  h e r  p rac ticu m  has also tired  h e r  ou t.

A m in u te  goes by, m aybe tw o. T h e n ,‘A ctua lly ’ I say,‘m aybe 

w e can  have a small ce leb ra tion  r ig h t now.'

Ife inw a s eyes ligh t up. She re tu rn s to  b e a m in g .‘R eally?’ she 

asks. It is th e  to n e  o f  h o p e  m ixed  w ith  surprise, b u t m o re  than  

tha t, it  is th e  to n e  o f  g ra titude .

I n o d  w ith  p ity  a t her. ‘Yes. Really,' I say. I te ll h e r  th a t 

C eleste  w ill b e  s to p p in g  by  so o n  to  d rop  o ff  som e designs. W e 

can  ce leb ra te  as soon  as she arrives, ju s t  the  th ree  o f  us.

H e r  sm ile fades away, an d  h e r  eyes g row  pensive. A nd  then  

she says,‘I t’s late. Past n in e  o ’clock. C e leste  w ill b e  s to p p in g  by 

again this la te?’

‘Ju st to  d rop  o f f  plans,’ I say. ‘N o t  to  w orry . W e w o n ’t be 

d o in g  any w o rk  to n ig h t. S he’s ju s t d ro p p in g  o f f  plans. A n d  then  

m aybe w e can  ce lebra te  this en g ag em en t o f  ours.’
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S he rises. I w a tch  as she sets th ree  w in e  glasses o n  th e  table, 

and  I w atch  as she takes a b o ttle  o f  w in e  o u t o f  th e  rack.

T h ere  is a pa in ting  o f  us o n  the  wall by th e  w in e  rack. It was 

d o n e  the  m o n th  after she a rrived . T h o se  w ere  th e  days before 

she en ro lled  as a n u rs in g  stu d en t, b e fo re  she began  ta k in g  any 

classes a t all.

W e w ere  w alk ing  a long  th e  C harles R iver, an d  th e re  was 

th a t series o f  stree t v endors, w h o  sat o n  clo ths spread across the 

concrete , and  o n  th e  grass. T h e re  w ere  th e  g raph ic  artists too , 

w h o  sat spray ing  canisters o f  p a in t o n to  large canvases.

Ifeinw a pu lled  m e  to  o n e  o f  th e  g raph ic  artists. W e h ad  n o  

p ic tu res o f  th e  tw o  o f  us as adults, she said. A n d  w h a t g o o d  

w ere  th e  ch ild h o o d  p ic tu res now ? T h is  w o u ld  b e  b e tte r  than  

any p h o to g rap h , she said. A nd so w e  sat and  allow ed the  v en d o r 

to  spray his pain t, all co lou rs, in to  p o rtra its  in  th e  im ages o f  us. 

She ca rried  the  canvas hom e.

S he has ju s t  re tr ie v ed  th e  co rk sc rew  from  th e  cu p b o a rd  

w h e n  w e h ear th e  k n o c k  o n  o u r  door. I rise from  th e  couch , 

and  I o p en  the  door. C e leste  en ters, h e r  sm ile w ide, h e r  eyes 

g low ing. H e r  lashes are lo n g  and  straight, n o t tigh tly  cu rled  like 

Ife inw a s. S he b rea th es deeply, an d  I w atch  its effect o n  h e r  

chest. I step aside and  allow  h e r  to  co m e in.

C eleste  goes straight to  Ifeinw a in  th e  d in in g  ro o m . A  black 

lea th e r h andbag  hangs d o w n  from  h e r  shoulder. In  th e  o p p o 

site h an d  she carries a g rey  plastic tu b e , th e  designs ro lled  up  

inside. S he ho lds o n  to  h e r  bag  b u t sets th e  tu b e  o n  th e  table. 

T h e  cy lin d er rolls back  and  fo rth , ju s t a little, befo re  it finally 

settles to  a stop.

C eleste  takes Ife inw a’s h an d  in  hers. T h e y  m o c k -e x am in e  

th e  ring . T h e y  laugh  and  they  h o p  a b o u t like little  girls in  a 

p layground, p rim ary -schoo l students w h o  have b een  le t ou tside 

fo r recess after lunch .
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I am  stand ing  u n d e r  th e  archw ay b e tw e en  th e  liv ing ro o m  

and  th e  d in in g  ro o m . I observe th e m  from  there.

Ife inw a sees m e w h ere  I am  stand ing  and  calls m e to  jo in  

th em . I w alk  a few  steps in to  th e  d in in g  area, a few  steps to  o n e  

o f  th e  chairs th a t su rro u n d  th e  table. Ife inw a fills th e  glasses 

w ith  the  w in e  before I have taken  m y  seat o n  th e  chair.

W h e n  w e have all th ree  taken  o u r  seats, C eleste  raises h e r 

glass h ig h  an d  calls fo r a toast. I raise m y  glass as w ell, an d  

Ifeinw a jo in s .

‘A  lo n g  and  happy  m arriage,’ C eleste  says. It is a b r ie f  toast. 

Ju st tha t. B u t it appears to  have all th e  p o w er o f  those  long , 

ex ten d e d  toasts: Ifeinw a smiles d em u re ly  an d  thanks C eleste  in 

a w h o leh e a rte d  so rt o f  way.

All th e  w h ile  C eleste , seated  by  m y side, has already b eg u n  

allow ing  h e r  gaze to  linger o n  m e.

C eleste  an d  I first m e t at th e  university, th e  m o n th  I arrived . 

W e m e t th e  very  first day o f  classes. Ju st a sim ple hello. It was 

A ugust, an d  in  N ig eria  th e  sun  w o u ld  have b een  stro n g  as well; 

an d  i f  it ra ined , th e re  w o u ld  have b ee n  th a t sam e scen t o f  w e t 

concrete .

B u t in  N ig eria  th e re  w o u ld  have b ee n  o th e r  th ings to o : the  

scen t o f  cru sh ed  m illipedes. T h a t sandy scen t o f  snails.

I loved  A ugust in  A m erica  th e  sam e way tha t I loved it  in  

N ig eria , th e  sam e way th a t I loved the  rain, an d  th e  scen t o f  

m illipedes, and  the  scen t o f  snails. I loved A ugust w ith  th e  sam e 

in tensity  w ith  w h ich  I w o u ld  eventually  despise th e  au tu m n , 

an d  especially the  w in te r  -  th a t co ld , dark  season th a t b ro u g h t 

m e to  th e  b r in k  o f  despair.

B u t th e n , th e re  was th e  m a tte r  o f  C eleste . She  was the  

reason  th a t I b eg an  to  love th e  co ld : C e le s te  w ith  h e r  w id e  

sm ile an d  p en c illed -in  brow s. C eleste  w ith  h e r  brassy hair. She
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shou ld  have b ee n  a b ru n e tte , b u t she had g ro w n  accustom ed  to  

dyeing . She dyed  even  d u r in g  th o se  early  days o f  g rad u a te  

school. S om etim es she w aited  to o  lo n g  to  dye, and  h e r  natu ra l 

c o lo u r  c re p t in  an d  th re a te n e d  to  b lossom , like w eeds on  

grass.

She was th e  reason, w ith  h e r  long , m an icu red  nails, w ith  red 

lipstick  th a t m ade  h e r  lips sh ine like plastic. B u x o m  C eleste  

w h o se  full chest appeared  to  do  battle  w ith  th e  seam s o f  h er 

blouses. ‘T h e y ’re real,’ she’d  say, back  th en . As i f  she co u ld  read 

m y m ind .

W h e n  th e  a u tu m n  cam e th a t first year, it  was she w h o  

offered to  show  m e a place w h ere  I c o u ld  b u y  a coat. S he d id  

n o t take m e to  any o f  those  little b o u tiq u e  stores a ro u n d  the  

university. S he k n e w  th a t I c o u ld  n o t afford those.

W e g o t o n  th e  tram , to o k  seats by th e  w indow . I lo o k e d  

ou tside  fo r m ost o f  the  ride, afraid to  speak, afraid o f  all the  

ways in  w h ich  m y accen t co u ld  betray  m e.

B u t C eleste  asked questions th a t fo rced  m e to  sp e ak .‘W h a t 

is P o rt H a rc o u rt like?’ she ask ed .‘H ave you  lived an y w h ere  in  

N ig e r ia  o u ts id e  o f  th e re ? ’ She to ld  m e  th a t she  h ad  a g rea t 

u n c le  and  a g rea t a u n t w h o  o n c e  lived in  N ig e ria . In  P o rt 

H arco u rt, she said. G R A . O f  course , th a t was way back  then , 

befo re  In d ep en d en ce , she said.

I asked, ‘W ay back  then? D u rin g  the  tim e  th a t th e  co lon ial 

m asters w ere  se ttlin g  in , b u ild in g  th e ir  m an sio n s an d  th e ir  

c lubhouses and  m ak in g  servants o f  th e  N igerians?’ T h e y  w ere 

E nglish , b u t they  b ro u g h t w ith  th e m  som e A m ericans too , I 

said.

I im agined  G R A  then , w h a t it m ust have looked  like d u rin g  

the  reign  o f  th e  co lon ia l m asters -  devoid  o f  rubb ish  heaps, a 

n e tw o rk  o f  paved roads, estates o f  m ajestic houses w ith  cy lin 

drical co lum ns m a rk in g  th e ir  fronts. H ouses like g o v e rn m e n t
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build ings, w ith  p ip e -b o rn e  w ate r and  th e  k in d  o f  seren ity  tha t 

p le n ty  o f  m o n e y  brings. I to ld  C eleste  all this.

W h e n  I was d o n e , C e leste  sh o o k  h e r  h ead  slowly. ‘Sorry,’ 

she said, h e r  first apology. A n d  it was sincere.

S he to o k  m e to  th e  S alvation  A rm y  o n  M ass Ave. S he 

searched  th ro u g h  th e  racks w ith  m e. She used o n  th e  coats th e  

sam e so o th ing  voice she w o u ld  la ter use o n  m e, th e  k ind  M am a 

used  to  use o n  th e  chickens in  o u r  back  yard. T h e y ’d  ru n  freely 

aro u n d  th e  c o m p o u n d , b u t every  o n ce  in  a w hile , sh e ’d choose 

o n e  for stew. S he’d  chase it a ro u n d , m ak in g  th o se  soft, c o o in g  

sounds. T h e  ch icken  w add led  away b u t eventually  M am a w on .

A t the  Salvation Arm y, th e  coats o n  the  rack b ru sh ed  against 

C e le s te ’s hands, th e  fab rics slid ing  b e tw e e n  an d  a ro u n d  h e r  

fingers like v ines craw ling  all over a gate.

W h e n  she fo u n d  th e  coat, she sh o o k  it as i f  to  a ir it o u t. 

S he c o n tin u e d  to  shake, to  ge t a b e t te r  sense o f  th e  coa t. Its 

sleeves w rith e d  all a ro u n d  her, from  th e  force o f  th e  shake.

S he h an d e d  it over to  m e  w h e n  she was d o n e . A  p rick ly  

h ea t appeared  to  have rad ia ted  u p  h e r  face by  th e n , ren d e rin g  

h e r  cheeks red . All th a t fe rv en t shaking. I observed  th e  h ea t o n  

h e r  face, an d  I seem ed  to  absorb  it from  h er: first, I felt it  in  the  

soles o f  m y feet, an d  th e n  it c rep t up  to  m y  th ighs. It was the  

strongest in  m y  g ro in , an d  th e n  in  m y  chest. F rom  m y chest, it 

rad ia ted  up  to  m y face.

It was th e n  th a t I u n d e rs to o d . T h a t th e re  was so m e th in g  

else to  it.

Ifeinw a toys w ith  th e  r in g  aro u n d  h e r  finger, tu rn in g  it c lock 

w ise an d  th e n  co u n te r-c lo ck w ise . C eleste  sips from  h e r  glass o f  

w ine. I w atch  th e m  b o th .

‘T h e  n ex t step  is d ec id in g  a date,’ C e leste  says.

Ifeinw a n o d s .‘It m ig h t b e  far, th e  date,’ she says.‘You see, the
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trad itional w ed d in g  w ill have to  b e  d o n e  in  N igeria . P lan n in g  

fo r all th a t w ill take som e tim e.’

C eleste  tu rn s  to  m e .‘I im ag ine  i t ’s a lo t to  plan,’ she says.

I n o d .

She begins to  rise from  h e r  seat.‘Well,’ she says.‘I t’s certain ly  

g e ttin g  late. T h a n k  you fo r th e  w in e . B u t tim e  fo r m e to  head 

back  hom e.’

Ifeinw a rises an d  walks C eleste  to  th e  d o o r. I rise too .

A t th e  d o o r, they  h u g . I stand  b e h in d  Ifeinw a, and  w h e n  

they  are d o n e  w ith  th e ir  h u g , m y hands fin d  th e ir  w ay  to  

Ifeinw a s waist. T h e y  rest there , lightly, in  th e  g roove b e tw e en  

h e r  w aist an d  h e r  hips. C e leste  looks in  th e  d irec tio n  o f  m y 

hands. She d o e sn ’t m ove to  h u g  m e too . Instead  she raises a 

h an d  and  waves.

It is som e tim e, five o r  so m inu tes , befo re  I o p e n  th e  tu b e  

o f  designs. I slide th e  designs o u t, an d  I a n n o u n c e  to  Ifeinw a 

tha t I shou ld  have re tu rn ed  th e  tu b e  r ig h t away to  Celeste. I tell 

h e r  th a t I w ill ru n  dow nsta irs w ith  it. W h o  know s, perhaps I 

w ill ca tch  C e le s te  still o n  L en o x  S tree t, m aybe a t w o rs t o n  

B eaco n  S treet.

Ife inw a on ly  nods. F o r a m o m e n t I th in k  I see a ques tion  

fo rm in g  in  h e r  eyes. B u t she shakes it away.‘W ell, h u r ry  up,’ she 

says.

Ju st ou tside o u r  bu ild ing , th e re  is a cou rtyard . T h e  cou rtya rd  is 

all concrete , save for th e  sw ings an d  slides an d  see-saw s, w h ich  

are plastic and  m etal an d  nearly  colourless in  th e  dark.

W e are standing beyond  w h ere  the  cou rtya rd  is, a t a distance 

from  th e  en tran ce  o f  th e  bu ild ing . W e are o n e  level above the  

co u rty a rd , a t th e  to p  o f  th e  steps th a t lead  to  th e  stree t. W e 

stand there , because th e re  is w h ere  C eleste  has chosen  to  w ait 

fo r m e.
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I lean o n  the  b lack m etal railing  n ear the  to p  o f  th e  steps. It 

is a little  to  th e  co rn e r, n o t d irec tly  visible from  th e  steps.

C eleste  leans against m e. A  cedar tree  hovers above us. Its 

arom a is sp icy  b u t also like th e  scen t o f  b e rr ie s  an d  nuts: it 

m ixes w ell w ith  th e  lavender o f  C e le s te ’s body.

T h e re  is a little ligh t co m in g  from  a street lam p n o t far away, 

w h ich  causes th e re  to  b e  shadow s. O u r  shadow s o n  th e  grey 

co n c re te  w alkw ay are long.

C e leste  leans hard e r against m e so th a t I can feel th e  pres

sure o f  th e  railing  o n  m y b o tto m  and  on  the  backs o f  m y  u p p er 

thighs. She b u ries  h e r  face in  th e  c ro o k  o f  m y neck . S he kisses 

m e there . T h e y  are lig h t -  barely  there , th e  kisses -  like the  

b ru sh  o f  a b u tte rfly ’s w ings.

‘L ucky m an  th a t you  are,’ she says. ‘H av ing  y o u r  cake and  

ea ting  it  too .’ T h e  w ords co m e o u t m uffled , b u t I feel h e r  lips 

o n  th e  skin o f  m y  neck . I feel th e m  m o u th in g  the  w ords.

I ru b  m y ch in . M y  fingernails rake th ro u g h  m y beard . T h e  

so u n d  is so m e th in g  like d iscord , like th e  ru stling  o f  leaves, o n ly  

lo u d e r .‘I t’s n o t ideal,’ I say.

C eleste  says,‘W h a t she d o esn ’t  k n o w  ca n ’t h u r t  her.’

I stay s ilen t fo r  som e tim e. T h e n , ‘N o ,’ I say. ‘W h a t she 

d o esn ’t k n o w  certa in ly  ca n n o t h u r t  her. Besides, a m a n ’s g o t to  

d o  w h a t a m a n ’s g o t to  do.’

She chuck les softly. She kisses m e  o n  the  lips and  lingers. 

S he teases an d  b ites an d  lingers so m e m ore . S he tugs a t m y 

w aistband  and  pulls o u t th e  h em  o f  m y tu ck ed  sh irt. S he runs 

h e r  fingers u n d e r  th e  shirt. S he m oans. B eneath  o u r  fee t th e  

cones o f  th e  cedar c rum ble .

It is p robab ly  afte r m id n ig h t by  th e n . T h e re  are n o  ch il

d re n ’s voices em erg in g  from  th e  courtyard , n o  adu lt chatter, no  

laughter. Ju st th e  so u n d  o f  a co n e  o r  tw o  falling to  th e  g ro u n d , 

the  so u n d  o f  C eleste  and  m e cru m b lin g  th e m  u n d e r o u r  shoes.
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T h e re  are th e  ru stling  o f  p erhaps a pair o f  squirrels, th e ir  

tiny  feet c u ttin g  across th e  co n c re te  an d  th e  grass. T h e  crickets 

ch irp , th o se  m a tin g  sounds th a t are a little  like so u n d s o f  

alarm .

M y hands m ove against C e le s te ’s b o d y  wilfully, as th ey  have 

d o n e  all these  years, all th e  m o rn in g s  an d  a f te rn o o n s  a t the  

firm , o r  in  th e  ap a rtm en t, w h ile  Ifeinw a is away at class.

I slide h e r  sk irt upw ards, so th a t it bun ch es a t th e  fullest part 

o f  h e r  hips. I place m y legs b e tw e en  h e r  legs, fo rce h e r  th ighs 

o p e n  th a t way.

She is tugg ing  at the  fron t o f  m y trousers, at th e  z ipper there, 

w h e n  th e  shadow  em erges from  th e  d irec tio n  o f  the  courtyard , 

from  the  d irec tio n  o f  th e  steps. I lo o k  u p  to  take it  in  c o m 

p le te ly  w ith  m y eyes. W h e n  I do , I see th a t Ife inw a is the  

shadow , th a t she has s to p p e d  in  h e r  tracks, an d  th a t she  is 

w a tc h in g  m e. She holds h e r  a rm s a ro u n d  h e r  body, because, o f  

course , in  th a t dress, she is cold.

E ven  in  th e  n ear darkness, th e re  is so m e th in g  pu re  ab o u t 

h e r  face. It is afte r all artless an d  u n p ro cessed  in  a w ay  th a t 

C e le s te ’s is no t.

Ifeinw a s face isn’t angry, o n ly  m o re  than  a little  bew ildered . 

S he je rk s  h e r  h ead  a ro u n d  as i f  she d o e sn ’t k n o w  w h e re  to  

look .

I a llow  C eleste  to  co n tin u e  w ith  m y  zipper. I pu ll h e r  sk irt 

fu rth e r  up. I lift h e r  un til h e r  fee t n o  lo n g e r to u c h  th e  g ro u n d . 

I raise m yse lf from  the  railing  so th a t I’m  n o  lo n g e r  lean in g  

o n  it.

C eleste raises h e r  legs, w raps th e m  tightly  a round  m e so tha t 

they  take up  th e  space b e tw e en  th e  railing  and  m y  back.

I kiss C e leste  forcefully, defiantiy. I u n b u tto n  h e r  b louse  so 

th a t h e r  brassiere show s from  th e  fron t. I am  aston ished  by  m y 

cruelty , so I p re te n d  th a t Ife inw a is n o t really there .
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‘N o n so !’ Ife inw a scream s. She steps fo rw ard , c o n tin u es  

tow ards m e. C eleste  tenses up. All m ovem en ts cease.

I loosen  m y g rip  o n  C eleste. I low er h e r  so th a t h e r  feet 

re tu rn  to  th e  g ro u n d . S he pulls h e r  sk irt back  d o w n  over h e r 

h ips, h e r  th ighs. S he does n o t b o th e r  to  cover h e r  bare chest. 

S he tu rn s so th a t she is facing  Ifeinw a.

‘C h i m  o !’ Ifeinw a excla im s.‘M y  G o d !’T h e n ,‘N o n so , w h a t 

are you  doing? W h a t have you  d o n e?’ She glares a t m e, th e n  she 

tu rn s  h e r  head , h e r  eyes so th a t she is n o  lo n g e r lo o k in g  a t m e, 

so th a t she is lo o k in g  d irectly  in to  C e le s te ’s face.

‘Sorry,’ says C eleste. It com es o u t forcefully  and  soft at once. 

I t is th e  second  tim e  th a t I see h e r  apologize. It is n o t  sincere. 

S he says th e  w ord , b u t h e r  eyes are co ld  and  im p e n ite n t, as if  

she is resen ting  th e  fact tha t she sh o u ld  have to  apo log ize  at 

all.

M y  eyes shift from  C eleste  to  Ifeinw a. F o r a sh o rt w h ile , I 

take tu rn s  b e tw e en  the  tw o  o f  th e m , g lancing  erratically  from  

o n e  to  th e  o th e r. F inally  m y  eyes se ttle  again  o n  C eleste . I 

observe th e  lo o k  o f  se lf-sa tisfaction , n o w  even  a little  m o re  

like tr iu m p h , o n  h e r  face. T h e  rea liza tio n  is so m e th in g  like 

th e  m o v e m en t o f  air, s lo w -fo rm in g , im palpab le a t first, then  

b u ild in g  an d  b u ild in g  u n til it is q u ite  visible to  m y eyes, un til 

the  b ranches shake and  qu iver in  the  w in d , u n til th e  leaves h o p  

and  skip ab o u t. I scow l, because it is on ly  th e n  th a t I realize 

m y servant ro le  in  all o f  this.

T h a t  sam e sc en t o f  la v en d e r is em a n a tin g  from  h e r  b u t 

sudden ly  it  appears acrid , like th e  o d o u r  o f  fufu, ex cep t w orse. 

It is te rr ib le , th e  s te n ch , th e  m o st offensive o n e  th a t I’ve 

b rea th ed  in  all o f  m y life.

Still, I b rea the . A deep, reso u n d in g  b rea th , befo re  a painful 

silence.
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T h is  past sum m er, Papa finds o u t th a t i t ’s th y ro id  cancer, and 

M am a calls m e  o n  th e  p h o n e  to  tell m e w h a t it w ill m ean . 

‘F irst h e ’ll n ee d  surgery,’ she says.‘A n d  th en , very  likely, radia

tio n . I ’ll n ee d  all the  help  I can get,’ she adds, and  I can  tell tha t 

she is serious: h e r  ac ce n t is heavy  — E ng lish , b u t w ith  the  

cadence  an d  in to n a tio n  o f  Igbo  -  th e  way it  o ften  is w h e n  she 

has so m e th in g  im p o r ta n t to  say. ‘Y our papa,’ she says, ‘d o n ’t 

w o rry  abou t him . H e ’s a sick m an now. Besides, h e  know s better.’ 

W e go  back an d  fo rth . I tell h e r  she’s w ro n g . I ’m  sure he 

d o esn ’t k n o w  any better. S he tells m e th a t can ce r is n o  jo k e , 

th a t i t ’s like lo o k in g  dea th  straigh t in  the  eyes.

‘B elieve m e,’ she says,‘I k n o w  w h a t th ings have b ee n  like in 

th e  past. B u t this tim e  is different. H e  know s b e tte r  fo r sure.’ 

I’m  sittin g  o n  th e  f lo o r o f  m y ap a rtm en t, d raw in g  circles 

w ith  m y fingers o n  th e  beige ca rp e t, lean ing  m y h ead  o n  the  

seat o f  m y sofa. T h e re  is a pile o f  papers -  essays -  by m y side. 

I sh o u ld  b e  g ra d in g  th e m , filling  th e ir  m arg ins w ith  m arks, 

in se rting  carets, s trik ing  th ro u g h  w ords. Instead I’m  listen ing  to  

M a m a’s voice o n  th e  p h o n e , d raw in g  circles o n  th e  ca rp e t and  

sta ring  o u t m y  o p en  balcony  door.

O u tsid e , th e  sky is g rey ing , and  th e  sun  looks like a fuzzy, 

d e e p -o ra n g e  ball in th e  clouds. I lo o k  d o w n  at th e  ca rp e t w ith  

th e  circles th a t I’ve d raw n . T h e re  is a dark  spo t in  th e  m idd le  

o f  o n e  o f  the  loops, an d  fo r w h a tev er reason, m aybe because I 

am  ta lk in g  w ith  h e r  o n  th e  p h o n e , o r  m aybe because w e ’re 

ta lk ing  ab o u t Papa, I see h e r  face in  th a t area o f  the  carpet, and
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I see the  d ark  spo t above h e r  left ch e ek b o n e . It rem inds m e  o f  

the  p ic tu re  o n  h e r  M assachusetts d riv e rs  licence, in  w h ich  sh e ’s 

sp o rtin g  th e  rem ains o f  a b lack eye.

W h e n  I th in k  o f  M assachusetts, I th in k  o f  overfed  cockroaches 

an d  m ice, in fla ted  an d  b row n , b razen  and  ind iscreet, n o t  like 

the  ones in  P o rt H arco u rt. T h e y  w ere  th e  first th ings w e m e t 

in  o u r  a p a rtm en t o n  C o m m  Ave. E ven  n o w  in m y ap a rtm en t 

in  Pennsylvania, th ree  o r  so h u n d re d  m iles away, som etim es I 

can  alm ost h ear th e  scu rry in g  o f  the  m ice, the  sounds th a t the ir 

little  feet m ade as they  scam pered  a b o u t the  ta tte re d  lin o leu m  

o f  th a t tired , o ld  k itc h en  in  B oston .

W h e n  I th in k  o f  M assachusetts, I th in k  also o f  th a t co ld  and 

w in d y  N o v e m b e r  day, th e  day w e cam e, M am a an d  I, in  o u r  

m a tc h in g  c o tto n  dresses, P apa in  h is finest isiagu, p a tte rn e d  

w ith  go ld  lio n  heads em b ro id ered  o n  th e  m ain  fabric.

E ven  th e  heav ier fabric o f  th e  isiagu d id  n o t d o  m u c h  to  

p ro tec t h im  from  the  cold. It d id  o n ly  a little  m o re  th an  the  

c o tto n  o f  o u r  dresses d id  fo r us.

B u t m ostly, w h e n  I th in k  o f  M assachusetts, I re m e m b e r  

th e  p e r io d  w h e n  M am a w en t o n  th a t tr ip  to  F lo rid a ,ju s t a few  

m o n th s  after w e arrived.

S o m eo n e , a n o th e r  in te rn a tio n a l s tu d e n t in  P ap a’s e n g i

n e e r in g  p ro g ra m m e , tells Papa an d  M am a a b o u t a ch u rc h  

g roup  th a t’s o ffering  to  help us get w o rk in g  papers and  possibly 

even  help  us b e c o m e  legal p e rm a n e n t residen ts. D u r in g  the  

day, Papa attends classes at B oston  U niversity. D u rin g  th e  nights, 

h e  w orks as th e  su p e rin te n d e n t o f  th e  b u ild in g  w h ere  w e live. 

In  exchange for free h o u sin g  in  th e  b asem en t a p a rtm en t and  

som e p o ck e t change, h e  sw eeps floors and  takes o u t trash from  

th e  lounges. H e  answ ers th e  calls o f  th e  residents. I f  they  are 

locked  o u t o f  th e ir  apartm en ts, h e  o pens th e  doors. I f  a ligh t
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bu lb  is b ro k en , h e  replaces it. It is a 2 4 /7 jo b , an d  co m b in ed  

w ith  his classes, h e  has n o  cho ice  b u t to  stay back. M am a heads 

o ff  to  F lo rida o n  h e r  ow n.

T h o se  days, w e g e t o u r  fo o d  fro m  th e  fo o d  b a n k  a t the  

ch u rc h  o n  B eacon  S treet. M am a m akes sure to  ge t th e  supplies 

be fo re  she leaves. Tw o boxes o f  cornflakes, a box  o f  c h e rry -  

flavoured F ru it R o ll-U p s , a lo a f  o f  b read, tom atoes, o n io n s and 

a bag  o f  rice. F rom  C h r is t ie s  M arket, she buys som e oranges 

and  bananas, and  a ca rto n  o f  m ilk , because the re  are n o  oranges 

o r  bananas o r  m ilk  at the  food  bank . S he buys a cra te  o f  eggs, 

because th e  eggs a t th e  b an k  are always several w eeks expired . 

I am  seven, alm ost e igh t years o ld , an d  th e  day M am a leaves 

fo r F lorida, she w akes m e u p  early to  say goodbye. ‘B e g o o d ,’ 

she says.‘Take care o f  y o u r father.’ I n o d , th o u g h  I’m  n o t sure 

w h a t th a t w ill m ean .

T h a t even ing . Papa re tu rn s  from  sc h o o l o r  w o rk , I d o n ’t 

k n o w  w h ich .

‘Papa, w elcom e,’ I say, like I always do, w h e n  h e  en ters the 

ap a rtm en t. I am  in  th e  k itc h en , ru m m a g in g  in  th e  fridge for 

so m e th in g  to  eat.

‘Y ou’re h u n g ry ? ’ h e  asks. H is vo ice  is serious.

I close th e  fridge an d  lo o k  a t h im . I nod .

‘Okay,’ h e  says. ‘O k a y ’ H e  puts d o w n  the  bag  tha t is hang ing  

from  his shou lder, runs his h an d  back  and  fo rth  over his head. 

‘Y ou can go  w atch  te lev ision  in  th e  liv ing ro o m . I’ll ge t so m e

th in g  ready fo r us.’

F rom  th e  liv ing ro o m , I h ea r m etal clanging  o n  m etal. I hear 

w h isk in g  in  a bow l. W h e n  Papa calls m e to  eat, th e re  is a small 

tray o f  toasted  bread , a stick  o f  b u tte r  o n  a w h ite  saucer, an d  a 

p la te  o f  so m e th in g  in b e tw e en  scram bled eggs and  an  om elette , 

to m a to  an d  o n io n  cubes sca tte red  evenly, ja g g e d  an d  p ro 

tru d in g , like raised scars across th e  top.
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W e ea t to g e th e r  th a t evening , and  even i f  th e  o m e le tte  is 

ru n n y  and  b land , an d  even i f  the  toast is ch a rre d  o n  o n e  side, I 

eat th e m  all as i f  I’m  ea ting  o n e  o f  M am as dishes -  h e r  r ice  and  

beans o r  h e r  b e e f  stew  o r  h e r  okra  soup. I Иск m y  lips an d  tell 

h im  th a n k  you  w h e n  I’m  do n e . I clear th e  table, and  h e  helps 

m e. I tu c k  th a t even ing  away in  m y  m em ory , safely, so th a t I do  

n o t  fo rge t it, because I am  seven, alm ost e ig h t years o ld , an d  it 

is th e  first tim e  th a t I am  seeing  this side o f  h im .

A  c o u p le  o f  days later, M am a re tu rn s  fro m  F lo rid a . S he 

d o e sn ’t  ge t th e  w o rk in g  papers. It even  tu rn s  o u t  th a t th e  

ch u rch  o rgan ization  m ig h t be a scam . I ’m  sittin g  in  m y ro o m  

w h e n  I h ea r  h e r  tell th is to  Papa. H e  g ru n ts  an d  teUs h e r  to  

hush . H o w  w o u ld  she k n o w  a scam  from  real, h e  asks. She says 

she know s. H e  tells h e r  to  hu sh  again . ‘T h is  is w h a t happens 

w h e n  you  send  a w o m an  to  take care o f  business,’ h e  says.‘A n 

u tte r  disaster,’ h e  says.

I co m e o u t o f  m y ro o m  w h e n  h e  has g o n e  in to  theirs. H e r  

luggage is o n  th e  liv in g -ro o m  floor. S he smiles at m e w h e n  she 

sees m e, pats m e o n  th e  shou lder, asks m e  i f  I ’m  h u n g ry .‘Yes,’ 

I say.‘Very hungry ,’ and  i t ’s th e  tru th . It is la te ev en in g  by  th en , 

and , k n o w in g  th a t M am a w o u ld  b e  re tu rn in g  th a t day, Papa 

d id  n o t p repare  an y th in g  fo r d inner.

M am a n o d s an d  tells m e  sh e ’ll go  g e t so m e g ro ce rie s  

stra ig h t away, from  th e  A frican  s to re  o f f  B e ac o n  S tree t, n o t 

to o  far from  w h ere  w e Hve. Today is a ce leb ra tio n  th a t calls fo r 

N ig eria n  food, she says, because fo r n o w  it seem s w e have n o  

ch o ice  b u t to  rem ain  N ig e r ia n s .‘M ig h t as w ell m ake it a ce le

bra tion ,’ she says.‘N o  n ee d  to  lam en t w h o  w e  are.’ I w atch  h er 

w alk  tow ards th e  d o o r, an d  I m ake a m o tio n  to  follow, even  if  

I d o n ’t have m y shoes on . ‘Stay,’ she says. ‘I ’ll b e  b ack  befo re  

long.’ I lean o n  the  d o o r  and  w atch  h e r  w alk  away. M y  stom ach 

is g ro w lin g , b u t all I can  d o  is w atch . W h e n  she tu rn s  the
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c o rn e r  — w h e n  I ca n ’t see h e r  any m o re  — I sh u t th e  d o o r  and  

fasten th e  latch.

S he com es b ack  befo re  long , like she says. S he cooks u p  the  

m eal, w h istling  and  h u m m in g  th e  w h o le  tim e. T h e n  she dishes 

o u t  so m e o f  th e  fo o d  fo r Papa, a tray  o f  egusi soup , w h ich  

she m akes from  th e  fresh egusi seeds th a t she gets fro m  th e  

N ig e ria n  store. O n  th e  tray th e re  is also a ro u n d  ball o f  garri. 

S he takes th e  tray  to  Papa in  his ro o m , still w h is tlin g  and  

sm iling  and  b o p p in g  h e r  h ead  ju s t a b it, even as she en ters  the  

ro o m . It is silen t fo r a w h ile  and  th e n  I h ea r his voice. I d o n ’t 

h ea r h e r  voice, and  m ean w h ile  I ’m  th in k in g  h o w  I w ish  sh e ’d 

h u r ry  up  in  there , because h u n g e r  is ab o u t to  kill m e. T h e n  

so m e th in g  in  m e  sudden ly  becom es afraid. I go  to  m y ro o m  

and  w ait. H is vo ice grow s lo u d er, sco ld ing , and  the re  is a lo u d  

sm ack ing  sound . A n d  still she does n o t co m e o u t. A nd  still, his 

sco ld ing  voice.

A t first I w an t to  ru n  o u t to  her, b u t I am  to o  afraid. B u t 

th e n  even th e  fear b eco m es to o  m u c h  to  bear, an d  so I co m e 

o u t o f  m y ro o m  again, m ake m y  way to  th e  k itch en , inch  closer 

an d  clo ser to  th e ir  b e d ro o m . O n  th e  w all d iv id in g  th e ir  

b e d ro o m  from  th e  liv ing  ro o m  is a b lack shelf. I am  h id in g  to  

th e  side o f  th e  shelf, c ro u c h ed  do w n  o n  m y knees, w h e n  I see 

M am a co m e o u t o f  th e  ro o m  w ith  th e  tray. S he goes back  in to  

th e  k itc h en , shak ing  h e r  h ead  from  side to  side. S he fusses w ith  

th e  po ts an d  pans and  th e n  she heads back  to  his ro o m  w ith  

a n o th e r  tray o f  food.

A little  la ter th a t evening , th e  area a ro u n d  h e r  left eye starts 

to  g ro w  darker. M ostly, th is is w h a t I rem e m b er w h e n  I th in k  

o f  M assachusetts.

T h e  n ex t few  days, I can ’t stop th in k in g  o f  M am a’s voice o n  the 

p h o n e , te lling  m e she needs all the  help  she can get. I can ’t w alk
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d o w n  th e  hallways o f  A llen  H ig h  S ch o o l, I c a n ’t ea t d inner, 

w ith o u t h ea rin g  h e r  voice, p lead in g  fo r m e to  co m e h o m e . A 

w eek  later, I m ake th e  decision.

S ch o o l has n o t y e t le t o u t  fo r th e  su m m er, so I take  an 

em erg en cy  leave o f  absence, an d  a substitu te  teach er takes over 

fo r m e.

T h e y  d o n ’t live in  B o sto n  any m ore . T h e y  are n o w  in N e w  

Jersey, because Papa fo u n d  h im se lf  a b e tte r-p a y in g  jo b  th e re  

w ith  B risto l-M yers S quibb. B efore th a t he w o rk e d  fo r several 

d iffe ren t p h arm aceu tica l com pan ies, th e  first o f  w h ic h  was the  

reason w e w ere able to  rem ain  in  th e  States. T h a t first o n e  had 

been  w illin g  to  sponsor h im  fo r p e rm a n e n t residency, w h ich  

m ade it so th a t w e co u ld  legally stay.

In  any case, p r io r  to  h is falling  sick, h e  w o rk e d  fo r the  

m an u fac tu rin g  e n g in ee rin g  secto r o f  B risto l-M yers. M am a said 

he  h e lp e d  to  p ro d u c e  m e d ica tio n s  to  tre a t e v e ry th in g  from  

arth ritis  to  cardiovascular disease, from  can ce r to  psych ia tric  

d iso rders. As I pack  m y bags, I find  m y se lf  w o n d e r in g  i f  h e  

m anufactured th e  m edications tha t w ill be used to  treat h im  now.

T h e y  live a c o u p le  o f  h o u rs ’ d riv e  from  m e, U S -2 2 E  to  

PA -33S all th e  w ay to  I-287S  and  th e n  to  R o u te  1. W h e n  I 

finally arrive, I park  m y car in  fron t o f  th e  house, an d  I b reathe. 

It is th e  first tim e  in  years, a b o u t te n  years now , th a t I am  

allow ed to  co m e hom e.

S he has left the  key fo r m e  u n d e rn e a th  th e  d o o rm a t. W h e n  

I b en d  d o w n  to  re trieve it, I recogn ize th e  d o o rm a t, th e  sam e 

o n e  from  nearly  a decade ago. B u t it’s still lo o k in g  b ran d  new, 

n o t fraying at the  edges a t all. I w o n d er h o w  o ften  d o o rm ats  are 

rep laced . I w o n d e r  i f  they  have ju s t  g o tte n  in to  th e  h ab it o f  

rep lacing  it w ith  th e  exac t sam e type. I w o n d e r i f  m aybe th e re  

is ju s t  n o -o n e  s te p p in g  o n  the  m at, perhaps it is always ju s t  th e  

tw o  o f  th e m , never any guests, never any ex tra  footsteps.
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T h e  h o u se  is a b i-level. I c lim b  u p  th e  staircase. T h e  living 

ro o m  is a t th e  to p  o f  the  staircase, to  th e  left. To th e  left o f  tha t 

is th e  do o rw ay  to  th e ir  b ed ro o m . T h e  d o o r  is pu lled  closed, 

an d  th o u g h  I k n o w  th a t h e ’s n o t in  there , th a t h e  is in  som e 

ro o m  in  Saint P e te r’s H osp ita l, p robably  w ea rin g  o n e  o f  those 

pale b lu e  gow ns w h o se  o p e n  back  is o n ly  d raw n  to g e th e r  by a 

p a ir o f  th in  strings, th o u g h  I k n o w  th a t h e  is q u ite  a d istance 

away, p re p p in g  fo r th y ro id  surgery, I feel th e  m uscles o f  m y 

stom ach  tig h ten .

I head  fo r m y o ld  ro o m . I tu rn  th e  k n o b  an d  stare for a bit. 

O n  m y o ld  dresser are tw o  rows o f  stuffed anim als: p u rp le  baby 

D u m b o  w ith  his large, d ro o p in g  ears; yellow  ducks in  a line, 

som e r ip p e d  at th e  seams, o th e rs  w ith  d eep  red , alm ost b row n  

b lo tch es -  d r ie d  b lo o d  -  m a rk in g  th e ir  bod ies: o ld  c o n se 

q uences o f  Papa’s rage; little  Sacagaw ea w ith  h e r  lo n g  braids 

an d  h e r  pee ling , dang ling  eyelashes. I shake th e  dust o ff  them . 

I w atch  th e  dust particles scatter in  th e  air. T h e n  I ru n  m y  hand  

across th e  b ack  o f  o n e  o f  th e  ducks an d  p ick  it up. I t’s b een  

years since I p icked  any o f  th e m  up, years since I talked to  them , 

hushed , in  the  dark , sta in ing  th e m  w ith  tears, te lling  th e m  m y 

list o f  th ings I’d  take w ith  m e w h e n  I tu rn e d  e ig h tee n  an d  left. 

W h e n  I p u t  th e  d u c k  b ack  d o w n , b ack  w ith  th e  g ro u p , I 

im ag ine  th a t they  b eg in  again to  talk am ongst them selves, like 

w e used to  w h e n  I was o n e  o f  th em . O nly, n o w  I am  a stranger. 

I d o n ’t ta lk  to  th e m , an d  I barely listen.

T h e  b e d  is m a d e  w ith  pale yellow  sheets th a t I d o  n o t 

recognize, b u t m y o ld  c o m fo rte r  is fo lded  a t the  foo t, as i f  it has 

b ee n  w aitin g  th e re  these  te n  years, an tic ip a tin g  m y  re tu rn .

I sit o n  th e  b ed , close m y  eyes fo r a m o m e n t. I b rea th e  in, 

inha le th e  musty, stale air, and  th e n  I o p en  u p  m y eyes and  lo o k  

in  th e  d irec tio n  o f  th e  w indow . T h e  cu rta ins are pu lled  o p en , 

an d  th e  su n lig h t en te rs . I can  see its rays, a lig h t-y e llo w ish
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d iagonal line  from  th e  w in d o w s d o w n  to  th e  floor, w ith  dust 

particles like m inuscu le  bu tterflies f loating  in  it. O n  th e  area o f  

the carpet w here  th e  light lands, the  cu rta in ’s em bro idered  leaves 

appear to  float too , d riftin g  shadow s o n  th e  rug . I stare at the  

d riftin g  leaves, allow  m yse lf to  b e  h y p n o tized  by  th e m , b u t it’s 

a m elancho lic  so rt o f  hypnosis, th e  k in d  w h ere  you  f in d  y o u r

se lf reHving all th e  th ings you  w ish  you  nev e r had  to  live a t all.

T h e y  had  an a rg u m e n t m y sen io r year in  h igh  school. O n e  o f  

th e  serious ones. I g o t in  th e  m idd le  o f  it, scream ed, to ld  h im  

w h a t a h o rrib le  fa ther h e  was. P ushed  h im  away from  her. W h a t 

k in d  o f  husband  beats his w ife? I asked.

S udden ly  his h an d  was c o m in g  d o w n  hard  o n  m y face, his 

tigh t fist land ing  rig h t sm ack o n  m y m o u th .

W e still d o n ’t k n o w  w h o  called th e  po lice, an d  w e certain ly  

d id  n o t h ea r  th e m  k n o ck , i f  at all they  kn o ck ed . O n e  m o m e n t, 

Papa’s h an d  is c o m in g  d o w n  o n  m y face, th e  n e x t m o m e n t a 

co u p le  o f  officers in  dark  un ifo rm s w ith  guns an d  badges are 

appearing  in  the  doorw ay  o f  M am a and  Papa’s b ed ro o m , w h ich  

is w h ere  w e w ere  a t th e  tim e.

So, the  officers arrive, an d  for a tim e b o th  o f  th e m  stay w ith  

us in  th e  house , asking questions, tak ing  no tes. T h e n  o n e  o f  

th e m  tells M am a an d  m e  to  fo llow  h im . H e  leads us outside.

I sit o n  th e  h o o d  o f  Papa’s Ford  Taurus. T h e  tears d ry  o n  m y 

face, an d  th e  skin o n  m y  cheeks feels stiff, as i f  all th e  m ois tu re  

in  it has d r ie d  away w ith  the  tears. T h e re  is a co o l b reeze, and  

I tu rn  m y  face in to  it and  r ig h t in to  th e  sc ru tin iz ing  gaze o f  the  

officer.

‘Y our lips are b leeding,’ th e  officer says, s taring  a t m e .‘Y ou’ll 

have to  tell m e w h o  d id  it to  you .’

I to u c h  m y lips. T h e  b lo o d  is caked, congealed  by  th e  air. It 

feels b u m p y  like a scab.
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‘Y ou’ll have to  tell m e  w h o  d id  it to  you,’ th e  officer says 

again.

F rom  th e  c o rn e r  o f  m y eye, I see M am a b lin k in g  p u rp o se 

fully an d  shak ing  h e r  head  at m e. ‘W h a t w ill h ap p e n  i f  I tell 

you?’ I ask th e  officer, p ic k in g  a t th e  congealed  b lo o d , w ip in g  

it away w ith  th e  sleeve o f  m y shirt.

‘I t’s a crim e,’ th e  officer says.‘T h e  person  responsible w ill be 

a rrested  and  p u t in  ja il.’

M am a b links som e m ore.

‘D o n ’t w orry ,’ th e  officer says. ‘A  litd e  ja il tim e  w ill teach  

h im  a lesson. H e ’ll k n o w  b e tte r  than  to  d o  it again.’

‘Y our fa th e r  is d iabetic ,’ M am a bu rsts  o u t  th e n . ‘D o  you  

w an t to  b e  th e  o n e  to  send  a d iabetic  m an  to  jail? W h a t w ill 

h a p p e n  to  h im  the re?  D o  y o u  w a n t to  b e  responsib le  fo r 

destroy ing  his hea lth?’

‘M a ’am ,’ th e  o fficer says.

‘I fell,’ I say.‘I t’s m y fault. I fell o n  m y face.’

T h e  officer stares a t m e hard , jo ts  d o w n  som e notes. B efore 

lo n g  h e  an d  his p a rtn e r  are inside th e ir  po lice  cruiser, back ing  

o u t o f  th e  driveway.

T h e  n e x t day, p e r io d  four, M rs B ea tty ’s calculus class, th e  

in te rco m  goes off, and  I h ea r m y n a m e .‘U ch e n n a  O k o li, please 

re p o r t to  M r  L o ftin ’s office.’

M r  L oftin  is th e  g u id an ce  counsello r, an d  in  his office, h e  

pulls o u t the  local new spaper, tu rn s  to  th e  last few  pages o f  it, 

asks m e i f  ev e ry th in g  is okay  a t hom e.

I tell h im  yes.

H e  looks a t m e as i f  h e  is inspecting  m e, as i f  I am  an ex p e r

im e n t an d  h e ’s w atc h in g  to  w rite  a repo rt.

H e  say s,‘I d o n ’t k n o w  any o th e r  fam ily  by  th e  n a m e  o f  

O k o li in  th e  en tire  o f  E d ison  T ow nship. As a m a tte r  o f  fact, I 

d o n ’t k n o w  any o th e r  O kolis  a t all.’
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I n o d .‘I ts  a rare nam e,’ I say. I try  to  chuck le , b u t it com es 

o u t like a cough . I p u t m y r ig h t a rm  o n  th e  arm rest and  act like 

I ’m  m erely  relax ing  in to  th e  chair. T h e n  I lean m y h ead  o n  my 

h an d  and  cover a g o o d  p o r tio n  o f  m y  lips th a t way.

H e  n o d s .‘Y our fam ily was c ited  fo r an  in c id en t o f  dom estic  

v io lence,’ h e  says.‘Y ou’re th e  o n ly  O k o li fam ily I co u ld  find  in 

E dison.’

Tears w ell u p  in  m y eyes, n o t because I’m  sad o r  em b ar

rassed. Tears w ell up  because sudden ly  I feel relieved.

‘D o  y o u  w an t to  talk ab o u t it?’ M r L oftin  asks.

I n o d  an d  start to  speak. ‘M y  father,’ I say. I pause.

‘Y our fa ther?’ M r  L oftin  asks.

‘Yes,’ I say.‘H e  gets angry.’

‘D id  h e  d o  so m e th in g  to  you?’ M r  Loftin  asks.

D o you want to be responsible fo r  sending a diabetic man to jail?  

I h ea r in  m y  head.

I w ip e  m y  eyes a n d  sm ile. ‘I t d o e s n ’t m atte r,’ I say. 

‘E v ery th in g  w ill b e  fine.’

M r L oftin  nods.

I say, ‘You know , I have a perfec t 4.0. I’m  in all those  A P 

classes. I’ve taken  th e  tests an d  have a se m este r w o rth  o f  

A P  credits. B efore you  k n o w  it. I’ll b e  in  college. A nd  I’ll do  

well in  college. E v ery th in g  w ill b e  fine.’

It com es o u t like a rehearsed  speech , w h ich  is so rt o f  w h a t 

it is, because I ’ve to ld  it  to  m yse lf so m any  tim es those  past few  

m o n th s , every tim e Papa lashed o u t at M am a an d  m e.

M r L oftin  n o d s .‘Y ou’ll d o  ju s t fine in  college, yes,’ h e  says. 

‘B u t th e re  are o th e r  issues. I can ’t help  you  i f  you  d o n ’t talk 

to  m e.’

I shake m y  head.

‘A re you  sure?’ h e  asks.

I nod .
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T i l  b e  h ere  i f  you  change y o u r  m ind ,’ h e  says, as I ge t up 

to  leave.

S o m ew h ere  in  the  m idd le  o f  g o in g  to  an d  from  th e  hospital, I 

find  o u t th a t th e  thy ro id  g land  is bu tte rfly -sh ap ed , th a t its tw o  

lobes lo o k  so m ew h at like w ings. B utterflies sho u ld  b e  soft and  

beautifu l, b u t I im ag ine th a t perhaps this is th e  issue w ith  Papa’s 

thy ro id . P erhaps his th y ro id  has nev e r b ee n  q u ite  th e  w ay it 

sh o u ld  be. I im a g in e  th a t rem o v in g  it fro m  his n ec k  m ig h t 

resu lt in  th e  change th a t w e ’ve always w an ted .

H e  stays in  th e  hosp ital fo r a w eek . T h e  su rgery  is sim ple, 

goes exactly as expected , the  doctors say. H e  w ill be back to  n o r

m al w ith in  a co u p le  o f  days o f  b e in g  d ischarged , they  tell us.

H e  co n ies  h o m e , w alks a ro u n d  in  h is b lu e -a n d -w h ite -  

s tr ip ed  pyjam as for m o re  than  a co u p le  o f  days. H e  drags his 

feet, m utters .

W e b e g  h im  to  eat, b u t h e  shakes his h ead  and  tells us tha t 

h e  has n o  appe tite . O n e  w ee k  passes. Tw o w eeks pass. ‘I t ’s a 

sham e,’ h e  says o n e  evening . H is voice is th ro a ty  and  his accen t 

is heavy like M a m a ’s. ‘S uch  a sham e to  b e  so sick an d  w eak.’

‘M u n c h a u se n ’s sy nd rom e,’ I w h isp e r  to  M am a w h e n  w e 

leave h im .

She scowls a t m e.

‘B e tte r  this way,’ I tell her. ‘I ’ll take M u n c h au se n  any  day 

over th e  sh o u tin g  an d  th e  h ittin g .’

S he is w ea rin g  h e r  m auve gow n . It is sleeveless and  goes 

d o w n  to  h e r  ankles. H e r  ch eek b o n es are h igh , and  th e  sk in  o n  

h e r  face appears supple an d  young . A t first glance, hers is n o t 

the  face o f  a fifty -five-year-o ld  w om an . B u t th e re  are g rey  bags 

u n d e r  h e r  eyes. A n d  h e r  fo rehead  w rin k les  ju s t a b it, like the  

creased  lin e n  o f  h e r  g o w n . S he looks a t m e an d  shakes h e r  

head . ‘D o n ’t call tro u b le  w h ere  th e re ’s n o  trouble ,’ she says.
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S he is r ig h t ab o u t th e re  n o t b e in g  trouble . F o r once , Papa 

is placid, docile.

T h a t evening , Papa calls m y  nam e. H e  calls it  loudly, so tha t 

I can h ear it even from  the  k itc h en , even w ith  th e ir  b ed ro o m  

d o o r  b e in g  shut. H e  is s ittin g  up  o n  his b ed  w h e n  I o p e n  th e  

door, his back  facing  th e  wall. H is c o m fo rte r  is a taw ny  lan d 

scape o f  p u rp le  an d  g ree n  sw irls, like little  snakes o n  sandy 

d esert land . I t  is p u lle d  m idw ay  u p  his to rso . I s tand  a t the  

en trance  o f  th e  ro o m , ju s t  u n d e r  th e  arch o f  th e  do o rw ay .‘Yes, 

Papa?’ I say.

H e  is w e a rin g  a w h ite  sing let an d  fussing w ith  his c o m 

forter. H e  asks fo r a glass o f  w ater. ‘A re you okay?’ I ask.

H e  nods slow ly as i f  his head  is a heavy ball o n  his neck , as 

i f  any m o v e m en t m ust b e  slow  an d  calcu lated  in  o rd e r  th a t the  

ball does n o t tip  over.

I leave th e  ro o m  to  fetch  his w ater. W h e n  I re tu rn , I w alk 

up  to  his bedside. I h o ld  th e  glass o f  w ate r o u t to  h im .‘W h a t a 

w o n d erfu l child ,’ h e  says, as h e  takes th e  glass from  m e. ‘Y ou’re 

so g o o d  to  y o u r  p o o r  o ld  papa.’ H is v o ice  is gen tle , an d  the  

w ords are k in d  and  u n ex p ec ted . So u n ex p e c ted  th a t all I hear 

is w h a t I’ve g o tte n  accustom ed  to  h ea rin g  from  h im , especially 

those last few  years at h o m e , m y h ig h -sch o o l years: I h ea r in  his 

vo ice  so m e th in g  gravelly  an d  h arsh , w h ic h  causes m e  to  

g rim ace  an d  p u ck e r m y  brow s th e  way I w o u ld  a t th e  so u n d  

o f  fingernails scrap ing  across a chalkboard . B u t th e n  I th in k  o f  

his cancerous butterfly , and  I th in k  o f  tu m o u rs  ex te n d in g  o u t 

o f  its lobes, o u t o f  its w ings. I th in k  o f  th e  d o c to rs  p lu c k in g  

the  tu m o u rs  o u t, tossing th e m  away. I th in k  o f  th e  m ed ica tions 

s tab iliz ing  h im  in a w ay th a t his d iseased th y ro id  d id  n o t 

m anage to  do. O n ly  th e n  d o  I recogn ize  his vo ice  fo r w h a t it 

is: a soft an d  gen tle  em brace.

*
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M y  second  m o n th  in  college, I called and  called M am a o n  the  

p h o n e , b u t she d id  n o t p ick  up. A fter a w eek  o f  m y calling, she 

finally called back.

T h a t day, I p ick  u p  th e  p h o n e , an d  I ’ve barely  said he llo  

w h e n  she says, ‘N o w  th a t you  have g o n e  o f f  to  college, y o u r 

fa the r does n o t feel th a t it is a g o o d  idea th a t you  co m e back. 

H e  feels you  have b een  disrespectful to  h im  by in te rfe rin g  w ith  

th ings in  o u r  m arriage, by g e ttin g  involved.’

‘M e? D isrespectfu l?’ I ask.

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘T h ereV e  b ee n  tim es w h e n  you  g o t in  the  

m idd le  o f  o u r  fighting ,’ she says.‘W h e n  y o u r parents are having 

an  a rg u m en t, i t ’s n o t y o u r place to  ge t involved.’

‘It w asn’t  ju s t an  a rg u m en t,’ I say.‘H e  was h ittin g  you.’

‘H e  says I shou ld  tell you  tha t h e  is d isow ning  you,’ she says. 

A t first, I ’m  silent. T h e n  I tell h e r  th a t she is w eak. I ask h e r 

h o w  she can  b e  so u n em o tio n a l, h ow  she can even dare to  relay 

th e  m essage as i f  she’s ju s t sta ting  a fact. M y  voice is shaking the  

w h o le  tim e, still I fo rce m yse lf to  finish: I ask h e r  i f  she even 

b o th e re d  to  tell h im  th a t h e  was th e  o n e  at fault, th a t h e  had  

n o  business d iso w n in g  m e? I d o n ’t w ait fo r an  answer, because 

I already k n o w  the  answer. I h an g  u p  th e  p h o n e , because, deep  

d o w n , I u n d erstan d  th a t th is is w h a t she feels is rig h t, this is 

w h a t she believes she needs to  do.

For C hristm as break , I pack up  som e o f  m y th ings from  th e  

d o rm  ro o m  and  stay in  m y frien d  M elissa’s em p ty  apartm en t. 

S tate C o lleg e  is dead  and  co ld  d u r in g  th e  w in te r  b reak, b u t I 

dec id e  th a t th e re  is so m e th in g  to  b e  said fo r a real, h o n es t 

w in te r, tha t th e re ’s so m e th in g  enjoyable ab o u t tu m b lin g  in  and 

slid ing  o n  piles o f  u n m u d d ie d  snow flakes. So I p u t o n  m y 

boo ts, take th e  tray tha t I had previously  sto len  from  th e  d in in g  

co m m o n s ou tside  w ith  m e. I lay th e  tray o n  th e  g ro u n d . I sit 

o n  it, and  I slide d o w n  th e  sm all hills o f  th e  sn o w -co v ered



182 H appiness, L ike W ater

fields, over an d  over again . I d o  th is a lm ost every  o th e r  day. 

B efore lo n g  C h ris tm as b reak  is over.

T h e  en tire  sp ring  sem ester, I d o n ’t h ea r from  her, an d  then  

in  th e  su m m er M am a calls, tells m e th a t w e can arrange so m e

th ing , a m e e tin g  at th e  m all, m aybe. P erhaps I can  even sneak 

in to  th e  ho u se  w h e n  h e  has g o n e  to  bed . I can park  m y car 

tw o  streets d o w n  from  th e  house. W e can  catch  u p  w h ile  he 

sleeps, like g o o d  o ld  tim es, m aybe even  w atch  so m e o f  th e  

new est N o lly w o o d  m ovies to g e th e r . W hat good old times? I 

w onder, b u t I d o n ’t  say it to  her. Instead  I’m  th in k in g  o f  the  

d o zen  o r  so tim es w e w atc h ed  a m ovie. A lm ost every  o n e  o f  

those  tim es, Papa cam e in , to o k  th e  re m o te  c o n tro l , an d  

changed  the  channel to  som e W W F  m atch  o r  w h a tev er else he 

claim ed  h e  h ad  to  w atch . T h e  last few  tim es, w e ’d  d ec id ed  to  

w ait till late, till h e  was asleep. A nd  w e ’d w atc h ed  th e  m ovie  

qu ie tly  and  stiffly, w o rr ie d  th a t Papa w o u ld  so m e h o w  co m e  in 

an d  change th e  ch an n el o n  us.

Still, th a t sum m er, I go  to  her. W e m e e t a t th e  m all, have 

d in n e r  a t th e  C h in ese  place. A fter d in n e r, she leaves. I w an d er 

th e  m all, read  a t th e  B orders b o o k sto re  to  kill tim e. A t a ro u n d  

10 p .m ., I go  to  th e  house. W e are sure h e ’ll b e  asleep.

W eeks go  by, an d  th e n  a m o n th . B y th e n , A llen H ig h  School 

has ad jo u rn e d  fo r su m m er b reak. M am a an d  I co n tin u e  to  take 

Papa back  and  fo rth  fo r his ch eck -u p s. E v e ry th in g  seem s to  be 

g o in g  fine, an d  I’m  th in k in g  th a t m y  serv ices are n o  lo n g e r 

even  n e e d e d , an d  th e n  suddenly , o n e  day, M am a an d  Papa 

re tu rn  fro m  th e  c h e ck -u p , an d  h e  goes d irec tly  to  his ro o m . 

H e  looks to  b e  in  a b ad  m o o d , so I ask M am a w h a t i t ’s all 

abou t. M am a an n o u n ces to  m e  th e n  th a t h e  w ill in d e e d  n eed  

to  go  in  fo r rad ia tion . She tells m e  th a t she w ill n ee d  to  prepare 

lo w -io d in e  d iets fo r h im , because U m iting his in take o f  io d in e
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befo re  th e  rad ia tion  tre a tm e n t w ill help  increase th e  effective

ness o f  th e  rad ioactive io d in e  in  his body.

‘W h a t does a lo w -io d in e  d ie t m ean?’ I ask her.

‘N o  seafood,’ she says.‘N o  dairy  p roducts , n o  egg  yolks, no  

soybeans, n o  R e d  D ye # 3 . R ic e , fresh m eats an d  cereals in  

m o d e ra tio n . P len ty  o f  un sa lted  n u ts  a n d  fresh  fru it, ex cep t 

rh u b arb  and  m arasch ino  ch e rrie s  (the ones th a t con ta in  R e d  

D ye # 3 ) .’ S he says it dutifully, carefully, as i f  she’s m e m o rize d  

th e  d o c to r ’s pam ph le t.

‘I t’s a lo t o f  p lan n in g  an d  prepara tion ,’ she says.‘A nd  it w ill 

o n ly  g e t w orse  w h e n  th e  trea tm e n t is done.’

I o n ly  listen.

‘I n eed  m o re  help,’ she says.‘Y ou’ll have to  stay a b it longer.’ 

I n o d , because th ings haven ’t b ee n  so bad.

‘I have to  th in k  o f  m y w ork ,’ M am a goes on . ‘I really ca n ’t 

afford to  lose m y jo b .’

I th in k  a b o u t m y first year in  college, h o w  I was b an n e d  

from  c o m in g  h o m e , h o w  she co m p ro m ised  and  allow ed m e to  

sneak in  a t n igh t. T h e re ’s som eth ing  different, som eth ing  alm ost 

satisfying in  b e in g  w an ted . I n o d  an d  tell h e r  th a t I ’ll stay a 

w h ile  longer.

M am a has to  w o rk  th e  day h e  un d erg o es th e  rad ia tion  trea t

m en t. S he has used u p  all h e r  vacation  and  personal days, and  

ta k in g  a leave o f  absence from  h e r  jo b  w o u ld  m e an  g o in g  

w ith o u t h ea lth  insu rance for th a t p e r io d  o f  tim e, w h ich  is n o t 

an  o p tio n  w ith  Papa still n e e d in g  trea tm en t.

I d rive  h im  to  his ap p o in tm e n t, an d  th e  plan is th a t h e ’ll 

take a taxi back, because th e re ’s n o  te lling  h o w  lo n g  h e ’ll need  

to  b e  in  th e  hospital.

A fter I d rop  h im  off, I h ead  to  th e  B orders by  th e  m all. I 

find  a sm all cub ic le  an d  sit there , read in g  th e  new spaper. T h e n
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I sw itch  from  th e  new sp ap er to  a co llec tio n  o f  sh o r t stories, 

and  before I k n o w  it, i t’s evening. I re tu rn  th e  b o o k  to  the  she lf 

w h ere  I fo u n d  it, an d  I head  hom e.

B y n o w  M am a has m ade m e a copy  o f  the  ho u se  key, so I 

o p en  th e  d o o r  an d  en ter. I ’m  o n ly  halfw ay up  th e  stairs w h e n  

I see th e  signs tha t Papa has posted . F ou r o f  th em , p rin te d  in  red 

ink , o n  w h ite  paper. T h e y  all read: c a u t i o n ! r a d i a t i o n ! 

s t a y  a t  l e a s t  t h r e e  f e e t  a w a y ! E ven  th o u g h  th ings for 

th e  past m o n th  have n o t b een  bad  at all w ith  Papa, an d  even 

th o u g h , w ith  th e  passage o f  tim e, I ’m  g e ttin g  m o re  an d  m o re  

co n fid e n t w ith  m y diseased bu tte rfly  theory , th e  ob lig a tio n  to  

stay away causes m e to  sigh w ith  relief.

I w alk b e tw e en  the  d in in g  ro o m  an d  the  k itch en . T h e re  are 

tw o  lo n g  lists, duplicates o f  p o s t- trea tm e n t procedures. T h e  lists 

b eg in : fo r th e  first tw o  days, m a in ta in  a p ru d e n t d istance from  

o thers. S leep a lone  in  a separate ro o m . A void close p ro lo n g ed  

social co n tac t as m u ch  as possible. U se on ly  separate, disposable 

e a tin g  u tensils. D o  n o t  p rep a re  fo o d  fo r o th e rs  o r  have any 

p ro lo n g ed  co n tac t w ith  foods o f  o thers.

I am  still read in g  th e  list w h e n  m y cell p h o n e  rings. It is 

M am a o n  th e  line.

‘W h e n  y o u r  fa th e r is ready  to  eat,’ she  says, ‘p u t so m e o f  

th e  yam  a n d  sp inach  p o tta g e  o n to  a p la te , h ea t it u p  in  th e  

m icrow ave for tw o  an d  a h a lf  m inu tes, th e n  transfer the  food  

o n to  o n e  o f  th e  p ap e r  p lates from  th e  d in in g  ro o m . P lace the  

food  on  th e  small tab le by y o u r  p ap a’s b e d ro o m  d o o r. K n o ck  

o n  the  d o o r  w h e n  y o u ’ve p laced  it there . H e  w ill co m e o u t 

and  take th e  fo o d  w h e n  h e  hears th e  k n o ck .’

‘H o w  w ill I k n o w  w h e n  h e ’s ready  to  ea t?’ I ask. She w orks 

at Sayreville A ssisted L iv ing  H o m e , a t least tw e n ty  m in u tes  

away. She w orks the  3 p.m . to  11 p .m . shift. I im ag ine  h e r  in  h e r  

n u rse ’s sta tion , lean ing  tow ards o ld  Jack  and  his m etal w alker,
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h e r  m o u th  close to  his o n e  g o o d  ear, co ax in g  h im  loud ly  to  

give h e r  ju s t o n e  m o m e n t, o n e  m o m e n t so th a t she can  m ake 

this call to  m e .‘H o w  w ill I k n o w  w h en ? ’ I ask.

‘I ’ll give h im  y o u r  cell p h o n e  n u m b er,’ M am a says. ‘S om e 

tim e  w ith in  th e  n e x t h o u r, h e  w ill send  you  a te x t m essage 

telling  you  tha t he is ready. T h a t way y o u ’ll kn o w  to  prepare the 

food.’ M y  h ea rt starts to  bea t fast. I feel like sudden ly  th e re  is 

no  air go ing  in to  m y lungs, b u t I k n o w  I need  to  say som ething. 

B efore I can respond , she says she has to  go  and  hangs up  the 

p h o n e .

I was a sen io r in  college the  last tim e Papa lost his jo b . O v e r  five 

years ago, a lm ost six now . N o t  tha t h e  h a d n ’t b ee n  laid o ff  from  

jo b s  b efo re , b u t this was th e  first tim e  th a t h e  h ad  tro u b le  

g e ttin g  a n o th e r  jo b  r ig h t away. T h is  was also th e  p e r io d  w h e n  

he  first began  to  fall sick. F irst th e re  was th e  lu m p  in his neck , 

th e n  th e  hoarseness, th e  p rob lem s sw allow ing , th e  d ifficu lty  

b rea th ing . H e  was in  an d  o u t o f  th e  hospital even then .

O n e  even ing  d u r in g  th a t tim e, M am a calls m e a t m y  d o rm  

ro o m  in the  university, tells m e th a t she th inks it w o u ld  b e  a 

g ood  idea fo r m e to  w rite  to  h im , to  show  h im  som e sym pathy 

in  this tim e o f  distress.‘I m ake n o  excuses fo r the  m an,’ she says. 

‘Y our fa th e r has d o n e  m any  th ings w ro n g , b u t h e ’s a sick m an 

now . A  sick m an  w ith o u t a jo b .’

I say no. T h e  line  seem s to  go dead. ‘H ello ?’ I say.‘H ello ?’ 

S he d o esn ’t  say any th in g , b u t ju s t as I am  a b o u t to  h an g  up  

th e  p h o n e , she clears h e r  th roat and  tells m e  she is d isappointed , 

th a t she has to  go. She hangs up  th e  p h o n e .

D ays later, as I’m  ab o u t to  ru n  o ff  to  class, th e  p h o n e  rings. 

It is M am a again , an d  w e  have th e  sam e co n v e rsa tio n  o n ce  

m o re .‘B e th e  b igger person ; forgive and  forget,’ she says.‘W rite  

h im  th e  le tter, o r an  em ail even, show  h im  y o u ’re th e  b igger
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p erson , th a t you  can  be sym pathetic , especially to  so m eo n e  like 

h im . Forgive and  forget.’ T h a t’s w h a t sh e ’s h ad  to  do, she says.

As w e g e t o ff  th e  p h o n e , I tell h e r  th a t I’ll th in k  ab o u t it. 

A nd  I do.

N early  a w eek  later, I’m  sitting  in  m y  d o rm  again, a t m y 

desk area, w h e n  I d ec ide  to  call h e r  back . She p icks up, and  

from  th e  so u n d  o f  h e r  voice, I can  tell th a t she is expectan t.

I ask h e r  i f  she know s w h a t she is asking m e to  do. She says 

yes, she realizes w h a t she is asking. W r ite  the  le tter, she says. 

H e  is a ch an g ed  m an. H e  is ch a n g in g  as w e speak, w h a t w ith  

all these  b ad  th ings h a p p e n in g  to  h im , a m an  c a n ’t h e lp  b u t 

change fo r th e  better.

‘H o w  lo n g  has this ch an g e  b ee n  g o in g  o n ? ’ I ask, d isbe

lieving. Ju st a year befo re  she h ad  called m e  c ry in g  ab o u t h o w  

h e  b ro u g h t th e  car to  a stop , d ragged  h e r  o u t  by  th e  hair, 

s lam m ed  h e r  o n to  th e  b o d y  o f  th e  car, sc ream ing  a t her, all 

because she had  m ade  a c o m m e n t a b o u t his speed ing . A fter 

th a t in c id en t, she had  p rom ised  th a t she  w o u ld  leave, w o u ld  

c o m e  an d  find  an  a p a r tm e n t n e a r  m e, a n y th in g  to  g e t away 

from  h im .

I rem in d  h e r  th a t befo re  th a t, h e  k icked  h e r  o u t o f  th e  car 

in  th e  m id d le  o f  th e  h ighw ay  o n  th e ir  w ay to  so m e ch u rc h  

con ference, fo rced  h e r  to  find  h e r  o w n  w ay hom e.

I tell h e r  th a t som e th ings, and  som e peop le , d o n ’t change. 

‘I t’s n o  d ifferen t from  w h e n  w e lived in  M assachusetts,’ I tell 

h er. ‘E ven  th e n  h e  was b a n n in g  us fro m  e n te r in g  his ca r i f  

h e  h ap p e n ed  to  find  c rum bs o r  d ir t  th a t h e  th o u g h t w e had 

tracked  in .’ D oes she rem e m b er h o w  I saved u p  tw o  h u n d red  

dollars from  babysitting  kids a ro u n d  th e  b lock , from  co llec ting  

and  recycling  em p ty  cans and  bottles from  the  streets every  day 

afte r sch o o l, ju s t  so th a t I co u ld  h e lp  h e r  b u y  h e r  o w n  car? 

D o es she rem e m b er h o w  she w o rk e d  tw elve ho u rs  a day a t h e r
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u n d e r - th e - ta b le  h o u se k e e p in g  jo b  a t B e ac o n  H ill H o te l, 

c h a n g in g  sheets an d  sc ru b b in g  to ile ts , so th a t w e c o u ld  p u t 

to g e th e r  o u r  m oney , so th a t w e c o u ld  b u y  h e r  th a t D o d g e  

O m n i, the  m aro o n  o n e  w ith  th e  p ee ling  pain t, w h ich  ran ju s t 

fine, b u t was sold so cheap  because o f  its te rr ib le  pain tw ork? I 

was o n ly  in  m idd le  schoo l th e n .‘D o  you  rem e m b er? ’ I ask.

‘I rem em ber,’ she says.‘B u t I tell y o u , h e  is chang ing ; h e  w ill 

co n tin u e  to  change. A n ice, ca rin g  em ail from  you  w ill to u c h  

h im  and  m ake h im  even m o re  w illing  to  change.’

I w rite  the  em ail, because it m atte rs to  h e r  th a t I do. I w rite  

it because perhaps she has a p o in t. I w rite :

D ea r Papa, M am a ju s t to ld  m e th a t you  have n o t b een  

fee lin g  w ell a n d  have b e e n  in  th e  hosp ita l o ften . I 

w an ted  to  w ish  you  a speedy recovery. I f  th e re ’s any th ing  

I can do, please le t m e know . Please get som e rest and  get 

w ell soon . Sincerely, U c h e n n a

I read  it to  h e r  over th e  p h o n e . She approves, gives m e his 

em ail address, tells m e to  go  ahead  an d  send  i t . ‘Y ou’re a g o o d  

daugh ter,’ she says. ‘A  really g o o d  daugh ter, w ith  a really g o o d  

heart. S om etim es i t ’s th e  y o u n g  p eo p le  w h o  have to  teach  th e  

old,’ she says.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ I say, b u t I am  sm iling  now , and  I am  hopefu l 

th a t she is rig h t. I im ag ine  a c learer fu tu re  fo r us. A n  im age o f  

th e  sun  com es in to  m y head , and  I th in k  th a t m aybe this w ho le  

th in g  is like w h e n  y o u ’ve b ee n  staring  straight in to  the  sun ligh t 

fo r so m e tim e, an d  th e n  you  lo o k  away an d  y o u r  v ision  is 

blurry, y o u r  eyes confused , b u t th e n  you  co n tin u e  to  lo o k  away 

fo r n o t even a few  m o re  seconds an d  sudden ly  y o u r  eyes focus 

again.

I reason  th a t m aybe n o t always focu sin g  o n  P apa’s bad
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behaviour, n o t always rem e m b erin g , n o t always sta ring  th e  past 

in  th e  face, m aybe this is all it’ll take to  m e n d  things. M aybe the  

p ro b lem  is m ine , has b ee n  m in e  all a long. M aybe I ju s t  n ee d  to  

le t go  o f  the  past, lo o k in g  o n ly  indirectly, i f  a t all, a t th e  sun.

‘Y ou’re a g o o d  daugh ter,’ she says again. ‘A  g o o d  daugh ter.’ 

A nd  th e n  she tells m e  she has to  ge t back  to  w ork .

T h e  n e x t day, after d in n er, I o p en  u p  m y em ail an d  see tha t 

h e  has responded . H e  says:

D au g h te r, th e  p a th  to  a fulfilling and  beneficia l fu tu re  

is n o t th e  u t te r  d isrespec t o f  y o u r  fa th e r  an d  y o u r  

m o ther. As a child , it  is y o u r d u ty  to  accep t the  discipline 

o f  y o u r  paren ts, regardless o f  w h e th e r  y o u  agree o r 

disagree. O f  course , as an  adu lt, y o u  are free to  d e te r 

m in e  y o u r  o w n  p a th , based  p u re ly  o n  y o u r  selfish 

desires. F or m y  part, I also have a rig h t n o t to  co n d o n e  

o r  su p p o rt th a t p a th . T h e  least y o u  can  n o w  d o  is to  

rec o n s id e r  y o u r  ways, a n d  th e n  to e  a p a th  th a t w ill 

rec o n c ile  y o u  w ith  th e  fa th e r  w h o  gave y o u  life. F o r 

sta rters, you  sh o u ld  s to p  m o v in g  in  an d  o u t sneakily  

w h en e v e r you  w an t to  see y o u r  m o th e r. Y ou th in k  I do 

n o t know , b u t I know . E n te r in g  m y ho u se  w ith o u t m y 

p erm ission  is th e  u ltim ate  sign o f  th e  u tte r  d isap p o in t

m e n t tha t you  are. Y ou m ust at som e p o in t b eg in  to  take 

responsibility  fo r y o u r choices, ac tions and  co n d u c t. You 

h u r t  n o b o d y  b u t y o u rse lf , an d  y o u  c a n n o t la te r tu rn  

a ro u n d  to  b lam e anyone else.

F ather

H is response sets m e  off. I w o n d e r  h o w  h e  is able to  box  u p  all 

his abuse u n d e r  th e  ca teg o ry  o f  discipline. D o es his conscience 

really tell h im  th a t d isc ip line  is all th a t it has b een ?  As for
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sneak ing  aro u n d  w ith  M am a, I w an t to  tell h im  th a t no rm al 

ch ild ren  are n o t  fo rced  to  sneak a ro u n d  to  see th e ir  m o th ers , 

because n o rm a l fathers w o u ld  never b an  th e ir  ch ild ren  from  

c o m in g  to  th e ir  houses, especially n o t fo r the  reason th a t h e  

has b an n e d  m e. I have n o t b een  disrespectful, I w an t to  scream . 

‘H o w  have I b ee n  disrespectful?’ I w h isp e r to  m yself.

I p ick  u p  th e  p h o n e  and  call M am a. I d o n ’t say hello , an d  I 

d o n ’t w ait fo r h e r  to  say hello. First, I read m y em ail again  to  

her. Im m ed ia te ly  after, I read  his response.

‘O h , no , no , n o !’ she exclaim s.

‘T h is  is h o w  h e ’s changed?’ I ask.

S he’s silent fo r a w hile. T h e n  she clears h e r th roat. T m  sorry,’ 

she says.

I tell h e r  I have to  go, an d  I h a n g  up  th e  p h o n e .

All th a t was over five years ago, alm ost six years now , and  a 

p a rt o f  m e w ants to  scold m yse lf fo r re m e m b erin g , w ants to  

ask m yse lf w h y  I haven ’t fo rg o tten  all a b o u t it by now.

She d o esn ’t  n ee d  to  give h im  m y n u m b er, I m u tte r  to  m yself. 

T h e re ’s n o  w ay th a t I ’ll le t h e r  give h im  m y n u m b er. In  m y 

head , I am  re m e m b e rin g  all th e  em ails tha t fo llow ed th a t first 

one . T h e y  g rew  a n g rie r  and  ang rie r, p robably  sp u rre d  o n  by 

th e  fact th a t I refused to  respond  -  o n e - lin e  em ails ab o u t h o w  

I was allow ing  Satan to  gu ide m e, ab o u t m y b e in g  a b lockhead , 

a b o u t h o w  I w o u ld  a m o u n t to  n o th in g .

I am  w ea rin g  a pair o f  jean s and  a loose w h ite  dress sh irt. I 

w ip e  m y  sw eaty palm s o n  th e  b o tto m  h a lf  o f  th e  sh irt, an d  the  

m o is tu re  from  m y hands leaves a w e t m ark . I call M am a back 

o n  m y  cell p h o n e .

‘Y ou ca n ’t  give h im  m y n u m b er,’ I say, as so o n  as she picks

up.

‘W h y  n o t? ’ M am a asks, so u n d in g  a little  irrita ted .
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‘T h a t w o u ld  b e  like an  inv ita tion  fo r attack,’ I tell her.

‘I t’s n o t th a t serious,’ M am a says.

‘I t is,’ I say.

She says, ‘N o t  now . I’m  very  busy  h e re  at w o rk , h an d in g  

o u t m ed ica tio n , filling  o u t p ap e rw o rk  and  o th e r  th ings. N o w  

is n o t th e  tim e.’

I say, ‘I t was a m istake back  th e n  to  give h im  access to  m y  

em ail address. H e  sen t all those  an g ry  em ails, rem e m b er? ’

S he stays silent.

‘Y ou call h im  y o u rse lf  and  find  o u t w h e n  h e ’s ready. T h e n  

call m e back  and  tell m e, and  I ’ll g e t th e  fo o d  ready. B u t w h a t

ever you  do, please d o n ’t g ive h im  m y  nu m b er.’

‘D o n ’t call troub le  w h ere  th e re  is n o  trouble,’ she says. T h e n  

she tells m e she has to  g o  and  hangs u p  th e  p h o n e .

I k n o w  th a t h e  usually eats d in n e r  a t 6 .30  p .m . A t 6 p .m . I 

head  in to  the  k itchen  and  dish o u t the  yam  and  spinach po ttage 

o n to  a glass plate. I cover th e  p la te  w ith  a n o th e r  glass p la te  and 

stick it in  th e  m icrow ave. I p rog ram  in  tw o  and  a h a lf  m inu tes, 

b u t I d o n ’t h it th e  S T A R T  b u tto n .

O n  th e  k itc h e n  c o u n te r , I set o u t  th e  p lastic p la te  o n to  

w h ich  I w ill transfer th e  food . I set o u t plastic utensils n e x t to  

th e  plastic plate, and  I fill a b ig  plastic cup  w ith  w ater. I w alk  

back  to  m y ro o m , a q u ic k  step  in to  m y  b a th ro o m , an d  th e n  I 

lo u n g e  o n  m y bed , w aiting  to  h ear from  M am a ab o u t w h e n  he 

is ready  to  eat.

A t 6 .30 , 1 th in k  I h ea r th e  c lick ing  so u n d  o f  a d o o r  b e in g  

shut, b u t I d o n ’t  h ear an y th in g  else, n o  foo tsteps, n o  sounds o f  

m ovem en t. I d o n ’t  th in k  m u c h  o f  th e  click ing , b u t all th e  same, 

I dec ide  to  w alk  o u t o f  m y  ro o m  an d  in to  th e  k itc h en  to  push 

S T A R T  o n  th e  m icrow ave, to  finish th e  p rep ara tio n  so th a t in  

case h e  com es to  ch eck  fo r his food, it w ill be all ready for h im .

I en te r  th e  k itch en  an d  the  first th in g  I see is th a t th e  plastic
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plate, cup  and  utensils are n o  lo n g e r o n  the  coun ter. I o p e n  the  

m icrow ave an d  see th a t th e  fo o d  is n o  lo n g e r  there . Instead 

there are tw o  em p ty  glass plates in  th e  sink, th e  plates o n  w h ich  

I had  d ished o u t th e  food , the  plates o n  w h ich  th e  fo o d  w o u ld  

have b ee n  h ea ted  up.

H o u rs  later, a b o u t n in e  o ’clock , m y cell p h o n e  rings, and 

M am a is o n  th e  line. ‘So you  to o k  th e  food  to  h im ?’ she asks.

‘N o ,’ I say. ‘B y  th e  tim e I w e n t to  finish up  th e  p repara tion , 

h e  had  already co m e and  taken it h im self. I’m  surp rised  I d id n ’t 

even h ear th e  m icrow ave b ee p in g  w h e n  h e  fin ished  h ea tin g  up 

th e  food.’

She is q u ie t o n  th e  line.

‘I m ust have b ee n  in  the  b a th ro o m ,’ I tell her.

She is still qu ie t.

‘M am a?’ I say. ‘A re you  still the re?’

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘B u t you  d isappo in t m e. I d o n ’t ask y o u  fo r 

m u ch , b u t this is rad ia tion  w e ’re ta lk ing  ab o u t. It w o u ld  n o t 

have k illed  you  to  le t m e  give h im  y o u r  n u m b er. F o r G o d ’s 

sake, it is rad ia tion  w e ’re ta lk ing  abou t.’

I say, ‘M am a, I c o u ld n ’t h an d le  th e  possib ility  o f  g e ttin g  

harassing calls o r  te x t messages from  h im  o n  m y p h o n e .’

‘All you h ad  to  do  was ju s t  le t m e  give h im  y o u r  nu m b er, 

so th a t y o u  w o u ld  have k n o w n  w h e n  to  p rep a re  th e  food , 

w h e n  to  place it fo r h im  o n  th a t tab le by  his door. Is it  to o  

m u ch  for m e  to  ask you  to  p repare his fo o d  fo r h im ? I t ’s n o t 

like I was asking you  to  c o o k  it. All I was asking was fo r you 

to  dish it ou t.’

‘N o ,’ I say. ‘It was n o t to o  m u c h  to  ask. A nd  I d id n ’t m in d  

p rep a rin g  th e  food . B u t M am a,’ I say,‘w hy  d id n ’t y o u  call h im ? 

W h y  d id n ’t he call m e  from  his doorw ay, like h e ’s d o n e  before? 

H e  co u ld  have s tood  the re  and  ju s t  to ld  m e  tha t h e  was ready 

fo r his food.’
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‘You co u ld  have ju s t  allow ed m e to  give h im  y o u r  num ber,’ 

M am a says.

‘T h e re  you  go  again,’ I say.‘Always p u ttin g  h im  first. Always 

p u ttin g  his needs befo re  m ine.’

‘P u ttin g  his needs first?’ she ask s.‘I ’ve never o n ce  p u t his 

needs before yours.’

I th in k  o f  B o sto n  and  the  F lo rida trip , o f  h im  h itt in g  her, 

and  still she w e n t back  to  serve h im  a second  tim e. A nd  all the  

w h ile  n e ith e r  she n o r  I ate. I th in k  o f  m y  b leed in g  lips, an d  o f  

h e r  te lling  m e n o t to  say an y th in g  to  th e  cops. D o you want to 

be responsible fo r  sending a diabetic man to jail?  I th in k  o f  sneak ing  

in  and  o u t o f  th e  house, because M am a d id  n o t w an t to  an g e r 

h im  by d e m a n d in g  th a t I b e  allow ed to  co m e back  h o m e . I 

th in k  o f  w ritin g  th a t em ail. O f  b e in g  h ere  n o w  at th e  house.

S he says, ‘H e  co u ld  have c o n ta m in a te d  th e  item s in  th e  

k itch en  w ith  his rad ia tion . Y ou th in k  I was c o n c e rn e d  for h im  

w h e n  I asked you  to  p repare th e  m eal fo r him ? N o ,’ she says. 

‘M y  c o n c e rn  was fo r you  an d  fo r m e. N o t  w an tin g  th e  rad ia

tio n  to  seep o u t to  us. A nd  h ere  you are te lling  m e h o w  I p u t 

h im  befo re  us.’

I te ll h e r  th a t i f  she w as so c o n c e rn e d  fo r o u r  safety, she 

cou ld  have d o n e  as I had  suggested; she co u ld  have called h im  

an d  th e n  g o tte n  back  to  m e w ith  a tim e  w h e n  h e  w o u ld  be 

e x p ec tin g  to  have th e  m eal.

‘You d isappo in t m e,’ she tells m e. ‘A ccusing  m e  o f  ca te rin g  

to  h im , as i f  I d o n ’t have a head  o f  m y o w n , as i f  I d o n ’t have 

m y o w n  p rio rities.’

I d o n ’t answer. Instead, I sit o n  m y bed , shak ing  m y head  

slow ly from  side to  side.

A few  n igh ts later, h e  calls m y  n am e from  his ro o m , like he 

d id  th e  days fo llo w in g  th e  first p ro ce d u re , th e  surgery.
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T h o se  tim es, his request was sim ple: h e  o n ly  asked fo r a glass 

o f  w ater.

I im ag in e  h e  is by  th e ir  b e d ro o m  door, s tand ing  at th e  to p  

o f  th e  th ree  steps th a t lead in to  his ro o m . M y  ro o m  is past the  

liv ing  ro o m , d o w n  th e  hallway, o n  th e  o p p o site  side o f  th e  

house. M y  d o o r  is on ly  a crack o p en , so I d o n ’t see h im , b u t I 

im ag ine  th a t h e ’s w ea rin g  his b lu e -a n d -w h ite -s tr ip e d  pyjam a 

pants an d  his w h ite  singlet. H e  scream s m y nam e, th o u g h  n o t 

really scream ing , ju s t sh o u tin g  it so th a t I can  h e a r .'U c h e n n a !’ 

h e  says.

I have ju s t  co m e  o u t  o f  th e  b a th ro o m . I have tossed  the  

to w el o n  m y  b ed , a n d  I am  u n fo ld in g  a p ad  from  its plastic 

w rap p in g , a b o u t to  stick  it o n to  m y  underw ear. It is past 10 

p .m .; by  now , h e  sh o u ld  b e  sleeping.

I lo o k  a t m y do o r, and  it occu rs to  m e  th a t I am  com ple te ly  

nu d e , an d  th a t h e  cou ld , in  th a t very  m o m e n t, b e  m a k in g  his 

w ay slow ly  to  m y d o o r. So I resp o n d  h u rried ly , in  o rd e r  to  

ca tch  h im  o n  tim e. ‘I ’m  n o t dressed,’ I say. ‘I ca n ’t c o m e  o u t 

r ig h t now.’

H is response com es r ig h t away, w ith o u t even a m o m e n t o f  

hesita tion .

‘D o n ’t y o u  dare snap at m e,’ h e  shou ts . ‘D o n ’t you  dare!’ 

T h e n , ‘I f  y o u  k n o w  w h a t’s b es t fo r y o u , b e t te r  p u t o n  y o u r  

clo thes an d  ge t m e a glass o f  w ater!’ H e  clears his th ro a t loudly  

an d  ad d s ,‘O r  else.’

F o r a m o m e n t, I w an t to  exp lain  m yse lf to  h im . I w an t to  

tell h im  th a t h e  sh o u ld n ’t be an g ry  w ith  m e, because I d id  n o t 

m ean  any  o f  it disrespectfully. B u t befo re  I can g e t m y m o u th  

to  o p e n  up, I h ea r  his foo tsteps fad ing  away, and  th e n  I h ea r  his 

d o o r  slam  shut.

I sit o n  m y bed , h o ld in g  the  pad  in  m y hands, im ag in in g  

co lou rfu l butterflies, m u ta ted  butterflies filling up  all th e  em pty
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space in  m y ro o m . I im ag ine  tu m o u rs  o n  m any  o f  th e m , and  

frigh tfu l m e tam o rp h o ses o f  each an d  every  tu m o u r  th a t I see, 

so tha t in  th e  end , th e  diseased bu tte rflies can hardly  be sepa

ra ted  from  th e  hea lthy  ones. I cringe . I feel th e  b lo o d  from  my 

insides d r ip p in g  o u t. I im ag in e  th a t it  is s ta in in g  th e  yellow  

sh ee t u n d e r  m e. B u t I d o n ’t d o  a th in g  to  th w art th e  stain.

T h e  n ex t day, I pack m y bags and  prepare to  leave. M am a stands 

at m y  do o rw ay  an d  w atches m e  fo ld  m y blouses, w atches m e 

place th e m  in to  m y  suitcase.

‘I still n eed  you  here,’ she says. It com es o u t dry, m o n o to n e . 

‘I d o n ’t see w hy  y o u ’re leav ing  so su d d en ly ’

I place th e  b louse  th a t I am  h o ld in g  in  th e  suitcase. I tu rn  

a ro u n d  so th a t I am  facing  her, lo o k in g  straigh t in to  h e r  eyes. I 

say, ‘Y ou are an  e m o tio n a lly  abusive m o th e r  w h o se  g rea test 

fu n c tio n  in  m y  life has b ee n  to  p e rp e tu a te  y o u r  h u sb a n d ’s 

abuse. It has always b ee n  and  always w ill b e  ab o u t h im . A b o u t 

n o t m ak in g  h im  angry, a b o u t tak in g  care o f  h im , a b o u t g iv ing  

h im  food  this way an d  tha t. H e  w ill always b e  y o u r n u m b e r  

o n e  priority . A nd  so, you  see, I have n o  business b e in g  here.’

I su rp rise  m yself, because i t ’s n o t as i f  I ’ve ever th o u g h t o f  

any o f  this before. I su rp rise M am a, to o .‘H ush ,’ she says.‘D o n ’t 

say such foolish th ings!’

B u t I insist. ‘N o , M am a,’ I say.‘It’s really true . I m ean  every 

w o rd  o f  it. C a te r in g  to  an  abusive p e rso n  is o n e  th in g , b u t 

fo rcing o th e rs  to  d o  th e  sam e, w hatever y o u r reasons, is its o w n  

fo rm  o f  abuse.’

S he raises o n e  h an d  to  h e r  face, covers h e r  eyes w ith  i t . ‘You 

accuse m e o f  b e in g  em o tio n a lly  abusive?’ she asks. H e r  vo ice  is 

soft, as i f  she’s p lead ing , as i f  sh e ’s h o p in g  th a t I’ll change my 

m in d  an d  co m e u p  w ith  a d ifferen t verd ic t a b o u t her.

I lo o k  at her, ju s t w atch  her. I d o n ’t  say a th ing .
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‘M e?’ she beg ins again, h e r  vo ice breaking . ‘Y ou really th in k  

th a t I have b e e n  em o tio n a lly  abusive to  you?’

‘Yes, M am a,’ I say. I t  is th e n  th a t h e r  sh o u ld e rs  b e g in  to  

shake. I k n o w  th a t she is cry ing, tha t w h a t I said really is h u rtin g  

her.

‘M e?’ she asks o n e  last tim e. She m um bles, and  som ew here  

in  th e  m id d le  o f  th e  b lu b b e rin g , I th in k  I h ea r  h e r  say som e

th in g  a b o u t life b e in g  all a b o u t sacrifices.

She really gets in to  th e  c ry in g  now , h e r  shou lders heaving, 

h e r  b rea th  ca tch ing  and  releasing, ca tch ing  an d  releasing. I look  

at her, she is pitifu l, an d  so m e th in g  in  m e w ants to  en joy  this 

m o m e n t. S o m eth in g  in  m e w ants to  sm ile an d  say, ‘N o w  you 

feel w h a t I feel.’ B u t th e n  I lo o k  a t h e r  again. A n d  she looks 

m o re  p itifu l than  she has ever lo o k ed  all the  tim es th a t Papa h it 

h e r  o r  scream ed at her. M o re  p itifu l than  she lo o k e d  even w ith  

h e r  b lack  eye in  B o s to n . I t  o ccu rs  to  m e th a t I  am  th e  o n e  

m a k in g  h e r  feel th is way. A n d  I realize th a t i t ’s n o t at all som e

th in g  to  sm ile abou t.

‘Anyway, h e ’s back  to  n o rm a l now,’ I say. ‘You really d o n ’t 

n e e d  m e any  m ore.’

She shakes h e r  head , tells m e  th a t she does. She needs m e 

m o re  than  I can  im ag ine, she says. S he cries hard , an d  h e r  voice 

trem bles, b u t I d o n ’t allow  th e  tears o r  th e  trem b lin g  to  sway 

m e. Instead, I stand  there , robo t-like; and  as I w atch  h e r  sobb ing  

co n tin u e , it beg ins to  feel like so m e th in g  is b e in g  lifted o u t o f  

m e, so m e th in g  heavy an d  ligh t a t once. S he is b eg g in g  m e to  

stay, b u t I barely  h ear th e  w ords. Instead, I’m  im a g in in g  tha t 

th a t th in g  in  m e  is f lu tte rin g  away.

H e  com es o u t o f  th e ir  b e d ro o m  as I am  ab o u t to  take m y 

luggage d o w n  th e  stairs, in  th e  d irec tio n  o f  th e  fro n t door. I 

p re te n d  th a t I d o  n o t n o tice  h im .

W h e n  I am  m idw ay  d o w n  th e  staircase, h e  says, ‘O n c e  you
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leave, d o n ’t th in k  you  can  com e back. Y ou’re n o t w elco m e here 

unless I say you  are.’

I w alk the  rest o f  th e  way d o w n  th e  staircase. A nd  I th in k  

th a t o n e  day, G o d  w illing , I w ill have a hu sb an d  an d  a t least 

o n e  ch ild  o f  m y o w n . A nd  chances are th a t m y  husband  an d  I 

w o n ’t  always see eye to  eye. So, m aybe so m etim es  I’ll find  

m y se lf  y ie ld in g  to  h im , because, afte r all, I’ll love h im  very  

m uch . Still, I ’ll love h im  n o t qu ite  as m u ch  as I ’ll love m y child.

I g rab  h o ld  o f  th e  d o o r  k n o b  a n d  pu ll o p e n  th e  door. 

O u tsid e , th e  sky is b lue and  w h ite . I can  feel a soft b reeze, and  

I can  feel th e  w a rm th  o f  th e  sun  o n  m y skin.

‘D o  y o u  h ear m e?’ Papa asks as I step  o u t . ‘D o n ’t th in k  you 

can  se t fo o t h ere  again  w ith o u t m y p erm issio n . Y ou u n d e r 

stand?’

I tu rn  back  in  his d irec tio n , and  I n o d , a slow  an d  w istful 

n o d . A n d  I w o n d e r  i f  h e  even know s w h y  I ’m  leaving.
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