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To Temidayo Odunlami and Eriifeoluwa Odunlami

If you knew how much I love you both, you would be scared …




Falodun Family Tree
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Prologue

She was a mermaid – queen of song and sea, goddess of the gill-bearing vertebrates, mistress of the hearts of men.

Only she quickly realised that in these waters, the one creature that could flourish was Mami Wata; and Mami Wata was as far from the fabled mermaid as a creature could be. There was no shimmering fin, no haunting singing voice, no glossy skin – instead a mouth crowded with dagger teeth, hands that were deformed and decaying, features that were hard to look at but impossible to turn away from. Monife had had little interest in Mami Wata, but in the end, when they found her body, she would be likened to the eerie creature.

The water was cold. And terrifying in the darkness. She was alone because Elegushi beach was not a place you went to at night. In the blackness, the beach had a completely different atmosphere; without the DJ blasting music or kids kicking up sand, it was joyless. Even in the daytime, most Lagosians stayed well away from the water; they were always surprised and a little awed when Monife wandered into the frothy waves in some skimpy bikini with her arms held wide open and her braids flying wildly behind her. Strangers would call her back, afraid for her safety, afraid to be witness to some tragedy they imagined was about to take place. But she had always, always returned to shore.

The tragedy was here, now, with her wading into the cold, thrashing waters. No. The tragedy had already happened, and this was simply the inevitable consequence. She thought of her mother, but the thought did not soften her resolve. She had left a brief note – she hadn’t had the words. Besides, they would know why; and if they were unsure, her cousin could enlighten them.

She was doing her very best to think of anything but Golden Boy. She didn’t want her last thoughts to be of him. She had already surrendered herself to him in her life; she didn’t want to surrender to him at the end also. But she was neck-deep now and she hoped his heart would shatter into a million glittering, self-pitying pieces. He would swallow his pain whole, and perhaps he would choke on it.

It was impossible to tell where her tears fell as the waves washed her clean. She was being swept further and further away from the shore, from her home, from her life. She was terrified, but she reminded herself that the worst had already happened, she only had to give in.




Part I

Ebun (2000)




I

‘Gone too soon,’ the pastor had said, and she thought it the understatement of the century. Gone too fucking soon.

The weather was all wrong. It was rainy season; at least it was supposed to be. She would have welcomed dark clouds, thunder, a perfect storm. Instead, the sun was relentlessly bright and the sky was crystal clear. She fanned herself with her hand; it did nothing to relieve her discomfort. Off in the distance, she could hear the beat of a gángan, the trumpets and the joyous chorus that accompanied it – the soundtrack was all wrong, too.

Someone grabbed her hand and a small moraine of soil was poured on to Ebun’s palm. She stared at it, momentarily forgetting what she was supposed to do … oh yes – sprinkle it on the pine prison that housed the body of her cousin. She released soil over the coffin and watched it scatter. Beside her, her mother wailed.

It was done. It was done. And Tolu was already walking away. She watched him step on grave and grass as if there were no difference between them. He had barely spoken to her mother and herself, and when he did, it was ‘yes’, ‘no’, ‘okay’. Her mother had ascribed the behaviour to grief, but Ebun knew it was condemnation.

The drums were getting louder, the singing more frenzied. She was starting to believe the gbin gbin gbe of the gángan was taking place within the walls of her skull, but then a gathering of people paraded by, led by musicians. They were straight-backed, dressed in Ankara aso ebi, chatting, some even laughing and skipping over graves as they exited Ikoyi Cemetery; oblivious to the wretchedness a stone’s throw from them. Whoever it was the jubilating group had buried had likely reached their twilight years, probably had children and grandchildren and possibly died in their sleep. Not so Monife. She was, is … was only twenty-five.

Ebun looked around and saw Mo’s mourners were beginning to melt away. They mumbled goodbye to one another; some exchanged hugs. Mo’s father was soaking in the sympathy and accepting condolences as if they were his due. She stayed out of his way, lest she speak her mind. Tolu had had a similar idea – throughout his sister’s funeral, he’d stayed ten feet away from his father at all times.

She was tired and her feet hurt, so she left the cemetery as quickly as her distended belly would allow. When she got to the car, she realised the keys were with her mother. She was forced to wait under a sun that was dry-eyed and unfeeling, the sweat running down her forehead, into her eyes, down her neck and her chest. She wiped it with her hand, but it kept on coming. Her discomfort must have been shared by the baby, because the kicks came hard and fast. She was worried she would faint, so she carefully sat on the ground, under the shade of a palm tree.

How quickly life changed. The note, searching for Mo, receiving word that a body had been found, burying her … it had all transpired in the course of ten days; but it had felt like a millennium. She waited for the tears to come, as she had done since she got the news of Mo’s death, if only to relieve her of the lump in her throat and chest; but there truly was no peace for the wicked.

‘Ebun. Ebun.’ She looked up. Her mother was standing over her, eyes raw from crying. ‘Are you okay?’

What a question. She struggled to rise from the ground, so her mother helped her up. They got into the Beetle. She hoped they would drive in silence, but her mother wanted to talk.

‘It was a nice service, wasn’t it?’

‘Mmm.’

‘I think Monife would have felt loved.’

Love was what had gotten Monife buried six feet under. But Ebun chose to keep her true thoughts to herself.

‘Yes, she would have,’ she replied.




II

Her mother dropped the car keys into a glass bowl on the console table in the hallway, among the kobo coins, lint and someone’s bangles. The keys clinked against the glass and the ensuing echo tricked her into thinking that the house was empty. But alas, she soon made out the gentle murmuring of women talking quietly, as if intent on not waking any ghosts.

She could guess why they were here – Aunty Bunmi hadn’t attended the funeral because it was considered taboo for a mother to bury her child; and since it would have been unwise to leave a grieving mother alone, a few family members must stay with her. Ebun understood all that, but she couldn’t bear the thought of seeing any more people, so she began to head for the stairs. ‘Ebun,’ her mother said. ‘You have to go and greet your aunt.’

She was about to make an excuse, when she noticed something was off. On the wall to the right of the console she was looking at five framed photographs, where there used to be eight. The missing photos had all featured Mo – Mo holding her university certificate, Mo beaming at the camera with the shadow of the beach in the background, Mo with one arm around Ebun’s shoulders and the other around Tolu, pulling them tightly to her.

She took a couple of steps back and scanned the wall on the left side of the console table. It was missing the picture of Mo, Tolu and their mother awkwardly posed, and the picture with Mo in her role as bridesmaid.

‘What’s happened to Mo’s pictures?’ she asked, as calmly as she could.

Her mother looked up at the wall and sighed, scratching her forehead with a long nail.

‘I … If this is what your aunt needs, maybe it’s for the best …’

Ebun could tell her mother had not been a part of the picture-removing committee, but Kemi’s words only fuelled her anger.

‘Ebun, where are you going?’

Ebun hurried through the dismal corridor to the east wing. The way was narrow and dim, not unlike walking through a tunnel. A little creativity – lowering the walls around the courtyard that divided the Falodun home into two wings, or adding windows – would have made the house a little less claustrophobic; but then again, the iroko tree at the centre of the courtyard would probably have blocked out all possibility of natural light. She opened the east living room door to meet a collection of photographs so large that they rose almost to the ceiling, with the oldest of them devoid of colour. Some dated back all the way to the matriarch – Feranmi Falodun. She searched for her cousin, but here too all trace of Monife was gone. Ebun felt a buzzing in her head. It was bad enough that Aunty Bunmi had not been there to lay her daughter to rest, but now they were pretending Mo had never existed in the first place.

She wanted to scream. She did not know what had possessed her aunt, nor did she care. She would march up to her and demand that—

‘Ebun.’ Her mother was in the doorway, blocking her exit. ‘Ebun. Today is not the day.’

Kemi was small, only five foot – the height of a child. And considering the fact that she was always on some diet, she was probably the weight of a child. It wouldn’t be hard to shove her out of the way.

‘Mummy, please. Move.’

‘Ebun.’

‘I just want to talk to her.’ A part of her was fizzing at the thought of being angry at someone other than herself, being able, just for a moment, to release the tightness in her chest.

‘Please,’ her mother said, but Ebun pushed past her and headed for the west wing. She took the shortcut, through the courtyard, past Sango. He was camouflaged by the shadows; all but the creepy eyes that followed her. She ignored him and entered the west wing corridor. Behind her, she could hear the hurried steps of her mother’s heels against the terrazzo floors.

‘Ebun. Ní sùúrù.’

She ignored her mother’s appeal for calm.

‘Aunty Bunmi!’ she shouted as she approached the west living room. ‘Aunty Bunmi!’

The door opened as she reached it, and Aunty Bunmi stood in its frame. She was dressed in a plain skirt and blouse, not unlike her headmistress garb. Her eyes were swollen and her lips trembled. She was flanked by Grand-Aunty Sayo, Grand-Aunty Ronke, Mama G and Mama G’s obscenely large breasts. Of course Mama G would be there, whispering fictions into Aunty Bunmi’s ear. Ebun dragged her eyes from the mamalawo, choosing to focus her attention on Mo’s mother. She should have curtsied for the older women before her, and she hoped they noticed she had not observed the custom.

‘Where are her pictures?’ Her voice was low, slow and deep.

‘Ebun,’ her mother pleaded, ‘this is not the time.’

‘Where are they?’ she asked again.

The corridor was narrow; Ebun was blocking the only real exit out of the west living room. The four women were essentially trapped and withering under her gaze.

Aunty Bunmi lowered her eyes. She would not give Ebun the fight she needed.

‘It is best this way,’ began Mama G. ‘Or her spirit might linger.’

So it was Mama G’s idea? She could kill her. She had no idea why her aunt thought it appropriate to have a mamalawo here at this time, but if the woman could not hold her peace, Ebun would happily bury her on the family grounds. At the very least, she would make her regret meddling in their business. And then she would find Mo’s pictures.

Ebun took three steps, aiming to close the gap between herself and the women before her, when she felt a gushing release from between her legs. She looked down at the puddle of water, bright against the floor. ‘Shit,’ she said, and then burst into tears.

‘Ebun, ṣé kò sí?’

‘I …’ But she couldn’t get the words out. She tried to breathe but couldn’t stop crying. If she could have gathered the water pooling at her feet and shoved it back up into her vagina, she would have done; because it was early yet, her baby wasn’t due for another five weeks. But her grief and her fury must have stirred the water in her womb, and now the baby was pressing against the wall that was meant to keep her safe. It was too early.

She would lose her child; and on the day she had buried her cousin. Call it fate. Call it karma. She squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t follow that train of thought. Her mother was shouting.

‘What?! What?! What is it? What has happened?’ asked Grand-Aunty Sayo. They were still far enough away that they hadn’t seen. Ebun placed a palm on the wall and tried to calm herself.

‘She has wet herself,’ her mother confidently informed them. Ebun tried to regulate her breathing. Her baby would be okay. She had to be.

‘She can’t have wet herself, Kemi.’

‘Are you not seeing what I am seeing?’

‘It is her water. Her water has broken.’

Aunty Bunmi’s words were firm. She touched Ebun’s arm with a cool hand, steadying her, then she pulled her into the living room, leading her to an armchair. Five sets of eyes peered at her.

‘It can’t be her water. It’s not time yet!’ her mother shouted. No, it wasn’t time yet. Perhaps Ebun was about to learn what it felt like to lose a child.

Her aunt’s sombre eyes met her own for a brief moment. Then they both looked away. Ebun thought about the anger she had felt mere moments ago. What had she really thought she could say to the woman? All she felt now was a wave of tiredness. She spotted Sango’s dark shape disappear behind the couch.

The women were debating what to do. Grand-Aunty Ronke suggested she should lie down, close her legs and the baby would relax. Her mother was pacing back and forth, speaking in tongues, and Ebun instinctively looked around to locate one of her cousins so they could share an eye-roll; and then she remembered – Mo was gone and Tolu wanted nothing to do with her.

‘Maybe Mama G can …’ began Aunty Bunmi.

Ebun shook herself. She had no intention of giving herself over to a mamalawo and the spirits she entertained. This was her child and she would fight for her soul.

‘Just get me to a hospital.’




III

They told her to push. Push.

As if it was easy; as if they weren’t asking her to surrender herself to death.

She heard someone give a guttural cry, and then realised that she was the someone. She had been right to fear this pain. She didn’t think she would survive the experience. A voice told her she was doing well, but it was as though she were submerged underwater and the voice was trying to reach her from the surface. The words had no meaning. She breathed. She pushed. She felt the head crowning. She screamed, and it was over.

They lowered the baby into her arms, naked and crying. She stared at the child that she had nurtured for seven months – the cause of her acid reflux, the endless blood-thinning injections, the sickness, the absent-mindedness. Here she was, her daughter, in the smallest and most fragile of packages. Her skin pillowy soft against Ebun’s own. The crying subsided. They took their breaths together. Her daughter’s eyelids flickered open, and the eyes were boundless and familiar. Ebun was engulfed in a joy that was so concentrated it felt like grief. Nothing would ever matter as much as this child.

‘Beautiful hair,’ a nurse exclaimed as Ebun ran her fingers tenderly over her baby’s scalp. The statement was true enough. Her daughter’s hair was already thick and coily; likely to become long and resilient, soaking up moisture and defying gravity.

And then the moment was over. They whisked the baby away, to check that her organs were fully developed and she would be able to survive on her own.

When her daughter was returned to her, Ebun saw that her eyes were heavy with sleep. Eyes that reminded her of Monife – wide-set and downturned. She gave in to her own desire for rest. This was a moment steeped in all that was good. She didn’t have to think of anything else.




IV

The ward was dark, but she could sense that there was someone in the cubicle with her. It was Ebun’s second night in the hospital, and she had been moved to a room divided into two by a fragile curtain – leaving her with a space just wide enough to accommodate a bed, cot and solitary chair. She opened her eyes and waited for them to adjust.

She could make out a figure approaching the cot where her baby slept. At first she assumed it was her mother. But her mother was short, with wide hips, and this woman was tall and slender. Besides, her mother had gone home to sleep. A nurse? But surely a nurse would say something.

She felt panic blooming in her chest. The figure was moving towards her child with what she could only imagine were bad intentions. What else would explain this creeping about? She wanted to shout, but she was still groggy, weighed down by the various drugs keeping her from feeling pain. Her body would not do the thing she most wanted it to do, which was get up and protect her baby. She tried again to call out.

‘Nurse. Nurse.’ But the words were just a croak. Her throat was dry. Perhaps the other new mother would hear her, but no one responded to her cry.

Her heart rate quickened as the figure neared the cot. She could begin to make out that the woman was wearing an oversized shirt, revealing long legs, bare feet, a thin link chain glinting on the right ankle. Suddenly she recognised the thick hair and the bowed legs. It was Mo. Mo was here, not in Ikoyi Cemetery, in a wooden box covered by soil, but here in the cubicle with Ebun and the baby; bending over the crib, lifting the baby and peering at her face.

‘Mo. Please. Please,’ Ebun begged, even though she couldn’t have said what it was she was asking. She used her hand to hold on to the bed rail, and pushed herself up. Then she swung her feet to the floor and tried to stand. She immediately crumpled, hitting the ground hard, so she began to crawl, dragging herself to the cot.

If Mo was aware of Ebun, she chose not to show it. She was cradling the baby and rocking her gently. Neither of them made a sound. As Ebun inched closer, she noticed that Monife was wet, the T-shirt clinging to her body, her hair heavy and glossy over her shoulder. ‘Please,’ she tried to say again. Mo lifted her head slowly, and a single drop of water rolled from her hairline and fell, catching the dim light, landing with a small splash on the baby’s forehead—

Ebun woke up in her bed with a start, her heart hammering. She looked around frantically; the ward was dark and silent. She found she could lift herself from the hospital bed and shuffle to the cot, where her baby slept peacefully. And Mo was still buried six feet deep, fifteen miles away. It was only a dream. The wall between the living and the dead was impermeable; she had no reason to be afraid. It was only as she turned away from the cot that Ebun realised her foot was wet; she was standing in a small pool of water.




V

There was the time before Monife, and the time after.

The time before was slow, dreary, but most of all, it had been so very lonely. Ebun had lived in the Falodun house with her mother, who would disappear for hours at a time in search of husband number four or selling imported jewellery to the wives at various upscale Lagos clubs, leaving her eleven-year-old daughter with a list of chores to complete and not much else. Ebun had been a thin, melancholic child, who would diligently follow the instructions she was given, then wait for her flamboyant, laughing mother to come home and regale her with her adventures. She had no friends, as she found the art of making friends laborious. And she didn’t have the creativity to entertain herself. Those hours waiting for her mother to return were spent in a state of inertia; she wouldn’t have been able to say what she had done with the time.

But all that changed the day Kemi’s sister arrived on their doorstep with her two children and eight suitcases in tow. Ebun watched from between the banisters of the east staircase as the sullen sixteen-year-old Tolu and the winsome fifteen-year-old Monife dragged their baggage into the Falodun home. She watched as her mum and aunt embraced, but she refused to move from her eyrie.

‘Ebun,’ her mum called up to her. ‘Come down now. Do you remember your cousins? Come and say hi.’

Of course she remembered them. They were the cousins that lived in England. They had crisp accents and a weird aversion to the heat. They had visited two years ago, and had been unable to hide their contempt for her home and for Nigeria. But here they were again. She had gleaned from her mother’s loud phone conversations that Aunty Bunmi’s husband had a new family and his old family had nowhere to go.

‘Ebun, don’t make me say it again.’

Ebun stood up, hesitated, one foot ready to step down, but instead she turned and ran off to her room. She could only hope that when she reappeared, they would be gone. She was accustomed to these ad hoc visitors at their home – her half-brothers, who made it clear her presence was unwelcome; her father, who showed up to fulfil all righteousness; and the odd suitor for Kemi, asking Ebun awkward questions about school. Ebun slid behind doors, huddled under chairs and beds, and waited until whoever was visiting had left.

But this time, when she came out of her hiding place, her cousins were still there. And they were there the day after, and the day after that.

The trauma of being abandoned by their father was plain to see in Tolu’s behaviour. He was curt and dismissive. He would lock himself in his room and only make an appearance for food.

But Mo, Mo was different. Mo was a candle in the perpetual gloom that had been Ebun’s existence, with her made-up games, and her penchant for rolling her eyes theatrically at Ebun whenever their mothers did something embarrassing – which was often. Then there was the way she would listen to Ebun with her head cupped between her hands, staring into Ebun’s eyes. For years, Ebun did her best to imitate Mo – her gravelly voice, her large cursive writing, the music she listened to and her effortless dancing. If Monife noticed her efforts, she chose not to say anything. Except ‘I always wanted a little sister.’

Monife had been the catalyst for Ebun’s heart to start beating again, so she hadn’t been prepared for the bursts of sadness that would hit Mo and plunge the whole household into a state of crisis. There was no way to predict when it would occur. Mo would become plagued with insomnia, she would stop eating, she would stay in bed and pull the duvet over her head, saying little and doing even less. Whatever unfathomable place she had gone to, Ebun would gladly have followed, but she was left on the outside.

And then as quickly as it had begun, it would be over. She would emerge from her bedroom as brightly as before, and she would love on Ebun, pull her into hugs, take her on outings, burst into the bathroom to gossip, ignoring Ebun’s attempt to hide her body as she grew hair between her legs and her breasts began to swell. It was Mo who provided her with a sanitary pad when she noted stains on Ebun’s knickers. It was Mo who stressed that their charcoal skin was a thing of beauty.

And it was Mo who told her about the family curse.




Falodun Family Curse

The Beginning

Feranmi Falodun (the one who was cursed) was rumoured to be an especially beautiful woman. Her skin was smooth, soaking up the light; her hair was thick, long and heavy. Her laughter was said to sound like a babbling brook. Her fingers were long and delicate, and she was good with them too, crafting baskets, plaiting hair, knitting clothing. By the time she was ten, her purse was heavy with the kobos she had earned from her talents.

Her father had high hopes that she would fetch a good bride price, so she was the only one of his daughters he bothered to educate. And as he had predicted, she attracted many suitors. But the man who caught her eye in the end was practically a stranger. He had come to her village to bury his father. She spotted him as he walked around the village, observed him as he flirted with the mothers and grandmothers, and scrutinised him as he played host to the crowd there to witness him lay his father to rest. He was new and interesting – a learned man who lived in the city and wore English suits. But he paid her no mind. At first.

She didn’t like being ignored, and so she crept into his father’s bungalow one night, past the room where his mother loudly snored and into his arms; a seductive spirit who (as he would tell his wife years later) overwhelmed him, body, mind and soul. The night they spent together was a fever dream. When he stumbled into the light in the morning, he wasn’t entirely sure that anything had taken place. The spirit had already gone. He didn’t even know its name.

He had planned to leave that day; his father rested six feet under and his things were packed. His driver brought the car to the front of the bungalow, and he readied himself for the long journey home. There was a large group of people, led by the chief, marching his way, and he was briefly curious where they were going. They stopped just short of him, so he greeted them warmly, remembering to prostrate for the chief. But the chief’s response was much cooler than he was accustomed to.

‘So you were planning to eat plantain and leave without paying?’ the chief said in his proud English. The man chose to respond in Yoruba.

‘Nígbà wo ni mo jẹ dòdò, tí mi ò ṣ’ọ́wọ́?’

The crowd split in half, revealing the seductive spirit that he had spent the better part of the night trying to tame. Feranmi. Her name was Feranmi, and she was the answer to the question he had asked. The saliva turned solid in his throat. It would not be so easy to leave town.

They came to an agreement. The man from the city provided goats, yam, fish, palm oil, orogbo, sugar and honey. He also provided cash. It was the bride price that Feranmi’s father had always envisioned. Then, under an auspicious sky the following week, the man sat resplendent in his expensive agbada, and they brought the girl he had acquired to kneel for him in her matching colours. He purchased a modest but well-built home to situate her in. He consummated the marriage, which was the easiest part of the whole affair; and then he was free to leave.

He barely thought of Feranmi between his brief, infrequent visits. His life was not particularly changed by her introduction to it. It was five years before his first wife insisted on accompanying him to see the house he had built in the village – a home she assumed would be her children’s inheritance. On the long journey, the man’s driver observed his employer sweating profusely, and asked if they should turn back. But his oga could barely speak. When they arrived at the village, the driver was discreetly sent ahead to ask Feranmi to pretend she was in his oga’s employment; but Feranmi had no interest in playing housemaid, or in hiding Wemimo, her precocious daughter. She met her husband’s wife with her head held high, her eyes bright and unblinking.

The husband they shared suddenly remembered that he needed to greet the chief. He left the two women to sort themselves out. Forty-five minutes later, in response to their high-pitched screams, a crowd gathered. They were found locked in combat, with torn clothing and blood trickling from various deep scratches. It took five minutes to pull them apart, and the growing audience watched as the first wife rose to her full height, pointed a trembling finger at the second wife and declared:

‘It will not be well with you. No man will call your house home. And if they try, they will not have peace. Your daughters are cursed – they will pursue men, but the men will be like water in their palms. Your granddaughters will love in vain. Your great-granddaughters will labour for acknowledgement, but they will fall short of other women. Your daughters, your daughters’ daughters and all the women to come will suffer for man’s sake. Kò ní dá fún ẹ́.’ Then she swiped the blood from one of her many wounds and smeared it on the ground.

Feranmi laughed. She was confident in herself, in her beauty and in the beauty of her daughter. But this time when her husband left the village, he did not return.

Twelve-year-old Ebun told sixteen-year-old Monife that she didn’t believe in curses.

‘That’s fine,’ said Monife, between the slow chewing of gum, ‘but what if the curse believes in you?’




VI

The morning after Ebun dreamt of Monife, her mother returned to the hospital with her sister in tow. Had she come alone, perhaps Ebun would have shared the dream, and the sense of foreboding she had. But the sisters came together and so she said nothing of her fear.

‘Ẹkú ewu ọmọ,’ said Aunty Bunmi, congratulating Ebun on her survival, because childbirth was serious business, like going to sea and being unsure if you would ever see land again. She received the congratulations gracefully. She wondered how Aunty Bunmi was processing everything that was unfolding. She had lost a daughter, and her niece had gained one. She couldn’t imagine what would be going through her aunt’s head.

‘Are you sure you don’t want to contact the baby’s father?’ Kemi began.

‘Mum …’

‘If he is refusing to take responsibility, we can talk to his family.’

‘Why would you assume he is refusing to …’

She lost the thread of what she had been saying as she watched her aunt making her way over to the cot. She heard the gasp. A part of her realised she was anticipating it.

‘Kemi. Ah ah. Mo mọ̀ ohun tí mo ń rí. She is the spitting image of—’

‘Yes,’ Ebun cut in. ‘Yes. I guess … I guess she looks a bit like Mo.’ There was no point denying it. The baby’s eyes, her long, narrow nose, the wide forehead. It was as though she had given birth to her cousin’s child.

She had begun to notice the resemblance as she held her baby, watching her snuffle around her breast, then latch. She noted the similarities as she changed the first nappy, careful not to touch the tender leftover from the umbilical cord. And when the nurses came in, marvelling at her baby’s thick, generous hair, she was quick to stress that the attribute could be traced to their progenitor, Feranmi.

‘A bit? A bit ké?’ Aunty Bunmi leant into the crib and eagerly lifted the newborn out of it. ‘Monife has come back to me. She has come again.’ Ebun felt as though someone was pouring freezing-cold water down her spine.

‘What?’ she said as she struggled to sit up. Her mother saw her distress and stood quickly from the plastic seat beside the bed, approaching her sister and holding out her arms for the baby. Aunty Bunmi’s grip only tightened.

‘Maybe you should give her to me, Bunmi,’ Kemi said gently.

‘Look at her eyes. These are Monife’s eyes na.’

‘Bunmi.’ Her mother’s voice had taken on a deeper undertone, but her aunt would not be distracted; she rocked the baby, still searching for signs proving her daughter had returned.

‘And her forehead. See how long her forehead is.’

‘We all have the forehead, Aunty,’ added Ebun from the bed. ‘It is not Monife’s forehead alone.’

Aunt Bunmi sighed. ‘My daughter has come back to me.’

‘She has not,’ Ebun said, her voice becoming high-pitched and shaky. ‘See, she has a birthmark Mo did not have. On the back of her neck.’

Her mother crept closer as Aunty Bunmi turned the newborn over; she would see what Ebun had noticed whilst dressing her in a onesie – a trail of pale skin, like droplets on a glass. They were small and easy to miss on the fresh-from-the-womb skin, but she could tell they were there to stay and she was reassured by the knowledge that Monife had had no such mark.

But if she had thought Bunmi would be discouraged by this, she was swiftly disappointed.

‘It is like someone has pressed three fingers into her skin. This mark, she was set aside. Don’t you see? She was wrenched back from the jaws of death. She was—’

‘She is not Monife. Monife is gone.’ Ebun felt an ache at the back of her skull. She would have given anything to see Mo. She had loved Mo. She still couldn’t believe she would have to go on through life without her. But her child would not be the vessel her cousin could use to come back into this life. You were given one life and Mo had decided what to do with hers.

‘Ebun,’ hissed her mother.

‘What?!’

‘Mind yourself,’ she whispered, jerking her head at Aunty Bunmi, whose eyes were rapidly filling with tears.

‘This is my daughter, Mummy.’

‘Nobody is saying she is not.’

‘She is our daughter,’ said Aunty Bunmi firmly. ‘And we will love her even better this time.’




VII

On the plate was the head of an agama lizard in all its glory. She picked up the fork beside it, poked at the meat and then dropped the utensil.

‘I think I’ll pass.’

‘You cannot pass,’ Aunty Bunmi informed her ‘You are a mother now. You must learn to sacrifice for the sake of your child.’

‘By eating a lizard?’

‘By denying yourself.’

She thought she heard Mo scoff, but Mo wasn’t there to scoff. Only a week in and already being made to feel as if she wasn’t ‘mother’ enough. Even now, Aunty Bunmi cradled the baby in her arms. Ebun had to engage in a tug-of-war just to hold her own daughter. The only time Aunty Bunmi readily released the newborn was when Ebun had to breastfeed. Even worse, Sango hovered, unwilling to be more than ten feet from the baby.

‘It is a small thing,’ her aunt continued.

‘We all had to do it,’ added her mother gently.

This tradition had been sprung on her as she readied herself for the arrival of the pastor. It was day nine, so already a day late for having her child prayed for, blessed and named.

She had wanted a simple ceremony, with herself and the baby in attendance, her mother and aunt; and Tolu, who was yet to respond to her invitation. He had moved out of the Falodun house a day after his sister’s funeral, a day after the birth of Ebun’s child, and he wasn’t taking her calls. So the ceremony would be even smaller than she had planned. Surprisingly, her mother readily agreed to having a more intimate event. Ebun assumed it was because a single mother with a mystery baby daddy was more scandal than even Kemi was willing to bear, but she should have known better than to trust the easy acceptance of her terms; two hours before the pastor was due to appear, they sprung this ritual on her.

‘I am not interested in fetish practices.’

‘That is the problem with you young people, you think you know everything. This isn’t fetish, it is our culture. Our tradition.’

‘What she is saying is the truth, Ebun,’ added her mum. But if she was so confident that devouring a lizard was above board, why the hurry to get Ebun to consume the creature before the pastor arrived?

Ebun stared at the lizard. She was still adjusting to the sleepless nights and the sore nipples; she didn’t have the energy to fight anybody. She picked up the fork and knife laid on either side of the plate. The lizard’s head was covered in scales; its eyes stared sightlessly at her. At least the creature was cooked. She took as small a forkful as she could, and gulped it down quickly. For a moment she thought it was going to come back up, but she grabbed her glass of water and gulped the liquid, calming herself and her stomach.

There was a shared sigh from the two older women.

‘Ehen! Now we can move on.’ Her mother gestured to the wooden coffee table, where various ceremonial condiments had been laid on a glass tray. This part of the ceremony, at least, Ebun was familiar with. She hadn’t been to many naming ceremonies, but she understood that this was a far more typical practice than eating lizard. Her mum beamed as she passed the items to Ebun and Bunmi, stating the name of each thing and its purpose as they took a bite or a sip.

‘Oyín: so that the life of our child will be sweet and happy; obì: to repel evil.’

‘No evil will come near her,’ added Aunty Bunmi. They collectively ate the honey and the kola nut.

‘Àtàrẹ̀: so that she will be as fruitful as the plentiful seeds.’

‘Yes o!’ Aunty Bunmi wiped tears away with her free hand, and Ebun pretended not to see. Instead she directed her eyes to the sleeping baby, in her too-big satin dress.

‘Òmí: so she will never be thirsty and no enemies will slow her growth.’

‘Her enemies will not even see her.’ And together they drank.

‘Èpò: for a smooth and easy life.’

Ebun found herself sucked in by the rhythm and meaning of the words her mother was speaking. She would later blame the hormones, but she wanted all these things for her daughter. The palm oil tasted thick and harsh on her tongue.

‘Ìyọ̀: because her life will not be ordinary. And òrògbó: so our child will live a looooong life. Amen!’

Amen! Ebun repeated to herself.

And then it was time for the actual selection of the names. Her aunt produced an empty bowl, then immediately dropped a fifty-naira note into it, symbolically buying her right to provide a name for the child. Ebun held her breath. If Aunty Bunmi dared to suggest the name Monife, Ebun would reject it. Could she reject it? She would find out then.

‘What will you name our daughter?’ asked Kemi.

‘Motitunde!’ I have come again. Monife would have been the less offensive choice. Aunty Bunmi was basically branding the baby a reincarnation. Yes, Ebun’s child looked like her cousin, but babies changed; this would not be her daughter’s final form. Ebun opened her mouth to speak, but her mother dropped money into the bowl, thus sealing the name.

‘I have a name!’ Kemi announced.

‘What is it?’

‘Abidemi!’ A female child born in the absence of her father. They were trying to torment her. Her mother passed her the bowl.

It was Ebun’s turn now. She paid her dues and told them the name she had chosen for her daughter.

She would be better and greater than the ones who had come before her.

She would be a woman of integrity.

Ebun named her:

‘Eniiyi.’




Part II

Monife (1994)




I

Monife returned to find her home clouded in fog. The incense was so thick she could barely see. She considered walking back out, returning to the university grounds and burying her head in her books. Nothing good would come of going deeper into the Falodun property, where delusion was surely waiting for her. For a couple of minutes she stood in the hallway and pretended she had a choice – go back to school or enter the house; go back to school or cross the threshold; go back to school or engage with crazy.

But in truth, she avoided staying on campus for longer than she had to. Growing up in London, she had taken for granted that she would pursue the arts in England; but fate and a philandering father had meant her life had not gone quite as she had planned. Instead she was reading law in Lagos, with no real intention of becoming a lawyer, under the tutelage of uninspiring old men, commuting from the home her great-grandfather had built.

Great-Grandpa Kunle had claimed he didn’t believe in the curse, but still he had planned for it. There were exactly six rooms in the two-storey home, one for each of his daughters – Toke, Bimpe, Afoke, Fikayo, Sayo, Ronke – so that whatever happened to them, they would have somewhere to escape to. And at various points, they had all needed somewhere to escape to.

The Falodun home was virtually a museum; no one here ever thought to throw things away, except perhaps her cousin. Ebun found the clutter oppressive, but Mo was charmed by the hair claw that may or may not have belonged to Grandma Afoke, the pearl earrings that purportedly belonged to Grand-Aunty Toke and the dusty bible owned by Grand-Aunty Bimpe – her name was inscribed on the first page.

The house was interesting and eccentric, with its creaky floors, flickering lights and doors that swung open of their own will at night. But this, the cloying smell of incense, made her eyes water and her heart sink.

She walked past the main living room, where she heard the faint roar of the crowd on the wrestling channel – so Aunty Kemi was in and pretending that all was well; fantastic. She marched towards the west wing of the house, where the fog was foggiest and the scent at its strongest. As she drew nearer, she could make out chanting. She arrived at her mother’s door and knocked. The chanting didn’t stop; apparently her mother had no intention of welcoming her in. She opened the door.

The room was dim – the lights were off, curtains drawn – all the better to welcome in some nefarious spirit. She managed to avoid tripping over the stool that belonged tucked in below the dressing table. As the fog cleared and her eyes adjusted, she saw that there was a void in the centre of the room, where her mother stood. Furniture had been pushed out of the way to make space for whatever shenanigans were taking place.

‘Mummy,’ she said. But no other words followed. Her eyes took in her mother’s body. Her breasts and stomach were beginning to sag, but her arms and thighs were toned, and the hair that Monife had inherited, though greying, was clearly still a force to be reckoned with. She wore it in her signature six cornrows. Mo noted the keloid on her mother’s arm, the skin tag on her neck and the beauty spot on her stomach. She could note all these things because her mother stood before her naked, but for the wrapper that was loosely tied around her waist.

The world saw a woman who was unflappable, a woman of God, a respected headmistress at the local school – but behind closed doors, her mother flirted with strange spirits and gods.

‘Mummy.’

Her mother did not respond, so Mo strode over to the stereo, where the chanting was coming from, and pressed the stop button. Then she opened the curtains and a window. She took another look at her mother.

The older woman had a glazed look on her face; the whites of her eyes were tinted red. Mo could only imagine what substance she had ingested, and from where. Her mother squinted at the light, shielding her eyes with her palm.

‘Close it. Close it,’ she muttered as she waved her other hand at Mo. ‘You will disturb them.’

Monife looked around her. She could not tell whether there were spirits in the room with them, but what she could see was a pot with a strange-looking plant creeping out of it, a small bowl of herbs from which smoke was rising and some misshapen stones scattered about.

‘What are you doing?’ she asked, even though of course she knew. This was perhaps her mother’s seventy-fourth attempt to lead her exhusband back to them – despite the fact that he had a new wife and two children under five, shacked up in what used to be their London home. He had moved on. Mo and Tolu had moved on. But still, her mother used any free moment she had to try to pull off in the spirit world what she hadn’t been able to achieve in the physical.

‘This,’ Bunmi announced, pointing vigorously at the bowl of herbs, ‘will clear his eye. He will remember who his family is.’

Mo sighed. The fog was beginning to dissipate. ‘It’s been four years, Mummy. He is not coming back.’

‘We can undo the things that could not previously be undone.’

‘Who are you quoting this time?’

‘I am not your mate, Monife. You will show me respect.’ But her words lacked any real bite; she sounded drunk.

‘You need to stop giving these people your hard-earned money.’

‘This time it will work. He will come back to me.’

‘We don’t want him to come back.’ Though even as she said it, Mo felt the familiar pang. He was her father; she had loved him for fifteen years, and then he’d discarded her as if she were nothing. He rarely called. Sometimes she wondered if she had done something to offend him. Still, she would never voice that hurt. She would swallow it down so deep that she’d forget it was there. And she needed her mother to follow suit.

‘No! This isn’t your father’s fault. It is the curse.’

The curse. The curse. Damn the curse.

‘How much did you spend?’

‘Kí ló sọ?’

She was confident her mother had heard the question, but she repeated herself. ‘How much did you spend? On these stones? And whatever has made you high?’

‘What are you talking about? I was given a spiritual herb …’

‘Is that what they are calling weed now?’

‘Weed?’

‘Marijuana. Ganja. I don’t know what they called it in your generation.’ Her mother’s eyes widened. It had not occurred to her that she was simply becoming stoned. ‘How much did this cost you, Mummy?’

‘A hundred naira.’

Monife swore under her breath. Her mother only earned seven hundred and fifty naira a month, and once again she had spent a sizeable portion of her salary on quacks.

‘A hundred, Mummy. Fan-tastic.’

‘She said it would bring me fast results.’

‘Who? Mama G?’

Her mother did not respond, which was answer enough.

‘A hundred! Then you will say there is no money for fuel.’

‘It’s an investment.’

‘Mmm-hmm. So what did she offer you? Weed and …?’

‘It’s not weed. This herb is for clearing the person’s eyes. Then this plant, it opens up the door to the spirit world. The stones will centre him with me.’

‘Sure. The 419 special,’ she muttered. It was all fraud in the end; wasn’t it? She passed her mother a T-shirt to put on, remembering to switch the shirt from her left hand to her right to avoid the reprimand that would follow. Then she began to collect the stones. Her mother didn’t fight her. The weed was making her docile. She was not generally a docile woman.

Bunmi lowered her body onto the stool and helped herself to a pinch of loose tobacco from a small rectangular tin, slipping it between her cheek and gum. It was a fairly new habit, but she was already addicted to the practice. Monife kept her thoughts to herself and left the room to fetch water, bread and beans, because with the consuming of weed would surely come the munchies.




II

It wouldn’t be the first time Mo had gone in search of a babalawo or mamalawo who had relieved her mother of much-needed cash, and she knew it wouldn’t be the last. She considered reaching out to her brother for help, but Tolu preferred to pretend their mother was in her right mind, as did Aunty Kemi. So she went in search of her cousin instead. Ebun may well have been the youngest person in their household, but she was also the most reliable.

She found Ebun in the courtyard, wearing her school uniform and kitchen gloves and pulling out weeds from the flower beds. She looked up as Mo approached. Ebun’s hair was plaited into five fat cornrows in compliance with school rules, but they did nothing to detract from her striking features. She raised her hand to her face, blocking the sun, and squinted at Mo.

‘What’s up, cuz?’ she asked.

‘Want to go quack hunting?’

‘Shit. Again? What’s the damage?’

‘A hundred naira.’

She whistled. ‘She told you who?’

‘It’s Mama G.’

Ebun hissed. It thoroughly encapsulated the way Monife felt. She wished she could just return from her lectures to find her mum knitting, or better yet, not find her at all because she was out looking for another husband for herself, the way Ebun’s mum did. She was certainly the happier of the two sisters. ‘Are you driving? Or am I?’

‘You might as well get your practice in.’

Mo had been designated Ebun’s driving instructor, but Ebun was a natural. She stroked the wheel, caressed the stick shift and spoke to the old Beetle whenever it threatened to stall. When it came to the car, she was a doting parent. Admittedly, she was a tad young to be driving; but as long as they didn’t draw attention to themselves, they were good to go. They slipped into their respective seats and Mo switched on the radio, scrolling through various channels until she landed on one playing ‘Murder She Wrote’.

Ebun headed in the direction of Lagos island. They had a fair idea of where Mama G might be, but they couldn’t be certain. Mama G was a nomad, though not by choice. Every couple of months, the hastily erected wooden shacks belonging to her and her commercial neighbours were torn down by the police and their occupants moved on. Mo could only hope she would find her in the same place as she had been three months prior.

They got as close to the shanty town as they could without risking getting the Beetle stuck in the boggy sand. Mo lifted the Olympus camera dangling around her neck and took a few shots of their penurious surroundings. Ebun muttered something about needing wellington boots as they navigated the mud and the stream of discarded chicken bones, bottles, Styrofoam and wrappers to get to Mama G’s humble abode.

They spotted the old woman sitting on a small stool outside her shack, scooping amala and ewedu from the bowl balanced on her breasts. Her breasts were so large that it was easy to fall into the trap of using them as her sole form of identification – ‘you know, that aunty with the massive boobs’. How she managed to stay upright was a mystery. She didn’t have the girth for that size chest – her arms and legs were stick thin. She beamed when she spotted them approaching; her teeth were yellowing and there was a morsel of meat stuck between her incisors.

‘Monife. Ebunoluwa. Ṣó wà pa ?’

‘Mama G, ẹ káàsán,’ Mo greeted. Ebun said nothing.

‘How is your mummy?’

‘Not great, to be honest. That’s why I’m here.’

Mama G stood up and waved them into the shack. The space could just about fit the three of them. Mama G sat cross-legged on a mat against one of the makeshift walls. Beside her was a bench, and to the right of the door was a potbellied stove. Mo dumped the contents of her bag on the bench. Mama G sighed.

‘I don tell you before. I no dey give refund.’

‘Mama G, you are taking advantage of my mother.’

‘No o! Your mama na my correct customer. I give her the best.’

‘The best?’ Ebun cut in. ‘Your results leave a lot to be desired. My aunty still doesn’t have her husband back. Isn’t that what you have been promising her?’ She was leaning against the wall next to the exit and glaring at Mama G. Mama G returned the look and then hissed. Mo should have reminded Ebun to let her do the talking. If Ebun antagonised the mamalawo, they definitely weren’t getting their money back.

‘E don happen in the spirit world,’ Mama G replied.

‘Did your spirits give you any type of timeline?’ Ebun pressed.

‘Their time no be our time.’

‘How con—’

‘Ebun!’ Mo snapped, and Ebun sighed, before holding her lips together with her thumb and forefinger. She would stay out of it. ‘Look, Mama G, I don’t want long story. I just want the money back.’

Mama G dragged her beady eyes back to Mo and shrugged. ‘I no thief the money. And your mama don use the products. I cannot resell am. This na business.’

Mo tried to convince her to return at least half, but Mama G was immovable.

‘I climb go top of the mountain to secure that one,’ she said, pointing at the plant on the bench. ‘And pay the man wey dey harvest am. Premium service I dey run here. And I tell you free of charge – one day, you too go need my services.’

‘God forbid,’ was Mo’s reply.

They walked out, breathing in the fresh air. Mo hadn’t realised how heavily scented the small space had been. There was a man standing under the sun, waiting his turn for Mama G. Ebun turned to him and said, ‘Her gods no dey answer am again.’ And they left the man to decide what he would do with this intel that the gods had abandoned the woman whose services he wished to engage.




III

As they were heading back to Ikeja, Monife spotted a hawker standing in the middle of the road with a puppy in his arms. The black dog turned its head in her direction and yawned. She felt something within her shift.

‘Ebun, slow down.’

‘What? Why?’

‘Just do it. And press your horn.’

The hawker, quick to spot even a sliver of interest, was already jogging in their direction with the puppy tight in the crook of his arm. She waved him over to her side and wound down her window.

‘How much?’

‘Mo …’

She ignored her cousin and pitched her chin up at the hawker, awaiting his reply. She noted how he eyed her up and down, trying to work out how much he could get from her. She let him do his thing. He would underestimate her haggling skills and that was just as well. She was still reeling from the interaction with Mama G; she would redeem herself in this exchange.

‘Two hundred naira,’ he told her.

She scoffed in reply.

‘This one na pure breed.’

She cocked her head to one side. The dog was gorgeous, its eyes dark and knowing, but it was no pure breed. It was probably a cross between a Newfoundland, and … perhaps a German shepherd.

Ebun started to try to talk her out of it – there really was no room for a dog in their life; she didn’t have a job or any conceivable income; Ebun’s mum was afraid of dogs; Mo’s mum would see this as further proof that her daughter never thought things through, never planned, lived life by the seat of her pants. Monife ignored her cousin and Ebun, realising she was getting nowhere, stopped talking.

‘Uncle, e good say I born at night, but no be last night. This dog na mutt. How much you dey sell am last?’

‘Madam, this dog cost o.’

She sighed. ‘Okay. I can see you are not ready to talk to me. Ebun, let’s be going.’

‘Wait, wait na! Oya, how much you wan pay?’

‘Ten naira.’

His eyes grew to the size of saucers. ‘Ah! I no fit sell below one fifty.’ He repeated the words to himself in Yoruba, as if reminding himself of his boundary.

‘Uncle, you and me sabi say this dog na proper mongrel. Make I carry am for thirty.’

‘Thirty too small na.’

‘See, by next week this dog go big! Even that thirty, you no go see again.’

She was enjoying it, this back-and-forth. There was something thrilling about the banter, the chase; the little lies you dropped, the lies you heard. He said something about the dog having come from abroad, even though she knew he had probably encouraged two stray dogs to mate in the bushes.

‘Oya, bring seventy-five; I go add dog food join.’

She almost refused his offer, but he was frowning. She could sense he was beaten; and more importantly, she had no food for the dog. She chewed her lip, sighed and then nodded slowly.

‘Okay o.’ They would both pretend they were losers, though the hawker was probably getting more than he had expected, and she had spent less than she had been willing to pay. He pushed the wriggling puppy in through the window, dumping it unceremoniously in her arms. Her newest friend immediately peed on her. The poor thing trembled; but this was not the place to comfort him. She would take him home and then the work would begin. She would start with a good wash. She wondered what ticks and fleas might have made their home within his thick fur.

‘What the hell are you thinking?’ Ebun asked.

‘What?’

‘A dog? Seriously? As if our house is not mad enough as it is.’

‘Then he will blend right in.’

‘Our mums are going to be furious.’

‘Are they? Fan-tastic.’




IV

The Falodun house was in more of a hamlet than a town. One day, it would be as though the church, the shops, the modern three-storey houses had sprouted from the ground; but in those days, there were only two other homes on the road named after Great-Grandpa Kunle, and there were at least two plots of land between their home and their neighbours’.

As a result, the street at night was pitch black and silent – no lamplight, no foot traffic, nothing but the odd rat scavenging from the bins. The lights of the Falodun house were a beacon calling them home. Mo opened the gate for Ebun, the noise aggressive in the otherwise still air. Ebun drove the Beetle into the compound and allowed it to rest.

When Mo walked into the east living room, with the trembling dog swaddled in her arms, she noticed that her brother was quick to hang up the landline. He gave her an apologetic smile.

‘Sorry. I thought it was Mum. She keeps coming in here.’

‘Who were you talking to?’

‘Dad.’

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Did he call you, or did you call him?’

‘Does it matter?’

‘You know it does.’

He chewed his lip and shrugged. ‘He asked after you.’

‘Fantastic.’

‘You should call him.’

‘I’ll pass, thanks.’

‘Wait, is that a dog?’

‘Nope, it’s a cat.’

‘Funny. What are you doing with a dog?’

Aunty Kemi entered the room then, smelling of vanilla. She was wearing a white shirt dress, which was a style she favoured, and her waist was snatched in with a green belt. Her lips and nails were ruby red, so Mo suspected a man was due to turn up and take her aunt out.

‘You look lovely, Aunty.’ And she did. She could have been mistaken for a pint-sized model from the sixties. Aunty Kemi changed her hairstyle every week; sometimes it was braids, sometimes she would throw on a wig, and every once in a while she rocked her semi-natural hair. This time it was pulled into a low ponytail and pinned with a bow clip. She wore a pair of black heels that gave her an extra four inches. She did a little spin for them and Tolu pretended to be shot in the heart.

‘I hope this man is good enough for you, Aunty,’ he said to her.

‘So long as his pocket is, that will have to do,’ Aunty Kemi replied. ‘Mo … are you holding a dog?’

Before Mo had a chance to answer, her mother appeared at the doorway of the living room. She looked drained, and Mo wondered if she was still consuming her ‘spiritual herbs’. In sharp contrast to her sister, she was dressed in a simple bubu, and had donned a black bonnet. She would spend the better part of her evening chewing tobacco, marking exam papers and thinking of the things she could have done to keep her husband.

‘Did he ask for me?’ Her question was directed at Tolu.

‘Yes,’ Tolu said. Mo couldn’t see his face, but she had heard his hesitation. So his ‘yes’ was really a ‘no’. Her mother would be able to translate this herself, if she wanted to.

‘Don’t worry, Tolu. I am working on it. Your dad and I, we will be able to patch it up. This only happened because of the curse.’

Mo rolled her eyes. ‘For God’s sake, Mum, will you stop?!’ Bunmi pivoted to Mo and began walking towards her. Mo stood her ground.

‘Who do you think you are talking to? And why are you carrying a dog?’
‘He is mine. I bought him.’

‘You did what?! Are you okay? You better take it back to where you got it from.’

‘No.’

‘No?’

‘I am keeping the dog.’

‘Must you look for ways to frustrate me?’

‘I am not the one spending hundreds of naira chasing a man who does not want me.’

Mo felt the slap before she saw it coming. She couldn’t even have said how her mother closed the gap between them. It barely hurt. She took a step back and tried to soothe the puppy. He had started mewling.

‘Mum …’ Tolu began, but if he had more to say, it disappeared into the silence.

Aunty Kemi, their household mediator, cleared her throat. ‘Bunmi, she is not wrong. You are only forty-eight. And you have kept your figure. You can remarry if you want.’

Her mother turned and eyed her sister. ‘I am not you,’ she said. ‘I know the vows I made. And I hardly think chasing men up and down the place is the way forward.’

‘I have fun. They have fun. Is it not better than pining for a man?’

Bunmi sucked in her breath before saying, ‘You are practically a prostitute.’

‘Mum!’ Tolu shouted, but Aunty Kemi was already squaring up to her sister, a cobra ready to strike. ‘I did not hear you complaining when I paid our NEPA bill, and the water bill, and found money for groceries. But you, you want to sit on your throne and be judging someone. Then in the night, you will be following evil spirits.’

‘You will respect me, Kemi.’

‘Come off it! There is only three years between us.’

‘You think money gives you the right to disrespect me?’

‘I wasn’t trying to disrespect you! But now that we are on the topic, without money a person cannot even breathe.’ And then they were insulting each other in Yoruba, a deeper Yoruba than was familiar to Monife, whose understanding of her mother tongue left a lot to be desired anyway. She had spent her formative years speaking solely in English and had lost her connection to Yoruba as a result. Usually, Ebun would translate under her breath, but her cousin had made herself scarce as soon as they arrived home.

They were interrupted by a car horn just as Tolu was readying himself to get in between the two women. They heard it honk again – perhaps it had been going for some time; it was hard to hear above the chorus of shouting women. But eventually Aunty Kemi realised her date had arrived. She smoothed down her dress, threw her sister a final, contemptuous look and slammed the front door on her way out.

Her mother turned to Mo. ‘Monife, get rid of that dog. Tomorrow. Don’t make me tell you twice.’




V

Monife stretched comfortably across two bodies on the sofa – her head and shoulders were on Ebun’s lap; her legs were resting on her boyfriend’s. Her thigh jiggled as he argued with her brother, who was sitting across from them. Football. This was what happened whenever Tolu got talking – he would bring up football, aiming to convert whomever into supporting his team. It was exhausting. She popped a TomTom in her mouth and flipped a page of her latest Mills & Boon read.

Her boyfriend was struggling to keep up with her brother’s encyclopedic knowledge. He was getting louder and louder. Mo slipped on the headphones of her Walkman and pressed play. Aaliyah’s ‘Back & Forth’ flooded her ears. There! She was free of all discussion of Arsenal vs Man U. She flipped another page.

They were in the east wing living room, which was the largest reception space in the house. The furniture in here was old but comfortable. There was a large Persian rug splayed across the centre of the room. And the wall was covered in history – pictures of the Falodun family for generations past. Most of the family treasures were in this room – the heavy draped curtains, the sculptures. It was also the room that had the most natural light in the house, and as such it was her favourite place to be.

‘Mo?’ They were all looking at her. She removed the headphones.

‘Sorry. Did I miss something?’

‘I’ve been calling your name,’ her boyfriend replied sulkily. ‘Your brother has invited me to join his match this afternoon.’ Mo raised her head and narrowed her eyes at Tolu, who was grinning. ‘Will you come?’

She didn’t want to. She sat up and swung her legs to the ground. The puppy – Sango – scrambled up from where he lay and followed her. The idea of spending the afternoon stroking her boyfriend’s ego and watching them kick a ball about did not excite her. But before she had a chance to reply, the lights suddenly turned off and the air-conditioning unit rattled to a stop – another NEPA power cut. The cuts were arbitrary and becoming more and more frequent. She sighed. If she and Ebun stayed home, they might end up barbecued.

The guys went ahead. Before the girls left, they dabbed their faces with powder and gloss and slipped into outfits that were a little more interesting than their loungewear. Mo brushed her thick hair into a high bun, and wore denim shorts and a T-shirt. She didn’t bother with jewellery. She grabbed her camera, determined to get something interesting out of the outing.

The boys were already playing when they showed up. Since it was simply a casual match between friends, Ebun and Monife made up fifty per cent of the spectators. Mo quickly spotted the boys on the pitch who were familiar to her – her boyfriend and brother were on opposing teams; then there was Chuka, whose nose took up most of his facial real estate; Oba, with his odd habit of wearing long sleeves no matter how unforgiving the heat; and handsome Dele, who she had once spent an enjoyable week making out with, something she could never tell her brother. Dele did look good, though. His forearms flexed and his skin glistened. He waved at her as he ran past, but she was careful not to wave back.

She didn’t expect to enjoy the game. It was just something to do. She had no desire to watch people kick balls, or throw balls, or bounce balls; no interest in seeing people run or jump. But there was a nice breeze, and a freezing-cold drink in her hand. She figured she would simply alternate between watching her boyfriend perform for her benefit and watching Dele also perform for her benefit. But as the game wore on, her attention was quickly stolen from them.

The thief was tall, smooth and cheeky with his movements. She found herself leaning forwards when he dummied an opposing player. His footwork was light, his movements unhurried. He didn’t look for the glory of scoring; instead he set up his teammates, his passes sniper-accurate, always going where he intended and to whom he intended; even she could tell that much. She watched as he danced to the right, then kicked the ball to his left.

She wasn’t usually into light-skin guys, but this one, he had the colouring of a brass coin and there didn’t seem to be a single blemish on him. He wasn’t as buff as Dele, he was perhaps even a little lanky, and yet there was something about the way he moved. Through her camera lens, he was even more intriguing. His hair was a curly mess atop his head, and there was a little fuzz on his chin. His lips were thick and tinged with pink. And then there was his neck, long and smooth. He was beautiful, and fun to watch.

He was playing for her boyfriend’s team, and clearly giving Tolu a run for his money; which was another reason she found him irresistible. She wondered if he was single.

He raised his head in her direction, possibly because she hadn’t taken her eyes off him since she spotted him. Ebun passed her another fizzy drink; she used her teeth to remove the bottle cap and drank without breaking her focus. She had never seen a person so visibly comfortable in their skin. He just seemed playful, joyful.

Then the game was over. She tried to keep her eyes on him as she made her way down from the bleachers, but she glanced away for a second, and when she looked back, he was gone. She searched the mix of boys but could not find him.

Tolu was dripping with sweat when she approached, so she handed him his towel. He wiped his face and tried to hand her back the towel, but she refused to touch it.

‘Did you enjoy the game?’

‘Sure.’

‘I was asking Ebun.’

Mo rolled her eyes, sighed and waited.

‘It was cool, Tolu. You guys played well.’

‘But they lost, right?’ said Mo.

‘You’re a brat,’ replied her brother.

‘Whatever. By the way, who was that light guy?’

‘Who?’

‘The light guy; the one making a fool of you people.’

‘He didn’t make—’

‘Right. Right. What’s his name?’

‘Why you asking? Last I checked, you had a boyfriend.’

‘Asking for a friend.’

Her brother rolled his eyes.

‘His name is Kalu. And before you ask, I don’t know really know him. Chuka brought him.’

‘Kalu.’ She repeated the name to herself. It sounded made for her mouth. Her boyfriend looked over at her from his conversation with two of his fellow players as she made her way to Chuka. She blew him a reassuring kiss. She found Chuka and Oba throwing their things into their gym bags. Chuka beamed at her as she drew closer. She mirrored his smile. Oba gave her a short nod, then excused himself and jogged towards the FanIce vendor selling his wares to the parched players.

‘Heyyy, Chuka.’

‘My future wife.’ He gave her a fist bump. ‘I thought you hated football.’

‘I do. But you played a good game.’

‘All thanks to Kalu, man. I barely had to do anything.’

‘Oh? Which one was Kalu?’

‘The tall yellow dude. Tolu’s boys have warned me not to bring him again.’ They both laughed, but secretly she hoped they would invite him back. How else would she manufacture a meet-cute?

‘Is he single?’

‘You’re interested in Kalu?!’ Chuka snapped his head back in an exaggerated effort to express his surprise.

‘Maybe. What’s it to you?’

‘Just wondering when it will be my turn, is all. Anyway, I wouldn’t have thought he was your type.’

‘Why?’

‘He is squeaky clean. As in, spotless. He scooped up all the top grades when we were at school, and he actually attended the extracurriculars – debate team, chess club, music club. He was head boy and I heard he got a first class at university … Aren’t you always skipping classes?’

‘Tolu talks too much.’

Chuka laughed. ‘He does. He can’t keep a secret to save his life.’

‘So he is some kind of golden boy?’

He shrugged. ‘Nice guy. A little tepid for you, Mo. But a good guy.’

‘He sounds too good to be true.’

‘Looks that way.’

She had to admit, he didn’t seem her type. Besides, as Tolu had been quick to point out, she did have a boyfriend; and she readied a smile for him as he jogged up to her.
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It came upon her suddenly, as it always did. Her limbs felt heavy, her mind cloudy; she wanted to get out of bed, but her want did not translate to action. One hour passed, and then two. She spent it examining her memory, decoding smiles, words and gestures from her father. Had she always meant nothing to him? What would she do with her life? She stared at the circular patterns on the ceiling. Her room had originally belonged to Grand-Aunty Fikayo, and she wondered how often her relative had lain on her back and lost herself in the swirls etched above her.

There was a quiet knock, and even though she didn’t respond, the door slowly opened. Ebun popped her head in.

‘Have you eaten today?’

‘I’ll eat later.’

‘It’s almost four p.m.’ Shit. Four more hours had gone by. ‘You need to eat. In fact, you need to get up,’ Ebun said, entering the room.

‘Get up and do what?’

‘Anything, Mo.’ Mo didn’t move and she heard Ebun’s frustrated sigh. She was about to stress that she was fine, they needn’t worry. She would get over this, she always did. ‘Okay, let’s … let’s go develop your photos. I was planning to head out to get some things from the supermarket. We can stop by that Kodak store. You haven’t developed your pics in a while.’

If she didn’t agree to this hastily put-together plan, Ebun might tell Tolu; or even worse, the mothers. So Mo forced herself to sit up and give her a weak smile. Her feet touched the ground and the coolness of the terrazzo tiles soothed something moonless in her soul. Sango shifted as she stood. She had forgotten he was there with her. She would have to remember to take him for a walk.

‘Wash your face before we go,’ Ebun instructed. Mo considered reminding her cousin that she was but fifteen, not the big aunty she considered herself to be, but it still took too much energy to speak.

The man behind the counter at the Kodak store smiled a little too widely as he looked Ebun up and down. No surprise there. Ebun was becoming more confident; she had a no-nonsense air about her that made people want to sidle up to her. She sought to please no one, so naturally, everyone around her was trying to gain her approval. And then there were her looks – she had the signature Falodun lips, her mother’s doe eyes and her father’s sharp cheekbones. As Monife looked at the various cameras in the store, the man fondled the film in his hands and stalled.

‘How long will it take?’ Ebun asked him.

‘I finish from this place at six.’

‘Okay.’

‘I can take you somewhere nice …’

‘I am not interested. I just want to know how long it will take you to develop our pictures.’

Monife was tempted to point out to the man that Ebun was underage, but there was no need. Her cousin was handling herself.

‘Ah ah na. I just want to be your friend.’

‘Does your wife know you are looking for friends?’ The man glanced down at his wedding band, and then shrugged. ‘I have a big heart.’

‘Uncle, just develop the film.’

‘Nawa o! I am not that old na. Call me—’

‘I don’t plan on calling you anything. We will come back in an hour.’

Despite her blunt treatment of him, or perhaps because of it, the photos were ready when they returned. They each took half and flicked through them as they sat in the car. Mo came across the photo she had taken of the golden boy on the football field. His face was half turned towards the lens and he was smiling. He was a Greek god.

‘We are not going to turn into them, are we?’

She raised her head. Her cousin was holding a photograph of their mothers. She had caught them in a moment where both their masks had slipped. Aunty Kemi had no make-up on, and her hand was on her older sister’s shoulder. Bunmi was gripping the hand tightly. She looked defeated. They both did. Mo squeezed her cousin’s free hand.

‘No. Of course not. We will meet the loves of our life and live happily ever after.’

‘Doesn’t the curse mean that that’s virtually impossible?’

‘Fuck the curse.’




Falodun Family Curse

Fikayo, daughter of Kunle, son of Tobi, daughter of Yemisi, daughter of Wemimo, daughter of Feranmi (the one who was cursed), was plagued with an autoimmune disease.

She was also the first of Kunle’s six daughters to fall in love. They stood together, before God and before man, and promised to be there for one another ‘in sickness and in health’. Perhaps she should have declared her ailment and given him a chance to make an informed choice; but hadn’t he said he loved her with his mind, heart and soul? Hadn’t he declared he would take a bullet for her? What was all that in the face of a little episode here and there?

And at first, it seemed as though their love would indeed stand the test of time. He sat by her side, fetched her water, wiped her tears and gently shushed her.

But then came her third episode; and then her fourth. He grumbled. He was distant. He no longer came running when she asked for a glass of water, a bowl to throw up in, assistance with cleaning up the vomit. He was busy. He had this event, and that meeting. He was gone for days. Her care was left to her sisters, who took it in turns to stay with her. And she was curt with them. She hated that they were there to witness her husband’s neglect.

‘He had an unavoidable business meeting,’ she would say. Or, ‘He needs to work hard to pay for all these hospital appointments.’ And most of her sisters were polite enough to nod and avert their eyes; except, of course, for Afoke, who went on and on about the bloody curse.

But her sickness was not due to the curse, and thankfully, she wasn’t always sick. Sometimes she could be wife – she could cook, she could clean, she could perform her duties in the bedroom. But always between them, the knowledge that it was only a matter of time till she fell victim to the fatigue, aches and nausea; unable to do for him, or for herself.

And one day, he declared that this was not what he had signed up for.

She was sick for weeks afterwards; she refused to eat, or to take her medication. She willed her body to ravish her. She begged death to come. But the episode ended. She was alive. And so she marched on.
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A week later, they arrived at a house party in a group of nine – Mo and her boyfriend, Tolu and his latest squeeze, Chuka and his girl of the month, Oba, Dele and Ebun. Ebun was a little young to accompany them, but she refused to be left behind. Mo had assured Aunty Kemi that it was a chaperoned party and they would be back by ten p.m.

The house was illuminated in the darkness and you could hear ‘Whoomp! (There It Is)’ booming from the other end of the street. It was a gorgeous house, all white, with four columns and a crest scored above the front door. It was vast in size, but news of the party had reached far and wide, so people spilt out onto the road.

As soon as she muscled her way to the main floor of the party, Mo spotted Golden Boy. He was dancing with a girl. The grace he had displayed on the field had not transferred to the dance floor. His hips failed to fully understand what his feet were trying to do and his arms were limp by his sides. But his dance partner was happy to do all the work. She was shaking her hips, her bum, inching closer and closer to Golden Boy.

‘Do you want something to drink?’ Mo’s boyfriend asked.

She turned to him. He paled in comparison to Golden Boy and she was struggling to recall what it was exactly she had seen in him. Tolu had already disappeared, and Ebun had been spotted by a friend from school. She gave him a small smile.

‘I’ll have vodka and Coke.’

‘One vodka and Coke coming up.’

He disappeared into the sea of bodies, and Mo returned to looking at Golden Boy, but he wasn’t where her eyes had left him. So she began to move through the crowd, waving distractedly at people she knew. She eventually found him propped up on the corner of a table, sipping his drink.

She walked up to him and laid her hand on his arm, forcing him to look up. His eyes were unusual – the colour of an amber traffic light, they held her in place. He was even more beautiful up close. She cleared her throat and gave him her widest smile.

‘Hello, Golden Boy.’

‘Hi …’ He looked confused. ‘Do I … do I know you?’

‘No. But I know you … I was watching you play football the other day.’

He squinted at her. ‘Ah. The girl on the bleachers.’

‘So you noticed me.’

‘It was hard not to. Your T-shirt had a bedazzled Che Guevara on it.’

‘Oh! Is that who that was?’

He paused, and then burst out laughing. He had a throaty laugh.

‘Do you want to dance?’ she asked.

He looked away. He had long eyelashes.

‘I’m not really a great dancer.’

‘Yea, I was watching you. Ooof!’

He laughed again, meeting her eyes. At least he didn’t take himself too seriously. ‘Excuse you!’

She gave him another wide smile, showing most of her teeth. She had a generous mouth, all the better to kiss with. And tonight she was sporting a bright red lipstick. She noticed his eyes were drawn to her lips’ scarlet plumpness. She took his hand.

‘Come. It’ll be a good excuse for our bodies to get close to one another.’

‘You’re assuming an awful lot.’

She cocked her head to one side. ‘Am I? Well, the ball’s in your court.’ Her heart was beating hard in her chest. She was accustomed to guys approaching her. She had never had to work for it. But if she hadn’t made the first move, Golden Boy might have disappeared into the ether. Still, she didn’t need him to think she was desperate, and he was hesitating a little too long for her liking. She turned and started walking away, but he caught her wrist. His grip was gentle but firm.

‘Don’t leave. This place would lose all colour if you left.’

She took his hand, pulled him past the dancing bodies, out into the night. He didn’t ask where she was taking him.

The air was gentle, warm. The sky was lit up with stars. She led him past the security men, across the lawn and into the shadow of a little outbuilding. Here, the party seemed distant. He let out a breath, then turned to her and leant against the wall, his body at a forty-five-degree angle. ‘I don’t know your name.’

‘Monife. Monife Falodun.’ She no longer used her father’s name. What would be the point?

‘Kalu Kenosi,’ he said, his voice thick and smooth.

‘A pleasure.’

He paused, then: ‘The pleasure’s all mine.’

She giggled; it was a terrible line. He stuck his hands into the pockets of his black jeans. ‘I didn’t … I’m not really any good at …’

‘From what I hear, you excel at everything.’

He blushed. She wanted to taste him, so she tugged his shirt, pulling him down, and pressed her lips to his. He stiffened for a moment, and then relaxed into the kiss, teasing her mouth with his own. Peppermint.

‘Mo?’ Ebun’s voice cut short their moment, and Mo sighed as Golden Boy released her. ‘What is it?’ she said, turning and seeing her cousin approaching. Ebun looked them both up and down. Judgement was spilling out of her.

‘Your boyfriend is looking for you.’

‘Did you follow me?’

‘What? No. I asked the security man if he had seen a tall girl with big hair.’

‘Okay …’

‘So, should I tell him where you are?’

‘Who?’

‘Your boyfriend. He is threatening to leave.’

‘No. I’ll be up in a sec.’

‘Right.’

She suddenly regretted bringing Ebun along. The girl was determined to make her feel shame where she had none. Ebun walked away and Mo took a breath. When she turned back to Golden Boy, he gave her a small shake of his head.

‘So you have a boyfriend.’

She shrugged. ‘Not really.’

‘Not really?’

‘Yes. He is my soon-to-be ex.’

‘Why?’

‘I’ve met you.’
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Was he crying? He turned his face away from her and she felt a wave of guilt. But it was better to rip off the Band-Aid.

‘Did I do something wrong?’

‘No. No, you’ve been really cool.’ And he had been, for the whole five months they had been together. He had done his duty on Valentine’s Day, he showed her off and spent his father’s money on her. But she had known there was a time limit to their relationship. As each week passed, she became more and more bored by him. They had long silences, lapses in conversation; not the comfortable kind, the kind that came about because you could not think of anything to say.

‘Then why?’

‘Why?’ She could have planned this better. She could hardly say that she had found someone else. ‘I … I just need to focus on myself for a bit.’ It wasn’t a complete lie – before him was Ade, before Ade was Biyi, before Biyi, Michael. On and on. But none of them satisfied her. She needed to find the one. She suspected it was the only way she would be free of the curse.

‘You could find yourself with me.’

She snorted, but he wasn’t joking, so she started coughing to cover up her laughter. The conversation was dragging and becoming awkward. But eventually he would be on his way, and she could go and rummage for biscuits in the pantry.

‘I’m sorry. I think it’s best I do this on my own.’

‘Oh.’

‘Can we be friends?’

He grimaced, baring sharp white teeth. He probably wanted to insult her, or at least throw her offer of friendship back in her face; but in the end, he just shrugged.

Ebun found her later, sweeping up a cockroach she had spotted lurking in the pantry and crushed with her slipper.

‘He’s gone?’

‘He’s gone.’

‘And you ended it.’

‘Yup.’

‘But … Kalu hasn’t even asked you out yet.’

‘Don’t worry about that. He will.’




IX

‘This is your house?’

Monife stepped out of the car and followed Golden Boy.

In the daylight, the home that they had recklessly partied in just a week ago was even more daunting. It was the grandest house on the street, fashioned in the style of Southern American plantation houses – big, white and showy.

‘I thought you knew you were at mine,’ he replied. ‘Does it change anything?’

It didn’t, much. She had guessed he was well off. He had the look – spotless white trainers and deceptively plain T-shirts. Plus he and his driver had picked her up in a Mercedes.

‘No.’

‘Whose house did you think you were at?’

She shrugged. ‘Hey. We got an invite to a party and we turned up. I bet you didn’t know half the people there.’

‘Less than half.’

‘See.’ They entered, and the interiors were as impressive as the outside had been – marble floors, large paintings on white walls, and oddly shaped sculptures. It was certainly extravagant, but it lacked the character of the Falodun home.

They ascended a broad staircase, and he casually mentioned he was taking her to his floor.

‘You have a floor to yourself?’

‘Well, not entirely. I share it with my sisters. Our rooms are on the same floor and we have a living room up here where we entertain our friends.’

‘Am I going to have to meet your parents?’

‘They’re not home.’

‘Oh.’ She raised an eyebrow, ‘So you’re planning to take advantage of me?’

He blushed. He was so cute when he blushed.

‘Ebony and ivory,’ she sang as she traced the contours of his sand-coloured arm. She was obsidian black beside his tan skin. He joined her, the song rumbling out of him. They were in his living room, sitting on his floor chatting and watching MTV on a giant wide-screen. There was so much wealth and privilege that he had been exposed to, but he wasn’t arrogant or showy.

He kept singing, failing to notice that Mo had stopped two lines ago.

‘Oh shit. Are those the lyrics?’

‘So you don’t even know the song you’re singing.’

‘Hey, in my defence, I don’t think anyone knows more than that first line.’

‘I do.’

‘Yea. But you’re Golden Boy.’

He raised a perfect eyebrow. ‘Golden Boy?’

‘Mmm. Golden skin, golden eyes, golden heart …’

He laughed. ‘Golden heart?! High praise. I hope I can live up to these expectations.’

‘You will.’

She was lying on her stomach and he mimicked her position. ‘I have a question for you.’

‘Hit me.’

‘Will you be my girlfriend?’

‘Oh … I thought … I thought we were already …’

‘Oh! It’s cool … umm … we can officially start counting from when—’

‘I’m fucking with you, Golden Boy. Yes, I’ll be your girl.’

‘Great.’

‘Fantastic.’

*

She was in the pantry, searching for a snack, when she heard her mother calling her from the west living room. Bunmi must have heard her close the front door as she entered the house. She took the elation she felt, folded it and tucked it away; she would keep Golden Boy to herself, and the pureness of what they had, for as long as she could.

She crossed the courtyard, past the iroko tree, and spotted her mother through the window as she approached. Monife could go weeks without setting foot in the west living room, as could most of the household. The room was generally quite dusty as a result, but her mother was using it more frequently.

‘Where have you been?’ Bunmi asked.

‘At a friend’s,’ Monife replied casually, opening the bottle of chin chin she’d fished out the pantry. The windows were all open, undoubtedly to air the room out. Then she noticed two glasses, a tray of drinks and puff puff laid out neatly on the coffee table. Her mother had prepared for a guest.

‘Which friend?’

‘Gbeminiyi.’ She pulled a name out of her hat. It didn’t matter anyway; her mother would never check. She just wanted to feel as though she was in control. It was this need to control everything that had her in constant pursuit of spiritual remedies.

Mo grabbed a puff puff before her mother had a chance to stop her. ‘Are we expecting someone?’

‘Use your right hand.’

She complied, just as the someone entered the room: Mama G. Mo groaned, took a fistful of puff puff, exchanged a terse greeting with Mama G and walked out, leaving her mother and her spiritual adviser to cook up more insane rituals for breaking the family curse and bringing her husband back. She wondered what Golden Boy would think of all this, and then decided she would keep it from him for as long as was humanly possible. She would wait till he was madly in love with her before letting him anywhere near her family.
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Everything that had happened prior to Mo laying her eyes on Golden Boy was insignificant.

They spent every moment they could together. He was open and curious, wanting to know her, her thoughts, her opinions. She found she was more herself when she was with him. She wasn’t Mo with the sharp mouth, or Mo who never finished what she started. She wasn’t even Mo the dark-skinned beauty. He seemed to appreciate her most at her messiest, silliest, most unhinged. They spent their time laughing – at the world, at their families, at themselves.

He was sitting cross-legged on the floor, sketching. She was lying next to him, reading her latest Mills & Boon novel. He wasn’t a talker – she took the lead in most of their conversations – but she felt closest to him when they were quiet, connected by a hand or a foot. At present, his toes were stroking her thigh. She turned the page of the book.

‘I don’t know how you can read those.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Girl meets boy. Girl desires boy, or hates boy. Middle middle middle. Bam in love!’

‘I don’t see the problem,’ she said, peering over the top of the book.

‘There’s no … mystery to it.’

‘If I wanted a mystery, I’d be reading one.’

‘Touché.’

She sat up and peeked at the drawing. It was her. It was usually her. He had sketched her general form, the shape of her hips, the dip in her back, her neck. There was not much more to it than that, and yet she felt the movement, the life and the love.

‘You should be an artist. Fuck engineering.’

He chuckled. ‘Yea, that would go over well with my dad.’

‘He would adjust, eventually. They seem to let you do what you want.’

‘Mmm. So far as it doesn’t get in the way of their vision for my life.’

‘And what’s that?’

He shrugged. ‘CEO of such-and-such, avid churchgoer, married with two-point-five kids.’

‘How about artist, avid churchgoer, lover of Mo.’

‘I can definitely get behind “lover of Mo”.’

‘It’s a highly coveted title.’

‘I’m sure it is.’ He wrapped his arm around her neck and pulled her in for a kiss. She obliged, and then leant back to look at him. ‘Seriously, though, it would be a shame if you didn’t do something with your talent.’

‘My mother would have a heart attack if I announced that I was giving up engineering for art. In fact, she would have a heart attack, come back to life and then kill me.’

‘What do you want, though?’

He shrugged. ‘I can always draw. It doesn’t have to be my job.’ It was a cop-out. ‘What about you?’

‘What about me?’

‘What are you planning to do with your photography skills?’

‘It’s … I …’

‘Yes?’

‘I’ll follow your lead. We can run off into the sunset together – two crazy artists.’

‘Sounds good’, and they shook on it.

In the evening, he took her to a party at a friend’s house – a girl who hugged them both tightly on the doorstep, enveloping them in a sweet vanilla fragrance, before waving them in. The house was overflowing, people chatting and sipping drinks whilst the stereo blasted ‘Gin and Juice’. Golden Boy spotted some friends sitting on couches, and they went over. ‘This is Mo,’ he shouted over the music, and the friends moved up so they could both sit down.

‘Kalu has never introduced a babe before. You must be really special,’ said a boy whose name she’d already forgotten.

‘She is.’

Mo beamed. She was having the time of her life. Right up until their host found them. The girl leant in to Golden Boy and whispered in his ear. He frowned briefly, and then sighed.

‘I need to help Lisa with something. I’ll be back. Is that cool?’

Mo nodded. What choice did she have? She could hardly say it wasn’t cool. Then it would look as if she wasn’t cool. Golden Boy kissed her forehead and then he was gone, following Lisa, whose dress barely covered her ass. And his friends were already talking to her again, asking her what uni she went to, and whether it was true that the lecturers there dated their students.

Mo had never experienced jealousy. She knew what it was, had heard friends describe it as an unpleasant feeling that twisted your insides and made you prone to doing irrational things. She had felt sorry for the girls who were forced to trail boyfriends and warn other females off their man.

But here she was, insides twisting.

Thirty minutes went by, and then forty-five minutes, and then an hour. Kalu’s friends had long since floated away, perhaps because she had stopped engaging them. She was sitting alone in a party where she knew no one, and her boyfriend was nowhere in sight. She should have asked Ebun to come along, but she hadn’t anticipated being abandoned.

She stood up. She would have to find him. Or perhaps she would leave; walk outside the estate and see if she could find a way home.

‘I don’t think we have been introduced.’

She turned to face the speaker, a dude with a body that looked as though it had been built on steroids. She was about to tell him to find his square root, and then she remembered that her boyfriend was at this party and he had left her to sink or swim. Just then, the DJ began to blast Salt-N-Pepa’s ‘Shoop’.

‘I’m Mo. Do you dance?’

‘Ah, it’s your lucky day. I am the best stepper here.’

‘Fantastic.’ She headed to the dance floor, scanning the crowd for Golden Boy as she moved. She didn’t bother to check if her dance partner was following her – she knew he would. She started dancing, confident in the way her hips moved, the places her feet landed, the way her arms lifted, dropped and circled the air. He moved behind her. A few people were looking at them. He was matching her pace and style. She resisted the urge to slap the guy’s hand from her waist. She would endure him, at least until Kalu spotted her and was appropriately enraged.

But when Kalu appeared, he simply placed a light hand on her dance partner’s shoulder and said, ‘Ola, that’s my girl, man.’

‘Oh shit. Kalu. Damn. My bad.’ The guy took his hands off her as if she were hot coal. He backed away and disappeared into the crowd. He didn’t even bother to say goodbye. Mo was even more irritated, and so she turned away from Golden Boy and walked off – but not without glancing back to check that he was following her.

‘I’m thirsty,’ she said to no one in particular.

‘Are we going to talk about what just—’

‘I want something to drink.’

He sighed and placed his hands on his hips.

‘You are being really immature right now.’

‘I was just dancing.’

‘Mo. Mo … you were not just dancing.’

‘You left me here for over an hour.’

‘I … I am really sorry about that. I thought you would be okay. But you could have just found me and told me how you felt. I would have corrected myself.’

She opened her mouth, and then shut it again. He was right, she could have looked for him. She didn’t want him to think she was childish. Still, he’d abandoned her and it had hurt.

‘You just … you left me.’

He pressed his lips together, and for a few beats they stared at each other. ‘Come, let’s sit,’ he finally said, gesturing to some free chairs. They would be shielded by huge potted plants, and it was quieter.

‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

‘What did you think would happen when you left me in a place where I knew no one?’

‘You’ve always been so … I didn’t even think you would look for me.’

She glanced away. He reached out for her hand, and she held it from him.

‘Talk to me, Mo.’

She couldn’t tell him the truth. He had two parents who showered him with love. How could he understand how easy it was for a person who purported to love you to abandon you?

‘Just go and chill with Lisa. I’ll be fine.’

‘I don’t want to be with Lisa. I was just helping her out – her cousin was wasted and we had to find him a ride home. Don’t vex. I want to be here with you.’

‘Well, you have a sorry-ass way of showing it.’

He nodded. ‘Be gentle with me, I haven’t done this before.’

‘Done what before?’

‘This … the dating thing.’

She paused, and then his words registered. She laughed. ‘You mean … am I your first girlfriend?’

‘No need to shout it.’

‘But … why?’

He shrugged. ‘It just never came to anything. I would start talking to a babe, go on a few dates, and then things would sort of fizz away.’

‘I didn’t realise.’

‘Look, you’ve got to be able to talk to me, Mo. I’ll make mistakes, but I promise you I am willing to correct them, so long as you tell me what’s gwining.’

He reached for her hand again, and this time she let him have it. He put it to his lips and she felt the friction all the way to her toes.

‘Am I forgiven?’
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To show him just how forgiven he was, she took his hand and pulled him deeper into Lisa’s large house, with its many rooms. She picked one far away from the sounds of the party, and turned on the light as they entered.

The warm light flooded the room. There was a massive bed in the centre and it was made up hotel style. The sheets were tucked in, and there were several decorative pillows to seal the deal. The other details in the room were garish – the decorator had relied heavily on red and gold.

She took a breath. They were going to consummate their love. Would she have preferred for it to happen in a grand hotel? Yes. But this would have to do. Their love would transcend the tackiness of the setting.

‘She will kill me if she finds us here,’ muttered Golden Boy.

‘We better not waste any time then.’

Golden Boy didn’t move towards her. He stood in the middle of the room, considering her. So she would have to be brave for the both of them.

She unbuttoned her dress as she walked over to him. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and he held her steady at the waist. He smiled at her. She buried her face in his neck and inhaled. He smelled of sweat and weak cologne. She loved it. She licked his neck and felt him shiver.

‘Mo …’ But he wasn’t stopping her. His voice was thick, conflicted. She covered his lips with her own. She knew what aroused him – the little flickers of her tongue, the gentle nibble of his lower lip, the starts and stops. It was working, because now his hands were roaming, finding all her curves, all the parts he professed to love – her waist, her round, generous bottom, the breasts that fitted perfectly in the palms of his hands. But then he stopped abruptly, his hands dropped to his sides and he took several steps back. She felt the ripple of air from the fan above her and she was suddenly cold.

‘Shouldn’t we wait?’ he asked.

‘For what?’

‘For marriage?’

‘Why would we …’ She paused. A thought had come to her. ‘You have … done this before, right?’ He didn’t respond, and he wasn’t looking at her. ‘Golden Boy?’

‘I’m … I haven’t had sex before.’

She whistled. ‘You’re kidding, right? You’re twenty-one.’

‘Ehen?’

She blinked. ‘You’re serious.’

‘As a heart attack.’

She walked to the edge of the bed and sat down.

‘Fuck.’

‘It’s not that big a deal.’

‘It is definitely that big a deal. Why the hell did we sneak into this room?’

‘I wanted to be … I wanted to be alone with you. I didn’t really think about it. Maybe I was fine with it. I mean, it’s you, Mo. I’d be happy to give it up to you.’

‘So what’s stopping you?’

‘A lifetime spent in church, I guess … Maybe we could wait to … you know … marry.’

‘Are you offering marriage?’

‘I … well, I mean …’

‘I’d say yes.’

‘You would?’

‘Yes.’

He didn’t say anything. He came to sit beside her on the bed. She rested her head on his shoulder and they were quiet for a while. She felt a warmth that had nothing to do with the heat of the room. Had she ever been this happy? Then she had a thought.

‘Do you mind … that I’m not …’

‘A virgin?’

‘Yes.’

‘No. You’re you. And I’m me. And we are together. That’s all that matters to me, Mo. I promise.’

She looked down as he traced the scar on her thigh. His touch radiated all over her body.

‘How’d you get this?’

‘I wasn’t looking where I was going, and I got burnt.’

‘Must have been pretty bad.’

She shrugged. She could have told him about the day her mother completely lost it and the beating just wouldn’t stop; she had turned to escape and tipped over the kettle, burning herself in the process. She couldn’t even remember what she had done to earn her mother’s fury. Granted, she was always breaking some rule.

But as they sat there together, talking, with his hand resting lightly on her leg, Golden Boy gave her hope that she wasn’t merely this incorrigible rebel who – because of another incorrigible rebel several generations ago – was cursed to end up with no husband and no future. Because of him, the future looked promising.




Part III

Eniiyi (2024)




I

Eniiyi stood at the gates of the Falodun home. She had always found them to be uninviting. They rose above her: black, opaque and crowned with little spears to discourage would-be armed robbers. And behind them, the large branches of trees. Because of the height of the gates, there was no whisper of the charming house beyond or the inhabitants within. It could have been an abandoned home; there were a few of those on the street. The road was cemented, that was new, but she felt a sense of loss for the sand and gravel that had once given the street some character.

She had mixed feelings about home. A part of her was delighted at the prospect of being back in the embrace of the three women she loved the most; but she had also spent the better part of the last decade avoiding them.

‘Is this it?’ Funsho asked.

‘This is it.’

‘Do you … do you want me to come in with you?’ He was worried about her; probably because she had reported insomnia and a lack of appetite over the past few weeks as she wrapped up the final submissions of her master’s. She was anxious – her future was before her and she had no real plan for it; and the thing she was least prepared for was this, this coming home.

She hadn’t lived here in eleven years. She had visited, but the visits had been short by necessity and by design. Her postgraduate friends could offer her drama, intrigue, nights filled with drunken adventure; her grandmas could only offer her stories, half of which she was convinced were untrue. And then there was the other matter. So she had come home just long enough to love them and leave them before their charm wore thin and her patience even thinner. But now school was done, and she was resuming her place as the fourth member of the household.

‘Eniiyi?’

Funsho squinted at her. She smiled at him. He was a worrier, and she spoke so little of her home life that she supposed he had begun to imagine the worst. But she needed him to leave before her mother or grandmothers spotted him.

‘I’m fine. If you come in with me, they’ll be convinced you are my boyfriend.’

He looked away. She pretended she didn’t see the longing on his face. She took her bags from the boot of his car, gave him a brief hug and waved as he drove off. Then she took a deep breath and slipped through the gate.

Perhaps she would sneak into her room first, get her bearings, before looking to see who was home. It wasn’t hard to do. Most of the floor was paved in terrazzo tiles, so no danger of creaking stairs, and where there were no windows, you could hide in the shadows formed in the long corridors. But as she headed for the courtyard, she spotted her mother.

Ebun was in the driveway, bent over the car, checking the engine or changing the engine oil or pouring some water into the radiator. She was always doing something; her hands were always moving.

‘Ma.’

The older woman straightened up, almost banging her head on the bonnet. She wiped her hands on her apron, shielded her eyes with her palm and squinted up at her daughter. She was dressed practically – jeans and a plain top with no make-up or jewellery; a far cry from Eniiyi, who sported large dangling earrings, square bracelets, shorts and an oversized graphic T-shirt.

‘Eniiyi. You’re here.’

‘I’m here.’

‘I thought you were coming next week.’

‘Plans changed.’

‘You’re not in trouble, are you?’

‘No, Ma.’

‘So how come you decided to come home early?’

Eniiyi sighed. Always it was a battle with the woman. She was already missing the lightness and brightness of her roommates. ‘You’re not happy to see me?’

‘No! Of course I am … Káàbò. Kú ọjọ́ mẹ́ta.’

‘Ẹ ṣé, mà.’

They stood there awkwardly, neither able to take a step forward, even though a hug was clearly required. Only forty-four, but there was already a tangible white streak in Ebun’s relaxed hair. It reminded Eniiyi of Storm, but she didn’t bother to say it out loud. It was unlikely her mother knew the Marvel character, and even if she did, she would dislike the comparison. She was suspicious of all things supernatural.

‘Have you eaten?’ Ebun asked.

‘I had some suya on the way here.’

‘Your grandma made ìkókórè ̣ …’

As her mother was speaking, Eniiyi noticed Sango the Immortal making his slow way to her, and she crouched down to receive his furry embrace. She closed her eyes and inhaled him. He smelt like Elizabeth Arden’s 5th Avenue, so Grandma East was clearly still spraying him to rid him of ‘that dog smell’.

‘I’ve missed you, Mr Sango.’ She covered his muzzle with kisses. He was even older than she recalled. There were shocks of grey all over his sable fur. He responded by licking her, and wagging his tail so hard she worried it would spin away from him. ‘He looks good,’ she told her mother.

‘Hmm. Hopefully he dies soon. Those vet fees are getting more and more expensive every year. When he is gone, I’ll have more money than I’ll know what to do with.’

‘Why would you say that? He has a good—’

‘A good what? Eniiyi, please. The dog is well overdue for meeting his maker. He has lived for almost three decades already. At this point, it is sheer spite that is keeping him alive.’

Eniiyi chose not to argue with her mother so soon after her arrival. Sango the Immortal had been there when she was born, and at this rate, she suspected he’d be there when they all died. She left Ebun to continue fiddling with the Beetle, a car that should have been laid to rest a lifetime ago but due to her mother’s attention continued to sputter along. Mr Sango chose to follow her. It was a no-brainer – the one who loved him best or the one who was anticipating his demise.

‘Don’t mind her, Mr Sango. She’d miss you if you weren’t here.’

He wagged his tail in response.




II

Her room was just as she had left it – a shrine to her childhood. Her limbs were longer, her breasts fuller, her waist wider, and beside her, the dog was greyer; otherwise, she could have been tricked into thinking no time had passed at all and she was still trapped here, trying to fight her destiny. She had never seen a photograph of her dead aunt – the house was eerily empty of any pictures of her – but according to all and sundry, Eniiyi was the spitting image of her. She stared at herself at the mirror on the wall, and her aunty Monife stared back.

She was distracted from her reflection by the singing coming down the corridor, high-pitched and off-key but with more than enough gusto to make up for the lack of rhythm. She smiled and opened the door just in time to be met by her beaming grandmother. Unlike her mother, Grandma East wasted no time embracing her. Hands squeezed her arms, pinched her cheeks and tapped her nose. Her grandmother’s delicate wrinkled fingers were tipped at the end with long nails, painted ruby red, as they always were and always would be. She smelt of menthol, chewing sticks and shea butter.

Her grandma released her and gave her a once-over; was there the briefest hesitation, or was Eniiyi imagining it?

‘Ah ah. You are a real madam now. All the boys must be chasing you.’

‘Not all, Ma, I had to free some of them for my friends.’

Her grandmother laughed. ‘Kú ìgbá dùn o. Bring one of them home to meet us.’

‘When I find one I like …’ Eniiyi didn’t bother to mention that she had never dated anyone, never even had a crush on anyone.

‘Okay o. You shouldn’t be too picky sha. How old are you now?’

‘Twenty-three, Ma.’

‘Haaaa!!!! You have to be fast o! Men don’t look at women in their thirties. That’s why your mummy couldn’t …’

Eniiyi’s eyes widened, and she raised her chin. Her grandmother was quick to pick up on her message. She turned and smiled at her daughter, who had come up behind her, still wearing her oil-stained apron.

Ebun didn’t return the smile. ‘No, Mummy, please continue. That’s why I couldn’t what?’

Eniiyi looked from her mother to her grandmother and back again. There was so little resemblance between the two of them, and what similarities may have existed in the past had since been eroded by Grandma East’s various cosmetic adjustments – the bleached skin, the tightened cheeks, the heavy make-up – whereas her mother rarely did more than the odd eyebrow pencil and brown lipstick.

Eniiyi cleared her throat; she had no interest in where this conversation was headed.

‘Grandma West is not around?’

‘She is. She is in her room.’

‘Oh. Okay. I’ll go and greet her.’

She had just started to edge past Grandma East when her mother grabbed her wrist, holding her in place.

‘Wait. That’s what I was coming to tell you. Aunty Bunmi is not … she’s not really herself these days.’

There was something in her mother’s voice, and she noticed that her grandmother had looked away, was staring at the wall, her eyes fixed on a mark Eniiyi had left there when she was a child – a series of squiggles that had won her thirty minutes in the corner.

‘What do you mean?’

Her mother proceeded to explain that Grandma West’s mind was beginning to go. Her short-term memory was scrambled, and sometimes she didn’t recognise the people around her. Dementia. The word sounded heavy and final. Eniiyi tried to imagine it; but Grandma West was arguably the one with the sharpest mind in the house – she never forgot anything, she could hold grudges for years. And now they were telling her that this woman who commanded pupils, teachers and parents alike was but a shadow of herself. She couldn’t fathom it.

‘How long has this been going on?’

‘A couple of months.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘If you came home more often, you would have seen,’ began Ebun.

‘There is nothing you could have done, Eniiyi,’ Grandma East added quickly. But Eniiyi was already heading towards the west wing, in no hurry to see this new Grandma West, but going to her anyway.
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The walk to Grandma West’s room felt long and lonely, even with Sango walking by her side. There were a few windows along the hallway, but they were all blocked by the branches and leaves of the courtyard tree, so all that was left were little pockets of light that danced across the floors and walls.

The Falodun house had six bedrooms, for the six daughters belonging to her great-great-grandfather. Three rooms in the east wing and three in the west. The west wing of the house was quiet. She wondered if her grandma was asleep. She knocked on the older woman’s door gently and then she waited. As she knocked again, she looked at the door to her right – Monife’s room. She thought she could feel a cold draught from there. She heard a soft voice and looked away, opening the door to Grandma West’s room and making her way in. Sango knew to wait outside.

The room was dark. It smelled of tobacco. She did not immediately see her grand-aunt, but she guessed she was seated in the corner of the room. She crossed the floor and drew the curtains apart – light flooded the room. She ignored the soft groan from the corner and opened the window; it needed air. And she could see the older woman clearly now.

Grandma West had aged years in the few short months since Eniiyi had last seen her. Her eyes were tinged with yellow, her face was heavily lined. She was seated in her armchair with a blanket draped over her lap. She cocked her head to her side as she took Eniiyi in.

‘Nana West, it is good to see you. Ṣ’álàáfíà lẹ̀ wà?’

Grandma West opened her mouth and shut it again. Eniiyi held her breath. Would she know her?

‘Monife?’

Eniiyi’s heart sank. She should have anticipated this.

‘Monife?’

With hindsight, it seemed ridiculous that she hadn’t seen it coming. She was tempted to leave, but she stayed.

‘No. It’s me, Grandma. Eniiyi.’

If Grandma West had heard her, she didn’t show it. ‘Monife, pẹ̀lẹ́. Where are my glasses?’

Grandma West was looking right at her, but she was seeing a woman who had died over two decades ago. Eniiyi felt as though she were the ghost in the room and Monife the one who was flesh and blood. Grandma West was getting more and more agitated at her silence. Eniiyi watched as the older woman tried to stand. She could hear the grind of every bone, the creak of every joint. She wiped a tear from her cheek, grabbed the glasses that were resting on the dressing table and passed them to her grandmother. Grandma West slipped them on. It made no difference; in that moment, Eniiyi did not exist for her.

‘I wish you wouldn’t use your left hand, Monife. How many times do I have to tell you? No man wants to marry a leftie.’ Eniiyi stared at her left hand and back at Grandma West.

‘Grandma. Grandma. It’s me. Eniiyi.’ She had raised her voice, as though she were trying to reach her grand-aunt over a shaky phone connection, but it wasn’t working. She took a steadying breath and tried again, with a gentler, more controlled tone. ‘Grandma. Eniiyi ló ń sọ̀rọ̀. Monife ti … Monife ti …’

‘Má sọ nonsense sí mi!’ Grandma West was getting upset; she struggled to sit up. ‘Má sọ nonsense sí mi!’ she shouted again, but started coughing. ‘Get me some water, Monife,’ she snapped when she’d got her breath back.

Eniiyi had no response to her dead aunt being asked to fetch a drink, except ‘Yes, Ma’. She slipped out of her grandmother’s room to get her a glass from the kitchen.

As she walked quickly down the hallway, she noticed the door to her aunt Monife’s room was a little warped, as if it had been damaged by water since she’d last been home. She reached out and put the flat of her hand against the wood, and felt a damp chill. She inadvertently shivered, then turned back to head downstairs. The old house and everyone in it was falling apart.
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She found her mother in the kitchen. The aroma of omi ẹran filled the air and she could taste the ata at the back of her throat. Her mother had a habit of using too much pepper in her cooking. Eniiyi watched for a couple of minutes as Ebun deftly diced onions. She tried to get a handle on her emotions before she spoke.

‘She called me Monife.’

Her mother paused dicing, but only for a moment. ‘She is not herself.’

‘I get that. But she became seriously agitated when I pointed out that I am not in fact Monife.’

Her mother shrugged. ‘You are not a child any more. Maybe you should just play along.’ She said it as if it were nothing, and did not look back to note how Eniiyi’s mouth became slack, how her pupils dilated and her lips trembled.

‘I’m going out.’

‘You just got here.’

She didn’t respond. She’d only been back for half a day and already she needed a break. ‘I won’t be late,’ she said quietly, as she left the kitchen.

She called Funsho and he told her he was at a bar with friends; he offered to pick her up, but an Uber would get her there in half the time.

She entered the low-lit, cool-aired bar, instantly spotting Funsho. He was with Tobias and Kunle, who had a unique talent for rubbing her the wrong way; but any company would do right now. It was daytime, so the bar was nearly empty. ‘Last Last’ was being blasted from the speakers, followed closely by ‘Bloody Samaritan’. She was still dressed in a graphic tee and shorts, but now she wondered if she would be too cold; the air conditioner was blowing a gust of frosty air in her direction. As she approached, she hoped the guys had chosen a warmer section of the room.

‘Eniiyi. Eniiyi. Beauty of life. The one and only. The Queen of Ice.’

‘Good to see you are as verbose as ever, T.’

‘Only for you, my lovely.’

‘Hey, Kunle.’

‘Wassup.’ Kunle barely turned his massive head towards her. He was dressed in all black, but she guessed every item on his body had a designer label, to accompany the Rolex watch he was sporting on his wrist.

She slid in beside Funsho, who had made some room for her at their booth. Tobias resembled a big teddy bear; everything about him was rounded, except his nose. He had the nose of a cartoon witch. But like Kunle, he took a lot of pride in his appearance; his line-up was exquisite, his cologne potent and he wore rings on every other finger. She was yet to figure out what Funsho had in common with either dude; darling Funsho, who was like a gazelle, long, poised, with all his nervous wound-up energy.

‘What’s your poison?’ Funsho asked. She shrugged.

‘I’ll have what you’re having.’

He raised an eyebrow at that. ‘Heineken?’

She laughed. ‘Okay, order something for me. I’m here to drown my sorrows.’

He flicked a finger at a passing waiter and ordered a mojito. ‘What’s going on with you? You want to talk about it?’ And he looked at her intently, his head slightly cocked to one side. He reminded her of Sango – sensitive, loyal, sweet.

She smiled at him; there was no way she was opening up in front of Beavis and Butt-Head, but had they happened to be alone, she wondered what the words would sound like, what she would say. If she were to tell him about the mix-up her grand-aunt had made between herself and Monife, surely he would blame the dementia, not appreciating that Grandma West had always flirted with the idea of the two lives being one. He would not be able to understand why she was so upset, why it was that even now, she felt as though a rock had settled in the pit of her stomach.

‘It’s nothing.’

‘But—’

‘Jọ́! Jọ́! Jọ́! Abeg listen to the woman.’ For once she was grateful for Tobias’s interruption. He couldn’t stand not being the centre of attention for more than five minutes. ‘Speaking of woman?’ He nodded at the entrance, and Eniiyi turned before she realised what he was nodding at. Or rather, who. Two long-legged women strutted across the bar, hyper-aware of the eyes that followed them. Their skin was glowing, and they wore short skirts and tops held together with string. Kunle whistled.

Eniiyi rolled her eyes and returned to her drink, choosing peace; but Kunle had caught her expression.

‘What?’ he began. ‘There’s nothing wrong with appreciating the female form.’

‘I didn’t say there was.’

‘This attitude,’ he continued, pointing the neck of his beer bottle at her, ‘is precisely why you won’t find a husband. You need to lighten up.’ His words landed harder than they should. How many times had her mother warned her of the seeming faithlessness of men? And yet she didn’t want to be considered unmarriageable. She wanted to remain single on her own terms.

‘Kunle, I swear down, if you—’ began Funsho.

‘It’s all fun and games jọ̀,’ intercepted Tobias; even though of course it wasn’t, not entirely. Kunle was a dick. He had always been a dick, he would always be a dick. And he seemed to feel just as put off by her. Unfortunately, he was blessed with wealthy parents, and if you could ignore his bulldog-sized head, he was not unpleasant to look at; so he would always have at least one chick hanging on his arm. The whole thing was tiresome.

Funsho sighed, ‘Let’s talk about something else.’

‘Yes, let’s. Here’s a fun fact: people often think of their mum and dad when it comes to their physical or mental characteristics; but our genetic traits could come from any of our ancestors.’

‘You said the fact was fun …’

‘You didn’t let me land. I am saying all that to say, if your daddy was wondering about the source of your elephant-sized head – maybe he worries your mum was unfaithful and you are not in fact his progeny – tell him not to worry; he can blame your imperfection on the curiosities of genetic mutation.’

‘Fuuuuuuuuuck,’ said Tobias.

Kunle finished off his beer and shrugged. ‘Was that little rant supposed to prove that you’re not going to die alone?’

But she had found a chink in his armour. His words had been said to his empty bottle and not to her face. She swallowed her laughter by draining her mojito.

They fell to talking about the presidency – the disappointment that was the president’s run thus far; the seemingly arbitrary decision to change the national anthem whilst his citizens faced economic crisis; the lack of hope in the political process.

Funsho quickly ordered her a second.

‘Are you trying to get me drunk?’ She said it as a joke, but his eyes widened and he began to stutter.

‘I … no … I wouldn’t …’

‘Please,’ cried a frustrated Tobias, ‘ask this girl out and let us have some peace.’

It was her turn to stammer. Funsho was her friend and she didn’t want to complicate an otherwise easy relationship. The mojito was brought to a quiet table.




V

That night she dreamt of Monife.

It had been a long time, maybe six years, since she had last had a dream about her aunt. But there she was, looking out at the ocean, same as always. Her feet were drawing casual circles in the sand. She wore a T-shirt that dropped to just below her knees and her hair was like a lion’s mane. Eniiyi was aware she was in a dream, and in her dreams, her aunt was sometimes faceless, sometimes her mirror-image. Tonight, she looked tangible, wild and, most critically, alive.

She walked to where her aunt was standing, where sand met sea. ‘Fancy meeting you here,’ she said to the woman who never spoke. She didn’t wait for a reply, which was fine, because she didn’t get one. She used to ask her aunt all sorts of questions: why was she haunting her dreams? Did she have unfinished business? Why was she tormenting her? Why wouldn’t she speak? Was she a ghost?

Monife never answered any of the questions. She had never spoken or even acknowledged Eniiyi’s presence. So Eniiyi eventually gave up on trying to strike up a conversation.

When she was younger, she chose not to tell her mother or grandmothers about these dreams. Even without the supposed connection between herself and Monife, she knew the weight visions carried for the older women. And then the dreams had stopped when she left home for boarding school.

But now Monife was back as though she had never left, and for some reason, her return was making Eniiyi feel unsteady.

Perhaps all of this was simply her imagination working on overdrive; this was, after all, a dream, not a meeting in the spiritual realm between life and death. Surely, if they were meeting at a crossroads, Monife would do more than simply look at the water. But she had chosen a striking setting – there was the gentle caress of the wind, the seagulls cawing, the cold wetness of the water tickling her feet and ankles. Eniiyi dropped to the sand, crossing her legs in the process, and waited for the moment she would open her eyes.
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Eniiyi quickly fell into the rhythm of home. She was unable to sleep past six a.m., because all three of the women who had brought her up were early risers. As far as they were concerned, the day began at six, and that was when they would decide the floors needed sweeping, and that they wanted to listen to their praise and worship songs. If they woke anyone up in the process, they were simply drafted in to help. So she got into the habit of rolling out of bed and taking Sango out for his morning walk.

The walk was followed by a series of chores – which was how she found herself responsible for the laundry, sweeping the house, dusting the shelves and scrubbing the floors each day.

When she was done, she would escape to the dining room, which lay between the east living room and the kitchen, and set up her laptop. She scoured the internet looking for a job as a genetic counsellor. After enduring a bachelor’s in biochemistry and a master’s in human genetics, she had assumed getting a job she wanted would be a piece of cake. She had seen plenty of clinical scientist roles, genetic tech roles and guidance counsellor roles advertised, but no posting for a genetic counsellor. She wanted to become a specialist who could assist and advise people dealing with inherited genetic illnesses. She felt a kinship with individuals whose lives were spiralling because of something a relative had suffered. As a last resort, she filled a few applications for jobs in labs and hospitals, but she would hold out as long as she could for her dream role.

At 8.30 a.m., they would come together for breakfast. Grandma East would regale them with the latest gossip – so-and-so’s granddaughter had been caught cheating on her husband, such-and-such was being pursued by the EFCC. Her mother barely said anything, except to remind Grandma East that she shouldn’t be spreading things she didn’t know for certain; words that were quickly and firmly ignored.

Grandma West spent the entirety of breakfast time staring at Eniiyi with her big eyes. And after she had had a fill of studying her grand-niece, she would nod repeatedly as if confirming something to herself. Her mother had told Eniiyi to ignore it, but how could she? Ebun wasn’t the one enduring a stare so relentless that the moin moin became like sand in her mouth and she started to come up with reasons to leave the table earlier and earlier.

On this occasion, she decided to take herself for a swim. She needed some air and an opportunity to clear her head. She grabbed her swim bag from her room and then, just as she was headed for the front door, Grandma West appeared in the hallway as though by magic.

‘Where are you going?’ Her voice was frailer than it used to be, but there was still a sternness behind it.

‘Swimming,’ Eniiyi replied.

Grandma West’s eyes widened. ‘You will not go!’ she shouted in English, bringing Ebun running from the dining room, a piece of toast still in her hand, ‘Tell her she will not go!’ Tears were beginning to gather in the older woman’s eyes, and Eniiyi felt a stab of guilt.

‘What did you do?’ hissed her mother, coming into the hallway.

‘I didn’t do anything.’

‘Stop her! Tell her she cannot leave this house.’

‘Eniiyi?!’

‘I only said I was going swimming.’

Her mother gave her a look, one that was part exasperation, part irritation; and the look incensed Eniiyi. She watched as her mother drew close to Grandma West, soothing her, telling her that in fact Eniiyi – no, Monife – would do no such thing. That she was not going to go near the water. Eniiyi turned away from them and, ignoring Sango, who was whining at her feet, stumbled out of the house.
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As she closed the gate and spun around, she bumped into a man, who steadied her with his hand.

‘Sorry.’

‘Ah,’ he said, and waved away her apology.

The man loomed over her, and she was by no means short. She took a few steps back and noticed that he was younger than she had first thought. It was the hair. It was close-cropped and beginning to grey, and his jawline was hidden behind a luxurious black and white beard. He was a good-looking man, with twinkling eyes. And despite the heat, he was in an interesting black T-shirt, black blazer, black jeans combo. But he had to be sweating like a pig. She moved her swim bag from her right shoulder to her left and prepared to walk away.

‘Umm,’ he said, causing her to pause. ‘Is Ebun … is she home?’

Suddenly she was a little more interested in the stranger.

‘Depends on who’s asking.’

He cleared his throat. He looked nervous. He rubbed a palm on his thigh, and she realised he was holding a bouquet of flowers. She raised an eyebrow – Ebun had an admirer?

‘My name is Osagie.’

‘Doesn’t ring any bells. How do you know my mother?’

Was he blushing? Something about the man was endearing; he seemed not to know what to do with himself.

‘You’re Eniiyi.’

‘The one and only.’

He put out his hand, and after a moment’s hesitation she shook it. Strictly speaking, she should have been curtsying for him, but the man didn’t seem to want that formality.

‘Is she expecting you?’

‘No. I mean, yes. Well, not right now.’ Then he started laughing – a booming Santa Claus sound.

‘So … you’re a stalker?’ He stopped laughing then, and stared at his shoes, saying nothing, and she felt a little guilty for teasing him. ‘Give her a call. If she wants to see you, she will come down and open the gate.’

She didn’t know the man from Adam, so she wasn’t about to let him in herself. She gave him a smile and walked away. She would find out about this mystery courter on another day.

As she walked to the main road to locate an okada, she felt her phone vibrating. It was Funsho. He had been calling at least once a day since the night at the bar, a fortnight ago. He had reassured her over and over again that he categorically did not fancy her, unless, unless of course, she wanted him to fancy her, LOL. She ignored the call, but a WhatsApp message came through:


I’m at Elegushi with Tobias and crew. You should turn up.



It was the opposite of what she probably needed, but would be more interesting than going to the pool to swim on her own, at least. She replied with a thumbs-up emoji.
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Elegushi beach was not a sexy spot, but a beach was a beach. Eniiyi found Funsho and his friends on reed mats, spread over what could be bird shit. They’d kicked away empty bottles and plastic bags so they had a relatively clear little patch of sand. The important thing was, she was away from the women at home.

She wore a mustard bikini, which blazed brightly against her dark skin, and she caught Funsho gazing at her. But her friend was not the only one. All the members of their party had stolen a glance at some point or other. She quite liked their attention.

All around them people huddled round benches, sat on mats, danced on the sand, played games, ate food; the closest anyone got to the ocean was to dip their feet in the shallows and then, clutching each other, laughing and screaming, run back to the safety of dry sand. None of them were actually going in. Lagos may have been an island, but they might as well have been landlocked for all the use Lagosians got out of the water.

They spent an hour enjoying the ocean breeze, passing around food and joints. One of the boys had brought a speaker for his phone, and as Teni’s ‘Case’ wound down, Burna Boy’s ‘Gbona’ came on. Eniiyi stood up, dusted the sand from her skin and began dancing, comfortable with all the eyes that were on her. This was unlike her; she didn’t usually look for the spotlight. She felt less like Eniiyi, and wondered if this was who Monife had been – sultry, confident, commanding the attention of men and the jealousy of women. Suddenly she noticed one of the gatemen of Elegushi beach running towards them, waving his arms.

‘Oya! Everybody! Be going!’ The man’s expression was one of irritation; or perhaps it was … fear? But nobody moved. They had each dropped a thousand naira and they were not leaving until they got their money’s worth.

The man continued to shoo at them with his hands. He went from mat to mat, and slowly people began to reluctantly stand up. Someone turned off the music.

‘What happened?’ asked one of Funsho’s friends.

‘One man don enter water. We no fit reach am.’

They instinctively turned their heads towards the ocean. It had never looked vaster. There were no lifeguards at Elegushi beach; there was rarely a need because no one ever entered the water. Why would you? It wasn’t the sparkling blue of a Hawaiian sea or that glassy translucent colour that allowed you to see what lay beneath. The same bottles and carrier bags on the sand floated in the murky waters, and the currents could be deceptively strong.

The people around her were rolling up their mats, gathering their things. No attempt was being made to rescue the boy who’d got into difficulty. The gatekeepers simply wanted the witnesses gone. She scanned the lagoon. And then she spotted a hand disappearing into the water.

She began to run. She heard Funsho call out after her, but she did not answer. The hand was not so far. He was not so far at all.

She leapt into the water before she had a chance to think, and she felt it embrace her. She swam with strong, confident strokes, but it was choppier than she’d realised and she couldn’t always keep sight of him. She hoped she wasn’t swimming in the wrong direction. But there he was – perhaps God was on her side. She grabbed an arm to turn him, so he was facing the sky. He was barely conscious and he was not light, so she supported his head and twisted his arm under his armpit so he would float and she could paddle him to shore. The waves were breaking over them; they were pulled under twice. The sea did not give up her prey so easily. But before long, she could see the sand, and there were hands pulling her out of the water. She released her ward to them.

She collapsed on the sand.

‘You silly, silly girl,’ cried Funsho.

‘Is he alive?’ asked someone else.

The crowd looked at the man laid on the sand. On closer inspection, he was about their age. His body was long and fit. His face angular, with sharp cheekbones and full lips. Eniiyi wondered what his eyes would be like. She wondered if he would ever open those eyes again.

Someone dropped to their knees and started giving him mouth-to-mouth. It dawned on her that they should call an ambulance, but she had no idea what the number was for that; or if there even was a number to call.

The gateman who had tried to chase them away was making her dizzy with his pacing and annoying her with his muttering. He was more concerned with the potential trouble of a corpse than he was with the life hanging in the balance. Meanwhile, instructions were flowing in from all around them.

‘Press his chest,’ said someone.

‘You have to lift his neck up,’ another chimed in.

Someone in the background was speaking in tongues. Eniiyi added a prayer under her breath.

Suddenly the man coughed. God was praised as the water dribbled from his mouth. Someone patted her on her back. He opened his eyes.

His eyes were beautiful.
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After that, it was a flurry of activity. A friend of the man’s insisted on taking him to the hospital. Eniiyi was about to offer to accompany him, but Funsho gripped her arm and started fussing over her, asking her if she was okay, as though she was the one who had been in danger of losing her life.

The adrenaline was gone, and the cold was beginning to set in. She grabbed her towel and wrapped it around herself, scanning the beach as she did so. She hadn’t realised they were the last people there. She gathered her things and walked behind the boys as they headed to the cars.

Ebun was already frowning when Eniiyi walked into the living room. The woman’s face was perpetually shaped in an expression of frustration and annoyance, but Eniiyi let her mother’s mood roll off her.

‘Where were you? I called your phone several times.’

Eniiyi glanced at her phone and realised that it was dead. ‘My bad. My phone died.’

‘Your bad? Is that all you can say?’ Her mother didn’t want to hear what she had to say, which would begin with the fact that it wasn’t even that late and end with the fact that she was a grown woman. ‘Well?’

‘I’ll make sure to charge it next time.’ She was exhausted; all she could think of was slipping under the covers and letting sleep carry her away. The adrenaline she had used to save the stranger had long since abandoned her. The memory was already blurring. Had he really been so far out? When he looked at her, had she really felt a jolt in her body?

Beside her, Sango was vigorously wagging his tail; she absentmindedly stroked him. Her mother wasn’t satisfied, though; she opened her mouth – just as the grandmas walked into the living room.

‘Who was that boy?’ Grandma East said, pointing a ruby-red nail at her granddaughter.

Eniiyi tried not to smile. ‘Boy? What boy, Grandma?’

‘You know what boy! The one that dropped you at the gate. Is that your boyfriend? What is his name? Is he Yoruba?’

‘He is not my boyfriend, Grandma.’

‘You know, you are not getting any younger! I was married with a child at your age.’

‘And a single mother a handful of years later,’ Ebun muttered.

Grandma East ignored her daughter. ‘Is your friend Yoruba?’

‘What does it matter, Grandma?’

‘It matters!’ Grandma West joined. Her grand-aunt’s voice was sharp, loud. Eniiyi was taken aback. Sure, their cultures were different, but that was nothing new. They all had friends and colleagues from diverse tribes – Igbo, Edo, Fulani … it went on and on. It had never occurred to her that when it came to marriage, her family might be tribalistic. She looked at her mother, but Ebun’s reaction was hard to read, essentially because she was studying the floor.




X

The waves were turbulent. That should have been her first sign. But she simply noted the change in the weather as she would have in real life. She walked towards Monife, as she always did. There was certainly comfort in familiarity.

She would stand beside her dead aunt, they would look out on the horizon; and eventually she would wake and go on about her day.

So when Monife turned her head round to her, Eniiyi was not prepared, and therefore her brain did not immediately process the fact that something was different this time. Then she saw it: tears were falling fast and free from Mo’s inscrutable eyes.

‘What is it?’

And then the woman spoke with Eniiyi’s voice: ‘Not again.’




Part IV

Ebun (2000–2006)




I

The first three months of being a mother were a blur.

Kemi was exactly the type of grandma that Ebun had predicted – she would swing by in the morning, dance with the baby in her arms, blow her darling several kisses, then disappear with one of several wealthy suitors into Lagos society.

She was caught up in a quest to ensnare a fourth husband and/or a secondary income for their household. She was a fifty-three-yearold mother of four, but thanks to the joint efforts of Spandex and Wonderbra, her waist was tiny, her breasts still perky. She rarely raised her voice, she laughed often and freely, and she knew better than to argue with a man. When the average man fantasised about who his wife would be, Ebun was certain it was her mother that their imagination conjured up. Kemi’s latest target was a twice-divorced second son of a multimillionaire. He had not done much with the privilege he had been born with, but he was the favoured child and so he wanted for nothing, which meant he would be more than happy to share his fortune with the woman of his dreams. And all the best to them.

The real threat to Ebun’s peace was Aunty Bunmi, who was by far the more hands-on of the two sisters. She had given the baby her first bath – furiously chewing tobacco leaves while slathering palm oil all over Eniiyi’s body, then proceeding to give her a far more vigorous wash than Ebun thought necessary considering the child was only a couple of days old. Eniiyi’s cries set her teeth on edge, but she resisted the urge to snatch her from her aunt’s arms.

But it didn’t end with the bath. Aunty Bunmi wanted to involve herself in every decision Ebun made. She wanted Eniiyi dressed in ‘feminine’ colours and would huff and puff if Ebun did not comply. She would come into Ebun’s room at all hours to check on the baby. And she was constantly correcting the way Ebun carried her child, nursed her child, loved her child. Ebun wanted to be kind, she really did. Aunty Bunmi had lost her daughter and Eniiyi was a way for her to distract herself, but her patience was wearing thin.

The previous week, perhaps she had taken a beat longer than she should have done to respond to Eniiyi’s cries, but when she arrived in her room, she was surprised to see Aunty Bunmi sitting on the bed, holding the baby and feeding her formula.

‘I thought I told you I wanted to wait to introduce her to the bottle …’

‘Eh. You did. But you are always so tired. This way, we can all feed her. And the pressure won’t be only on you.’

‘Did I complain about the pressure?’

‘Yesterday, you fell asleep standing up.’ That was beside the point.

‘How long have you been doing this? How long have you been giving her formula?’

‘I can’t watch her suffer. You want me to just look at Moti starving and not do anything?’

‘Her name is Eniiyi. And yes, I want you to listen to—’

‘Your mother and I have done this before. You should listen to our advice.’

Ebun turned and walked out of her room. It was either that or say something she would regret.

And then, one day, just when Ebun thought the only way to get her baby back from her aunt would be to wrench her from her arms, Bunmi learnt that three prefects in her school had been caught cheating in an exam. Punishments would need to be meted out, new prefects selected, parents soothed – the school needed its headmistress. And though she would never admit it, the headmistress needed her school. The crisis pulled her away from her niece and the baby she insisted on calling Motitunde.

So Ebun and Eniiyi were finally left to their own devices. If one didn’t count Sango (and she preferred not to count him), who had made a habit of following her around. There was no love lost between Ebun and the massive canine; he was always looking at her with those beady eyes, as though he knew her secrets and judged her accordingly. She told him to shoo, to get lost, to go, but he was deaf to her commands. There was no separating him from Eniiyi. Still, disregarding Sango, she was free to mother her child as she chose.

Only there was so very little choosing involved. She moved from task to task as if in a haze – lifting the baby to her breast, praying there was enough milk, changing nappy after nappy, reminding herself to eat and then dozing off with the child in her arms. She wondered why she had thought she could do this alone. The weight of the responsibility she had given herself began to feel crippling. She needed sleep. She was so very tired. Monife would have mothered with ease – loving had come so naturally to her. Not so Ebun, who had always weighed what a person gave her, offered to her, before offering anything of herself. Her nipples were sore, her body unfamiliar and the tears of her child set her on edge. Sango nudged her. She needed to pick up the howling infant; her cries were beginning to sound desperate.

She lifted the baby, baffled by how loud the sound was that rose from the tiny body. She rocked her back and forth, up and down, until the screaming quietened to little mewls. She and Eniiyi (and Sango) made their way to the kitchen. She was hungry. It was possible she had had some bread earlier, but it was also possible that ‘earlier’ was yesterday.

The kitchen tiles were hot under her bare feet. She opened a cupboard, dragging out a pan with one hand as she cradled the baby with the other. With one hand she diced the plantain, poured oil in a pan and lit the stove. She let the oil heat up and then began to drop the plantain slices into the pan. If she hadn’t been sleep-deprived, she would have anticipated what happened next – the hot oil spitting from the pan, the scalding glob flying through the air and landing on Eniiyi’s thigh, the subsequent heart-wrenching cry.

For a moment, time stilled. Then she shook herself and rushed to the sink, turning on the tap and holding Eniiyi’s leg under the flow of cold water. She stared at the layers of skin peeling off to reveal raw flesh underneath. Was she doing the wrong thing? If anything, her baby’s cries had increased.

‘Kí ló dé?’ Kemi appeared, back from a date, and Eniiyi was scooped out of her arms. ‘Bring Vaseline, and a bandage from that kit in my room.’

Ebun followed her mother’s instructions. When she had gotten the items, she found Kemi and Eniiyi in the living room.

‘Oya, breastfeed her.’

She hesitated. Was the newborn even safe with her? But she wasn’t given a chance to protest; the baby was already in her arms. Eniiyi latched on greedily, as though her mother’s nipple was a pain-reliever; and Kemi was free to attend to the leg. Ebun watched as her mother crouched and began to paste Vaseline on Eniiyi’s thigh, so it was hard to miss when she stilled, with a finger resting on the burn mark.

‘What’s the matter?’ Ebun asked as Kemi scanned the wound, a sense of dread creeping onto her shoulders like a cat, digging its claws into her skin. ‘What is it?’

‘This burn, the shape of it …’

The shape … pampas grass. She gritted her teeth. She had seen the shape before. She had seen it so many times before. Monife had harboured no shame when it came to being naked. Ebun had seen her cousin’s body far more than she desired. She let out small breaths through her teeth.

‘It looks like—’

‘Mo’s was bigger,’ she pointed out, but the words sounded far away. She cleared her throat.

‘Still, you have to admit—’

‘Mum. The scars are different.’ And that was that. She would not entertain anything more on the subject.




II

Work felt like an out-of-body experience. Ebun sat in meetings but struggled to focus on the financial reports. Auditing the reports that came to her, checking for errors, getting the numbers to match the company’s expectations; it could be monotonous, but she had never considered it difficult. These days, though, she had to read through a document three times before she could make sense of it. The lack of sleep was turning her brain to mush. Four months was all they had been willing to spare for her maternity leave, and just as she and Eniiyi had found some sort of rhythm, she was forced to rely on either her mother’s unpredictable schedule or her aunt’s flexibility at work. Bunmi would take Eniiyi to the school, where she would be passed from teacher to teacher in the staff room; even the students were happy to hold on to her.

Ebun’s day should have ended at five p.m., but her boss had no sense of a work–life balance, and there was Lagos traffic to contend with; so she didn’t get home till ten each night. Eniiyi would be asleep, her mother would be watching the wrestling content on Channel 8 and her aunt would either be looking through résumés in the hope of hiring a new physics teacher, or lighting a bowl of incense to commune with the spirits.

Tonight, the house was quiet as she walked through it. Even now, she avoided looking at the photographs on the walls – she had not retrieved Monife’s in the end, and no one had put up new photos where her cousin’s had been. Instead, pale rectangular gaps reminded you that something, someone was missing. In the end, it was more traumatic than looking up to see Mo’s smiling face.

She rubbed her forehead with her fingers. She would get something to eat, greet her mother and aunt, check on the baby and go to bed. She grabbed a slice of bread from the kitchen, found the east living room empty and so headed to the west living room. Her mother and aunt were there, but so was Mama G. She tried to quietly back out, but it was too late, she’d been spotted.

‘Ebun! Kúlẹ́.’

‘Mama G. Mummy. Aunty. Ẹ káalẹ́.’ They were seated in a semicircle and their expressions were grim. She assumed she had disturbed some kind of weird ritual. She wanted no part of it. ‘I just came to say goodnight. I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘Ebun, wait,’ said her mother. ‘You will want to hear this.’

‘I doubt it, Mum.’

‘Just come. It is about Eniiyi.’

Ebun was reluctant to join them, but her mother and aunt were watching her with worried eyes, and Mama G, who was now sporting a gold tooth, was fiddling with her gele. She seemed nervous. Ebun had never seen the woman anything less than cocky. The first time she had met her, Mama G had told her the G stood for Greatness. Then she had overheard her tell Mo that the G stood for Genius. But according to her mother, Mama G’s first son was named Gbenga. She was simply Mama Gbenga.

She sighed and sat down on the arm of the couch, somehow closing up the semicircle. Mo would have laughed if she could see her.

‘What about Eniiyi?’ she said.

‘It is to do with Monife’s reincarnation,’ began Aunty Bunmi. Ebun hissed and tried to stand, but Mama G clamped a strong hand on her arm, holding her in place.

‘You need to listen o. One man from my village, na photocopy of his papa. Everybody say he talk like his papa, he walk like his papa. Then he begin smoke igbó like his papa, he dey even drink palm wine like his papa. And as Ogun is my witness, the same way his papa crash his motor and die, he too enter car, crash and die.’

‘I don’t know what you are trying to say.’

‘This reincarnation matter no be small thing o. Sometimes, the people wey return, they no dey live for long. And sometimes, dey die, the exact same way dem die the first time. You are her mama, Ebun – you no fit hide from this. You must save this child from herself.’

Ebun wrenched her arm from Mama G’s grip.

‘And how would you suggest I do that? How would you suggest I “save” her.’

‘No be small matter at all; but I can start to beg the gods for her sake.’

‘For free?’

Mama G began to hmm and ha. Ebun stood up abruptly. She had had a long day, and she hadn’t even had a chance to see Eniiyi yet. ‘I don’t want any part in your delusions. And I don’t want you anywhere near my daughter.’

‘Ebun,’ her mother warned. Ebun turned to face her.

‘No. I thought you were better than this.’

‘I want Eniiyi to live. I don’t want any more tragedy to strike this family.’

She considered the three women in the dim light – her mother with her weave on, and her polished nails; Aunty Bunmi, who was lining her cheek with tobacco; and Mama G, whose tribal marks were scored deep into her forehead. She would be foolish to let them lead her down this path of fear and superstition.

Yet as she walked away from the west living room, she recalled her cousin’s visit in the hospital, Eniiyi’s healing scar, the uncanny resemblance between the dead girl and the baby; and she couldn’t shake the feeling that perhaps something sinister was at play.




Falodun Family Curse

Kemi, daughter of Afoke, daughter of Kunle, son of Tobi, daughter of Yemisi, daughter of Wemimo, daughter of Feranmi (the one who was cursed), met her husband at age seventeen, while visiting her aunt on the outskirts of Lagos. He won her over with baubles, and trinkets, and his smooth-talking Yoruba. At first she was happy to take and take and take, too young to consider the consequences of her actions. She wore the dresses, showed off the expensive jewellery and boasted of the old man whom she had wrapped around her little finger. She was certain her friends were jealous of her. She was beautiful and all this was simply her due.

But when her forty-five-year-old suitor asked her father for her hand in marriage, she was shaken. It wasn’t that she minded his company – he had taught her to play ayo, and cook egusi, and sometimes he could even be funny. But she had always imagined she would marry a tall, dark young man with a six-pack. She figured she would marry when she fell in love. But no one asked her what she wanted – her mother handed her over like a lamb to the slaughter.

She quickly birthed a boy, securing her place in her husband’s home; but sadly, her husband only had a few more years to live – and, she soon learnt, he had done nothing to protect the future of his young wife and his toddler.

What choice did she have but to find herself another mate? Her second husband was introduced to her by a mutual friend. He was indeed tall, dark and handsome. He was also cruel. She lasted as long as she could, fielding his fists and insults; but when he turned his anger to her son, she packed their things and fled.

Kemi birthed two boys for her third husband, a man with a bottomless wallet and a bottomless amount of girlfriends to go with it. But she knew what she was getting herself into when she married him. Over the years, she had herself checked regularly – she wanted to get ahead of any sexually transmitted diseases her husband might catch along the way. She found herself confiding in her doctor, then laughing with the doctor, then kissing the doctor; and becoming pregnant by the doctor. It was the closest thing to love that she had experienced, so she didn’t entertain the idea of getting rid of the pregnancy.

But when her husband learnt of the affair and, subsequently, her illegitimate child, he threw her out of the house. And so she retreated to her grandfather’s house with the child that needed her the most – her baby girl, Ebun.
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As Eniiyi grew, Ebun watched her become more and more like Monife. Her hair thickened, tightly coiled but softer than a cloud, her legs stretched long, her skin sucked up the light, she had begun to favour her left hand, her smile came often and easily, and she watched them all with increasingly curious eyes.

It was those eyes that gave Ebun the greatest discomfort. They were starless and knowing. These were not the eyes of a three-yearold. They had known sorrow, and even when they twinkled, the joy was tinged with restraint. Monife had inserted herself back into their lives, and Ebun could only imagine it was so that her cousin could experience her unravelling up close.

She didn’t know what to do with this child that was hers but not hers. She found herself handing Eniiyi to her aunt more and more. She told herself it was her job that was keeping her from her daughter, that work was the reason she was so irritable. What would Monife think of Ebun’s motherhood?

One evening, late from work, she entered the Falodun home, dropped her keys and made her way to the west living room. She figured it was the perfect room to escape to. She had taken great pains to renovate it; she had always found it unnerving how little change took place in the Falodun house. She had it repainted and paid a carpenter to build new chairs and a new sideboard in a more contemporary style. But of course, for whatever reason, the mothers had decided this particular living room was where they would also relax.

As she walked into the room, she noted that her family had taken their usual places. Her mother was watching a wrestling match and her aunt sat on the sofa reading a newspaper and chewing tobacco. In the centre, on the floor, Eniiyi lay on her stomach intently drawing on the sheet before her, with her tongue sticking out. Sango was beside her, one paw on the paper, gently snoring. It was a charming scene. She almost didn’t want to disturb it. Would they notice if she just went up to her bedroom? She took a quiet step backwards, and her mother raised her head.

‘Ebun. Kúlẹ́.’

She’d missed her chance. ‘Yes, ma. Ẹ káalẹ́, Mum. Ẹ káalẹ́, Aunty.’ She put on a smile, sat on the sofa and kicked off her heels, massaging her feet.

‘Mummy!’ Eniiyi shouted as she sprang up, disturbing the paper and the sleeping dog. She grabbed Ebun’s leg, hugging it, and gazed up beaming. Ebun looked away from Monife’s eyes.

‘How are you, Eni?’ she asked as she disentangled herself from the toddler, took off her blazer and laid it on the sofa. Eniiyi wasted no time in telling Ebun everything that had happened in her day, which consisted of drinking juice, falling down, chasing the dog and finding ants. She talked so fast, she ran out of breath. Then Aunty Bunmi pointed to the paper on the floor.

‘Let me see what you have drawn.’

‘It’s not ready, Gamma.’

‘It’s ready. Bring it.’

Ebun was barely paying attention to the exchange. But she did not miss her aunt say, ‘Don’t pass it to me with your left hand, Eniiyi. What have I told you?’

Ebun raised her head quickly and watched as Eniiyi switched the page from her left hand to her right. How many times had she seen her aunt correct Monife? How long had this been going on?

‘You’re trying to change her dominant hand?’

‘Before ńkọ́? I have told her, if she doesn’t improve, her in-laws will chase her from their house.’

‘Aunty Bunmi, I hope you are joking.’ It must have been something about the tone of her voice. Bunmi opened her mouth and shut it again. Unlike her aunt’s generation, Ebun didn’t consider the left hand to be unclean, and she certainly didn’t want them needlessly traumatising her daughter. ‘Let her use her left hand.’

‘But—’

‘But nothing. She is my daughter. And I don’t care what hand she uses to eat, what hand she uses to pass things, or what hand she uses to wipe her ass. I don’t want to hear you correcting her like that again.’

‘Ebun. You can’t talk to your aunt in that manner,’ her mother snapped.

Ebun dug her fingernails into her palm and took a steadying breath. She muttered a curt apology that satisfied no one. Eniiyi was looking from her mother to her grandmother in confusion. Then she toddled over to her mother and offered her her drawing. She was becoming a master at gauging the moods of the adults around her, and Ebun saw how she was eager to peace-keep where she could.

‘Look, Mummy.’

Ebun collected the sheet from her. At first, she couldn’t make out what it was she was looking at. A circle with squiggly lines above it and a crooked shape below. Beside it, a near-identical circle and crooked shape but no squiggly lines. Thankfully, there were eyes in the circle and a crescent-shaped smile. She crouched down to Eniiyi’s level.

‘And who is this?’

Eniiyi proudly tapped the squiggly-line figure. ‘This me!’

‘And who is this next to you?’

‘Also me.’

‘There’s two of you?’

‘Small me and big me.’

Ebun’s hands shook but she kept holding the paper. Perhaps she was reading too much into it. She had to be reading too much into it. She looked around. Thankfully, the mothers hadn’t been listening. They were still sulky after her outburst, talking to each other with their shoulders turned performatively away from her.

Ebun straightened up and her mother glanced at her.

‘Are you okay?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘Are you sure? You look—’

‘I said I’m fine,’ Ebun snapped, but that only increased her mother’s curiosity. She looked at the paper clutched in her hands.

‘Let me see the drawing.’

Ebun tore up the drawing before she had truly decided to do so. Eniiyi began to cry.

‘Ebun!’ cried Kemi.

Ebun did not respond. She walked off, leaving the little pieces of paper in a pile on the floor.




IV

It was a couple of months later and well past midnight, but Ebun was awake and preparing for an exam that would have her promoted to a chartered accountant and hopefully boost her salary. Her current pay just wasn’t cutting it. Eniiyi was growing so fast and school fees were at an all-time high. It was helpful that she didn’t have to pay rent, but she was basically living hand to mouth.

The house was silent. And the generator had broken down, so she was reading by candlelight. These many nights of studying by flame had begun to affect her eyesight.

She heard the sound of a door opening, and stopped reading to listen. Eniiyi’s room was next to hers, but she couldn’t imagine why her daughter would be up at that time of night. Eniiyi wasn’t fond of the dark and she wasn’t allowed to light a candle herself. If she woke up and was afraid, Ebun had told her to close her eyes and imagine all the best things in the world; which for Eniiyi constituted dolls, ice cream, bangles and puppies.

Ebun opened her bedroom door and looked out, waiting for her eyes to adjust. Yes, Eniiyi’s door was open, and there was her four-year-old child walking down the corridor in her pyjamas. And following her, the pointlessly large dog.

‘Eniiyi, go back to your bed.’

There was no response. She called her daughter’s name twice more, a little louder, but the girl did not answer, and she did not stop walking. She was about to turn the corner and then she would be heading down the stairs. Ebun grabbed her candle and chased after her. She easily caught up with her and stood in front of her, blocking her path. That was when she realised Eniiyi was still asleep. Her eyes were closed, her mouth slack. Ebun hesitated for a moment, afraid.

She said her daughter’s name again, then she gently shook her until Eniiyi opened her eyes. She looked startled.

‘Mummy?’

‘It’s okay. You were sleepwalking.’

‘Sleep working?’

‘Walking. It’s when you get out of bed but you are still sleeping, so you don’t know you got out of bed.’

Eniiyi blinked. She didn’t really understand, and how could she? Ebun barely understood herself. She had heard of people sleepwalking but had never seen it herself. It was far creepier than she had imagined; her daughter had looked like someone possessed. Ebun carried her back to bed.

But it became a regular occurrence, and there was no pattern to it. They tried making sure Eniiyi didn’t eat past seven; then they tried giving her warm milk at bedtime. They had her sing songs of praise each night, then switched to having her run round the compound to tire herself out. Of course, Aunty Bunmi had suggested consulting Mama G, but Ebun had ended that conversation swiftly. Still, every few nights, Eniiyi would sit up, climb out of bed, open her door and walk down the corridor, which was usually when Ebun intercepted her.

‘Maybe you should follow her.’

‘Why?’

‘See where she is going na.’

Ebun wasn’t sure whether to take her mother’s advice, but she was at a loss for what else to do. So the next time her daughter rose wordlessly from her bed, she followed her, candle in hand, down the stairs, through the hallway to the kitchen and out the door to the iroko tree at the centre of the courtyard. She watched as Eniiyi walked over to the tree, sat down on one of its large exposed roots and stared into the void. Ebun felt her heart plummet.




Part V

Monife (1994–1995)




I

They were starving, but it was too hot to cook. Mo had used her last bit of energy to pour water into a bowl for Sango, who was lying on the ground beside her with his tongue hanging out; she didn’t even have any left to fan herself.

There were too many of them in there sucking up the air – Ebun across the room from her in a spaghetti top and baggy jeans, Tolu and his uncombed hair seated in front of the TV with Oba, who was dressed as though he was heading for a job interview in a light blue shirt and silver cufflinks. Dele was there trying to get her attention, and Golden Boy, who had her attention, was presently playing with her foot whilst pretending to be interested in what was on the screen. If Oba and Dele went home, and Tolu and Ebun went … elsewhere, there would be more room to breathe.

‘Ebun should go and make food. She is the youngest,’ Tolu suggested without peeling his eyes from the screen.

‘How is that fair? You people are my ẹ̀gbọ́ns. You should be taking care of me.’

‘She isn’t wrong, Tolu,’ added Golden Boy. Ebun ignored his support. For some reason, she seemed to find his presence distasteful.

‘Fine, let’s play for it. Rock, paper, scissors. Loser makes food.’

They all dragged themselves to the centre of the room. Six fists. Tolu lost fair and square. But it was Tolu, so he simply shrugged and returned to his previous position, watching a match he had already seen. She could not fathom what his various girlfriends found so appealing about him. But he didn’t have to worry about a curse – he could afford to waste as many opportunities as he wanted.

Ebun muttered under her breath, stood up and stomped off to the kitchen. Mo heard Tolu chuckle, but chose not to engage. When Ebun returned, she was holding a plate with a leaning tower of sliced agege bread, and under her arm she carried the butter and jam. It would have to do. The boys descended on the bread as if they were sailors lost at sea. GB managed to secure a slice for Mo.

Ebun used a napkin to help with the friction as she struggled to open the jar. Golden Boy offered to help, but she rejected the offer and eventually Oba quietly took it from her and Mo heard the little pop as it gave way. He gave it back to Ebun with a half-smile. Mo waited for her to pass it over, but Ebun was simply staring into the jar.

‘Pass the jam jo,’ said Tolu.

‘We can’t eat it.’

‘Jam doesn’t spoil, Ebun.’

‘No, it’s not that. There are ants.’

‘What?’

Tolu leant over and grabbed the jam jar from Ebun. He looked into it and swore before passing it to Mo.

At first glance, the ants could easily have been mistaken for fruit bits in the jam, but no. She could see the little ovals that made up their bodies. They were all dead, sunk in the fruit conserve. She shrugged, grabbed the knife, habitually switched it to her right hand, scooped out the necessary amount of jam and spread it on her bread.

‘What the hell are you doing?’ squeaked Ebun.

‘It’s just protein.’ Mo looked up. All the boys were staring at her, with various expressions on their faces, but she was only interested in Golden Boy’s, and he seemed … tantalised?

‘They are ants, Mo,’ Tolu said, stating the obvious.

She held Golden Boy’s gaze with her own as she sank her teeth into the bread, chewed and swallowed. There was a collective groan, but Golden Boy was laughing.

‘Mmm,’ she said, ‘delicious.’ Tolu responded with a gagging expression.

‘You are out of your mind,’ her boyfriend told her. But his tone said he was turned on.

‘You are eating ants?’ Her mother was at the doorway. She was dressed in a dark A-line skirt with a full hem and fitted hips; tucked into it was a pleated long-sleeved cream blouse. Her braided hair was pulled into a bun and she carried an accessory that was more briefcase than handbag. She looked every bit the schoolteacher; you could almost forget she was fond of chanting to Yoruba spirits in the nude.

‘Well, not by themselves. There’s jam too.’

‘What man will want to marry a woman that eats ants?’

‘No man,’ Tolu replied. Dele nodded in agreement, but GB winked at her.

‘Good afternoon, ma,’ he said, drawing her mother’s attention to himself.

‘Oh. Kalu, you are here.’

‘Good afternoon, ma,’ the other boys echoed. Bunmi greeted them warmly, asking after their parents, before turning back to her daughter.

‘Monife, instead of eating ants, go to the kitchen and cook.’

‘But—’

‘No buts. Ebun, help her.’ She said nothing about Tolu joining them in their labour, which Mo did not fail to notice.

‘And for God’s sake, send this dog outside!’

And with that, her mother stormed off, headed to some teachers’ conference, or PTA meeting, or something or other.

‘I’m in the mood for beans,’ said Tolu.

Mo bared her teeth at him; there were still a few ants between them. He recoiled and she laughed.

She didn’t go to the kitchen. Instead, she and Golden Boy snuck away from the group to the courtyard, where they spent the afternoon sitting beneath the iroko tree, enjoying its generous shade.

Time went far too quickly. Even though in reality it had been five hours; three since her mum had left the house. And to make matters worse, he was travelling to the UK to take an engineering course that his father had insisted on; so really this was the last time she would see him for months. Still, what was a couple of months? Six months into the relationship and she was more certain than ever that she was meant to spend the rest of her life by his side.

‘I have to go, babe,’ he said, standing up. In response, she grabbed the hem of his shirt; she would milk this time for all it was worth.

‘Not yet, Golden Boy.’

He sighed, but let her pull him back down. ‘Will you never stop with this whole Golden Boy ish?’

‘Why would I? Your skin is golden, your heart is golden, your wallet is gol—’

‘My wallet? I don’t even have a proper job.’

‘Your father’s wallet then.’

He chuckled. ‘I didn’t know I was dating a gold-digger.’

‘Now you know. I’m here for the big bucks.’

‘Ah, I’ll have to make sure he disowns me then, so I can test this love.’

‘Then where will the money come from?’

‘We will go and live in a face-me-I-face-you apartment.’

She laughed. ‘God forbid! Who will follow you there?’

‘But I thought you said our love is special. You said, and I quote, “This love will survive anything anyone throws at it. It will survive curses, it will survive—”’ She pinched him. ‘Ow! This one na domestic violence.’

She kissed his skin; it was already beginning to redden. Then she nibbled, and he sucked in his breath.

‘Mo …’

‘What?’

‘You know what you’re doing. And I have to go. My mom will be home soon and she will raise hell if I’m not there.’

Monife frowned, though of course he had to go. Her own mother would probably be back soon. ‘Okay. What will you give me, before you go?’

He raised an eyebrow, but she maintained eye contact. ‘Fine. I shall give you my …’ He patted his pockets, then pulled out his handkerchief. ‘My hanky.’ She took it and held it to her cheek. ‘Am I free to go now?’

She pouted. ‘Is that how they say bye in your village?’

He pulled her to him and kissed her. It was as though he were trying to pull her being into his, they were so close. When he released her, she felt light-headed. And then he was gone.

Ebun must have heard the gate open and shut, for she was in the courtyard only a couple of minutes after Golden Boy had left. She found Mo on her knees before the tree, digging the soil with a trowel.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Burying Golden Boy’s handkerchief.’

‘Why the hell are you doing that?’

‘It’s an antidote against the curse.’

Her cousin rolled her eyes. ‘You just made that up.’

Mo shrugged, and continued her work. The soil was getting into her fingernails. She watched as an insect scaled her hand. She flicked it off with a finger.

‘This is the sort of thing your mum would do.’

‘This isn’t juju.’

‘Then what is it?’

Mo didn’t have an answer for her cousin, and failing to get a response, Ebun left her side. How could she explain the compulsion to hold something that belonged to Golden Boy, and then the subsequent need to bury the item, to keep it safe? To her, it was a simply a manifestation of her love. Maybe one day Ebun would understand.

She wasn’t even certain her cousin had dated before; the girl kept secrets as though her life depended on it.

She folded the pale-blue handkerchief gently, and placed it in the newly dug hole, then she covered it up and patted it till she was satisfied the soil looked undisturbed.




Falodun Family Curse

Yemisi, daughter of Wemimo, daughter of Feranmi Falodun (the one who was cursed), had been engaged to her lover for three months when he reported back to her that his spiritual adviser had warned him that if he married her he would surely die. So the wedding was called off.

She should have seen the signs. He had stopped consuming the meals she made for him, blaming a lack of appetite and a busy schedule; and she had never known him to reject food. She would wake up from sleep and find him staring at her with a curious expression on his face. And on top of that, he had failed to show up and meet an uncle of hers when the uncle was in town. As Feranmi’s granddaughter, she was familiar with the curse and should have been on high alert; but she was caught up with wedding planning and distracted by her morning sickness; she hadn’t had room for doubt.

At first she suspected it was another woman. But she found no trace of one – so she had to conclude that he was not running from her arms to the arms of another, he was simply running. And that was so much worse. A cheating man she could understand, but in this case, where could she lay blame except at the threshold of the curse?

She tried to appeal to his family’s conscience. After all, there had been an introduction between the families; they could not disentangle themselves so easily. They had sat together and broken bread, laughed and made promises to each other; he could not cast her aside as if she was nothing. And then there was the not so small matter of the child growing in her belly. A child she hoped more than ever would turn out to be a boy.

But the faces of his family were stone. The matriarch simply told her, ‘We look after our own. The child will be provided for. You don’t need to worry about that.’

And that was the end of the matter.




II

Mo cradled the phone. Golden Boy was no longer on the line, but she didn’t want the softness she felt to dissipate so quickly. He bought phone card after phone card so that they could speak once a day. And then when they ran out of credit, they would resort to sending emails to one another. She missed his presence, but she loved going to her MSN inbox and seeing his name in her otherwise junk-cluttered account.

Her brother walked into the room, and she quickly replaced the phone handset.

Tolu stuck out his tongue, pointed a finger into his mouth and made a retching noise, startling Sango. Mo hissed. ‘What exactly do these girls find attractive about you?’

‘I’m a debonair guy.’

‘You’re a shameless playboy.’

He shrugged. ‘At least they are realists.’

‘Meaning?’

‘The dude has been in the UK for two months; you think he doesn’t have a babe there?’

‘This might be hard for your brain to comprehend, but there are guys who are satisfied with the one chick. One, uno, un, èyàkan.’

‘I wouldn’t have thought you were this naïve.’

She smiled at him. Golden Boy said what he meant, and he did what he said. He was one of the most transparent people she had ever met. If her brother was waiting for her comeback, he would continue to wait.

Tolu sat on the floor, leant back against the couch and began to roll himself a spliff. She watched him light it and bring it to his mouth. She grabbed the spliff from him, took a hit and handed it back. Just then Ebun walked into the east living room. She was in her uniform, blazer and tie included. She began to unravel her tie.

‘How were your exams?’

She shrugged. ‘They were all right.’

Mo watched her cousin as she went to sit beside Tolu. Was there an abruptness in her response? An edge of something? Ebun collected the joint from Tolu’s hand and sucked in the substance. Mo walked over and snatched it from her.

‘What?’

‘When did this one start?’

‘What do you care?’

‘Excuse me? I care. Ebun, I don’t want you smoking this stuff.’

‘Hypocrite much?’ her brother said, but she ignored him.

‘So, your boyfriend travels and suddenly you want to play big cousin again.’ Ebun’s words were filled with so much vitriol, Mo took a step back. ‘We haven’t had a proper conversation in months. You have no idea what is going on in my life!’

She stormed out of the room. Mo looked at Tolu, and Tolu shrugged.

‘It’s probably her period or something.’

Mo narrowed her eyes and took a drag from the spliff. Golden Boy wouldn’t approve, but she only indulged every now and then. But maybe Ebun was right – she had been preoccupied with Golden Boy recently. Maybe, just maybe, she’d overlooked her. She handed the weed back to her brother and went in search of her cousin.

Ebun was lying on her bed staring at the ceiling. ‘Go away.’

‘Make me.’ Mo sat on the desk and Sango settled down beside her. ‘What’s doing you?’

‘What’s doing me? What’s doing you? All you care about is man. You’re no different from my mum.’

That stung. Mo might not disapprove of Aunty Kemi being a serial dater, but she definitely did not consider them two peas in a pod. For one, Aunty Kemi didn’t believe in love, or so she claimed. And for another, her aunt used foundation that was two shades lighter than her natural skin tone, and always applied a fake beauty spot just below her eye. Mo, on the other hand, was happy with her ebony skin and natural hair. But now wasn’t the time to belabour the point. Her normally composed cousin was clearly upset.

‘Are you going to fight me, or are you going to tell me what’s really upsetting you?’

Ebun sighed and then sat up slowly. ‘Mum wants me to go and ask my dad for money for university.’

‘Ooof!’

‘Yea. I told her I’d rather eat rocks. Why does she always do this? Why can’t she ask for the money? I barely know him! Or better yet, why can’t she earn the money herself? If she spent a quarter of the time selling her jewellery that she spends chasing man, she would probably be a millionaire by now.’

‘Do you want me to talk to her?’

Ebun glared at her, torn between still being angry at where she now ranked in Monife’s list of priorities and wanting her older cousin’s help.

‘Would you?’ she finally said.




III

It was clear Aunty Kemi had struck out. When her ‘man-friend’ dates were successful and they lined her pockets with cash, she would come home and pour herself a generous bowl of gari, which would be topped with two spoons of sugar, a dash of milk, large cubes of ice and a handful of groundnuts. Beside this bowl would be a plate of asun, or beans, or snails.

But on the days when she returned empty-handed, her bowl of gari would have no ice, no groundnuts, no milk; just water and a meagre spoon of sugar. And there would be no side plate with accompanying delicacies, signalling to her family that they needed to save all the money they could.

Mo found her in the dining room, leaning over a plain bowl of gari and muttering to herself – the coming month was going to be tough on their household. She was tempted to turn back, but she remembered how frustrated Ebun had been.

‘Aunty, no luck today?’

Aunty Kemi sighed. ‘I was close o! But then his wives came and dragged him away.’

Mo burst into laughter. ‘Maybe you should stop going after the married ones.’

‘Hmm. They are the ones with the loosest pockets o! No one spends money better than a man that has his own family to take care of.’

Since Kemi’s efforts had come to naught, Mo would have to tread lightly.

‘So … Ebun is going to be starting uni soon.’

‘Yes o. God is good.’

‘She said she will have to ask her father for … the funds.’

Aunty Kemi sighed and lowered her spoon. ‘So she has reported me.’

‘I think she is just a bit uncomfortable, Aunty. She doesn’t really know Uncle.’ Mo figured Kemi herself barely knew her baby daddy. He was simply a man she had had a brief affair with over a decade and a half ago; tied together for ever because of her cousin.

‘He is her father. She can’t say she doesn’t know him. I want her to go to a good school, so she can have the best opportunities. And he is a doctor. He can afford it. Mi ò ṣe ìkà.’

‘But Aunty …’

Aunty Kemi waved her hand, ending the conversation.

‘There is nothing to discuss.’

‘Okay, ma.’ Mo got up to leave. Then she turned back.

‘This thing you are asking her to do, Aunty, it is painful. Me, my daddy abandoned me; but I know what he enjoys eating, what he watches on TV, who his friends are, what to say to get him onside. But Ebun has seen her father only a handful of times; he is basically a stranger. She now has to go and beg him for money. If I know my cousin at all, I know she would rather drop out than be going to ask for a handout from someone she barely knows.’

‘She is his responsibility.’

‘Aunty Kemi, if he felt his duties so keenly, neither of you would have to ask for a dime.’

‘What do you want me to do, Monife? The money for her school isn’t going to appear from thin air.’

‘I don’t know, Aunty, but I think you should try for her.’ Having said her piece, Mo headed for the door.

‘Where are you running off to? Since you have grilled me, it is my turn to grill you. Sit down.’ Her aunt gestured to a stool and Mo lowered herself onto it. ‘So how far with that fine boy you are always sneaking around with? Has he come back yet? When will he propose?’

Mo hesitated. ‘He is still in England.’

‘You people have been dating for a year now, no?’

‘About that …’

‘Ehen. Long enough for a man to know if he is serious about you.’

‘Aunty Kemi, I’m only twenty,’ she said, as if she hadn’t thought about it, dreamt about it. As if she hadn’t already circled the wedding dress she wanted in a magazine she had bought.

‘I had already given birth to my second child by the time I was your age.’

‘Eh, that was then …’

‘Look, all I’m saying is, you seem to have found a solid guy. You better lock him down before anything happens. If you get pregnant, for example …’

‘I am not doing that, Aunty. I am not trapping him!’

Her aunt raised her ruby-red nails in surrender. ‘Monife, sometimes you cannot leave these things to fate. You might not be happy with what that fate is.’

‘Aunty …’

‘I’m just saying, there is no harm in moving things along.’

‘Fan-tastic. I wonder what your pastor would say about all this.’

‘Okay o! Message received; but do not say I did not warn you. Don’t be taking this our curse for granted.’




IV

She was returning from a long walk with Sango when she saw him standing there at the front of the gates. Her brain told her Golden Boy was still in England, but her heart sent her feet racing. He caught her as she leapt into his arms, and then she kissed his lips, his cheeks, his forehead, his chin. Sango barked at their feet.

‘What the hell,’ she began as he lowered her to the ground. ‘I thought you were away for another few weeks.’

‘I wanted to surprise you.’

‘Well. You did. Shit.’ She took a couple of steps back from him, so she could see him properly. He had more hair on his chin. And he seemed taller than she remembered. ‘When did you get in?’

‘Two hours ago.’ And he had come straight to her.

‘How much time you got?’

‘None. My dad will be expecting me. I didn’t say I was branching here. But I wanted to see you, even if just for a second.’

She kissed him again. ‘Okay. Give me something before you leave.’

‘I had hoped you would ask.’ And he dipped into his pocket and brought out a long, rectangular velvet box. Her eyes opened wide. She had never asked him for jewellery and wasn’t all that interested in it; and yet she felt thoroughly moved that he had bought some for her.

She opened the box. In it was a dainty chain. There was no locket, no pendant.

‘It’s an ankle bracelet,’ he told her. ‘I thought it would be your jam.’

She felt her eyes water. She lifted it to admire and then he took it from her. She watched as he knelt down and unhooked the catch. Her heart somersaulted. He tenderly placed the chain around her ankle, brushing her skin and sending volts up and down her body. When he’d done it up, she twisted her foot this way and that, and the anklet sparkled.

‘I love it, thank you.’

‘I …’ he said. ‘I love you.’

The world stopped.

She knew she would always remember this moment. She would dwell on it for years to come, recount it to herself, to her children and grandchildren. The way he looked at her with his large sand-coloured eyes. The feel of his hand on her waist. She beamed at him.

‘I love you too.’

He grinned, showing off all his beautiful teeth and pulling her to him.

‘Good,’ he said as he burrowed his face into her neck. He smelt so inviting. She breathed him in. ‘Mum is around. I want you to come meet her.’




V

Monife saw the bird a couple of seconds before anyone else did. She recognised it, a black kite, just standing in the doorway to the living room as if it were a member of the family. And she predicted that she had four seconds to figure out how to minimise the chaos that would ensue. Four seconds to try to plot how to catch a bird of prey, something she had never before attempted. She tried to signal to her cousin, who was lying on the couch, engrossed in her textbook. Her mother was on the other side of the room marking papers and her aunt was painting her nails. But they wouldn’t stay distracted for long.

And then, her mother made a sound that was half gasp, half cry.

‘Monife. Monife. Monife!’ she chanted through her teeth, as if Monife was the one that had summoned the bird into the room. Tolu, of course, was nowhere to be seen, otherwise perhaps she would have called him. But then Tolu was basically a guest in their home these days, turning up to sleep and eat, then disappearing off with some delusional girl. So it was Mo’s name that was always on the tip of her mother’s tongue.

Aunty Kemi glanced away from the TV, then squealed, causing the bird to spread its wings and fly up to the ceiling, crashing from wall to wall, looking for a way out. Ebun snapped her book shut as Aunty Kemi started to speak in tongues. Mo’s mother proceeded to spin around three times, one way and then the other – undoubtedly a method given to her by one of her spiritual advisers. Ebun tried to catch the bird, but it was in a frenzied state.

It was chaos.

Ebun grabbed a broom from the kitchen whilst Bunmi was running around the room, tobacco leaves falling out of her mouth, ducking to avoid the bird. The bird was equally confused, flapping its wings and flying into the window, knocking off photographs on the walls and tipping over a lamp. A picture of Mo fell to the ground and shattered. Aunty Kemi was shouting that they should guide the bird to the door but was staying firmly in her corner; and it was hard to hear her over Sango’s incessant barking. Monife got closest to capturing it, grabbing it with her hands when it briefly landed on the side table, but then she recoiled when she felt the shiver of its body. She was now out of breath, standing with her hands on her knees, watching the scene unfolding before her. Four madwomen, a crazed dog and a terrified bird.

She burst into laughter.

They paused to look at her.

‘Kí ló ń pa ẹ lérin?’ asked her mother.

‘I don’t know, Mum,’ she said when she caught her breath. She was laughing so hard, tears were streaming down her face. ‘I do not know.’

Eventually she and Ebun managed to shoo the bird out of the room. Ebun opened the front door and it made its escape.

‘It’s a bad omen,’ said Bunmi, as soon as they had caught their breath.

‘Mum, it’s just a bird.’

‘No bird inside a house is just a bird. Is the house its natural habitat?’ she asked, as if only a mad person wouldn’t see this for what it was.

‘I don’t think the bird had an agenda.’

‘It’s true, Aunty. It was more afraid of us than we were of it,’ said Ebun, putting down her broom.

‘I am going to go and call Mama G,’ her mother announced, which made Ebun roll her eyes.

It was only later that evening, as Monife thought of the bird in their home, that it dawned on her that all the windows in the house had bars across them – making it impossible for burglars, and by extension, birds, to make their way in.




VI

‘Does this mean he is going to propose?’

Her mother, aunt and cousin were all in her bedroom. Mo hadn’t invited them; they had simply shown up one by one. But she didn’t mind the way the conversation was going – she wanted to be married to Golden Boy. She loved the sensation she got when she made him laugh, she loved the scent of him. She felt an unexplainable sense of wanting to fall asleep whenever she was in his presence, and she could only attribute this to the strong feeling of safety that he gave her. Nor did it hurt that he was fine; just walking beside him gave her a sense of pride. They were a handsome couple.

And he loved her. It was in the way he would touch her, often and lightly – a hand on her shoulder, a wrapping of his arm around her waist, a tapping on her thigh – as though he had to stay connected to her physically.

There was not a single shred of doubt in her mind that they would be together for ever. She wouldn’t entertain any other thought. He opened his heart to her; he had loved her steadily and without question since he’d asked her to be his. Still, she had never been introduced to a boyfriend’s mother before, and so she welcomed her family’s interference. The two mothers were fussing over her – Aunty Kemi had lent her jewellery and her mother had showed up with a silver purse.

‘Which one?’ Mo asked them, presenting the options – a ruby-red mesh dress with a paisley pattern, a dark mature-brown sleeveless button-up dress, or a mustard-yellow sundress. Her mother pointed at the brown, but she decided to go with the yellow; her skin would shine beneath it.

‘So why did you even ask me?’ her mother grouched.

‘Sorry. Don’t be angry.’

‘So, is he going to propose? You are twenty now.’

‘I don’t know, Mum. Maybe. Maybe soon.’

‘Why are we so obsessed with guys, and marriage, and—’

‘Ebun, abeg,’ declared Aunty Kemi. ‘This is not the time for your feminist speeches.’

Mo hoped it didn’t show on her face, but she was grateful for her aunt’s interjection.

‘What should I do with my hair?’

‘Put it up. It is better when you look neat.’ But her hair was at its most glorious when it was allowed to fly free. She quickly separated it into eight parts with her finger, then twisted each part tightly. She would undo the twists just before she left the house. She brushed the edges down with a little bit of gel and then used a scarf to hold the hair in place. Her mother was muttering about how Monife never listened.

She sprayed perfume in the air and then stepped into it. ‘Am I ready?’ She spun for the three of them. Her mother and aunt smiled and nodded. She turned to Ebun.

‘You look beautiful,’ her cousin admitted.




VII

He came to pick her up at five p.m., exactly as he had promised. He had never made her wait for him.

‘You look … I mean … damn.’

‘Thank you.’ She’d put a cream cardigan over her mustard sundress. It was Harmattan, so the air was very dry and slightly chilly. He spotted her mother coming out onto the front step, and he quickly bowed his head.

‘Good evening, ma,’ he called to her.

‘Good evening, Kalu. What time will you bring her back home?’ Mo chose not to say the thing that was on the tip of her tongue: her mother rarely knew where she was, what she was doing or who she was with. The question was a performance of a type of motherhood Bunmi had never really practised, but Mo was in too good a mood to care.

‘No later than ten p.m., ma.’

‘Okay. Be sure to be back by ten. Sharp.’

‘Yes, ma.’ He bowed again, which was overkill but she could tell her mother was soaking it up. Then he jogged over to the passenger’s side and opened the car door for her before she had a chance to touch it. She hoped her mother was taking it in, the way a man treated you when he really loved you.

On the way to Golden Boy’s house, she fiddled with the radio, searching for a good song.

‘Are you nervous?’ he asked her, placing a hand lightly on her thigh.

‘A little.’

‘Don’t be. She’ll love you. How could she not?’

‘Mmm.’

‘Damn, you smell glorious.’

‘Focus on the driving, GB.’

‘Right. Right.’

The enormous white house was lit up in the night. He took her to what he referred to as the blue room – a mid-sized living room with a Victorian aesthetic and a blue-and-cream colour scheme. She had never been to this room before, had only ever been to his floor.

‘Will you wait here? I’ll go get Mum. Do you want anything to drink?’

‘No, I’m good.’

‘Great. I’ll be right back.’

Ten minutes went by, time she spent looking at the paintings in the room. She didn’t know a lot about art, but she could appreciate what was before her – they were vibrant and distinctive. No wonder Kalu was an artist; how could he be anything else in this environment?

Someone cleared their throat and she spun around. A woman was standing at the door of the room. Mo curtsied before she remembered that Igbo people didn’t curtsy. She took a step forward and then stopped. ‘Good evening, ma,’ she said.

Mrs Kenosi was a regal woman. It was clear where her son had gotten his looks. She was tall and looked as though she was bathed in sunlight – her skin tone betrayed a touch of European ancestry. The outfit she wore was loose-fitting but did little to disguise her curvy figure. She had gorgeous curly hair that was pulled into a tight French braid. Yet as soft as her physical appearance was, her pale eyes were hard, quickly running over Monife from head to toe. Her lips were pressed together and her chin was raised.

‘And you are?’

‘Monife, ma.’

‘Monife what? You don’t have a last name?’

‘Falodun, ma. Monife Falodun.’

‘Yoruba?’

‘Yes, ma.’

‘From which state?’

‘Osun state, ma.’

Mrs Kenosi tutted.

‘Which one of the girls are you here to see?’

Monife wondered where her boyfriend was. She was feeling entirely exposed, suspecting the older woman was about to devour her, spitting out only bones.

‘I’m … umm … none.’ She wasn’t a stutterer and she was rarely intimidated by anyone, but she struggled to gather herself in this woman’s presence. ‘I’m here with Gold … Kalu.’

‘Who is Goldkalu?’

‘No. I meant Kalu. Just … Kalu.’

Her answer seemed to irritate Mrs Kenosi. Her gorgeously drawn eyebrows knitted together and she curled her lips. Mo wasn’t sure she had ever come across someone who could look so beautiful and so unkind. Where the hell was Golden Boy?

‘Do your parents know you visit the homes of young men?

’ Monife had no idea how to answer the question. Nor did she particularly want to, but this woman would become her mother-inlaw, and so she had to play nice.

‘I don’t make a practice of it, ma.’

Golden Boy made his appearance then, and she was able to let go of the breath she was holding. He blinked, surprised to see his mother there. For a moment, nobody spoke, and then: ‘I thought you were in the garden, Mum. I was looking for you.’

‘Who is this?’

Mrs Kenosi’s tone could not have been colder if she were referring to a cockroach that had snuck into their immaculate home. Golden Boy chewed his lips. For a moment, Mo feared that he would disown her.

‘Her name is Monife, Mum. She is my girlfriend.’

Mrs Kenosi sucked in her breath through her teeth, but Monife was elated. She wasn’t wrong. Golden Boy would never let her down.

‘Is this the reason you haven’t been shadowing your father?’

‘I will learn the work, Mum.’

‘Where will you find the time, if you are out chasing random girls?’

‘Random?’ Mo heard herself speak, but above her words were the words of her boyfriend.

‘She is not random, Mum. I love her.’

Mrs Kenosi laughed. ‘You people are children. What do you know about love?’ And then she turned to Monife. ‘Learn to respect yourself. I don’t want to see you here again.’ With that, she disappeared through the automatic doors, which swung open and closed behind her.

Monife’s entire body was trembling. She felt Golden Boy’s light touch on her arm.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t think she would be so—’

‘It’s not your fault,’ she said, her voice hard. ‘Don’t worry.’

‘No. I’m really sorry, Mo. She shouldn’t have spoken to you that way. It’s probably the shock. I’ve never brought a girl home before.’

She let out a breath. She felt hot, her cheeks, her ears, the back of her neck. She didn’t think she had ever been so embarrassed in her life. He planted a kiss on her forehead. They would be okay, and not even the Wicked Witch of the West could get in the way of their happiness. Mrs Kenosi would simply have to get used to Mo’s presence in her son’s life.

‘Should we get out of here?’ he offered.

‘Yes. Yes please.’




VIII

The weeks went by, and Mo and Golden Boy reverted to their usual programming. If his mother cast a shadow over their relationship, they chose not to acknowledge it. Mo hadn’t told her family what had happened the evening she met her boyfriend’s mother. She was vague when they asked, saying his mother was pretty and she was sure they would get to know each other better in the future.

He accompanied her to Ebun’s graduation. The secondary school grounds were full of rows of excited teens dressed in their graduation robes in front of the stage and their proud families seated behind them. Aunty Kemi had saved a place for Mo and Kalu beside herself and Bunmi; and even Tolu showed up. Mo watched as her brother and boyfriend exchanged a brief hug and patted each other on the back. There was a little shade where they sat, below a few sparse trees at the back of the grounds. Mo fiddled with the settings of her camera, trying to get the depth of field right – she had been given the role of unofficial photographer.

Golden Boy poked her ribs and she looked up in time to see Ebun take the stage. She was head girl. Her mother and aunt looked as surprised as Mo felt. How had none of them known this? Mo stood quickly and took several shots as she listened to Ebun encourage her peers to make the most of the opportunities they were given. Her heart swelled with pride.

‘Ebun is killing it,’ said Tolu.

‘Still,’ began Aunty Kemi, ‘A ò mọ ǹkan tí obìnrin ma dì kó tó gbélé ọkọ.’ Monife translated it to herself and then repeated it in English for Golden Boy’s benefit – ‘We do not know what a woman will become until she marries.’ How Ebun would have hated her mother’s reaction to her accolades.

Ebun’s speech was followed by prizegiving, during which she was acknowledged twice. And then the principal spent the rest of the time taking advantage of the large audience by advertising the school’s achievements, while Bunmi muttered that she would never be so boastful about her own school.

Mo zoned out and squeezed the hand holding hers. Golden Boy turned to her and smiled. Things between them were great. He still showed up for her, still spent time with her, still spoke to her for hours on end. And yet something had been dislodged when she met his mother, and she couldn’t figure out how to put it back in place.

The ceremony ended and Ebun found her way through the crowd to reach them.

‘Congratulations, love,’ Mo said. She remembered then that she hadn’t followed up with Ebun about asking her father for money. She had got caught up in her own drama. She gave her a cousin a hug and wondered if she imagined the stiffness in Ebun’s body.

It was quickly decided that Tolu would drive the mothers home in the beat-up car and Ebun would ride with Mo and Golden Boy. They got to the vehicle as Oba jogged up to them, blue robes fluttering behind him.

‘Can I hitch a ride?’

‘Sure,’ Golden Boy said, and Oba hustled into the back beside her cousin. Mo looked out of the window whilst Golden Boy chatted cheerfully.

‘Are you excited about uni?’ he asked Ebun.

‘No.’

‘No? Why?’

‘It’s just more work.’

‘I’m looking forward to it,’ announced Oba. ‘More independence. A new environment. You make new friends …’ Mo remembered that Oba would be leaving for the UK and furthering his education there. She squashed the envy that was threatening to rise.

‘I’ve seen you talking to strangers … it ain’t pretty,’ Ebun said.

Oba laughed along. ‘I’ll get better.’

‘Meeting new people is just stressful jọ̀.’

‘What about guys?’ asked Oba

‘What about them?’

‘You’re not interested in dating?’ asked Golden Boy. Mo twisted her body, to better hear what Ebun would say, but her cousin only sighed.

They dropped Oba off first, in front of a charming home that may have lacked the grandeur of Golden Boy’s house but was attractive in its own right. When they arrived at the Falodun home, Ebun said a quick thanks, then jumped out of the car and disappeared up the drive. Golden Boy turned off the engine and began to drum his fingers on the wheel. Mo could tell there was something on his mind, so she waited.

‘My mother has been going on about some chick.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Try not to get mad, okay. I am being straight with you here …’

‘Kalu, what do you mean?’

‘She is the daughter of a friend of my mum’s. And they want us to meet.’

‘You have a girlfriend.’

‘I know.’

‘Tell her no.’

‘I have. Over and over. The woman is relentless.’

‘What the fuck?’

‘I know. It is messed up,’ he said, turning to face her. ‘But look, I am just going to meet her so I can tell Mum that it’s a no-go area. And then she can get off my back.’

‘And what if you’re into her?’ pressed Mo.

‘Monife, which part of “I love you” don’t you understand? Tell me, so I can break it down for you.’

‘What’s her name?’

‘Amara.’

She stared at her feet, willing herself not to cry or punch him.

‘Mo, look at me.’ She reluctantly looked up. His sombre expression lynched her heart. ‘I told you so there would be no secrets between us. I don’t want you overreacting. There is nothing there for me. I have you.’

‘So when is this meeting?’ she asked, leaning away from him as he tried to pull her into a hug.

‘Umm … well … that’s the other thing. Those are my dinner plans. Her family are coming tonight.’

‘Tonight?!’ She wanted to scream at him, but this wasn’t the time. The last thing she wanted was for him to recall her insulting his ancestors whilst engaged in a tête-à-tête with a young woman who met his mother’s approval. She took a few deep breaths instead.

‘Mo?’

‘This is all a bit much for me, Golden Boy.’

‘I know. I know, babe. And I’m sorry. All I can say is it’ll be over soon and then that’ll be the end of it.’

‘Will it? Or will your mum just bring around another girl, and then another?’

‘Do you trust me?’

‘I do, but—’

‘No buts. Do you trust me?’

She sighed. ‘Yes.’

‘Then you have nothing to worry about. There is nothing to worry about.’

She nodded. She had always been able to trust Golden Boy; why would this time be different? All would be well. This was just a little bump in the road.




IX

That night, she found it hard to sleep. She could hear the light buzzing of a mosquito in the darkness.

NEPA had cut the power again, so she sat up, felt for the matches on her table and lit the oil lamp. Her back was drenched with sweat, even though all she had on was a camisole and shorts.

She could hear low chanting coming from her mother’s room, but she did not have the energy to reel her back from whichever portal she thought she’d opened. She thought about going for a walk in the garden; perhaps it would be cooler outside.

She heard the buzzing again. She clapped her hands and then opened them, examining her palms. No mosquito. She would spend the next fifteen minutes trying to take the insect out, and in between she would think about the curse – about her ancestor Feranmi, and the generations of broken women who came after her. But surely she wasn’t making the same mistakes. Those women had chosen the wrong partners for the wrong reasons. This was different. Kalu was a good man and he loved her. She had already figured out what their future would be. They would marry and finally have mind-blowing sex; they would travel the world – no kids for the first five years, because they were young, free and needed all that time to explore themselves.

She wished she could call him, but the house phone would wake his entire household. She needed to hear his voice, to be reassured that the dinner with this Amara girl had been uneventful. Or to have him wrap his arms around her and promise her for ever.

The mosquito was determined, but so was she. She suddenly saw it flutter by her in the soft glow of the oil lamp. She waited till it landed on her thigh. She gave it a few moments to settle in; and then she slapped her thigh hard and fast.

This time when she looked at her palm, there was blood.

She woke up grouchy and anxious. She wanted to stay close to the phone, so instead of going to the salon, she spent the morning shampooing, conditioning and stretching her hair; and then she engaged her cousin’s services to braid it. She sat cross-legged in the east living room, with Ebun perched above her and the house phone on the coffee table, an arm’s length away.

Ebun worked in silence, using a cutting comb to part Mo’s hair and deft fingers to weave it; but for Mo the silence swelled and was filled with thoughts of Golden Boy embracing another woman. It was one p.m., he hadn’t called yet and she needed a voice to reassure her. She found herself confiding her fears to Ebun, and waited for her cousin to echo her boyfriend’s statement that all would be okay.

Instead, Ebun said, ‘You know, Chuka was asking about you the other day …’

‘So?’

‘I’m just reminding you that you are hot stuff. Some guy or another is always asking about you: are you single? Are you available? Can I hook them up?’

‘I don’t want some guy. I want Golden Boy.’

‘Mo, Kalu is just some guy. This pedestal you have put him on …’

‘You won’t get it till you fall in love, Ebun.’

‘If this … if this is what love is, I think I’d rather be alone.’

When the phone finally rang, Mo almost fell over in her eagerness to pick it up. She was glad Ebun wasn’t in the room to see her. Her cousin had woven the last braid just minutes before the receiver danced on its hook.

‘Hello? Hello?!’

‘Hey, babe. You good?’ It was a dumb question. She made a noncommittal sound and waited.

‘So I met her.’

‘Oh? How did it go?’

‘It went okay. She is a nice girl.’ Nice wasn’t wonderful. At least he didn’t sound as though he had fallen head over heels, but it was immediately clear to her that he had not hated the dinner either.

‘Is she pretty?’

He hesitated, then, ‘Yea. Kinda.’

‘You could have just said no.’

‘I thought you wanted me to be honest.’

‘Do you think you’ll see her again?’

He sighed. ‘No. She is a nice girl,’ he said again, though there was no need to reiterate it, ‘but she isn’t Monife Falodun. And I am in love with Monife.’

‘Is that what you’re planning on saying to your mum?’ He laughed. ‘Tell me how it went. Don’t leave anything out.’

‘Babe, is that necessary?’

‘Yes.’

He sighed heavily this time.

‘Look, we ate food, chatted. I told her I had a babe, we laughed about meddling mums, and then I dropped her home and—’

‘You dropped her home?’

‘Yea.’

‘Why didn’t she go home with her parents?’

‘Monife. Come on. Her parents left and she stayed later and hung out. She knows my sisters a bit. It’s no big deal.’

‘Right … right … And that’s it?’

‘Yes. That’s it. Babe, listen: you’ve got nothing to worry about.’

‘Promise?’

‘Promise. Look, I gotta go, we’re going out, but I’ll call you later, okay?’

And then the line went dead.




X

He didn’t call later. Or the next day, or the day after that. Finally she broke and dialled his number, but it was his mother who picked up. She considered hanging up, but she would not be a coward. She had nothing to be ashamed of.

‘Good afternoon, ma. Can I speak to Kalu, please?’

‘Who is this?’

‘Monife, ma.’

‘Oh.’ There was a long pause, and then, ‘Monife, how are you?’ It was Monife’s turn to pause. She had been prepared for a dial tone; what she wasn’t prepared for was warmth. She was certain she shouldn’t trust it. But this was also Golden Boy’s mum, and she did not want to make an enemy of her.

‘I am fine, ma. And you?’

‘Excellent. Kalu has actually gone to play football with a friend. But I was planning to have lunch and then pick him up. Why don’t you join me?’

‘For lunch?’

His mother laughed. She had a gentle laugh. ‘Yes. I’m a patron of a little café; I am sure Kalu must have told you. I would appreciate if you will join me there. Two o’clock?’

She wanted to say no. What would they talk about? But maybe this was the start of something good. Her mother-in-law-to-be gave her the details of a café in the heart of Ikoyi, and they agreed to meet there.

Mrs K was late, which somehow didn’t surprise Mo at all. She went ahead and ordered a milkshake, and sipped on it slowly. Her nerves were tingling. Her hands felt ice cold.

The café was a charming enough spot. One of those enterprises that was definitely not making any money – the space was too big, the decor expensive and detailed. The air conditioner was blowing freezing-cold air in her face, the waiters were well dressed, but the menu only had a handful of items and half of them were croissants and toasted ciabatta. Besides that, there were only two other parties seated there talking quietly below the gentle-sounding jazz in the background. The café was almost certainly a front for some individual’s ‘real’ business; or a gift from a husband to his bored wife.

The moment Mrs K walked through the door, the hosts and waiters flocked to her. She looked and smelt of money. She slipped off her sunglasses and put them in their case, then she took her time looking around. Mo raised her hand awkwardly and immediately regretted it. What was it about this woman that made her feel inadequate?

‘Was it difficult for you to find the place?’ Mrs K asked as she sat down at the table. The small talk threw her. Before she had a chance to respond, Mrs K raised her hand slightly, without turning to even look. A waiter scurried to her side.

‘Yes, ma. What can I get you?’ he said.

She ordered coffee and a pastry with a lofty air. Mo drank her milkshake all the more vigorously.

‘This place is such a gem,’ Mrs K told her. ‘A friend of mine owns it.’

‘Oh. That’s …’ Mo’s words trailed away. ‘Nice,’ she finished.

Mrs K nodded. ‘So, thank you for honouring the invite. Please feel free to order anything you want.’

‘Thank you. But this milkshake is fine.’

‘Well, let me add it to my bill at least.’

‘No thank you, I can pay for it myself.’

‘Why the formality? I’m sure my son doesn’t let you pay for things. At least, that’s not how I raised him.’

‘I’m not with your son for money.’

Mrs K raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. ‘I didn’t say you were.’ Just then, the coffee came, and she took a sip with her eyes never leaving Monife. ‘You are an attractive girl. He certainly appreciates the finer things.’ Then she sighed. ‘Where is it that you see things going?’

‘I … We want to be together.’

‘So marriage.’ She took another sip of her coffee, then she set the cup down and leant forward, holding Mo’s gaze with her own. ‘You know, my son has excelled at everything he has ever put his hands to. We have sent him to the best schools and been rewarded for our investment. He is being groomed to take over from his father, which as you can see means he will always live a luxurious life. What exactly are you hoping to bring to the table?’

‘I …’

‘You see, I’ve done my due diligence. You got mostly average grades, you are just about skimming by in your university, and there appears to be no obvious trajectory to your career plans, if you have any. Your parents are divorced. Your mother is a principal, which is manageable, I suppose; but your aunt has a peculiar knack for ruining marital homes. And apparently there is a curse over your family, though I can’t quite work out what it is. So I ask again, besides your pretty face – and admittedly, you have gorgeous features, though you are a little dark for my taste – what exactly do you bring to the table?’

Mo’s cheeks were hot. She didn’t think she had ever felt so humiliated. This woman had the unique ability to reduce a person to nothing. The things she said, they were not the sum total of who Monife was, and yet she could not find the words to defend herself.

‘I love him.’ And even to her ears the words sounded childish. Mrs K responded accordingly, with a vigorous shake of her head.

‘If you loved him, you’d let him go. Allow him to focus on his future.’

‘I can help him to do those things.’

‘Can you? From where I’m sitting, it looks as though you can barely help yourself.’

‘You want me gone.’

‘I want what is best for him.’

Mo had hoped they would come to some kind of understanding, as two women who loved Golden Boy; but her boyfriend’s mother believed she was the dirt beneath her heels. She puffed up her chest.

‘I suggest you get used to my presence in your life. I am not going anywhere.’

Mrs K was certainly taken aback. Her beautiful features contorted until she resembled a bird of prey.

‘Is that what they’ve been teaching you at home? To find a boy from a good family and attach yourself.’

‘I’m not a parasite. I have just as much to offer as he does.’

Mrs K burst out laughing. ‘Just as much? Has he told you anything about Amara? No? She is the first-born daughter of the Nnamani family. They are our neighbours in our village. And she graduated top of her class.’

‘Good for her.’

‘It is clearly a match made in heaven.’

‘No. What we have is—’

‘Love?’ she scoffed. ‘No. What you have is two young people lusting after one another. I assume you have given yourself to him? Amara, on the other hand …’

What had she done to deserve this? She stood up, pushing the chair back so far it fell to the ground. People turned to look at the commotion. Mrs K raised her palm, readying to have the last word, but Mo slammed down the money for her milkshake and walked away.




XI

‘My mother is saying she invited you for coffee and you walked out on her?’

Mo wondered how Golden Boy had found her. She was on campus, skipping a lecture, sitting under a black alder tree with a couple of friends. But she had zoned out of their conversation long ago, instead watching the students scurrying to and from their classes. They hadn’t spoken in a week, but here he was, in the flesh, blocking her sunlight.

‘Is that what she said?’

‘How come you didn’t tell me you were meeting up with her?’

‘It wasn’t planned. I … had called your house phone, she picked up and that was that. I could hardly say no.’

‘We should probably get going,’ one of her friends said, as they stood and tactfully excused themselves, giving Mo and Golden Boy some privacy.

Monife was pleased he had come to her, but also … also terribly tired. He sat down beside her, and she felt the warmth of the sun on her face again.

‘What happened? Why did you walk out on her?’

‘Are you cheating on me?’

‘What?’

‘You heard me.’

‘No. I’m not. Not sure what’s going on with you, Mo, but—’

‘What’s going on with me? She kept shoving this Amara girl in my face.’

‘But you shouldn’t have walked out on her. Mo, that’s my mum. You really aren’t making things easier for us. She has told my dad, my aunts, my cousins, basically anyone who will listen, that she took Kalu’s girlfriend for a chat and the girl walked out on her.’ He also sounded tired. This wasn’t how things were supposed to go.

‘Have you seen her again?’

‘Who?’

‘You know who.’

‘No.’ Then, ‘Yes. Mum invited Amara and her mother over. They kind of sprung it on me. It was lunch at the house.’

‘So you guys are sneaking around behind my back.’

‘I knew you would freak out, which is why I didn’t tell you.’

‘So this secrecy is my fault?!’

‘That is not what I’m saying. I can’t control who my mother invites into her home. But I can control my own behaviour. She is a cool chick, sure. I consider her a friend. But she isn’t you.’

Monife laughed. ‘Y’all are friends now.’

‘Just friends.’

‘You could have told me.’

‘I’m not sure I could have. Not really.’

‘I thought we didn’t keep secrets from each other.’

‘It wasn’t a secret. Dammit, Mo, you have to give it a rest sometimes. I’m either cheating or I’m not. And I’m not.’

They faced each other. He was irritated with her, but she was unwilling to back down. There was something not quite right. He was behaving as though everything was fine, but she didn’t buy it. Still, she had nothing, no proof. She was just a wolf howling at the moon. She unclenched her fists and dropped her shoulders. He took this as a positive sign and drew her into a hug.

‘Maybe I should meet her.’ She felt the stiffening of his muscles, but she couldn’t stop now. ‘I know all your friends. And there’s no reason to keep the two of us separate, right?’

‘Yea, but …’

‘But what?’

‘You’re not going to act out, are you?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘You can get … passionate sometimes. I just … She isn’t the issue here.’

‘Fantastic. Neither am I.’




XII

The hangout was set for the following week. She selected her outfit carefully. Red seemed too aggressive a choice, so she went with a black waistcoat and black trousers. She divided her hair into five strands, twisted them and then intertwined them atop her head. She sprayed herself with her favourite perfume; it would serve as a kind of armour. Her dark eyes gave her image in the mirror a once-over. She looked sophisticated and intimidating, which was great, since on the inside she felt wildly vulnerable.

‘Do you want me to come?’ Ebun had appeared out of nowhere and was watching her from the doorway. The offer was tempting, but Mo wasn’t entirely sure it would work in her favour. She didn’t want Amara to think she needed support. If the girl was bold enough to turn up alone, then Mo would be too.

Golden Boy had chosen the setting – a restaurant with a premium view of the coastline. It was lovely; they were surrounded by greenery and the table overlooked the water. She was the last one to arrive, which was how she had planned it. GB and Amara were sitting on opposite sides of the table, but Amara was leaning forward. Her fingers were playing with the ends of her hair. GB was barely moving, but whatever he said had Amara throwing her head back and laughing. Mo felt her heart clench. She walked over to them, and they both looked up at her as though they were surprised by her presence. GB stood up and kissed her gently on the cheek before pulling her chair back. She sat down. She didn’t know what to say; all the words she had formed were gone.

Amara was quite pretty. It was the sort of beauty that grew on you slowly, but once it had taken root, there was no denying it. It wasn’t particularly threatening, but it was youthful, gentle and soft. She had a round face and a rosebud nose. Her lips were petite and looked as though they were perpetually pursed. She was wearing a pastel-pink dress with thick straps and bows at the shoulders, which paired nicely with GB’s pale-blue shirt. And she was small – small hands, small waist. She couldn’t have been much taller than five foot three; both Monife and GB towered over her.

‘Hello,’ she said. Her voice was light, and somewhat low. She kept glancing at GB as though she were deferring to him, and it set Monife’s teeth on edge. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you.’

‘Hi.’

‘Mo, we have ordered already,’ said her boyfriend. He passed her the menu, and she glanced through it. As she tried to make her selection, Golden Boy updated her on what they had been discussing – something about the depth of Nigerian corruption.

‘Kalu knows so much,’ cooed Amara, and Mo glanced up from the menu, resisting the urge to slap her.

‘Mmm.’

‘He talks about you all the time, by the way.’

‘Only bad things, I hope.’

Amara looked puzzled. ‘Sorry?’

‘Don’t mind Mo, she says that kind of stuff all the time.’

Amara and Golden Boy’s food arrived, and then Mo ordered, too – asun, fries and plantain. Amara wasn’t talking that much, but she hung on every word that Golden Boy was saying. It was clear she thought the sun rose from and set in his ass. Mo didn’t know what she could do with this information, or what she could do about the situation; it felt as though everything was running away from her. She had forgotten what she aimed to achieve with this outing.

‘So how did the two of you meet?’ Amara asked.

‘We met in a club fourteen months ago, and had sex behind the bins.’

‘She is kidding! She is kidding.’

Amara was clearly struggling to understand Mo’s sense of humour. She offered Mo an uncertain smile and then looked back to Golden Boy for clarification. ‘It’s just the kind of humour she has,’ he said. ‘She enjoys being provocative.’

‘I can explain myself, thanks.’

‘Sorry o, I was just …’

Did they exchange a look, or had she imagined it? She was beginning to feel light-headed. She suddenly wished she had brought Ebun with her. She needed a witness, or an ally. There was no denying that the two of them complemented one another – two light-skinned, attractive kids from the east. This was what Mrs K saw. This was what Mrs K wanted.

‘So are you seeing anyone, Amara?’

‘Umm, no … not really.’

‘There’s no one you’re interested in?’

‘I’m just waiting for the one.’

Mo might have imagined it, but she would swear Amara had glanced at Golden Boy again. If he noticed, there was no indication of it. But then he held a PhD in not seeing the obvious – girls flirting with him, girls wanting to get to know him, girls wanting to have sex with him. If Mo hadn’t been so bold, hadn’t walked up to him at a party and dragged him outside, he would have missed her signals as well.

She needed a drink. She waved the waiter over and ordered a mojito. She wasn’t sure she wanted to endure the outing sober. She felt Golden Boy’s eyes on her as she ordered one glass, then two, then three. He was judging her. Amara had ordered water with cucumber slices. Who ordered water with cucumber slices? She raised her hand to request another drink.

‘Mo, I think you’ve had enough.’

‘Do you now?’

‘Mo.’

‘Kalu.’

They stared at each other, and then he leant back and crossed his arms. Mo ordered her drink and spent the rest of the hangout silently comparing herself to Amara.

Then there was the awkwardness at the end of the date. She had taken for granted that Golden Boy would drop her home. She did not expect that he would also be dropping Amara home. And it turned out Amara’s home was closer to his, so they stopped at Mo’s house first, with her half-stumbling out of the car. He didn’t get out to help her or to say goodbye; he simply drove off with the other woman.




XIII

She threw up in the toilet bowl.

Ebun sat on the bathtub, rubbing her back. Mo didn’t want to be touched, but didn’t have the energy to shrug off her cousin. Her head was spinning and her stomach churning. Sango was watching from the doorway, whining. She threw up again.

‘Kí ló ń ṣẹlẹ̀?!’

Her mother and her aunt had joined Sango at the door. She groaned. She did not want to have to deal with them.

‘Ebun, what is the matter with your ẹ̀gbọ́n?’

‘She just … she just doesn’t feel too well.’

‘Why? What did you eat?’

‘Please, just …’ and then she was throwing up again. She heard Ebun shoo them away, promising an explanation later. The door mercifully closed.

Her cousin helped her clean up. She provided the bottled water Mo used to rinse her mouth. She brought Mo a change of clothes, because Mo had taken a moment too long to get to the toilet bowl; and she gave her some mints to disguise the smell of the alcohol.

When Mo had gathered herself, she followed her cousin to the living room, because the mothers would want to know what was happening. And also because she needed them. She could feel Golden Boy slipping through her fingers, and she suspected she would not be able to fight the curse alone.

They sat and she unburdened herself. Her mother listened in silence, and even Aunty Kemi managed not to interrupt. Monife broke down the first meeting with Golden Boy’s mother, the introduction of Amara, the impromptu lunch with Mrs K and meeting the girl she now considered a threat. But how could she make Golden Boy see, without sounding jealous and unreasonable? What control did she have?

‘Hmm,’ said her mum.

‘Hmm,’ echoed Aunty Kemi.

‘I know you don’t want to hear this, Monife. But this one is a matter for Mama G.’

She sighed. ‘Mum, I am not going to resort to juju.’

‘Okay o.’ Her mum crossed her arms, and then a minute later uncrossed them. ‘Listen to good advice. Your aunty and I have been through all of this. This is not a simple matter. Now, if you don’t want this guy, then there is no problem. But if you want him to stay, you have to address the curse.’

‘Your mummy is telling you the truth.’

Ebun shook her head. ‘You people purport to be Christians, but—’

‘Who are you calling “you people”, Ebunoluwa?!’

‘Aunty, I don’t believe in all this … juju stuff,’ Mo added.

‘Okay, no problem. Then nothing will happen, abi? But if something does happen, it will be in your favour. Or would you rather wait for everything to scatter around you?’




XIV

Mama G had moved again. She was still on the island, but this time she had taken up behind a block of flats, on soon-to-be developed land that had a No Squatting sign on its concrete walls. Mo walked right past the corrugated-tin hut a couple of times before she realised that this was the metal house her mother had described. She wondered if tin was an upgrade or downgrade from the wooden shack. How easy would it be for a big, bad wolf to blow it away? She knocked on the door and the hut trembled – pretty easy, then.

‘Come in. Come in. Ah, Monife! You don come for refund again?’

‘No, ma.’

Mama G grinned from ear to ear, sensing a client. Mo had been wrong to worry that a wolf might be a threat to the old woman’s hut; the old woman was the wolf. She was led to a table and a young house girl materialised from behind a curtain and brought her a glass of water. She didn’t drink the water; the glass looked a little cloudy. And her nerves were at an all-time high. She and Ebun had always rolled their eyes at Bunmi’s belief in this kind of rubbish, and yet here she was.

Mama G dropped herself into the seat opposite – an ornate, garish thing. ‘What do you think of my place?’ she asked.

‘It’s very nice, ma.’

The woman nodded, acknowledging the compliment. She had expected no less.

‘So man matter dey worry you.’

‘I … umm … I’m with this guy. I’m dating this guy. But his mother is against the relationship.’

‘Ṣé o fẹ́ kí n pa?’

‘No. No! No. Nobody should die!’

‘O sure?’

‘Yes.’

She should have gotten up then, realised this was the wrong place for her. She could have gotten up.

‘Okay o. So, kí ló fẹ́?’

It dawned on her then that she hadn’t really thought this through. She wasn’t here for some love voodoo. She knew Golden Boy loved her. She had never had cause to doubt it. What she didn’t know was if that love was enough. He was becoming more and more susceptible to outside forces. Then there were the generations of women in her family unable to hold a man down. At this rate, she would be no different.

‘They say the women in our family are cursed. None of us marry, and if we do—’

‘Yes. Your mama don tell me. The woman use blood seal that curse – It is very strong .’

‘Look, I just want to be with him. I don’t want to lose him because of a stupid curse.’

Mama G was shaking her head and humming at the same time.

‘You young people… You are a fine girl – and boys plenty for ground. Why you dey worry over just one? Na only him dey pursue you?’

‘I don’t want anyone else.’

‘Nawa o. Okay. Cicera! Cicera!’ The young girl reappeared from behind the curtain, and Mama G barked some orders at her in a rapid foreign tongue. Mo couldn’t work out what language it was. Mama G could speak Yoruba fluently, so she had always just assumed she was Yoruba, but perhaps she came from further north. Cicera took her leave, running out of the room, then Mama G turned back to Mo. ‘This thing I give you, you must drink am every day. The man must drink am too – at least once. If e drink am two times, even better. You hear?’

‘Yes, ma.’

‘After that, I give you special paper – you go write his name on it. Fold the paper well, then pin am for the middle part of your pad.’

‘My pad?’

‘Where you dey menstruate.’

‘Umm … what?!’

‘Then you go wear this pad when your blood dey heavy. These kind unbreakable bonds always need blood.’

‘I don’t know if—’

‘The drink and the paper go cost you seventy naira.’

Mo raised her eyebrows. For a moment she had allowed herself to forget that this was not a charitable endeavour; this woman was not trying to help her simply out of the kindness of her enlarged, congestive heart. Seventy was way more than she had anticipated paying.

‘That’s … quite expensive.’

‘Nothing good comes cheap. This one na quality. I even waka reach Israel to gather some of the ingredients. No be that rubbish wey person just mix anyhow – this one gives result.’

Cicera turned up with a cling-film pouch containing something brown and sandy. It was tightly packed and knotted at the end. And then of course there was the paper. It could have been torn from an exercise book, it could have been hand-made. It was hard to tell because it was grimy.

‘You go put two spoon inside glass of water. Then you go drink am.’

‘Is it … bitter?’

‘It is okay. You will drink because you want to keep your man.’

‘I didn’t bring enough cash.’

‘I take cheques too,’ Mama G said, flashing her wolfish grin again.




XV

Golden Boy arrived with flowers.

Perhaps she should have been suspicious then. Aunty Kemi had always warned that if a man came bearing gifts, he had something to apologise for. And she would know.

But the truth was, it wasn’t beyond Golden Boy to do this out of sheer thoughtfulness. She collected the flowers and gave him a small smile.

‘I should be the one getting you flowers after the way I behaved.’

He took her free hand and squeezed it. ‘We both messed up. I should have been more sensitive to how the whole ish was making you feel. But these flowers aren’t about that.’ He planted a kiss on her forehead. ‘Happy anniversary.’

‘What?’ She did the calculation quickly in her head. ‘Our anniversary isn’t for another month …’

‘It’s the anniversary of the first time we set eyes on one another.’

She laughed. ‘You should have told me we were marking it.’

‘We are marking it’, and he pulled her into a kiss. She felt safe and warm in his arms. Surely everything was okay. ‘Your hair is out. It smells good.’

‘Thanks.’

He clapped his hands together. ‘So what’s on the agenda today? The beach? A buka? The waterside?’

‘Can we just … stay here? Play cards or something.’

‘You sure?’

‘Yea.’

So they did. They hung out in the living room, on the sofa, with his arm wrapped around her waist and her head on his shoulder. And her family, for once, made themselves scarce; as though they sensed that she needed the privacy. He smelt freshly showered. She lifted his hand and pressed it to her lips. Then she bit him.

‘Hey!’

‘Relax, it’s a love bite.’

‘I didn’t realise I was dating a vampire.’

She wished the moment would last for ever. That she could hold on to him till the end of time. It was so quiet here with him. But Golden Boy stretched and she knew he would leave soon.

‘By the way,’ he said, almost a little too casually, ‘my uncle’s funeral is next week, so I’ll be going to the village for a few days.’ It was his grand uncle, who had paid his mother’s way through school. She owed him a massive debt. They would send him off in style. An invitation for Monife was notably absent.

‘Must you go?’ she pouted.

‘It’s my mother’s uncle, Mo.’

‘Fine.’ And she held out her hand. ‘What will you give me?’ He smiled at her and removed his watch, handing it over. She slipped it on and twisted her wrist this way and that before looking up at him. ‘I demand a greater toll.’

‘Oh! You demand, do you?’

He thought about it for a moment, then whipped out a marker from his pocket, taking off the cap and pushing up the sleeve of her top. ‘What shall I sketch?’

‘A bird,’ she replied, picking the first thing that came to her mind. ‘Will Amara’s … will Amara’s family be at the funeral?’

‘Maybe. Her mum and my mum have decided they are best friends. So … maybe.’

‘So Amara will be there too.’

‘I haven’t asked.’

She put a lid on the emotions bubbling up inside her. She hated when he played this game – the ‘I’m too innocent to see what’s happening’ game. It was getting old.

‘Have you seen her since? Since we hung out?’

He paused, for a beat. ‘Once. Her car broke down on Adeyemi Lawson.’

‘Why didn’t she call her father?’

‘Our house was just around the corner, Mo. It wouldn’t have made sense to disturb her dad.’

‘You don’t know shit about cars,’ she snapped.

‘I took a driver with me. Look, I get that you are upset …’

‘Oh. You do, do you?’

‘… but I was just helping a friend out.’

She said nothing. He came to her and lifted her chin, staring into her soul with his big browns. She felt her eyes water and blinked back the tears. When had she become this person? He frowned gently.

‘What would give you peace? Would you rather I never speak to her again?’

Yes! Yes! It was what she wanted to say, but the words that came out were ‘No. Of course not.’

He kissed her on the forehead and then released her. She felt a chill come over her. ‘I should get going,’ he said.

‘No, no, wait. Let me just … let me get some water. To cool us off.’

‘Nah, I’m good. I’ll just head.’

‘What about malt? My mum bought some because I told her you love it.’

He smiled and settled back into the couch. ‘Well, in that case …’

She hadn’t been planning to give him Mama G’s powder. After she’d got home, she’d tossed it into her dresser, swore never to think about it again. But she could feel him slipping away from her; what else was she meant to do?

She quickly ran through the open courtyard to the west wing, opened the drawer, retrieved the powder, took it to the kitchen and poured it into a glass of malt. She stirred vigorously, so the powder would dissolve. Then she wiped the sweat off her brow, took a couple deep breaths and carried the drink to the east living room.

He took a sip. ‘Perfect,’ he said, a little malt moustache on his top lip.
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She found it hard to sleep whilst he was away. When he had travelled to England, he would call every day without fail. This was a shorter absence, but she felt it more keenly. There was no way to reach him in the village. She was left to imagine what was unfolding, and she could imagine a lot – the occasional glances between Amara and Golden Boy, the voiced approval from the mothers, the matchmaking that would be taking place.

But she was not powerless.

Never had she felt more intently the gathered presence of all the women who had resided in the Falodun home, and those who had come before them. There was Feranmi, who was cursed because of her husband; Yemisi, who was accused of being a witch; Yetunde, who was never even courted; Tobi, who was despised by her in-laws; Afoke, who was unstable; Fikayo, whose health bore the blame; her mother, who had loved in vain; and Aunty Kemi, who was the only one truly giving the curse a run for its money. They were in the hallways, looking out from photographs, whispering to her and appearing before her in dreams.

She opened the drawer of knick-knacks. She poured herself a glass of malt mixed with the powder. She had been taking it every day since she had last seen him, though she had not been able to follow the second instruction that Mama G had given her. But she did not want to lose Golden Boy. She took a biro and wrote his name on the slip of textured paper, then traced it over and over because the paper seemed to resist the ink. Then she added his surname so there was no confusion in the spirit world, and his middle name for further security.

She folded the paper once, twice, three times, and then retrieved a pad, took it out of the packaging and pinned the paper to its centre. It wasn’t her time of the month yet, but she was expecting it in a day or two, so she slipped the pad into her bag.

She was no better than a witch. But there would be time for shame later, when she was safely in his arms.




Part VI

Eniiyi (2024)




I

She was underdressed in graphic tee and jeans, but she hoped her massive afro and gaudy cosmetic jewellery elevated her overall look. She trailed Funsho through the throng of dancing bodies. They were at a club. She had only accepted the invite because it was a break from the routine that had become her life, and not because she had any particular desire to be in the middle of a bunch of sweaty strangers. Most of the girls were in high heels and mini dresses, and she accepted that she looked out of place. She saw a few people she knew and exchanged waves and brief, sweaty hugs, but she tried not to stray too far from Funsho’s side. It was packed, but eventually they found a wall to lean against.

‘You sure you don’t want to dance?’ Funsho said, almost pleading. He was tapping a foot and wining his waist, as though the music had taken possession of his body.

She smiled and shook her head. ‘Maybe later.’

She was a confident dancer, but she didn’t feel like drawing any attention to herself. She determined to spend her outing watching – girls grinding on guys, taking selfies, filming TikToks or updating their Snapchat feeds. She had a page, like most other people her age, but she was a consumer, not a creator. She was content to live on the fringes. She wondered what a therapist would make of that.

Then a voice said, ‘I finally found you.’

Later, she would wonder how she knew she was the one being spoken to. She didn’t recognise the voice; but she turned and found herself transfixed by his eyes – the same umber eyes that had stared at her unblinking after he’d taken the long-awaited breath; eyes that were currently fenced off by a pair of rectangular glasses. He held her gaze and she felt her mouth go dry. Something shifted inside of her, and she was tempted to reach out for balance. His expression was sombre, almost stern; but then it softened into a smile, and she thought it was the most gorgeous smile she had ever seen.

‘I was starting to think you weren’t real. No one seemed to know who you were.’

She tried to think of a smart or witty response, but her mind drew a blank. ‘Perhaps you dreamt me,’ she said. That would have to do.

He laughed then and reached out to touch her, even though she had not invited him to; but now she wondered if this was exactly what she had wanted, as he gently rested his palm on her wrist. Her body tightened in response and she parted her lips to take in some air. She couldn’t understand why this stranger was affecting her so intensely.

‘No. No. You are real.’

‘And you are?’ The stranger looked up, surprised at Funsho’s question, and withdrew his hand. She had forgotten Funsho was there. In fact, all the bodies in the room had melted away the moment he caught her in his gaze. She cleared her throat. She felt a little silly.

‘Zubby. I should have said. My name is Zubby.’

Zubby.

And then he turned to her expectantly. But it was Funsho who replied.

‘I’m Funsho. And this is Eniiyi.’

‘Eniiyi,’ Zubby repeated, not looking at Funsho. Her name seemed to gather more meaning when spoken by him. ‘Eniiyi. I’ve been wanting to thank you.’

‘De nada. I’m just glad I was able to help.’

‘You did more than help.’

‘Oh! Oh!’ cried Funsho, ‘You’re the guy that was drowning.’ He seemed relieved to have pieced together the mystery unfolding before his eyes. Eniiyi was grateful he could not hear the way her heart was beating. She resisted the urge to press her palm to her chest to steady it. ‘You look like you came through that experience unscathed.’

Funsho’s observation was an understatement. She hadn’t realised Zubby was so tall and lean. He was at least six foot three, and his skin was golden brown, the light to her dark. He had a smattering of faint freckles, and his head was crowned with small loose curls, not long enough to hide his large pointy ears. He wore a plain black tee with Spider-Man emblazoned across it, and an ill-fitting pair of jeans. She remembered that beneath his shirt he was sculpted. But why was she thinking about his chest?

‘Are you okay?’ he asked her.

‘I feel a little faint … Funsho, do you mind getting me some water?’

Funsho hesitated, but when he looked her way, she gave him a brief smile and nodded. He walked away from them, glancing back twice.

‘Your boyfriend?’

‘No. No. We are just good friends.’

‘Does he know that?’ Zubby was quite close to her; too close. He smelt delicious. She needed to reboot her system. She tried to take a step back, but as if he sensed her thoughts, he smiled at her. ‘I am really grateful, Eniiyi.’ Her name was like honey on his lips – his voice was deep and smooth. ‘You saved my life. I would like the opportunity to thank you properly.’

‘In some cultures, you would now owe me your life.’ She was embarrassed as soon as the words came out of her mouth. But it won her a smile from him.

‘Let me take you to dinner first, and then you can decide if you want my life.’

‘Here’s your water.’ Funsho shoved the bottle between the two of them. He was much faster than she had expected. Had he held the bartender at gunpoint? She took it and mumbled her thanks.

‘Let me give you my number,’ Zubby said, and she handed him her phone. He typed his number in and handed it back – she’d thought he would drop-call his own phone so he had her number too, but he hadn’t. It would be up to her to call him. ‘See you soon,’ he said, and then he was gone. She could breathe again, even though the room had become significantly more crowded. She opened the bottle and gulped the water.

‘It was a really good thing you did, Eniiyi, saving someone’s life like that; but you shouldn’t feel under pressure to, like … maintain a relationship with the guy. You’ve already done your good deed for the year.’

‘Mmm.’

‘Do you think you’ll contact him?’

‘I … I doubt it.’ She couldn’t tell him that the truth was, Zubby terrified her. Her body was still humming, her senses were still tingling. She was famously level-headed when it came to the opposite sex; and yet she knew that if she were to continue speaking with Zubby, her life would change, and not necessarily for the good. After all, hadn’t her mother always warned her it was better to be alone, but if you ever decided to pair with someone, choose with your head and not your heart? No, she should stay well away from the man she had pulled from the sea.




II

‘Hello.’

‘Two weeks, four days and … twelve hours,’ he replied.

‘What?’

‘Two weeks, four days and twelve hours is how long I’ve been waiting for you to call.’

‘You can’t know who this is yet.’

‘I don’t often give out my number, Eniiyi.’

There it was again, the tingle in her spine when he said her name. She held her phone tighter and closed her eyes.

‘I’m glad you called,’ he added.

They agreed to meet at the boat club. She brushed her hair into a high bun, lined her lips and slipped out of the house. She didn’t need her mother or grandmothers asking her a thousand and one questions. The weather was kind; there was a light breeze and just the right amount of sunshine. She tried not to take it as a good omen, but it was hard not to. When she arrived, Zubby was already at a table. He looked a little smarter in a pale-blue polo shirt and jeans. He had cut his curly hair quite low. He had made an effort.

‘No Spider-Man today?’

He laughed. ‘Don’t worry. I have a bunch of Marvel tees. You’ll eventually see them all.’ She pretended she didn’t notice how easily he assumed her presence in his life would go beyond this date. He pulled out her chair for her, and didn’t sit till she did; and then she noticed that behind his sunglasses were his rectangular glasses. She burst out laughing.

‘What the hell? You know they do prescription sunglasses, right? Or those glasses that change colour.’

He shrugged. ‘I’ll get round to it one of these days.’

While they were waiting for their drinks, Zubby sat back in his chair. ‘Okay. Ask me.’

‘Ask you what?’

‘How I ended up nearly drowning. You’re curious, no?’

She laughed. ‘Yes. Fine. How did you even end up in the ocean? Most Lagosians have a healthy fear of the water.’

‘And I’m no different from them. But I … I can’t explain it, Eniiyi. It was like being in a dream. One minute I was standing in the shallows, with the water barely at my ankles; the next, water was getting into my lungs. Then I lost consciousness.’

‘Sounds like you’re saying Mami Wata pulled you into her murky depths.’

‘Sounds like that …’

‘You really don’t remember anything that happened between those two moments?’

‘I really don’t.’

She chewed her lips. Mami Wata indeed. She turned and stared at the ocean surrounding Lagos, with its water the colour of clay.

‘You know, the water here was once as good as the water in the Caribbean,’ she said, changing the subject.

‘There are some places that still have blue water.’

‘In Lagos?’

He laughed. ‘Yes, in Lagos. They are protected, though, co-opted by white people and politicians.’

She whistled. ‘Interesting.’

‘I’ll have to take you to one of them.’

‘Yes. Yes please.’

A waiter turned up with their order of suya and asun on a platter, along with her mojito and Zubby’s cocktail. Beside them, he lit a coffee and charcoal bowl to keep the flies at bay. The wind was gentle and cool, nature’s very own air conditioner. She closed her eyes. If she wasn’t looking at the brown sea, she could have been anywhere. She opened her eyes and turned to face Zubby, who was using a cocktail stick to spear a piece of asun.

‘Don’t be offended …’ she began.

‘I won’t be.’

‘But … were you drunk? Or high?’

‘The night I almost drowned?’

‘Yes.’

He shook his head. ‘I actually don’t drink. Or smoke.’

‘Not at all?’

‘No. I’ve seen my dad … spiral. And it only happens when he drinks. He doesn’t indulge that much, but when he does, he takes it too far.’

She liked the way he spoke. He considered the things she said and answered honestly. He was open and straightforward. She told him about her degree, about her interest in genetic counselling as a career, and he walked her through his job as a programmer. She had the sudden urge to hold on to something of his; his key ring or his sunglasses perhaps. A token to remind her of him. Perhaps she could take something without him noticing … She quickly squashed the thought. She was behaving like a mad person.

‘Perhaps you should stay away from the water going forward.’

‘I’d actually like to learn how to swim … if you’d have me as your student.’

‘You want me to teach you?’

He shrugged. ‘Yes. I’d rather not find myself quite as helpless again, and you’re clearly a strong swimmer. Plus, I’d like to spend more time … more time with you.’

She nearly choked on her asun. Her skin felt hot and it had nothing to do with the spiciness of the food. Even the cool breeze wasn’t doing much to keep her temperature in check.

‘I … I’m a tough teacher. You might not like me much afterwards.’

He held out his hand. ‘I don’t think that’ll be an issue.’ She took the offered hand and shook it.

‘All right. Class starts Tuesday. I’ll send you the deets.’




III

There was a full moon illuminating the night. It stirred something in her, but she closed the curtains and withdrew into her room. Sango was in his corner, lying on his dog bed. She was well aware that when she wasn’t home, they made him sleep outside; but she was here now and she would make sure he got all the comforts she could offer.

She slipped into her T-shirt and then sat at her desk. It was late, but she didn’t want to sleep; sleeping meant dreaming, and dreaming meant the sand, the water and her dead aunt Monife. The dreams had been relentless since the Elegushi beach outing. Every night when she closed her eyes, Monife was there waiting. And in the mornings, she was plagued with Grandma West’s unblinking stare. She felt as if she was slipping, and Monife was taking greater and greater space.

She opened her laptop and continued her job search. She constantly wondered if those faced with genetic illness told the people around them, or if they kept it secret. Would they confess a potential life-altering condition to possible partners? Or would they stamp it down, as she had done, pretending that there wasn’t something inside of her curdling her cells, sending her headlong into a destiny that was out of her control? Their worry was physical, hers spiritual, but she did not consider herself more free. Perhaps it would have been easier to have a real diagnosis, to be told point-blank: yes, you are a reincarnation, and this is how you deal with it. Instead, she was left to fret, to wonder and to dream.

Still, genetic counselling was a novelty in Nigeria, although it had no cause to be, especially with how prevalent sickle cell was in the country. She would likely have to pivot to another career if she could not find the job she’d hoped for.

The lights were off and the house was quiet, except for the faint sound of the TV playing in the east living room. Grandma East would be leaning forward in her favourite chair, touching up her nail polish and watching men grapple with each other on the ground or hit one another with a chair. The more theatrical the action, the further forward her grandmother leant. But she was beginning to suspect that Grandma East’s hearing was going. If Eniiyi could hear the show, even faintly, from her room, then it was too loud.

The cream ceiling had loose spiral-like patterns that gave the surface texture and character. She stared at it. Sleep would come soon, and then she would find herself on the beach, looking out at the water, with her aunt at her side.

Not so. This time, she was standing in the garden under the iroko tree. But it did not feel like a dream. She was soaking wet, her nightshirt was sticking to her body, and yet it wasn’t raining. She shivered, and her feet were raw and cold against the wet grass. There was no ghost aunty in sight. Her hair was wet too, and felt heavy on her head; she wrung water from it with her hands and stumbled towards the door that opened into the kitchen.

Grandma East was standing there, and when she saw her granddaughter in the doorway, she dropped the glass she had been holding. Eniiyi watched it shatter into a hundred pieces. She found herself gazing at the tiny mirror shards. There were a hundred reflections of herself – her cheek, a toe, a nail, a quarter of her ear lobe …

‘Eniiyi? What’s happening, why are you up? Why are you drenched?’

Eniiyi blinked. Not a dream. The lights in the room were too bright. Not a dream. She shook herself and met the eyes of her concerned grandmother, who was surrounded by broken glass.

‘Don’t move,’ she instructed the older woman. She found the brush and pan in the pantry and quickly swept up the pieces, checking she’d got everything with her bare hands, whilst trying to wrap her head around what was going on. She hadn’t sleepwalked since she was a child.

‘Eniiyi?’

‘Come, Grandma. Let’s go to bed.’




IV

‘One of the hardest things to learn is how to breathe. If you can breathe correctly in the water, the rest will come to you.’

‘You make it sound easy,’ Zubby replied.

It wasn’t. Eniiyi still had memories of spluttering, her lungs burning for air. If she saw her coach again, she would probably cross the road, but in the process her lungs had expanded and she had learnt to swim.

They were at the social club, where she had renewed her membership. It gave her access to the state-of-the-art pool, but it required every penny of the money she made helping her grandmother keep on top of the accounts of her jewellery hustle. She made sure to use the pool when most people were barely out of bed, or at night before it closed.

Consequently, there were only a few other people there with them, and the pool was large enough that most of the time it felt as if they were alone.

Zubby wasn’t a terrible swimmer, but his arms were doing the majority of the work, leaving his feet with little to do. But what lovely arms they were! His clothes really didn’t do him justice. He had broad shoulders and nicely developed triceps. She could watch him wade in and out of the water for ever.

‘Try and breathe out through your nose and your mouth whilst your head is underwater.’

He blew a series of very aggressive bubbles, and then popped his head back up and beamed at her. He looked like a very self-satisfied three-year-old, and she told him as much.

He responded by splashing her with water. She splashed back. And that was the end of the lesson. They spent the rest of the time pretending to be artistic swimming Olympians, only slowing down when they were exhausted. She trod water and watched him approach her.

‘I hope you’re happy. I am pretty sure you learnt nothing today.’

He gave her a mock-sad face. ‘I don’t want you to think I’m not serious about these lessons …’

‘But …?’

‘But I would like to kiss you, if that’s okay.’

She couldn’t think of a thing to say; her mind had lost all grasp of language. But she had known it must come to this, so she nodded and watched as he closed the gap between them. Then he simply hovered, as if unsure what to do next, so she placed her lips on his and let instinct do the rest.

Swimming became the thing she shared with him, and in return he gave her a crash course on comic books and started her on anime. She hadn’t thought she would be able to follow him into this world of stylised animated characters and fantastical plots, but she fell for it hook, line and sinker. And she felt his gaze on her as she consumed and appreciated the content that mattered to him. He was enthused when she was enthused, he laughed when he saw how invested she was. He fed her with endless lore. She genuinely loved spending time with him. Still, it was tricky when he started to insist on picking her up and dropping her off at home. There had already been a few near misses with her mum, when Ebun had been on the drive, tinkering with the Beetle or putting out the bins. She was not ready to introduce him to them yet.

They were driving back to hers, after spending the day at a café poring over a One Piece manga. When they got to the beginning of her street, she placed a gentle hand on his wrist.

‘You sure you don’t want to come home with me?’ he said. She turned to him, raised an eyebrow, but she couldn’t deny she felt heat rising from the pit of her belly and warming her face. Her body was throbbing. He wasn’t looking at her. He was still, as though the moment she gave her consent, he would spring to action. His car speakers were blasting Lojay x Sarz’s ‘Monalisa’ – the right song … the right song could have a girl wildin’ out. She played with the idea of his body against hers for a few moments and then cleared her throat.

‘Maybe next time? Drop me here.’

He twisted his head to face her, and raised his eyebrow. Gosh, the boy was beautiful.

‘Why all the subterfuge?’

‘Z, I just … My family will make this a massive deal.’

‘It feels like a massive deal to me.’

‘We have only been dating for four months.’

He shrugged. ‘When you know, you know.’

‘Mmm-hmm.’ She planted a kiss on his forehead. ‘I promise you will meet them soon. But I need to … prep them. And you.’ He grumbled but let her go, and she began the short trek to the house.

At first she didn’t recognise the older gentleman standing at the gate. For starters, he was in uniform this time. But there was no mistaking the salt-and-pepper beard, and once again he was holding a bunch of flowers. She had forgotten about his previous visit a few weeks ago and so had failed to tease her mother. But now, her curiosity was stirred. Her mother was full of secrets, locked up tighter than a vault. And here was a man who was clearly interested in Ebun, who had Ebun’s address, and yet her mother had never thought to mention him. Stumbling upon him a second time was like holding gold in her hands. How did her mother feel about her handsome stalker?

‘Mr Osagie,’ she said, suddenly recalling his name.

He gave her a crooked smile. ‘Eniiyi, good to see you again.’

She studied the insignia on his chest but couldn’t tell what military branch he belonged to. ‘You’re in the …’

‘Air force.’

‘So you’re a pilot.’

‘You are correct!’

The man didn’t seem like her mother’s type. He was too … smiley. And he took up too much space, like a joyful grizzly bear. She hadn’t thought her mother would ever get with anyone – after all, the woman had spent the greater part of Eniiyi’s childhood reminding her that the two of them were better off without a man in their lives – but if she did happen to date someone, Eniiyi had imagined he would speak in clipped, superior tones and have a well-paying, respectable job; a doctor perhaps. Definitely not this peppy air force man.

She smiled at him. ‘Is she expecting you?’

He smiled back. ‘To be honest, I am trying my luck. Your mother has rejected me twenty-three and a half times.’ No surprises there.

‘What’s the half for?’

‘On one occasion, she took the flowers.’

They laughed together. She decided she would advocate on his behalf. If nothing else, it would irritate Ebun.

‘Do you have her number?’ He shook his head, so Eniiyi gave him Ebun’s two numbers, the one her mother used for work and the one she used for personal. The work one was only meant to be used if they couldn’t get through to her personal line and it was an emergency; but true love was an emergency, was it not?

‘You look like her …’

Eniiyi cocked her head. He was the first person in her life to ever suggest that she looked like her mother. Perhaps they shared lips and a wide forehead, but those were Falodun traits; no single woman could lay claim to them.

‘Well, you’ve got her number now. Call next time. She goes in to work on Thursdays.’

She winked at him and went through the gate.




V

There was someone stumbling around in her room, but as her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she realised she was in no immediate danger. She rubbed her eyes and propped herself up on her elbows.

‘Grandma?’

Grandma West drew closer. She was in a pale cream nightdress; her body looked thin and fragile beneath it. ‘Monife. Monife, where have you been?’

Eniiyi got out of bed and switched on the light. Her grand-aunt’s eyes were brimming with tears. Where she was normally resistant to being called Monife, Eniiyi felt something in her shift. She placed a hand on the older woman’s elbow and guided her out of her room. Within minutes, they were back at her grand-aunt’s room.

She had considered waking her mum on the way, but what would have been the point? Grandma West was drenched in sweat. The room was hot, musty. Eniiyi opened the windows and pulled shut the mosquito blinds – at her age, Grandma West probably wouldn’t survive malaria. With the loss of her mind, her body seemed to have lost substance, too. Where she had been tall, straight-backed, with strong hands, the quintessential headmistress, she was now slower, smaller, the skin of her hands and cheeks fragile and wrinkled. Her hair was untidy; new growth was escaping her six cornrows. Eniiyi would have to remember to re-braid them in the morning.

She coaxed her grand-aunt into bed and switched on the fan. She waited till the older woman’s breathing seemed to steady, then headed for the door.

‘That boy will hurt you.’

Eniiyi froze where she stood, and then turned.

‘What did you say, Grandma?’

‘That boy is not good for you.’

‘Are you talking to me, Grandma? Or … or Monife?’

There was no response; her grand-aunt’s breathing had already become a peaceful snore.

She meant to go back to bed, but she found herself heading to Monife’s room. She paused at the door, checked behind her and then gently turned the handle. She immediately felt the cold, heavy air. She switched on the light. The first thing she saw was the huge yellow water stain on the ceiling over the bed. The plaster bulged, looked almost soft. On the bed was an outfit, but the sheets and the clothing were mouldering from the water damage. Eniiyi could see a fresh puddle beginning to form along the back wall. There must have been a pipe leaking somewhere deep inside the old house, but it was clear the room had been visited recently, as the floor looked recently mopped. She opened a cupboard and saw clothing still hanging from the rails. If it wasn’t for the leak, it was as if Monife could have left the room a mere five minutes ago.

The bedroom made her feel immeasurably sad. Monife may have been buried, but she had not been laid to rest. For over twenty years, Grandma West had simply been waiting for her daughter to return to her.

She walked over to the dressing table and sat on the stool, looking at herself in the mirror. Then she opened the drawers before her and rummaged through them. There was an old white envelope and a black leather notebook. Within the envelope, a collection of photographs. She thumbed through them – boys playing football; a young Grandma East and Grandma West in a half-embrace; a sixteen-year-old Ebun standing on a podium in her graduation robe; a colourful shanty town; Sango the puppy baring his baby teeth; and then – a photograph of Monife.

It may have been the only surviving photograph of her aunt in the house. It was an up-close shot of her laughing face. It could have been a photograph of Eniiyi. She stared at the picture till it began to blur, but could not find a single physical difference between the self she knew and the woman in the photograph.

It was unsettling. She resisted the urge to crumple the photograph, there was no ignoring how alike she and Monife were. She could no longer dismiss Grandma West’s claims or conclude that the older women were simply off their rockers. Here was irrefutable proof. She could be a clone. A doppelgänger. What exactly was she? Who was she?

She found Monife’s smile particularly alarming – their mouths moved in the exact same way. She looked away from the photograph and up at the mirror, practising her expressions; trying to differentiate herself from the face in the photograph.

‘What are you doing in here?’

‘Mum!’ Eniiyi stood up abruptly, shutting the photographs in the drawer as she did so. ‘You scared me.’ She remembered the last time her mother had caught her in this room. But she was older now. Still, the hand disguising the notebook within the folds of her skirt was trembling.

‘What are you doing here?’ Her mother’s eyes scanned the room, searching for what had been disturbed, then found their way back to her daughter. ‘Well?’

‘There was a … a leak,’ Eniiyi said as she gestured to the puddle along the back wall.

‘And you saw that from the corridor, did you?’ She did not respond, and Ebun sighed. ‘There is nothing in this room.’

‘Hmm.’

‘I would have had it cleared ages ago. But it might have broken Aunty Bunmi.’

‘What was she like?’ Eniiyi ventured.

Her mother paused, then finally met her daughter’s eye. ‘She was … she was incorrigible. And kind. And rude. She was quite confident, like …’ She looked away then, and when she raised her eyes again, the soft gaze was gone. ‘She was a shameless romantic. And it hurt her in the end.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Nothing. I mean nothing. This place is making me tired. Please, let’s go.’

As her mother turned to leave, Eniiyi quickly stuffed the little notebook in her pocket. Her mother abruptly turned back.

‘By the way …’

‘Hmm?!’

‘You gave Mr Obasuyi my number.’

‘Who?’

‘Mr Obasuyi … Osagie Obasuyi.’

‘Oh! The army pilot dude.’

‘Air force.’

‘Sure.’

‘You gave him my number.’

‘He was turning up at the gate every day like a lost puppy.’

‘You could have asked me.’

‘Okay. Next time, I will.’

Her mother started to leave again. Eniiyi let out a breath. Once more the older woman turned back.

‘What did you think of him?’

‘You could do worse.’

‘Mmm.’ And then she was gone.




VI

Back in her room, Eniiyi wasted no time delving into the notebook. Monife’s scribbled notes, page after page after page, were devoted to the Falodun family curse. Eniiyi had heard of the curse. Every now and then, her grandmothers would discuss it, and then they would change the subject when they spotted Ebun glaring at them. But of all the secrets haunting their household, Eniiyi had been the least interested in the history of the family spinsters. She had never thought it might have anything to do with her. It was just folklore.

Still, having it all laid out on the page was interesting. Aunty Monife had been a good writer, and Eniiyi devoured the tragic tales of women in love, women trying to survive, women having the rug pulled out from under their feet. The tales always ended with the female in question thrown out of her home by her husband, sent back to live at her father’s house.

Reading story after story, she could see both Monife’s talent and her obsession. It was strange reading about her flesh-and-blood relatives as though they were characters in a novel. She found the actions of the women questionable. Then she turned a page and came to Grandma West.




Falodun Family Curse

Bunmi, daughter of Afoke, daughter of Kunle, son of Tobi, daughter of Yemisi, daughter of Wemimo, daughter of Feranmi (the one who was cursed), found her man. And they were a handsome pair, she with her dark skin and high cheekbones, he with his magnificent build and deep pockets. She promptly produced two children for him, and her first child was a boy, so she had every confidence that she was secure in her home.

She knew of the curse. Even with a son to carry his father’s name, she did not take her marriage for granted. She cooked, she cleaned, she was careful not to raise her voice and she always deferred to him, even when she disagreed with his decisions. She followed him abroad, she bore the cold weather of London, the cold neighbours and the loneliness. She didn’t ask where he went on the weekends, or why he came home late.

Of course, she knew there were other women – she smelt the perfume, spotted the lipstick stains, found the odd condom – but she did not expect fidelity. As long as her position as the wife remained intact, she could and would look away. He was a handsome man and a wealthy one; those ìránú girls would always be in the picture. But her husband could rest assured that at home there would be a hot meal and her open arms ready to receive him.

What she hadn’t anticipated was that he would fall in love with one of said ìránú girls. A harlot he referred to as an ‘independent woman’; as if he had ever suggested he wanted such a thing. Bunmi made his meals, ironed his clothes, packed his suitcases, mailed the bill payments and raised his children. She had a part-time job as a teacher in a nearby school, but his income fuelled their lifestyle. If he had told her he wanted something different, she would have become it. She would have dressed differently, hired staff for the house, applied for promotions at the school. She would have walked differently, talked differently. But no, he wanted this Nigerian girl who had never even set foot in Nigeria and spoke with a clipped British voice, not unlike Bunmi’s own children. A woman who teased him, and sometimes did not answer his calls. He was proud to tell her that she was even dating other men whilst she was seeing him. He told Bunmi that he would give her a month to sort herself out.

And so she and the children went back home. What else was there to do? She had tried to beat the curse. But the curse had won.




VII

In the evening, they had a guest. Osagie finally made it into the Falodun compound. It was odd seeing him inside the house. She had come to think of him as a sort of gate gnome, guarding the threshold and pining for the princess inside. But here he was in a black blazer, white shirt and blue jeans, looking uncomfortable and blushing under Grandma West’s scrutiny.

‘So, you are a soldier.’

‘Air commodore, ma.’

‘Is that not a soldier?’

He gave a charming smile. ‘In a manner of speaking, ma,’

‘Then don’t confuse me.’

There was a fizzing in the air; even Grandma West was affected by it. She had descended from her room to see if it was true, if Ebun had really brought a man home.

Then her mother came down the stairs, and Eniiyi saw how Osagie looked at her. His mouth was a little slack, and he gazed at her mother as though he had never seen anyone so beautiful. It made her like him even more. But who could blame the man? Ebun rarely drew attention to her looks, but she could certainly hold her own. That night, she was wearing a simple navy-blue draped midi dress and kitten heels, but she looked regal. She had even put a little colour on her lips.

‘Why is everyone staring at me?’

‘Who could look away?’ was Osagie’s response.

They left soon after, the sound of Osagie’s laughter echoing behind them. And then Grandma East had Eniiyi help her to the taxi; she had a rendezvous with a friend. ‘Keep an eye on your grand-aunt,’ she said as the taxi started to drive away. By the time Eniiyi was back inside, Grandma West had already retired to her room, where she’d sleep for the rest of the evening. So Eniiyi messaged Zubby, telling him it was safe to come over.

Her phone buzzed almost straight away and she assumed it was him, but when she swiped to open the message, it was Funsho.


You haven’t been picking up my calls.

Má bínú. I’m sorry. I’ve just been busy.

Busy with Zubby?



She didn’t bother responding. The next message that came in was from Zubby. He arrived thirty minutes later, and they spent the evening watching a documentary about a man who killed his wife and then claimed that she had just gone missing. It wasn’t the most romantic TV show, but still, at some point Zubby started kissing her, and his hand was moving slowly but firmly up her thigh. Her heart was racing. She hadn’t told him how little she had done with boys, how slight her experience. His hand reached between her legs, thumbing her gently just over her underwear. She moaned into his mouth, which seemed to excite him. Her hand was shaking, but she stroked his jeans and found him.

‘Monife!’ Zubby jumped off her and Eniiyi tumbled off the sofa. She smoothed her skirt and stood. ‘Monife! What are you doing with this boy?!’

Grandma West stood in the entrance with her blouse on back to front and tissue stuck to the sole of her foot, trailing her like a snake.

‘Grandma.’

‘I thought I told you to stay away from this boy?’

Zubby was staring, frozen. She needed to get her grand-aunt up to her room and calm her down. Without saying a word to Zubby, she closed the gap between herself and the old woman and firmly held her arm.

‘Grandma, let’s go upstairs.’

Grandma West twisted her body to the left and right, trying to look at Zubby as they walked away from the living room. Once they made it back to her room, Eniiyi poured her a glass of water. She sat by her side and stroked her arm, easing her under the cover. In less than fifteen minutes, Grandma West was asleep.

Zubby was sitting on the sofa, flipping through the shows, when she returned.

‘What was that about?’

‘Which part?’

‘Why does she want you to stay away from me?’

‘It … I don’t think it is about you. Or me, for that matter. I think it has something to do with Monife.’

‘That’s the other thing. Why did she keep calling you that?’

And so she told him. The words came out a lot easier than she had imagined. She told him about the woman who was buried the day she was born, the physical similarities between them, even down to the scars on their thighs. She told him about the idea – outwardly believed by some, secretly believed by others – that she was a reincarnation.

‘Let me get this straight. They think you are your aunt.’

‘Yes.’

‘Damn. Is that hard?’

She thought about it. Over the years, she had learnt to tuck the thought away and keep it out of sight. But there were many other days when she would have killed to be a different person, belonging to a different family. The days when she would dance and it would remind them of how Monife would dance; she would sneeze and it would sound like Monife’s high-pitched sneeze; she would get a bad grade and discover Monife had failed that same subject. It was endless.

‘You get used to it.’

‘Do you think you are a reincarnation?’

‘Most of the time I don’t. And I try to reassure myself with this,’ she said, piling her hair on her head and showing him the light patch of skin on the back of her neck. ‘I’ve been told it’s unique to me.’ He touched her lightly there and she couldn’t help but shiver. He pulled her into a hug, and she relaxed into his arms. He smelt like wood and coconut. ‘But Zubby, sometimes I swear I can feel her.’




VIII

The water was cool, soothing the prickling heat of the sun on her skin. She was the only one taking advantage of the pool, which was by far the way she preferred it. She could pretend no one else existed; it was just her and the water.

It was funny now to think how much she had resisted acquiring this particular skill. Struggling to breathe underwater, spluttering, eyes red, hair wet, limbs weary. But now she felt most at peace when she was parting water.

There was a shadow in the pool; a dark shape moving behind her. It surprised her that she hadn’t noticed someone climbing down the ladder, or diving in. She flipped her body and swam underwater. The other swimmer was a woman, but she was not wearing swimwear. She was in clothing that was now plastered to her body. There was no rhythm to the way she was moving in the water. Then the movement briefly stalled … before she powered towards Eniiyi.

Eniiyi felt fear squeeze her heart. Suddenly water rushed into her throat and then her lungs. Everything she knew about treading water, about surviving, flew out the window. She was going to die. The terror was clawing at her brain; but her muscle memory began to kick in. She had mastered the water, she was not going to drown; her body would do what she willed.

She rose to the surface, kicking frantically and gulping in air. Her throat was burning, but she was in no danger of drowning. Once she had calmed herself, she looked around for the figure in the water, but there was no one there.




IX

She knew what she had to do. The dreams were traumatic enough, but the sleepwalking, the incident at the pool … ever since she’d returned from the beach, she’d felt haunted by Monife. There was something she was missing; but she wasn’t going to get anything from the women in the house, so she waited for the one person who might talk.

Uncle Tolu visited on the twenty-eighth of each month, like clockwork. In their heyday, Grandma West and Grandma East would cook up a storm for him, and he would sit at the head of the table and regale them with little anecdotes about his life. On these visits, Eniiyi had generally stayed out of his way. She didn’t dislike him; in fact, she thought she understood him. He was uncomfortable in her presence; he would look at her, then look away. He had never brought up his sister’s name, but he didn’t have to. His body language did the talking. She stayed away to spare them both the discomfort.

The day of his visit rolled around, and she heard her uncle and his wife exchanging greetings with Grandma East at the door. Ebun would have saved some mundane task for this day; she did her best to avoid her cousin’s visits. Eniiyi listened to the sound of Aunty Ashley’s stiletto heels on the terrazzo tiles as the couple made their way to the west wing, where they would spend an obligatory hour with a woman who was beginning to forget who they were.

She slipped down to the pantry and selected a bottle of port. She had never witnessed Tolu reject the sweet wine. She collected coasters and wine glasses and arranged them on the dining table. When the visit was over, Grandma East would settle her sister in for an afternoon nap and then go to take her own. Her uncle and aunt would head to the dining room to drop the basketful of fruit that they had brought; and she would be there, waiting.

Aunty Ashley appeared first – blonde, with platinum highlights in a messy bun. She wore a pink blouse and brown culottes. Uncle Tolu appeared in ultra-hippy mode – a full beard, patterned cotton trousers and a V-neck cream shirt. He blinked when his eyes found Eniiyi.

‘Ah,’ he said.

‘Good evening, Uncle, Aunt.’

‘Eniiyi,’ began Ashley, ‘you look well.’ They shared a quick hug, then Ashley nudged her husband, in the hope that he would say more than ‘ah’.

‘Yes. Yes. You do look well. How is your uni experience going?’

‘I have graduated, Uncle.’

‘Good, good.’

‘Oh congrats!’ Ashley said. ‘It was your master’s, right? We will have to get you some sort of graduation gift …’

Her uncle looked as if he was readying to go, but Ashley again nudged him. He placed the fruit basket on the table, dipped his hand into his pocket and brought out a couple of crisp thousand-naira notes. Eniiyi took the money, thanked him and slipped them into her pocket. ‘Perhaps you can have a drink with me?’ She nodded to the port on the table.

Aunty Ashley answered before her husband could. ‘That would be lovely, Eniiyi,’ she said, sitting down.

Tolu proceeded to open the bottle whilst Ashley started to talk about a recent trip to Argentina. They were always travelling – they had money, and no children, so they could do whatever they wanted. Eniiyi suspected that if not for Grandma West, they would never see her uncle.

‘What are you planning to do next?’ asked Ashley. So Eniiyi explained about genetic counselling. She could almost get carried away, but she didn’t forget what her true intentions were, why she’d arranged this in the first place, and so she carried on talking, hoping to ease Uncle Tolu into the topic.

She waited for him to get comfortable, for the wine to relax his shoulders, and then she leant in.

‘So, Aunty Monife …’ His eyes flew open and he looked left and right, as though searching for her mother or grandmothers for backup. Luckily, there was no one there. ‘Where was she when she drowned?’

He pressed his lips together and sat up. Ashley sucked in a breath. Her uncle opened his mouth and shut it again.

‘The beach. Elegushi beach. The ninth of April 2000.’

‘Were you there?’

He and Ashley exchanged looks. ‘They … your mother has never told you?’

If she admitted that no one had told her a single thing, her uncle might clam up, continue the family silence. But she wasn’t sure she could pull off anything else. She had already revealed her hand.

‘I think I’m owed the truth,’ she said. ‘I am constantly compared to her, and yet I know next to nothing.’

‘You should really talk to your mother, Eni,’ said Ashley. But Eniiyi did not look at her; she kept her eyes trained on her uncle, who was working out what he should do.

‘She is not a child,’ he said eventually. ‘Monife drowned. But it wasn’t an accident. She took herself there, and she walked into the water and …’ She could see he was struggling to say the S word.

She was stunned. She blinked a couple of times and her mouth hung open. She had taken for granted that Monife’s death had been an accident; no other possibility had ever entered her mind. But now she could understand the odd looks, the intense secrecy, the fog that had gathered around Monife and her death. Her aunt had killed herself.

Her brain was working hard and fast, making up for twenty-four years of misinformation. She did not know how much longer she would have her uncle’s attention.

‘Why? Why did she do it?’

Tolu shrugged and drained the port. ‘Now that is a question only your mother can answer.’




Part VII

Ebun (2006–2012)




I

Ebun’s half-brothers were more acquaintances than siblings. She was familiar with them, could describe them to a stranger, but she had no real relationship with them. Still, every now and then, they would remember her, try to include her; especially once she became a mother.

This time, Tomisin, second son of her mother’s third husband, invited her for his daughter’s tenth birthday. And she decided to accept the invitation, because Eniiyi was rarely in the company of other children.

The doors of her brother’s home were opened for her, and she was led through a long, wide corridor with marble floors to the back of the house. Tomisin worked in the oil industry and was clearly a success.

Eniiyi was twisting her head this way and that, looking at the expensive furniture as they walked through the house to the garden. Janet Jackson’s ‘Doesn’t Really Matter’ blared from the stereo and the garden was brimming with guests chatting to one another, sipping from wine glasses, whilst the children ran around chasing each other. And in the centre of it all was a swimming pool. Ebun instinctively tightened her grip on Eniiyi’s shoulder; if she had learnt one thing about the six-year-old, it was that she would run towards the most dangerous thing she spotted.

She searched for her brother, and failing that, his wife, Odeli – who was hard to miss. She had braids that shone and shimmered all the way down past her ass, and she had squeezed into a skin-tight, translucent dress that hugged her every curve. The outfit was not exactly appropriate for a children’s party, but then this children’s party seemed to be as much for the adults as for the children. Her sister-in-law was standing with three other women, who gave Ebun a once-over as she drew near. Odeli greeted her warmly and gave her three air kisses.

‘You made it!’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Oh, and this must be little Enitan. Goodness, look at that hair! It’s exquisite!’

‘Eniiyi.’

‘Yes. Yes. Of course.’ Odeli twisted her body and waved to a woman in a plain uniform, who came jogging over. ‘Please take Eyini to meet the children.’

Ebun held her daughter’s hand tighter. ‘It’s okay. She is fine with me.’

Odeli sighed, and touched her arm with one of her regal, long-tipped fingers. ‘Sweetie, you’ve got to let go. Motherhood is harrrrrd. Take a breather now and then. Anu is the best. An absolute A-plus nanny. She will take care of Ereyi.’

She would have said no, but Eniiyi was dancing on the spot, eager to be free. And none of the other parents had their children glued to their sides. Ebun released her grip and Eniiyi practically fell into Anu’s arms.

She tried to follow the conversation Odeli was having with her friends, but found it trivial. One of them appeared to be considering having an affair – after all, she had caught her significant other cheating several times. She backed away from them slowly, and searched for a wall to lean against. And as her eyes wandered over the guests, she saw a profile she recognised.

She watched Tolu from a distance for a while. He was wearing harem pants and a linen shirt with a deep V. She saw the glint of his earring. Add his glorious afro, and he had the look of a hippy, or a cult leader. Beside him, her hand resting on his, was an oyinbo woman with a pixie cut, and the two of them were talking animatedly to a family friend. She was glad to see Tolu happy, to see that he had started to heal from Monife’s death. Six years had gone by since they had buried Mo, and in that time, her pain had lessened, but the guilt … the guilt was so very potent still. She walked in his direction, but when he saw her, his smile slipped. He recovered quickly, but he had already revealed his true feelings. Time had not lessened the blame he laid at her feet.

‘Ebun.’

‘Hey, T.’ She crossed her arms, rubbing her left arm with her right. ‘Surprised to see you at a kids’ birthday party.’

‘I like to keep people guessing.’

‘Mmm-hmm. I hope you’re not telling these girls you’re a family man.’ It sounded harsher than she meant to be, but he didn’t react. His smile was cool.

‘Who is this?’ asked the woman, sidling up to him.

‘My cousin, Ebun. Ebun, this is Dawn.’

Dawn beamed at her. ‘Gosh. Tolu, your cousin is gorgeous.’

‘Thank you,’ Ebun replied, just as she felt a tugging on her dress. She looked down into Eniiyi’s infinite eyes. Beside her daughter stood two older children. Behind them was Anu, still doing her work as an A-plus nanny.

‘Mummy, I want to swim.’

‘What do you say?’ she said automatically.

‘Pleassssse.’

‘Good. But no, you can’t swim.’

As her daughter began to whine, gearing up for a full-blown tantrum, she heard Tolu’s sharp intake of breath. Since Monife’s passing, he had barely been to the house, and when he did come, on the odd Sunday, to visit his mother, he breezed in and out like a poltergeist. Bunmi and Kemi would cook up a feast for him, he would pick this and that, and then he would be gone. He had certainly not spared a moment for the little girl growing up in the Falodun house. He had probably never really looked at her. But he was looking now.

‘Fuck, she’s just like—’

‘Language.’ Ebun cut him off without thinking, because she was a mother now, and because she needed to stop him finishing that sentence.

Yet how could she blame him? It was impossible to look at Eniiyi and not think of the woman who had come before her. Tolu crouched down, staring at the six-year-old, who was now rolling around on the floor hiccuping with sobs. He stopped her mid-roll, lifted her and planted her on her feet. In her confusion, Eniiyi stopped crying and stared at the strange man. For a beat, it looked as if they were communicating; as though Tolu was looking beyond the body of the child to the soul beneath. And then he let her go.

Eniiyi raised her hand and tapped his nose with her finger. ‘Boop!’ she said.

He stood up. ‘Just let her go and swim, for goodness’ sake.’

Ebun bristled. ‘Excuse me?’

‘You’ve denied her a father; at least take some male advice.’

‘Tolu,’ warned Ebun.

‘She will be fine,’ he continued. ‘Anu will watch over her. Abi, Anu?’

The nanny nodded. Ebun wanted to refuse, but she felt Tolu’s eyes on her, waiting for her to make a hard-headed decision.

‘Stay in the shallow end,’ she told her daughter. As she watched Eniiyi skip away with her new friends, she heard Dawn asking Tolu if he was okay.

‘If I didn’t know better,’ he replied, ‘I’d think my sister had birthed that child.’




II

She was ready to leave thirty minutes after she arrived. She had work the next day, and no real skill for small talk. But she could see Eniiyi was having fun; she could give her another forty-five minutes.

She sipped the champagne offered, and tried to look as though she were not out of place. The music was good at least, and the food kept on coming. Tolu had left with his date; he claimed to have another party he was hoping to make, but she suspected he was simply trying to get away from her.

She felt the presence before she saw the man. Instinctively, her body stiffened.

‘Hello, stranger,’ he said.

She finished the rest of her champagne before saying, ‘I wasn’t aware you knew Tomisin.’

‘I don’t. I’m a friend of his wife’s friend.’

‘It’s a children’s birthday party.’

‘I was not given that information before I showed up.’ He laughed. He liked to laugh at himself. He said something to her, but the music was too loud for her to hear him clearly, and she didn’t bother asking him to repeat it.

‘Ebunoluwa, can I get you something to drink?’

‘No. I … I’m not looking for …’

‘It’s just a drink. What are you afraid of?’ When she didn’t answer, he shrugged. ‘I’m heading off. But if you want to talk, you know how to find me.’

She watched from the corner of her eye as he left the party, then she heard someone shouting for help. She stood up and instinctively scanned for her daughter. She couldn’t see her. She started to head for the pool, which was where the crowd was at its most dense. The music was still playing, and most people were oblivious to the shouting. She moved quickly, her heart in her mouth. Someone jumped into the swimming pool.

And then she saw the beaded hair, the small, struggling hands, and her brain filled the gaps. Her daughter was going to die. She was going to lose Eniiyi the same way Aunty Bunmi lost Monife. She saw her daughter go under, and she ran, kicking off her heels as she went and shouldering through the crowd. She couldn’t swim, but she didn’t recall that in the moment. Someone grabbed her arm.

‘He has her.’

The someone that had jumped into the pool was just a teenager. But he was swimming with one arm, towing her daughter beside him. The onlookers pulled the teenager and the small child up. Ebun ran to the side of the pool, nearly slipping, and grabbed Eniiyi, holding her tightly. Her daughter was crying, shaking, sobbing; but it was over. And yet she couldn’t shake the dread that descended on her. She had lived several lifetimes in that moment. She had seen her laughing, dancing cousin dead on a slab. She had nearly seen her child dead on a slab. Was that what it meant to be a reincarnation? Was her child doomed to walk the same path that Mo did? She held her baby to her chest and hushed both their thumping hearts.




III

Her daughter’s first swimming lesson was unpleasant. Eniiyi kept crying out for her, but Ebun hardened her heart. There was more at stake than a six-year-old’s discomfort. It was a matter of life and death.

The swim coach – Mr Alieu – lacked any form of patience. She wasn’t convinced he was accustomed to teaching children. She wasn’t even certain he had been trained to teach. In Eniiyi’s first lesson, he picked her up and tossed her into the deep end.

She watched her daughter flailing in the water, and fought the urge to jump in. She wouldn’t help the child by saving her. One day Eniiyi would understand; maybe she would even thank her. Whatever else happened, she would make sure that her daughter could conquer the water, so that if Monife were ever tempted to call her into the watery depths, Eniiyi could fight for her life. But as for the present, Ebun could see that Eniiyi hated the lessons. She would start to cry as soon as they arrived at the pool, but found no sympathy in her mother’s stony gaze.

Mr Alieu shouted his instructions, growing annoyed when Eniiyi repeated a mistake – ‘Abi, are you deaf ni? Why are you twisting your body from side to side? Elongate! Elongate!’ And he would push her to the point of exhaustion.

Ebun could have stopped it. She came close to stopping it; but then she saw how her daughter had improved, her arms and legs working as one, propelling her in the water. She was gliding. And though she continued to resist, to call Mr Alieu names under her breath, there was no denying the progress. Eniiyi was six when they started the lessons; a hundred and fifty sessions later, a prepubescent girl climbed out of the water and wrung her hair with her hands before turning and seeing her mother. Their eyes met across the pool. And then Eniiyi walked away.




IV

‘… and you will meet a man who will take care of you and your children; and break our family curse.’

‘And then you’ll get married too, Grandma?’

‘Well, I have been married plenty of times before, darling. We need to focus on you.’

Ebun chose that moment to enter her mother’s bedroom. She was beginning to feel like the ghost in the Falodun home; lurking around corners, eavesdropping on conversations. All because she couldn’t trust that her mother and aunt weren’t saying what they weren’t supposed to say or doing what they weren’t supposed to do.

Kemi was sitting at her dresser in her cotton nightie, curling sections of her hair with rollers, whilst Eniiyi was lying on her grandmother’s bed half listening and half playing Snake on the Nokia phone Kemi had gotten for her, despite Ebun’s express request that she not do so. The dog was dozing at the foot of the bed, smelling strongly of perfume.

Ebun now glared at her mother. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘She will need to learn about the curse sooner or later, Ebun,’ her mother replied.

‘Mum, I need you to stop filling her head with nonsense. This is how you guys confused Monife.’

‘We did our best by both of you.’

‘And yet …’

‘And yet what? I would never have spoken to my mother like this. O ò ní ẹ̀tò.’

Ebun ignored her mother and turned to her daughter. ‘Eniiyi, I don’t want you thinking about curses and juju. There are more important things, like your school work. And your friends. And learning to be helpful here at home.’

‘Grandma says I don’t have a daddy because of our family curse.’

‘What?!’

‘She said—’

‘That’s not how I said it. The poor child was asking questions I cannot answer, Ebun. Maybe it’s time to—’

‘Who’s my daddy?’

Ebun had played with various answers to this question over the years. She had even considered telling the truth. She assumed Eniiyi would ask once she started school and saw that her classmates had two parents, but her daughter hadn’t said anything. Nor had she spoken up during father-centric school activities such as Father’s Day card-making, the father–child sack race during sports day, the parent–teacher meetings. A part of her had wondered at this, but she was so grateful, she didn’t question her luck.

But here it was. Eniiyi was eight now – a tall girl with hooded eyes and a wide smile, wearing a tee and faded jeans. Her hair was plaited into ten braids and then pulled into a single bun. She had a light playfulness that Ebun had struggled to attain all her life. And she was fearless. There was no denying the similarities between her and Monife now. Even the way that Eniiyi stared at her mother, waiting patiently for an answer.

‘Why are you asking?’

‘I want to meet him.’

‘Eniiyi, you don’t need a father. You have me. And your grandmas.’

‘Everyone at school knows who their father is. I want to know my own.’

‘Are you lacking anything?’

‘Yes. I am. A daddy.’

‘I did fine without a dad. You will be fine too.’

‘Má sọ bé ̣ẹ̀. You had a father,’ her mother pointed out.

‘Not a present one. I think it would have been less painful not having one at all.’

‘No, Mum, it wouldn’t have been. You don’t know what that’s like. So you can’t say.’ And Eniiyi, who was starting to catch up to her in height, got up and left the room, followed quickly by Sango.

That stung. Ebun didn’t know what to say. Perhaps she had made the wrong choices, but she had made them with the knowledge she had at the time. There was nothing she could do about it now. And if there was any truth to the curse, it wouldn’t have mattered anyway, whatever she had done; she and Eniiyi would still have ended up alone.

‘Maybe it is time to name the man,’ said her mother, using her gentle tone, the tone she employed to manipulate stubborn men and soothe stubborn sons. Ebun was a little offended that her mother thought it could work on her.

‘Mum, don’t.’

‘It’s not normal for a child not to know who their father is. I have tried to keep my peace, but it is not right.’

‘The man is dead, Mum. What do you want me to do?’

Her mother paused for a beat.

‘Is he?’

Ebun didn’t bother to respond.




V

It was a Saturday, so the salon was filled to the brim. As soon as she walked in, Ebun was hit by the smell of hair cream. Behind her, Eniiyi dragged her feet. She hated having her hair done – she couldn’t stand having it pulled and combed and twisted. Left to her own devices, she would be sporting the most heinous dreadlocks, unkempt and unwashed.

Ebun walked over to the reception desk.

‘Is Fara free?’

‘No, ma.’ The receptionist gestured to the hairdresser and her client by the window, but it looked to Ebun as though she was almost done braiding her client’s hair. They had to have Fara – the young woman had gentle hands and was quiet; no stories of a failing marriage or complaints about the economy. All Fara ever spoke about in Ebun’s presence was their hair, and it was bliss.

‘No problem, I’ll wait.’

‘Okay, ma.’

Ebun and Eniiyi sat on the last two remaining chairs in the corner of the room. Eniiyi whipped out her paper and pencils from her rucksack – at least the child knew how to entertain herself. Ebun watched a Nollywood movie playing on the salon TV for a couple of minutes before turning from the absurd drama on the screen and focusing on the deft fingers braiding extensions, parting hair with the cutting comb, oiling scalps. The air conditioner was on full blast and two standing fans were blowing, but the room still felt claustrophobic.

When Eniiyi’s turn came, Ebun described a simple style – feathers. Fara nodded solemnly and began to do her work.

Ebun headed back towards her seat, just in time to see a woman walk in dressed in a silk iro and buba. Her hair was swept up in a bun and secured with two chopsticks. She was carrying a Hermès bag and talking on the phone. Ebun could smell her perfume from where she stood – it was heady, floral and wistful. If the woman’s general bearing was not enough to indicate her wealth, the manner in which all the hairdressers began to chorus ‘good morning’ told the rest of the story. She was generous with her smile; asked after this one’s child, and that one’s relocation plans. She didn’t notice Ebun, who was looking for ways to blend into the wall.

It should not have been such a shock to see Amara here. Lagos was a near-incestuous community. Everyone knew everyone. They all frequented the same restaurants, bars, salons, spas and churches. The real surprise ought to have been that it had taken nine years for Ebun to bump into her.

She was rooted to the spot, unable to decide whether to run or hide. She wanted desperately to avoid Amara, but their eyes met. Amara’s face betrayed a range of emotions, none of them pleasant, but she managed to finally land on a smile.

‘Ebun. Long time no see. Kedu?’

‘I’m well. You?’ A silly question; it was clear that Amara’s life had worked out. Her skin was glowing; she looked as if she bathed in milk each day. ‘How’s the family?’

‘We are well. And you have a … a daughter, right?’

‘Yes. That’s right.’ She made sure not to look in Eniiyi’s direction. She did not want Amara to see her. Had it been possible to smuggle Eniiyi out of the salon now without Amara noticing, she would have attempted it. Her best bet was to wait for Amara to start having her hair done and slip out.

‘Good, good,’ Amara said distractedly.

‘I didn’t know you came to this salon.’

‘I just started a few months back. My usual place, my hairdresser there relocated.’ If Amara was settling on this place as her new salon, Ebun and Eniiyi would have to find somewhere else to go. She would miss Fara.

‘Ma, we are ready for you,’ said one of the hairdressers.

Amara nodded and then gave Ebun an apologetic smile. ‘It was good catching up.’ Ebun didn’t respond – she couldn’t repeat the sentiment – but thankfully Amara didn’t wait for her reply.
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She heard humming. It was coming from Monife’s old room up in the west wing. It was probably just a rattling in the pipework. She planned to ignore it, but the humming was taking the form of a discernible tune – Lagbaja’s ‘Coolu Temper’ – and she was forced to go and investigate.

Every few weeks, Bunmi would shut herself in here and dust and mop; but Ebun hadn’t entered Mo’s room in over a year. The door was ajar. A figure danced past the gap and Ebun stumbled backwards. She could hear her breathing through her ears. She took a few moments to calm herself – she couldn’t have seen Mo. Perhaps a bird had gotten in and was flying around. She dug her fingers into her palms and entered her cousin’s room.

The room was so … unchanged. And there, there was Mo twirling in front of the mirror, admiring herself in a sundress. For a ghost, she was especially solid; solid enough to touch. And she had taken a younger form. Was Ebun losing her mind? She pinched herself … no joy.

‘Mo?’

The ghost spun around and the illusion dissipated. It wasn’t Mo – it was Ebun’s daughter. The daughter she had told time and time again to stay away from this room was dancing in said room, in her dead cousin’s clothing.

‘What the hell are you doing?’

Eniiyi blanched. ‘I … I was …’

‘I thought I told you to stay out of this room?’

‘I … You did …’

Stop, said a voice. Breathe. But she didn’t stop and she didn’t breathe. ‘So what are you doing here? Why are you wearing her clothes?’

‘I … I just wanted to know … about who I was before.’

‘Excuse you?’

‘I … You never talk about it. But everyone says it. And I just wanted to know about her. About me.’

‘I swear to God, Eniiyi. I do not want you repeating that nonsense.’

Suddenly the young girl clenched her fist and raised her chin. In that moment, she looked like an exact copy of Mo. Ebun took a step back.

‘Grandma West says it is called atunwa. When a person comes back.’

‘Eniiyi.’

‘But Grandma West said—’

‘No buts.’

‘But Grandma—’

‘Your grand-aunt is not okay.’

‘You’re lying. You’re always lying.’

Ebun slapped her. And then she slapped her again. And again. She was not wholly in control. It was like an out-of-body experience. She did not recognise this woman who was beating her child. She wanted to stop. She could hear Eniiyi crying, but it was as though it were coming from a distant place. Sango was barking, but he was on the other side of the door and could do nothing. If Eniiyi had to fear her, if that was what would deter her from embracing the idea of being a reincarnation, then so be it. She was doing this to save her.

In the end, it was her mother who stopped her. Kemi caught her hand mid-slap, the long nails digging firmly into her wrist. ‘Ebun. Ó ti tó. It is Enough.’

Ebun was indignant, ready to point out the number of times she had been the recipient of her aunt or mother’s violent temper; but then she heard Eniiyi’s whimpering. Her daughter was in tears, holding her arm and wincing. Ebun felt as though her heart was being torn in two. She wanted to apologise, but the words would not come. Instead, she left her mother to soothe her crying daughter, and stormed off down the hallway.
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Ebun called a family meeting after Eniiyi had locked herself in her room.

The two older women dragged their feet. Her aunt claimed she had to finish cooking the jollof rice; her mother wanted to conclude her phone call; but Ebun sat in the living room, sipping a glass of water, until they both appeared before her.

‘What is it you want to say?’ asked her aunt.

‘Please, sit down.’

The women looked at one another, but in the end, her mother gathered her voluminous bubu and sank into her armchair, while her aunt sat on the sofa and irritably rumbled in her bag for her snuff box. They could not have looked more different, but Ebun knew they would band together if they felt threatened.

‘Did you know Eniiyi has become convinced that she is Monife?’

‘Haaa! Is that why you beat her like that?!’ cried her mother.

‘You beat Eniiyi? Why?’ demanded Bunmi.

‘Don’t. You can’t behave like you didn’t beat us in your day.’

‘I don’t recall,’ sniffed her mother.

‘How will you recall, Mummy? It’s not convenient for you to recall.’

‘Don’t talk to me like that! I am still your mother. Èmi ló bí ẹ!’

Ebun sighed and rubbed her forehead with her fingers. This wasn’t going well. ‘Mummy, Aunty, have you been telling Eniiyi she is the reincarnation of Mo?’

They didn’t say anything, but her mother looked at her aunt and her aunt did not blink.

‘Aunty?’

‘What?!’ cried Aunty Bunmi.

‘Have you been telling Eniiyi that—’

‘I only say she looks like her. It’s not a lie na. Moti is the spitting image of Monife.’

‘That’s all you’ve said? That she looks like her aunty?’

‘Maybe I mentioned once that some people come back to life …’

Ebun groaned. She wanted to throw herself at the older woman.

‘Aren’t you making too big a deal of this, Ebun? What is really the harm?’ Her mum’s voice was pleading, conciliatory.

‘This is Eniiyi’s life. Her life. Not a shared one with a woman who chose to end hers.’

‘You will NOT talk about my daughter like that!’ cried Aunty Bunmi

‘If you won’t face the truth, that’s your problem, not Eniiyi’s. I do not want her head filled with all this rubbish.’

In the corner of her eye, a movement. Monife was standing in the doorway. No, not Monife. Eniiyi. How much had she heard? Then Ebun remembered she had been speaking in Yoruba, and her daughter’s grasp of the language was still rudimentary.

‘Eniiyi, come here.’

Eniiyi entered the room slowly. Their eyes met, but Eniiyi’s gaze was steely.

‘Listen to me. You are not a reincarnation. You are you. And if anyone tells you differently, report them to me.’

‘We are not trying to hurt her,’ interrupted her mother. ‘We love Eniiyi as much as you do, Ebun. You are behaving as though you need to protect her from us.’

‘I don’t want any more talk of reincarnation or of Mo.’

‘You can’t force me to stop talking about my daughter. This is not even your house!’ shouted her aunt.

‘Perhaps I should consider moving out, then, and taking my daughter with me!’

‘Ebun, relax. There is no need for all—’

‘If you both refuse to respect my boundaries, then it is no good for me to be here.’

They were quiet. Her mother focused on her hands, her aunt on a wall. Then Eniiyi spoke. ‘I won’t follow you. You can go by yourself.’

‘Eniiyi, don’t talk to your mother like that.’

‘I wish she wasn’t my mother’, and with that, her daughter left the room.
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In the end, Eniiyi emancipated herself.

Ebun was catching up on work in the living room; since her promotion in the finance team, she found herself working even in her downtimes. Her mother was on a date and Aunty Bunmi was at a PTA meeting. Ebun had sent Eniiyi to her room with instructions that she finish her homework, so she was not expecting to see her daughter thirty minutes later with three brochures in her hand.

‘I want to go to boarding school.’

‘Excuse me?’

Eniiyi offered the brochures to Ebun, who reluctantly took them. She recognised the names. They were good schools; a little expensive, but good.

‘What has brought this on? You don’t like your current school?’

‘School is fine. But I … I think this will be good for me.’

‘Boarding school is a big deal.’

‘I know.’

How to say that she didn’t want to let Eniiyi out of her sight. The world could be hard on a young woman and she had heard stories of the things that took place in boarding school.

‘You know it’s not like living at home. You will be expected to do as you’re told, when you’re told; you’ll be responsible for washing your clothes and making your bed …’ Her words drifted off. Eniiyi had raised her eyebrow midway through her speech. Ebun had to admit that the things she was saying were not all that different from what Eniiyi was required to do at home. ‘Okay, well if we do this, you better know you will finish school there. I am not going to change your school every other term because you aren’t feeling it any more.’

‘You won’t have to.’

Was she imagining it, or was there a little attitude in the girl’s response?

‘Boarding school can be tough. They don’t mollycoddle children.’

‘I don’t think I am mollycoddled here.’ The girl had a point. But the house wouldn’t be the same without her. Eniiyi lacked the grumpiness of her twelve-year-old peers. She smiled freely and often and was generous with her time. Her daughter had inherited all the best qualities of the women in the house, and apart from her stubbornness had managed to avoid their flaws.

‘What about Sango? He’ll miss you.’

‘I’ll see him during the holidays.’

If Eniiyi was prepared to leave the dog, then she must be serious.

‘Well. Let me … let me think about it and get back to you.’

‘Promise you’ll think about it properly.’

‘I promise.’

And she did. Initially she planned to say no, but the more she thought about it, the more sense it made. Eniiyi had recognised what Ebun had refused to face – their home wasn’t a healthy environment for her. What better way to blossom than to get far away from the home she shared with her dead aunt?

She broke the news to the grandmas.

‘I hope you told her no,’ said Aunty Bunmi.

‘Actually, I am going to let her do it.’

‘Are you mad? They rape people in boarding schools! And they cook them horrible food!’

‘Aunty, we will be able to check on her. We will go for her visiting days and—’

‘Why are you doing this to me?’

‘I’m not doing it to you, Aunty. I am doing this for her.’

Her mother said little, except ‘I hope you have thought this through.’

When she told Eniiyi, her daughter ran to her and wrapped her arms around her as she jumped up and down. The girl had already reached her height.

‘Thank you! Thank you! Can I start this term?’

‘Well, we’ll have to apply, visit, find the one you like …’

Eniiyi shrugged. ‘I’m sure I’ll like any of them.’

‘Okay, well let’s pick one, and if you get in, I think it’s best you start in September.’

‘Can I go tell the grandmas?’

‘Sure.’ And then her daughter was off, and Ebun was left to nurse her aching heart.




IX

The school Ebun chose had a policy that all the girls were required to cut their hair. She expected resistance from Eniiyi. Eniiyi’s hair, when stretched, reached her mid-back. But her daughter agreed to being shorn of her glory as if it were nothing, as if she had been waiting for the opportunity all along. And it was left to Ebun to do it.

Each day, Eniiyi would come to her. ‘Are we cutting it today?’

And each day, Ebun couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. ‘Not today, maybe tomorrow.’

And the next day, on and on, until 13 September was only a week away. Ebun knew her child; if she didn’t act soon, her daughter would take matters into her own hands and end up looking like a patchwork doll. So one early morning, she opened Eniiyi’s bedroom door and beckoned to her.

‘Oya, let’s do it.’ She didn’t have to say what ‘it’ was. Eniiyi sprang out of bed.

She sat her daughter in the bathroom they shared and smoothed a towel over her shoulders. She ran her hand one more time through Eniiyi’s hair, and then she lifted the hair up, using a crab to hold it in place. Eniiyi’s birthmark was there on the back of her neck, brighter than ever against her otherwise dark skin – the detail Ebun had used time and time again to reassure herself that Eniiyi was her own person; but it was easy to forget its existence, hidden as it was beneath her daughter’s voluminous hair.

She reached for the scissors. Even as she started cutting, her daughter did not flinch. Eniiyi seemed to be shedding the burden of living with her grandmothers and mother, the burden of living the life of another, and the burden of carrying all their hopes and fears.

As her daughter’s tightly coiled locks fell to the ground, so did Ebun’s tears.




Part VIII

Monife (1995–1996)




I

She returned from her run with Sango feeling lighter. The madness that had seized her was abating. She would throw away Mama G’s products, she would bare her heart to Golden Boy and they would make it through the chaos. Fuck the curse. She wasn’t going to let that stop them from being together.

When she saw him standing at her gate, she took it as a sign. Destiny was on her side. They exchanged a chaste kiss and then he followed her inside.

‘How was your trip? Has your uncle been thoroughly guided to the great beyond?’

‘You’re a funny one. The trip was all right. I spent most of the time wishing you were there.’

She resisted the urge to point out that he could have invited her. She poured water into Sango’s bowl and then joined Golden Boy in the east living room, sitting beside him and wrapping her arms around his waist. She was sweaty but guessed he wouldn’t mind.

‘Mo, you stink,’ he grumbled as he tried to pull away. She raised herself and rubbed her cheek against his. ‘Ugh, Mo!’ He succeeded in disentangling himself and went to the bathroom to clean up.

Across the room, Sango was nudging her handbag with his nose. She had forgotten to give him his snack but was too lazy to stand up. When GB re-entered, drying off his face with the bathroom hand towel, she pointed to the bag. ‘Sango expects a treat as a reward for going on a walk,’ she said. ‘Would you mind?’

‘He expects to be rewarded … for walking?’

‘Yup, and if I don’t comply, he might never follow me outside again. It’s in the front pocket of my bag.’

Golden Boy leant forward and scooped up the handle of her bag, spilling half the contents on the floor with his sudden motion. As he picked up lipsticks, a wallet, several pens and pencils, Monife spotted the pad. She had completely forgotten about it. She stood up just as Golden Boy lifted the object from the floor; time slowed. Perhaps he wouldn’t look closely at it, perhaps she could grab it from him, perhaps … but it was too late. He had noticed the text. His name was hard to miss; it was written in capitals, black ink against the white paper pinned to the fabric.

He raised his head and looked at her, his eyes stony.

‘What is this?’

She didn’t answer him. Her brain wasn’t working fast enough. It was obvious that a lie was needed, but what lie?

‘Mo?’

‘It’s nothing.’

‘This isn’t nothing, Mo!’

‘It’s … I was …’ He was waiting. He would be patient. He would wait for her to speak. But this time, she wished he would talk over her. How to explain his name on a pad? ‘I don’t …’

‘You don’t have anything to say?’

‘I may have made a mistake, Kalu, but … I didn’t even go through with it.’

‘For God’s sake, Mo, juju? I thought you were better than that.’

‘I just wanted us—’

‘No. This is about you. About your needs and your insecurities. You’re not thinking about me at all.’ He was looking at her as though he was seeing her for the first time; and he was disgusted with what he was seeing. ‘I would never have thought you would go this low.’

‘Babe, I’m sorry. I was out of line. I … I … just panicked.’

‘I don’t want to hear your excuses. You could have talked to me.’

‘I tried that …’

‘So you don’t get your way and … you decide to use juju?!’ It sounded terrible the way he phrased it. It hadn’t been that way at all. She had to get him to see reason.

‘I barely used it.’

‘Oh! Great! You barely used it!’

‘I was just afraid I would lose you.’

He swore. He never swore. ‘I told you you could trust me.’

‘But you’re still seeing her!’

He rubbed the middle of his forehead with his fingers, as if he were some long-suffering husband.

‘If you can’t trust me, what are we even doing?’

‘Kalu, please …’ She began to walk towards him, reached for him; but he ignored the gesture and took several steps back.

‘Maybe what my mum says is true. Maybe you’re not … not right for me.’




Falodun Family Curse

Afoke, daughter of Kunle, son of Tobi, daughter of Yemisi, daughter of Wemimo, daughter of Feranmi (the one who was cursed), was aggressive about acquiring a husband for herself. She was terrified of the curse. She sensed it in the corridors of the Falodun house, watching them, laughing at them. How could anyone deny its existence? To her, it was a tangible thing.

There were whispers amongst her sisters. They all thought she was unhinged; and her supposed madness reduced the probability that she would find a man and escape from the house. Already her two older sisters had earned the title of spinster, and the twenty-five-year-old was not so far behind them. What else was Afoke to do except throw herself at her younger sister’s boyfriend?

Sayo was playing the long game, but Afoke had no time to lose. She seduced her future husband whilst he waited for his girlfriend to return from the market. And she held him in her with her powerful determined thighs, as he attempted to disengage. When she announced her pregnancy, he was forced to do the honourable thing; no matter that Sayo was weeping and doing an impression of a stuck pig. The girl was only nineteen. She would find someone new.

But no one had warned her that there was life after the wedding. She had spent so much time obsessing over the curse, and now that she had bested it, she did not know what to do with herself. It quickly became clear that her husband found her wanting. She was a lousy cook, a disengaged mother and an unenthusiastic lover. When he gave her money, instead of buying food, she would gamble with it. The gambling crowd welcomed her; she played fast and loose. She took ill-advised risks. She lost money and came back for more.

The day her husband caught her taking cash out of his wallet was the day he sent her packing. And as she carried her baggage out of her marital home, she thought she saw the curse, watching her through the window and waving.




II

Golden Boy wasn’t returning her calls, and it was as though she were floating in a black void. Monife wanted to tell him she was sorry, to explain to him how afraid she had been and to remind him she loved him. It had to matter that she loved him.

Eventually he showed up at her house on a Saturday. She was chewing on a sugar cane below the iroko tree whilst watching Sango dance around a line of ants. She recognised his car horn at the gate and ran down to meet him. He drove in and parked.

‘Hey.’

‘Hey.’

‘I’ve been calling you.’

‘I know. I’m sorry. Can I come in?’

She led him through the house, up to her room. She sat on the bed, but he remained standing. Suddenly she knew he had come to break her heart – it was the way he wasn’t quite meeting her eyes, the fact that the hug he gave her had felt awkward. She hoped she was wrong. She waited.

‘Mo, I … I love you. I really do. You don’t even know how much. But … I don’t think this is working out.’

‘Is this about the pad? I told you it was a mistake. I apologised!’

‘The juju stuff was messed up. But it isn’t only that. It’s just not … I don’t think we ever really had a future.’

She stood up, moving towards him, and stopping a foot from him. If he was tempted to create space between them, he didn’t show it.

‘This was supposed to be a love worth fighting for. Why won’t you fight?’

‘I did fight. And now I want to lay down the sword. I don’t want to be fighting all the time, every single day for the rest of my life.’

‘This is about your mum.’

‘Not just her. My whole family. And you. And your family.’

‘My family doesn’t have an issue with the fact that you’re Igbo.’

‘My mum isn’t tribalist.’

‘Right.’

‘See, it’s this kind of attitude that—’

‘So it’s my fault now?!’

‘It’s nobody’s fault.’

He really believed he had tried, that he was simply a man who was losing patience. Perhaps that was how he saw himself. But to her, it was as though his mum had said, ‘Jump!’ and he had simply responded with ‘How high?’

She palmed away her tears, but new ones kept coming to replace the old.

‘Is it Amara?’

‘This is about you and me, Mo.’ But his words didn’t sound true. ‘I don’t mean to hurt you.’

‘Of course you don’t. Because then you’d be the bad guy. And you can’t ever be the bad guy, can you, Golden Boy?’

‘I didn’t name myself Golden Boy, Mo. You did.’

She sat back down on the bed and stared at her hands. Her hands, blurry through her tears.

‘Maybe we can be friends,’ he said. ‘Someday.’

‘I have plenty friends, thank you.’ And then she walked to her door and flung it open. She needed him to leave before she fell on her knees and begged him to stay. Before she irreparably destroyed her pride and confidence. ‘You know the way out.’




III

Eight months after they broke up, she heard Kalu and Amara were engaged. News travelled fast in Lagos. Mrs K had announced it at church, an attendee had told a cousin, who told her mother, who was left to break the news to Monife.

Mo couldn’t even gather the energy to feel betrayed. She had thought she would be the one to defy the curse, but she was just another Falodun woman left broken-hearted.

On 8 January 1996, she woke up and stared at the ceiling. The sadness threatened to engulf her. It was six a.m. He would be up already. He was getting married in a family church that his parents and grandparents had contributed generously to over the years. Service would begin at nine a.m. Was he excited? Terrified? Was he getting cold feet? Was he thinking of her?

There was a water mark on the ceiling, a small brown patch. She wondered where it had come from. The house was quiet.

It was eight a.m. Surely they would be headed to the church now, he with his groomsmen, Mrs K in a separate car, beaming with pride. She sat up and fingered the cool chain on her ankle. She had thought many times of removing it. But as she spun it around with her finger, she decided to leave it as a reminder of her emotional bondage.

Ten a.m. They would have announced them as man and wife. The door to her room creaked open. Ebun popped her head in.

‘There’s food downstairs.’ When Mo didn’t say anything, Ebun continued, ‘You should eat.’

‘I’m not hungry.’

‘You haven’t eaten anything in three days.’

It was true. Her head was fuzzy, her body lead. But if she ate, her body would come alive and so would the pain. Right now, it had receded to a dull throbbing at the back of her skull.

‘Should I bring something for you?’

‘I’m fine.’

And with that, her cousin was gone.

Twelve p.m. They would be at their reception, dancing with their guests. They were Barbie and Ken. Cinderella and Prince Charming. Whitney Houston and Bobby Brown.

It was the end of a chapter. And Mo was forced to look away.




Part IX

Eniiyi (2024–2025)




I


How to tell if I am a reincarn

How to know if you are a reincarnated

Am I reincarnated?

How to know if I am reincarnated

How to tell if you are a reincarnation



She scanned the results and scrolled down to Quora and Reddit. Some users claimed to have memories that couldn’t have belonged to them – a child recalling how he liked to drive, a woman who remembered being a nurse in World War II, a man unable to shake the sense that he had been stabbed in a previous life. She did her best to suspend her disbelief; she wanted so dearly to reason with those individuals – a child could conflate reality and fiction, as could an adult. The subconscious often played tricks. But she was hardly in a position to doubt their experiences.

She didn’t have any memories of being Monife. Sometimes she had the uncomfortable sense of déjà vu, but didn’t everyone? She exited the sites and read a few related articles – recurring dreams, birthmarks, physical and personality similarities. But what did that really prove?

Sango rested at her feet whilst she swiped the screen of her iPad. ‘What can I do to get it to stop, Sango?’ she asked, and then she remembered that Sango was likely making the same connection her family made. He had, after all, been Mo’s dog.

She sighed; she was being drawn back into the madness. As a child, she had taken it for granted that she was Monife, and then she had left for boarding school and gotten some perspective. But these days, having moved back home, she felt like her sense of self was slipping.

Even if she had the exact same DNA as Monife. Even if she was somehow a clone of the dead woman, wouldn’t epigenetics come into play? But then there was no avoiding the fact that she was living in the same environment as her aunt, surrounded by the same three women …

She came across a comment on a blog about epigenetics and generational trauma, which wasn’t on her bingo card for the day but which sent her down a rabbit hole. What if the trauma of losing the love, stability and social standing that came with marriage had left epigenetic markers on generation after generation of the Falodun women? What if the neurons in their brains were triggering her mother, grandmother and grand-aunt to select the wrong partner, and that was the ‘curse’?

Her phone vibrated. Zubby had tagged her in an Instagram post. It was a picture of her threading her hair. You could only see her profile and he hadn’t written a caption, but it made her smile. She opened her WhatsApp chat and messaged him:


Are you soft launching me Z?

Depends.

On?

If I get brownie points for soft launching you.

You get all the brownie points.

Then I was soft launching you.

LOL.

What are you doing?



She looked at her searches.


Nothing.

Come over.






II

His apartment was on the fifth floor in the 1004 apartments in the heart of Victoria Island. Just one of many, impossible to distinguish from the outside, hard to find without specific instructions. But on the inside, Zubby had made it his own. His walls were covered with anime and Marvel art, and in the room he used as a study, he had thick, well-thumbed books on coding and programming and shelves and shelves of comics. She loved how quirky his apartment was. He had the typical big-screen TV, but there was a lot of warmth to the space – a large brown sofa, green curtains and a blue throw blanket.

They sat in the living room. She listened to him talking to his sister on the phone as she searched for the elusive genetic counsellor job. Any that seemed to match were in the US or Europe. Time was passing quickly; it had already been eight months since she got her master’s, and she was no closer to the career she’d been dreaming of. Zubby ended his call and resumed sketching. Now and again he would look at her, so she suspected that she was playing the role of muse. She didn’t mind that at all.

She looked at some of the international postings again. There was one – a graduate role at a UK-based NGO dedicated to genetic health and access to genetic counselling. It was perfect. She hadn’t even considered going abroad to work. For starters, she didn’t have a work visa, but the NGO was offering to sponsor the right candidate. Grandma West had always spoken so poorly of the UK; her memories there were of the cold – cold food, cold weather, cold people. Besides, Zubby was here, in Lagos. But it wouldn’t hurt to apply. She filled out the application and pressed send.

She paused when she saw him stretching from the corner of her eye.

‘Can I see?’

He handed her his iPad, and there she was; well, a semi-realistic version of herself – he had exaggerated her hair, made it so large it took up most of the page; her eyes were bigger too, and more angled; her lips were puckered because she was engrossed on her laptop. It was still mostly sketch, but he had started to ink the outlines.

‘It’s really good.’

‘Then why do you look so sad?’

‘It’s hard to look at myself these days without thinking of her.’

‘Hmm.’ And then, ‘You know what, I have an idea.’ He stood up abruptly and grabbed his jacket. ‘C’mon.’

‘Wait. What?’

‘I want to take you somewhere.’

‘Where?’

‘It’s a surprise!’

He took her to a tattoo parlour. She hadn’t even known that they existed in Lagos. He was out of the car before she got a chance to ask him what on earth was going on. She followed suit. Inside, he began to explain himself.

‘You told me about … you know … your aunt. And all the commonalities you shared. But you didn’t say anything about a tattoo.’

‘Why would I? I don’t think she had one. I don’t think anyone in my family has ever had a tattoo.’

‘Exactly. So if you get one, it’ll be another thing to set you apart from her. Right?’

Eniiyi wasn’t sure she was completely behind the logic, but she was moved by the thought. She wouldn’t have said she was a tattoo girl, but she got excited looking through the catalogues. Zubby insisted on getting one in solidarity. He picked a Latin quote – ‘Alea iacta est’. But she flipped past the quotes, past the zodiac signs, past the images of celebrities until she finally slowed at the birds of prey. She settled on the black kite. She liked the intelligence in its eyes – she would have the artist focus on the eyes, and the hooked beak.

It was expensive – a hundred thousand naira, which Zubby said he was happy to pay. The tattooist talked them through the procedure, and then sat them down in adjacent chairs. Eniiyi chose to have hers done on the side of her body, just below her breast, and Zubby said he would have his behind his ear. She gritted her teeth through the pain. Zubby’s was finished before hers. But she was happy with it when it was done, even though her skin felt raw and sensitive. The bird was two inches long and about three inches wide, and the artist had inked it mid-flight.

She listened to the instructions about bathing, and caring for the tattoo whilst her skin healed, and then they were out in the sunshine once again. She hadn’t realised how gloomy the parlour was.

‘How do you feel?’ Zubby asked, blinking into the sunlight.

‘Weird. Terrified.’

‘Do you regret doing it?’ he asked, taking her hand.

‘It doesn’t matter,’ she replied, feeling the warmth of his fingers clasping hers. ‘I did it for myself.’

She gave herself to him – unreservedly and generously. And he responded to her with the enthusiasm she had anticipated but with a gentleness that brought her close to tears. It should have felt strange to her, to have a person become so intimate with the parts of her that she had never paid mind to; but it was Zubby and it could not have been more right. Her body dissolved into his. And then they began again.




III

‘I am dating someone. I have a boyfriend.’ The announcement was made to the backs of the three women. Ebun was pounding yam, seated on a stool with a massive mortar and pestle. She had her skirt bunched up round her waist and was going at it as though her life depended on it. Grandma East was standing at the counter chopping okro. Grandma West was seated on a chair carried in from the dining room and had been given a task – plucking the spinach leaves from the stem.

The three women turned to face her. Her grandmother was beaming, her grand-aunt looked faintly confused. Her mother simply raised an eyebrow.

‘Mmm. Really. And does this someone have a name?’ asked Ebun.

‘Don’t we all?’

‘Funny.’

‘Zubby. His name is Zubby.’

‘Ah. An Igbo boy?’

‘Yes. Do you have a problem with that?’

Her mother raised her hands. ‘I was just noting it as a matter of fact.’

Eniiyi backed down. She was too ready to fight. She should give her mother the benefit of the doubt.

‘Where did you meet him?’

‘I … It was at a beach.’

‘What beach?’

‘Just … a beach. In Lekki.’

Her mother narrowed her eyes but chose to move on.

‘Is he your age?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well. When are we going to meet him?’ her grandmother said.

‘It is still early days, Grandma.’

‘You want to wait for it to be late days before you introduce him?’

‘No, but—’

‘Bring him round for dinner on Sunday,’ said her mother. Eniiyi felt as though things were running away from her. She had wanted them to know. She would have told the whole world if she could. But she wasn’t sure if she was entirely ready to bring him into her world. What would he think of the Falodun women?

‘Sunday?!’

‘Are you worried we will embarrass you?’

‘A little bit, Mum, yes.’

Her mother rolled her eyes in response.

‘Just bring him. I’ll make fried rice.’




IV

‘Are you nervous?’ Eniiyi asked Zubby as they walked together hand in hand in Freedom Park. They still had time before the play was due to start, so he offered to buy her shawarma and they sat at a plastic table in front of the kiosk.

‘No … Should I be?’

‘Just follow the rules and you’ll be fine.’

‘Rules?’

‘Nod to whatever Grandma West says. She’s got dementia and it’s easier for everyone just to agree with her. And never look her in the eye – she dabbles in the dark arts.’

‘Sure,’ he said, laughing.

‘Okay o. Don’t say I didn’t warn you. As for Grandma East, she will probably flirt with you and then fall asleep halfway through the meal. So you shouldn’t have to worry about her.’

‘Am I allowed to flirt back?’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Feel free. But know Grandma East takes no prisoners.’

‘Ah. Well, I suppose after this, you’ll have to come to meet my parents.’

‘There’s no rush.’

‘Isn’t there?’

She didn’t know how to respond to that, and he was looking at her so intently.

‘And your mum? Anything I should know?’

‘Mum is … She can be a tough cookie. But don’t stress it. If you are polite, she won’t have much to say.’

‘Right.’

She stuffed the rest of the shawarma into her mouth, and then ruffled in her bag, bringing out a navy-blue box and sliding it over to him.

‘What’s this?’ Zubby asked.

‘A gift.’

‘And the occasion?’

‘Huh.’ She raised her finger to her lips and paused for a beat. ‘Let’s call it “gift Tuesday”.’

He smiled and opened the box. She watched as his eyes lit up. He removed his glasses and then slipped on the ones she had bought for him.

‘Whoa! How did you get my prescription?’

‘A woman doesn’t reveal her secrets.’ And she laughed as the lenses morphed from light to dark.

That Sunday, Zubby arrived early. He was wearing a cream button-down shirt and army-green trousers. He had added cufflinks and his new glasses.

‘Looking good, Z,’ Eniiyi told him as she led him to the east living room and settled next to him on the couch. ‘Relax,’ she whispered, putting her hand on his thigh to still his jiggling leg and squeezing.

Her mother walked into the living room carrying a tray of tea and biscuits. She was talking as she walked, something about wanting Eniiyi and Zubby to herself for an hour before the grandmas appeared. Zubby stood to help, and her mother looked up, a wide smile on her face, but then the smile was gone and the tray was falling to the floor. Eniiyi watched the tea hit the cream carpet. She looked up at her mother, whose hand was now covering her mouth. She was shaking.

‘Mum? Mum, are you okay?’ She closed the gap between them and laid a hand on her mother’s arm. ‘Mum?’ But her mother had not taken her eyes off Zubby. He was on his knees, gathering together the biscuits, trying to mop up the tea with his handkerchief.

‘What’s your name?’ The voice was different from the mum she knew. This was deeper, strained.

Zubby looked up; he was clearly confused.

‘Mum, I told you. This is—’

‘I’m not talking to you. Has the cat got your tongue, young man?’

‘I’m … I’m Zubby.’

‘Your full government name, please.’

He gave it to her. Ebun took a step backwards, and Eniiyi thought she heard a sob. Just a single sound of despair. ‘I suggest you go home, Zubby. I need to talk to my daughter.’

‘Mum, he just got here.’

‘He has a driver, abi?’

‘Well, yes.’

‘So it’ll not cost him anything.’ She took the tray from him and left the room.

Eniiyi felt herself trembling. She was furious. The three of them went on and on about her meeting someone, and the moment she did, they behaved like patients at a mental ward. She couldn’t stand them. Any of them. It was a miracle that she had turned out normal. She needed to be—

‘Eniiyi. Hey, Eniiyi.’ Zubby took her hand and squeezed it hard. ‘It’s okay. I’ll go home. Just call me when you find out what I did.’ He gave her a peck on her cheek and then he was gone.
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She found her mother in her room, folding clothes and laying them on the bed. She did not pause or turn around as Eniiyi entered, even though the door creaked announcing her presence. Eniiyi tried to figure out what to say without losing her temper, but her mother beat her to it.

‘Sit down.’ The words were barked at her. Eniiyi bristled and was about to say no when her mother surprised her. ‘Please,’ she said.

There was a stool at Ebun’s dressing table, so she sat on that. She waited until her mother eventually stopped folding clothes and turned to face her.

‘I want you to stop seeing that boy.’

Eniiyi had expected something absurd, but still her breath caught in her throat.

‘What?! Why?!’

‘He isn’t the right one for you.’

‘Mum …’

‘I know this is a shock for you. Trust me, I know. But you’d be better off with someone … different.’

‘I am not following. What is it about Z that you have a problem with?’

‘It isn’t personal …’

‘No. There’s something you aren’t telling me. You freaked out when you saw him.’

‘That’s a gross exaggeration. I … I was just tired.’

‘Ẹ̀ pẹ̀lẹ́,’ Eniiyi said drily. There was something else at play here. She should have followed her instincts and kept Zubby away from her family for as long as humanly possible.

‘There are other guys out there, Eniiyi.’

‘I like the one I’ve got.’

‘You’ve barely … I don’t even think you have dated before. It’s too soon for you to zero in on anyone …’

‘That’s too bad, because I have zeroed in.’

They stared at one another. Her mother hissed, ‘I thought I taught you better than to surrender yourself to any man. Despite what you may think, he is not perfect.’

Eniiyi stood up. ‘Mum, if you are not going to say what is really bothering you, then I don’t know what you want me to do. But I am not breaking up with Zubby because you think I should play the field.’

‘You’d … you’d be better off with a Yoruba guy, Eniiyi. You don’t know anything about the Igbo culture; you don’t understand the language …’

Eniiyi shook her head. ‘No. That can’t be it. You knew he was Igbo as soon as I told you his name. That’s not what surprised you just now.’

‘I … I know a bit about his family, and it is best you steer clear of them.’

‘What about his family?’

‘They are not good people.’

‘Because …?’

‘I need you to trust me, Eniiyi. I am your mother.’ Ebun reached out to her with her hand, but Eniiyi stepped away from her. She felt hot and irritable. Her mother was doing what she always did, hiding things, never being forthright, and Eniiyi wanted to shake her till all her little secrets fell loose.

‘I want you to promise me you’ll stop seeing him.’

‘No.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘No. He is mine and I am his.’

Her mother drew in a sharp breath. ‘That sounds like something …’

‘Like something what?’ Her mother didn’t respond. She looked away, and Eniiyi knew exactly what she had left unsaid. ‘Like something Aunt Monife would say?’

Still no response. Eniiyi walked out.




VI

They were lying on his bed together, the low sun slanting through the window. She propped herself up on her elbow.

‘Do you know how much I love you?’

‘How much?’

‘So much that if I had my way, I’d peel off your skin and wear it, just to be close to you.’

‘Damn!’

‘How much do you love me?’

‘A normal healthy amount, I imagine.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Boring.’

He laughed. The warmth radiated throughout her body. Why did she always feel the urge to sleep around him? Her body was equating love with safety, making her drowsy, warm, drowning in oxytocin, so that she constantly felt the need to snuggle into him and close her eyes.

‘You make me sleepy.’

‘Wow. The insults are just pouring out today.’

‘No. It’s a good thing. It’s a sign of my love.’

‘So I put you into a coma, and you want to skin me alive … I’m getting butterflies.’

She shrugged and he pulled her closer. As close as he could get her without them merging into one body and one soul. It was hard to care about anything else when they were like this – gone was her mother’s disapproval, her grandmother’s dementia, her worries about money and career, and her concerns about her future. It had only been ten months, but she felt as though they had been like this for ever; in this lifetime and all the lifetimes that had come before. She buried herself into him, inhaling the scent of his aftershave.

She couldn’t have said how much time had gone by. It was too short and would always be too short.

‘Are we going to talk about it?’

She groaned and turned away from him.

‘What does your mum have against me?’

‘Nothing. I don’t know.’

‘Is it because I am Igbo?’

She sat up, and he followed suit. ‘My mum isn’t tribalist,’ she said.

‘All Nigerians are tribalist.’

‘Are your parents? Will they have a problem with me?’

‘This isn’t about them.’

‘Isn’t it? I hear Igbo people are particular, down to the village a person comes from.’

‘But at the end of the day, at least the Igbo man treats his wife well.’

‘Excuse you? Aren’t you always saying how your father and mother are at odds, all the freaking time?’

They stared at one another. She was breathing hard and he looked pained. In the end, they were not as immune to the tribal prejudices as they had thought. Zubby sighed. He was irritated. He sighed a lot when he was irritated.

‘What are we even arguing about? Why are you being so defensive?’

‘I’m sorry. I … I shouldn’t have … I’m sorry, Z.’

‘Look, Eni, we have to face this. How will we be together otherwise?’

‘Let’s run away to Canada. We can bunk with Ada.’

He laughed. ‘Umm, no. My sister has the living habits of a wild animal. No one can survive in her environment. We can go to the UK. You accept the graduate role, and I live with you as a kept man.’

She wanted to smile, but reminding her of the job twisted her up inside. Against all expectations, and just as she’d given up hope, the NGO had sent her an offer. But how could she go? Her boyfriend’s life was here; and relocating like that was expensive. Where would she stay?

He pulled her into a hug. ‘Let’s take it a step at a time. How about you meet my folks. Lay your worries to rest. And then we can decide how to win your mum over.’

‘Okay,’ she said quietly.

He kissed her, then released her. She felt a chill. ‘We should get going,’ he said.

‘Or … we can stay.’

‘Come on, lazy bones. Should I carry you?’

She got up. The last time he had tried to carry her, they were both on the floor within seconds. He had found it hilarious. She, on the other hand, could still feel a twinge of pain in her back and the slight shame of being too big to be handled like a ballerina.

He kissed her forehead, her eyelids, her nose and her lips. The goodbye was long and gentle. It made her feel a little teary, though there was nothing at all to cry about; except the slight feeling that this was fleeting, and things could change at any moment.

‘You okay?’

‘I am.’

He kissed the lone tear that trickled down her cheek.

‘You sure?’

‘Yup.’ She poked him. ‘What will you give me before you go?’

‘What will I give you? As in?’

‘I want something of yours, to hold on to.’

He raised an eyebrow, but if he thought she was being weird, he said nothing of it. He removed his leather bracelet and handed it over. She fastened it around her wrist.




Part X

Monife (1999–2000)




I

Mama G perceived it – there was a woman with child in the house. It was a Saturday, warm and dry, with the scent of burning trash wafting over from their neighbours’ compound. Mama G had showed up with a bag full of herbs and potions, but her noisy arrival was largely ignored, and she and Bunmi retired to the west wing to begin their shenanigans.

Mo had quickly forgotten about the mamalawo’s presence in their home. She took Sango for a walk and then sat in front of the computer, staring at the blank page meant to become her résumé. She would have to find a job. She was assisting at her mother’s school, but that couldn’t be her final bus stop. Still, she had no idea what she wanted to do; she could no longer even rustle up the desire to take a photograph. It was a welcome distraction when she heard her mother shouting.

‘I want everyone in the east living room. Now!’

They gathered. When Mo walked into the room, Aunty Kemi was already seated on the armchair, the gentle sweetness of her lavender perfume combating the stringent fumes coming from the wanton outdoor pollution. She had removed her wig and placed it tenderly on her lap, and she followed her pacing sister with curious eyes.

Ebun was not far behind her cousin. She looked tired. But then these days she always looked tired. Time had moved forward for her. She was a university graduate with an entry-level role in an accounting firm, in her forever outfit of pencil skirt and blouse. But it was the weekend, and her slim frame was swimming inside a pink and green bubu.

Mama G had her arms crossed over her gigantean breasts, and she was standing in the doorway, assuming the role of guard. No one would be able to enter or leave without Bunmi’s say-so. Mo popped a TomTom in her mouth. She had no idea what was rustling her mother’s feathers, but she assumed it was some ridiculousness. Perhaps Bunmi had finally had a spiritual encounter of some kind; but her mother’s look was black and she kept glaring at the three women before her. She waited a few more minutes for Tolu to arrive and then concluded his presence wasn’t needed anyway.

‘Which one of you is pregnant?’

Mo burst out laughing. ‘Huh?’

‘You heard me.’

Mo turned to look at Mama G, who met her eyes squarely. So the mamalawo was at the heart of their current drama. Mo sucked the hard sweet, tasting the menthol and the sugariness, before raising both her hands and saying, ‘You have not seen me with any man in three years.’

Her mother narrowed her eyes, examined her for a beat then pivoted to Kemi.

‘You ńkọ́?’

It was Aunty Kemi’s turn to laugh. ‘Bunmi, abeg. I am in my fifties. But even if I wanted to have a fifth child, how is that your business? Abi, wetin be all this?’

‘Somebody in this house is pregnant.’

‘Maybe it is Mama G,’ offered Mo.

‘It is not Mama G.’

‘I am not pregnant o,’ insisted Mama G from her post.

‘How do we know?’ Mo continued. ‘We should have her take a test.’ This was what her life had come to – looking for little ways to rile her mother. She had no man, no job and no hobby. This was her guilty pleasure. She twisted to her right in order to wink at her cousin, but Ebun was staring at the floor. She looked tense. Mo’s smile began to slip.

‘Monife, Mama G does not belong to this household,’ was her mother’s reply. Mo did not bother to respond. She could not take her eyes off her cousin, who had started to feel her intense gaze and was slowly lifting her head. Bunmi noticed the movement and turned her attention to her niece.

‘Is it you?’

Ebun did not answer for a beat. She was no doubt weighing the pros and cons of lying. But she paused for a moment too long, and Aunty Kemi sucked in her breath.

‘Ebun?’ she asked.

‘She is the one,’ announced Mama G. Mo squashed the urge to throw a pillow at the woman’s grinning face.

‘I’m …’ began Ebun, but then she gave up. She looked ahead, not meeting anyone’s eye. Kemi stood up and walked into her daughter’s line of sight.

‘How can this be?’ she cried. ‘You have not even brought any man to this house!’ Mo appreciated her aunt’s confusion. She hadn’t even known her cousin was having sex. Ebun always gave off such a puritanical air. Her baby cousin was pregnant, and she was leaving Mo behind.

‘Who is the father?’ asked Bunmi.

‘I don’t want to talk about this.’

‘Are you okay at all, what do you mean you don’t want to talk? You will give us a name.’

‘He isn’t a part of this,’ Ebun responded quietly.

Kemi was scratching her scalp vigorously and dancing on her feet. ‘This girl wants to kill me.

‘When did you find out?’ asked Mo. Because she had thought they were close. Once upon a time, they had been close. But Ebun had chosen to carry this weight on her own.

Ebun shrugged. ‘Maybe three weeks ago …’

‘Three weeks!’ was Kemi’s cry. And Mo recalled Ebun’s sudden aversion to perfume, and how easily fatigued she had become. ‘Three weeks! Is this not something you should mention?! So … so if Mama G had not said anything, you would have announced the baby at the … at the naming ceremony?!’

‘I am trying to decide what to do!’

‘This is not the sort of thing you deal with on your own,’ said Bunmi in a rare show of calmness. ‘We are your family.’

But Ebun was unmoved. It was as though she had long concluded that the women before her were in no position to help her.

What followed was a series of arguments – some long and loud, others short, urgent and pleading. There were threats made, tantrums thrown; but in the face of it all, Ebun was a wall – impenetrable and unmoving. What was her plan here? She made no mention of the pregnancy, wouldn’t go to see a doctor, wouldn’t take the vitamins her mother bought by the bucketload. She continued her routine as normal – she went to work, came home, had dinner with them, before retiring for the night. In this way, the weeks passed and they learnt nothing new.

The sound of her cousin throwing up her guts interrupted the flow of music in Mo’s room. Mo considered ignoring it; Ebun certainly wouldn’t thank her for showing up to offer support. But the vomiting was loud and dramatic, and Mo was the only one at home. She turned off Brandy’s crooning voice and headed to Ebun’s room, which had previously belonged to Great-Aunty Toke, who had had a collection of cat-shaped belongings that she had not been able to take with her to her temporary marital home, or her grave. Ebun had long since disposed of said items and her room was stark by comparison; but she was not there. So Mo headed to the bathroom that her cousin and aunt shared and found Ebun sitting by the toilet bowl. Ebun was twenty now, but there was something in the way she was curled up that reminded Mo of Ebun at eleven. How pitiful that little girl had been.

Mo had so many questions – who was the man that had been able to crack Ebun’s shield? Was it love Ebun had felt? Or unrestrained lust? How had it ended? Had the curse forced its grimy tendrils into an otherwise harmonic relationship? But she knew better than to voice her thoughts. If you asked Ebun a single question about the life blooming inside of her, her face became as stone and she would withdraw at the first opportunity.

Ebun noticed Mo and raised her upper body. She was poised again, and whatever openness there may have been moments before was gone. Her eyes were now shuttered. It hurt Mo that her mere presence put her cousin on the defensive.

She offered the bottle of water she was holding. Ebun hesitated for just a moment before taking it. Mo entered the room and pulled the door closed, shutting Sango out in the process. She stepped over her cousin’s crossed legs and sat on the edge of the bath. She watched as Ebun rinsed her mouth. She could not help but examine her cousin for signs of any changes. The bubu had become Ebun’s outfit of choice, so it was hard to tell what might be going on under the roomy gown. Then Ebun looked at her. Her eyes, framed by long lashes, were a bottomless shimmering pool; reflecting all, revealing nothing. Before her cousin could speak, Mo broke the silence.

‘I come in peace.’

‘Do you?’

‘Cross my heart and hope to die.’ That drew a small smile from Ebun’s lips. ‘We don’t have to talk about anything you don’t want to talk about.’

They sat together in silence for a while, and then Ebun said, ‘This is random, but I feel as though chin chin would lift my whole mood right now.’




II

Mo pulled her thick hair into a bushy ponytail and then tied a bandana around her forehead. She slipped on leggings and a baggy tee and put her money into a small satchel. Then she left the house to buy the chin chin and other things they might need.

She bumped into a colleague of her mother’s at the supermarket entrance, and then into an old classmate near the fresh vegetables. She kept the conversations polite and brief. They asked the usual – where was she working now? (Nowhere.) Who was she seeing? (No one.) Did she want to be hooked up with such-and-such person, from so-and-so place? (No.)

She was holding a basket of items – toilet roll, onions, chin chin, insecticide and antibacterial spray. When she looked up from selecting a deodorant, there was Golden Boy, staring right at her with his golden-coloured eyes. He could have walked straight out of a Hugo Boss ad, in his pink shirt and cream trousers, sunglasses balanced atop his head. She fingered the bandana. It wasn’t the look she would have chosen for seeing him again. All the times she had imagined this scenario, and she had imagined it several times over the past three years, she had been wearing something fitted, in a bold colour. Her hair was blowing in the wind, her skin was glowing. She certainly hadn’t been sporting an angry pimple in the middle of her forehead, or wearing a faded T-shirt.

She took a breath and tried to steady her nerves. As he walked towards her, she noted that amongst the contents of his basket was a pack of sanitary pads, a container of oatmeal and a carton of juice. The ring on his finger was gold, shiny and larger than she’d predicted. It didn’t suit him.

‘Mo.’ Her name was honey on his lips. He gave her a gentle smile and then a wave, even though they were now only five feet apart.

‘Hey.’

‘Long time.’

‘Yup.’

‘Fancy seeing you here.’

‘Not so fancy. It’s a supermarket.’

He laughed, but she didn’t join him, and soon his laughter trailed off.

‘You look nice,’ he said quietly. ‘How have you been?’

‘Fantastic. Wonderful. Superb.’

‘Right.’

‘Have I overstated things?’

He smiled again, the corner of his lip twitching. ‘Maybe a little.’

‘And you? How have you been? How’s married life treating you?’ Did she spot a flicker of uncertainty? He had definitely frowned, but then he corrected his expression. She wondered what that meant, even as she reminded herself that it was none of her business.

‘I’m good. Also superb.’

They stood there awkwardly. She readied herself to say bye, but she was finding it hard to move.

‘I should probably go.’

‘Yea … probably,’ he replied.

‘Okay.’ She gave him a tight smile, then forced herself to turn away from him, heading to the till. But when she glanced behind her, he was following her. She stopped and turned back to him. ‘Are you lost?’

‘A little, I think.’

‘What are you looking for? Maybe I can point you in the right direction.’

He smiled, and she heard it, even though he didn’t say it: You. I’m looking for you. They let the unspoken words settle between them, and then he mumbled something about plantain chips. They walked to the snack aisle together.

‘So what are you up to these days?’

‘This and that …’

‘You’ve got to give me a little more than that, Mo.’

‘Do I?’ She pointed to the plantain chips. ‘I’ll leave you to it.’

‘Which ones? I always pick the blandest chips, so I’d appreciate the help.’

She didn’t have to play these games. She had a dog to feed, a book to read, and she definitely needed to start that job hunt. Dog food was not cheap. But what harm was there in a discussion about plantain chips with her ex, who she was beginning to notice smelt of sandalwood and spicy musk. A touch of vanilla and it would have been perfect. She should have been on her way, but she showed him a pack of chips she was familiar with.

‘This brand has many flavours,’ she told him. ‘My fave is the pepper one. Then there is this one, which is … it’s not exactly sweet, but it is tasty. Personally, I prefer the brown ones. The yellow ones are not for me.’

‘See, I knew you’d know what was up; you always were a professional foodie.’ She had no intention of acknowledging the subtle reminder of how well he had known her. On another note, his scent was truly intoxicating.

‘I’m going to go,’ she said. ‘It was good to see you.’ She didn’t give him a chance to respond. She headed quickly to the till, speedily and efficiently placing her items on the conveyor belt. She didn’t notice him come up behind her, until he was right by her ear.

‘Let me pay. Please.’

She startled, and he reached out to steady her with a firm hand.

‘What the hell?! You’ve cost me one of my nine lives.’

‘I’m so sorry. But please, allow me to pay; it’s the least I can do.’

‘You think paying a thousand naira will cancel my years of therapy?’

‘You had therapy?’

‘No.’

‘Oh. Okay. Look, I … I just want to pay, for a friend.’

‘We are not friends.’

‘Ma?’ asked the cashier. Monife realised they were holding up the line. She sighed and motioned to the cashier to ring up his items as well. Ten minutes later, they were standing together under the hot sun. This should have been the end of it.

‘Did you drive?’ he asked. Suddenly she knew what would happen next: he would offer to drop her home, because he was just that kind of guy, and she would accept his offer, because she never really had a choice in the matter. This was all predestined. None of it was in her control.

‘Don’t you live in Ikoyi? My home is kinda out of your way.’

‘And yet I still offered,’ was his reply. She smiled and followed him to his car, a sleek BMW with brown leather seats. She inhaled the rich scent as she climbed in.

‘Feeling the car?’

‘Oh, this? Eeeeesh! I hope you didn’t pay full price for it …’

He laughed and reversed out into the street. She could hear the engine purr. They drove in silence for a while, so she closed her eyes and leant back. It felt as if they were in a vacuum. They were going nowhere and had nothing pressing to do. Three years apart was merely a blip. They were together and would continue to be for all of eternity.

But then he turned off the engine and she opened her eyes. They were outside the gates of her home. She was slightly offended that he had driven her straight here. He didn’t say anything, so she started gathering her things. She felt foolish. She had let her thoughts run away with her, when he was simply being polite.

‘Mo …’

‘Yes?’

‘I … I mean … I …’

‘It’s all right. You don’t have to say anything.’ This was all incredibly sad. She jumped out of the car. ‘See you later, alligator.’

‘Wait.’

‘What?’

‘You’re not going to ask?’

‘Ask what?’

‘What I’ll give you before I go.’

She blinked slowly, then held out her hand. He leant over, popped open the glovebox and rustled around in a bag. In the centre of her palm he placed a Haribo heart. And as she gazed at it, he started the car and drove away.




III

After a few days, it was as though she had imagined the whole thing. She didn’t bother telling the women of the house that she had bumped into Golden Boy. They would have tainted the experience with their judgement and their abrupt conclusions. Thankfully, they were distracted by Ebun’s pregnancy. This way, she could keep the memory pure, replay what he said, his nervous smile and his gaze. She didn’t expect to see him again, so there was no harm in it.

But two weeks later, as she was taking the rubbish outside of the compound, she spotted him beside his car, pacing. She tossed the bag in the bin and then walked over to him.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘I’m … I just wanted to talk. I … You see, the thing is …’

‘Spit it out, GB.’ She cared too much about what he was going to say next, otherwise why could she hear her heartbeat inside her head?

‘I’ve missed you. You were my girlfriend, Mo, but I didn’t realise at the time that you were my best friend too. I … I’ve missed just talking to you.’ She melted. Whatever fences she had built up over the years were hastily falling around her.

She should have asked him about his wife. She should have asked him if his wife knew where he was right now; but she simply let him in. Her mother and aunt were out at work, Ebun was on some mystery outing and only God knew where Tolu had scampered off to.

She let Kalu lead the way to the east living room, then she went to wash her hands. She eyed herself in the mirror, adjusted her hair, and when she returned, she stood across the room. They stared at each other.

‘How … how have you been?’ he finally said.

‘I’ve been good.’ She placed her hand on her hip, hoping it gave her an air of impatience, but also hoping it kept her from falling into his arms.

‘Good. Good.’

‘Thanks for the other day, by the way. The groceries.’

‘Please. Don’t mention it.’

More silence, then they both spoke at once:

‘How’s your mum?’

‘Do you want some water?’

He laughed. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘You go.’

Why was he here? She could pretend all she wanted, but she could see his wedding ring winking in the sunlight, and it could not have been more solid. ‘Okay. How is married life treating you?’

‘Is that a sincere question?’

‘Take it how you want to.’

He sighed. ‘I know this is a weird thing to say to you, but marriage is … complicated.’

‘Is that why you’re here? You’re going through some kind of rough patch?’

‘Amara and I don’t have rough patches, we—’

‘I’m not your therapist, Kalu.’

‘So, I’m Kalu now?’

‘Last I checked, that’s what your parents named you.’

‘Call me Golden Boy. Please.’

She shook her head as if to clear it. ‘What do you think this is?’

‘I don’t think anything. I came to talk.’

‘About what? What could we possibly have to say to each other now? You messed it up. You messed us up.’

‘I know. I—’

‘Don’t say you’re sorry. If you say you’re sorry, I’ll scream.’

He bit his lip. ‘Maybe I should go.’

‘Maybe you should.’

They headed for the front door. But in the narrow hallway, their bodies were close and he really did smell so good. The scent was unfamiliar but no less intoxicating. She wondered if his wife had picked the cologne for him. He had a wife. But Mo’s body was humming. She took a step closer to him, then his arms were around her. She just wanted to … to see if he tasted the same. She was trembling. What would she do if he drew back? She put her lips to his neck and gently, quickly licked. It was possible that he hadn’t even felt it. He stood perfectly still. She did it again, applying more pressure with her lips, lingering for longer. He took a step back then, and she felt her heart drop. But his hand quickly gripped her chin, lifting her head. There were tears in his eyes. He muttered her name and kissed her hard. There was an urgency to him that she had never experienced before.

They didn’t even make it up the stairs. At some point he lifted her dress and pulled her knickers down. It was all a blur. She couldn’t have stopped even if she wanted to. He was hers. He had always been hers.

Afterwards, they sat motionless on the staircase. She was afraid that if she moved, went to the bathroom, adjusted her dress, he would disappear. They had finally consummated their love, and it felt glorious, tragic, bizarre.

‘I …’ he began; and she suddenly knew that whatever he was about to say would break her. She had to stop him from speaking.

‘It’s okay. Just go.’

He got up fast, scrambling about, zipping this, buttoning that, in a hurry to run back home. But how would he behave once he got there? He had never been a great liar. But then again, he had also never cheated.

And then Ebun walked in. She stopped in her tracks and made a small sound. GB froze, midway through buttoning his shirt, as if he was playing statues. Mo realised it was left to her to breeze through this awkwardness. She opened her mouth to speak – she would say, ‘Well, this is awkward,’ or ‘Three people walk into a room …’ or—

‘Ebun, hi,’ said Golden Boy.

‘Kalu. You look well.’

‘Thanks. You too.’

‘How is Amara?’

‘She is … well.’

‘And your daughter?’

It was Mo’s turn to look stunned. He had a child?! He was staring at his feet as he answered that his daughter was also well. Had he mentioned that he had a child? No. But she hadn’t asked. She hadn’t wanted to know anything. He had really moved on without her. He had a child and Mo was merely a footnote in his life. It didn’t surprise her that Ebun knew, nor that she hadn’t mentioned it. After all, Golden Boy had become one of the many things that were not spoken about by the women of the house. Still, she felt an intense wave of loathing towards her cousin in this moment. Ebun was both judging her and crushing her in one fell swoop.

If Golden Boy had been frozen before, he now seemed to be trembling beside her. He turned to her, he wanted to say something; another thing she didn’t want to hear.

‘Go,’ she hissed.

‘Right. Yes.’

And he was gone, rushing past Ebun, out into the bright afternoon.




IV

‘Did you sleep with him?’

‘No.’

Ebun paused for a beat. In that time, Mo held her breath, hoping that none of her tells would betray her. Ebun was studying her carefully. Her eyes were narrowed, her lips bent into a frown. She wiggled her nose.

‘What do you think you are doing? He is married.’

‘He shouldn’t be,’ Mo answered as she patted down her dress.

‘But he is.’

‘I don’t need you to judge me, Ebun.’

‘Somebody has to. You are clearly unable to control yourself.’

‘Says the pregnant woman.’

She picked up her knickers and stood up, trying to maintain her dignity as she did so. She pushed past Ebun and went to the kitchen. Her cousin followed her.

‘He isn’t worth all this.’

But he was. If anyone was worth it, Golden Boy was.

‘Look. It was just. I don’t know. We both needed it. And now it is done. And he will be racked with guilt and I won’t hear from him again.’

‘He has a wife, Mo. And a child.’

‘I heard you the first time.’

‘All those Mills & Boon novels have fried your brain.’

Monife poured herself a glass of water. She kept her back turned to Ebun; she didn’t want her to see her hand shaking. This day was long overdue. She was never going to be able to live up to her cousin’s expectations. She had never really been the person Ebun looked up to. She was just a babe trying to survive.

‘Well?’ Ebun continued.

‘Well what? What do you want me to say?’

‘I want you to tell me you are done with him.’

‘I am done with him.’

‘I don’t believe you.’

‘That’s your problem, not mine.’

She wiped her eyes, but there were no tears. She was tired. She had no idea how she had gotten to this place. Or what she could have done to change her fate.

This had only happened because she and GB were in the wrong places, living the wrong lives. She hated thinking that he might be regretting what had taken place between them.

They heard the front door open, and then Aunt Kemi wandered into the kitchen. She was whistling, which meant she had probably just received a payout from one of her exes. Her outfit was also a dead giveaway. She was dressed in a tight-fitting blouse and white trousers, her red nails freshly polished, and she was wearing her most expensive jewellery.

‘Ẹ káàbò ́,’ said Ebun.

‘Ẹ ṣé,’ Kemi said. She looked from Monife at the sink to Ebun standing at the table. She could clearly sense the tension. ‘Everything okay?’

‘Well, we saw someone interesting today …’

‘I dare you to finish that sentence,’ Monife said, spinning away from the sink. She didn’t even have any real way to threaten Ebun, no secret of her cousin’s she could reveal. But if Ebun spilt the beans, she would make her younger cousin very, very sorry. Ebun pressed her lips together, unwilling to call Monife’s bluff. Aunt Kemi looked at them curiously.

‘Ebun, talk jọ̀ọ́. Who did you see?’

‘It’s nothing, Mum. Just an old friend from school.’

‘So why is Mo threatening you?’

‘I don’t know for her. Maybe she is into him.’

‘Really?’ Kemi narrowed her eyes, but didn’t push it. ‘Okay o. It’s even time you dated someone new, Mo. Ebun jọ̀ọ́, help me take the things out of the car.’

Ebun followed her mother out. Mo was finally able to breathe; and then the tears came. She heard Sango pad over to her, and she buried her face in his fur.




V

The next time the house was empty, Mo called him. When he showed up, very few words were spoken. She took him straight to her room. She did not give herself a chance to think about anything else. It was surprisingly easy to shut it all out. She was almost ashamed of how easy it was.

Afterwards, they lay in the bed together. She thought of how many times she had imagined this, how they would fit together perfectly, and they had. And where things did not flow organically, she would tell him how to touch her, where to touch her. He received the feedback gallantly and learnt quickly. She only ever had to mention a need once.

She rested her head on his chest and closed her eyes as he gently stroked her hair.

‘How are you feeling?’

‘I’m not entirely sure …’

He didn’t say anything else for a while. She looked up at the clock. Her mother would be back from work in two hours. But she couldn’t bring herself to say this out loud. She did not want to burst the bubble they were in.

‘I didn’t think I would be back.’

‘Why are you back?’

‘It is impossible to resist you. God knows I tried.’

She felt a little fizz of anger at his words. Several choice responses were piling up in her mind, but how many times had her aunt told her quarrelsome women drove men away.

‘Aren’t you happy? In your marriage?’

Several minutes went by, and she began to doubt that she would ever get an answer. But then, ‘I … Amara is a good woman. And she deserves heaven and earth. But I miss you so, so much, Mo. I knew I would miss you. But perhaps I underestimated just how much. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for all of this.’

He began to disentangle himself from her, but she used her thighs to grip his leg, preventing him from moving.

‘You can think about all your sins after you leave. But stay present with me. For the rest of the time we have together. We don’t have to talk.’

So they didn’t. She listened to his heartbeat, and she breathed in his scent. Eventually he fell asleep and she was rocked by his gentle snoring. She pretended that they were married, in their marital home, on their marital bed; and that she could have true happiness too.




VI

As far as birthdays went, her twenty-fifth was fairly gloomy. Tolu had suggested that they mark the day at a Chinese restaurant in Victoria Island; so of course, he was late. Ebun remarked on the fact that there wasn’t a single Chinese staff member in sight. They were all Nigerian, and the decor was working hard to make up for that fact – the walls were lavishly painted in red and gold, and there was no lack of porcelain Buddhas, waving cats and trickling fountains.

Aunty Kemi insisted on carrying in a half-deflated balloon. And her mother was still arguing with the staff at the entrance about bringing in Mo’s birthday cake. Mo whispered to her mother that she should threaten to curse the restaurant, and then slipped by her to locate their table, followed closely by her cousin.

Eventually Bunmi joined them. She was flustered, but she had emerged victorious. She placed the cake at the centre of the table. The dinner began in a pleasant enough, if wholly unremarkable, manner. And then out of nowhere, Aunty Kemi dropped her chopstick. It rang loudly against the plate.

‘So you really won’t tell us who the father is. You want to raise this child alone!’

‘Mummy, it’s Mo’s birthday …’

‘Monife, talk to your cousin na. She must confess who this man is. Even if he is married, the child should bear his name. A child should know who their father is. It is not good what she is doing.’

‘Who is he, Ebun?’

‘He doesn’t matter.’

‘He doesn’t? He mattered enough for you to open your legs,’ Monife said casually, biting into a spring roll.

‘Why do you have to be so crude?’ snapped Bunmi.

Mo shrugged. ‘Well, I tried.’ She left them to it and wondered what Golden Boy was doing. Did he remember today was her birthday?

When they arrived home, she rushed over to listen to the answering machine. He wouldn’t leave a message. The mothers still didn’t know she was seeing him. But there was a part of her that hoped. Maybe he would have left some sort of code. Perhaps he would have played a record.

The machine blinked at her. No new messages.




VII

‘I didn’t mean for this to happen, Mo.’

‘What fucking difference is that supposed to make?’

He was beginning to crack. This was their eleventh rendezvous, over the course of two months or so, and they were starting to fill their silences with conversation, and the conversations were leading to conflict. It was clear the guilt was eating him up inside. He was, after all, the married one.

‘I’m not a bad guy. I’m just—’

‘Kalu. It’s just you and me here. You and me. There isn’t an audience. You don’t have to perform goodness for anybody. I accept you. All of you.’

He rubbed his forehead and raised himself up.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry. It’s just that I hate that I have turned you into a side chick.’

She bit her lip. ‘I hadn’t realised that’s what I was.’

‘That’s … I didn’t mean to insinuate …’

‘Mistress sounds more romantic.’

‘But there’s a permanence to it … and you deserve so much more, Mo. You deserve to be happy.’

‘I am happy.’

‘You couldn’t possibly be.’

‘Speak for yourself. Don’t speak for me.’

He ran a hand over his head. ‘You’re a nutcase. You know that? Loony. You’d give it all up for a guy who’s not worth half what you’re worth.’

‘You’re talking too much. It’s you and me. That’s all I know.’

‘I don’t think we should keep doing this, Mo.’

‘So you’ve had your fill?’

‘That’s not what I’m saying.’

‘I think it is what you’re saying.’

‘Only if you are listening with cotton buds in your ears.’ He’d stood up and was rapidly putting on his clothes. She watched him do his buttons up the wrong way as she stroked Sango with one hand. Then he paused and turned to her. ‘You’ve not even asked me if I am leaving her.’

‘I … I suppose I never thought you were hers to begin with.’




VIII

Sango was tugging at her skirt. She left Tolu and Ebun in their quiet comradery and let him lead her to the courtyard. There was no breeze to speak of. The heat was so intense there was a crackling in the sky. She had no idea how her shaggy dog could bear it, but he was a creature on a mission. They walked past the iroko tree and headed to the bushes lining the wall that separated them from the next plot. A bird flew overhead, providing a brief shadow, and she listened to its crowing as it disappeared from view.

There. A lizard. Its head was a bright orange in the otherwise green backdrop – it was hard to miss. It was also clear to her that it was dying. Sango nudged it with his nose. She knew her dog had not been the animal to cut this life short. He had a sensitivity that she did not think could be easily explained. And he was squeamish. No, this lizard had probably come into contact with a rat – the type that would stand on hind legs and claw at your throat – hardened by years of survival on Lagos streets. What did Sango want her to do?

She lifted it with shaking hands. Its skin was rough and it stared at her with shining black eyes. She could see the insides of its neck. She wouldn’t be able to save it. So she held it till it was no more. And then she lowered it back to the ground. It was only a lizard, but she felt oddly wretched about what had taken place. She wouldn’t have said she was particularly sympathetic to the average beast’s plight, and her diet was near carnivorous; so there was nothing to explain the tears falling down her face. She wiped them away. She had been feeling emotional of late, and it didn’t help that Golden Boy was oscillating between wanting her in his arms and feeling as though his rightful place was at home.

‘Perhaps we should bury it?’ she asked Sango, who had sat and watched with her as the lizard breathed its last.

Tolu was snoring when she entered the living room. He was lying on the sofa with one hand hanging, sweeping the rug, and the other resting on his chest. His face was covered by a newspaper, so all you could see was his unruly hair, on the way to becoming dreadlocks. In front of the weakly turning standing fan, Ebun was still reading her ACCA textbook; and in the background, the presenter on NTA was arguing passionately with a guest. Mo unceremoniously swept the newspaper off Tolu’s face, startling her brother.

‘What the fuck?’

‘There is a dead lizard outside.’

‘And?’

‘I want us to give it a burial.’

Ebun lowered her book and raised her eyebrow.

‘You can’t be serious,’ said her brother.

‘It would be wrong to just leave it there.’

‘Then throw it in the bin,’ suggested Ebun.

‘Five minutes of your time. That’s all. I have already dug a little hole. We can say a few words …’

‘Say a few words?’ cried Tolu.

‘Lower it into the ground. And it’ll be done.’

‘All this time we have been using to talk, you could have started and finished burying it,’ Tolu ranted. ‘But instead, you have come to disturb—’

‘It’s boiling out there,’ cut in Ebun. ‘I am not going outside to do a funeral for an insect.’

‘It’s a reptile,’ Mo replied.

‘Okay … I am not going outside to do a funeral—’

‘Don’t make me do it alone.’ And they both paused to look at her, Tolu midway through resuming his position of rest. She did not know what they saw in her eyes, but her brother sat up and groaned.

‘Shit.’

She felt the heat more keenly, perhaps because she had two unwilling participants by her side. They stood at the iroko tree, on the other side to where she had chosen to bury her lover’s gifts. Her cousin and brother watched as she placed the creature in its last resting place. She remained on her knees, and thought of what to say.

‘Here I lay me down to sleep. To thee I give my soul to keep.’

‘Seriously?’ she heard Ebun whisper. She continued.

‘Wake I ever or wake I never; to thee, O Lord, I give my soul to keep for ever.’

‘Amen!’ said Tolu enthusiastically. And then he applauded loudly. She patted down the soil over the lizard’s body and then stood up. ‘You are a nutcase. You know that, right?’

Back in her room, she washed the blood off her hands. Then she sat on the toilet seat and stared at the green tiles.




IX

‘I’m pregnant.’

‘Oh.’

‘Oh?’

Monife had asked for this meeting. They were at the boat club. A few months had gone by since they had started their affair; and a week had passed since she peed on a stick and watched two red lines reveal themselves. She hadn’t told anyone else. She wasn’t sure her mum and aunty could cope with the idea of two unwed pregnant girls in the house. Golden Boy would be the first to know. She had no idea how he would react. She hoped with every inch of her being that he’d be happy.

‘I mean, I … I want to know how you feel. Do you want to keep it?’ He was leaning away from her, and one of his feet was tap-taptapping. He avoided her intense gaze

Kalu was crumbling in her eyes. The idea she had of him was falling away. Golden Boy would have rejoiced. He would have been ecstatic. A child that was half of her and half of him. He would tell her that he was coming home to her. He would leave his wife and—

‘I wouldn’t have thought there was any question about me keeping our baby. Is there a question?’

‘I’m sorry, Mo. It’s just a lot. Amara’s pregnant. I—’

‘Amara is pregnant,’ Mo repeated in a low voice. She felt dizzy. They were still having sex. What a fool she was.

‘Yes.’

‘There must be something in the air.’

‘What?’

‘Ebun is also pregnant. You wouldn’t happen to be her baby daddy too?’

‘That’s not funny.’

‘It wasn’t a joke. You’re clearly quite virile.’

‘I am married to her, Mo. I couldn’t just ice her out without raising suspicion. And I didn’t want to hurt her.’

‘How honourable.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘I’m sick of your apologies.’

‘What do you want from me? I didn’t plan any of this.’

‘And I did?’

‘You could have … you could have taken birth control.’

‘Are you accusing me of something? Where was your freaking condom?’

He glanced around; a few of the other tables were beginning to look over. He lowered his voice. ‘If you had asked me to use a condom, I would have. I assumed you used backup.’ She scoffed at him. ‘Look, if you want to keep the baby, I’ll stand by you.’

She laughed, but there was no humour there. For the first time since she’d known him, he had said something she didn’t believe. She turned away so he wouldn’t see her tears. She spotted a woman leaning across the rail looking out at the water. There was something familiar about her. She had long, thick hair braided down her back and she was wearing an oversized yellow T-shirt. Her dark skin shimmered in the light.

‘Mo?’ She heard him, but she couldn’t tear her eyes from the woman in the shirt. There was a strange feeling in her stomach and a sense of déjà vu. ‘What are you looking at?’

‘That woman by the water.’

‘What woman?’

She looked at him, and then back to the lady in yellow, but she’d gone.




X

Monife was staring at the ceiling in her room when she heard her mother call her. She assumed it was because she had chopped the onions, blended the pepper and then floated out of the kitchen, forgetting to go back. These days, she was finding it hard to focus on any one thing. But her mother was not in the kitchen, so she went to check the living room. Her mother was not alone. Mo let out a breath.

‘Does Kalu know you are here?’ she said.

Amara, Kalu’s wife, was seated in the east living room. As was Kalu’s mother. In the first seconds, Mo noted a couple of things. Both women were dressed in pastels – Amara in a baby-pink and cream chiffon blouse and tweed skirt, Mrs K in a light green cotton dress – and both of them were wearing heavy gold jewellery; different colours and styles, and yet Mo had a strong feeling they had coordinated their outfits. The second thing she noticed was that Amara’s cheeks had filled out, but it only made her look that much more angelic. The third thing she observed was the intense way they were staring at her. They knew.

In addition to Kalu’s family, and Bunmi, her aunt and cousin were also seated. Aunty Kemi had served soft drinks and cake, probably as a matter of habit. No one had touched anything; it wasn’t that type of gathering. The air was still. No one had answered her question. Mo resisted the urge to run out of the house. She entered the room and sat on the only seat available, a lone armchair.

‘I suppose I should say good evening …’

‘He told us you are pregnant,’ Kalu’s mother began.

Mo raised her head and looked the older woman in the eye.

‘Yes.’

‘And you’re planning on keeping it?’

‘I think that’s none of your business, ma.’

‘How dare you?!’ Mrs K stood up so abruptly she almost knocked over the coffee table. ‘How dare you?! You have been after my son since day one. And even now that he is married, you will not let him go! You are an evil spirit. And now you want to use a child to hold him for ever.’ She turned to Mo’s mother. ‘Is this the kind of woman you brought up? Someone that wants to be a home-wrecker?’ Spit was flying out of her mouth. The features on her face had morphed into something quite terrible to look at.

‘She is not a bad girl,’ was her mother’s strained response.

‘She is sleeping with a married man!’

Her mother said no more, because of course there was no denying that. They were behaving as though she had drugged Kalu and climbed on top of him. Encouraged by the silence, Mrs K turned back to Mo. ‘Get rid of it.’

‘What?!’

‘I know a doctor. He is very discreet. No one will even—’

‘No.’

‘No?’

‘No.’

‘Monife,’ said her mother softly. ‘Maybe you should consider. Being a single mum, it’s not easy, I promise you. You can still meet someone else and start a proper …’

Mo stared at her until her mother’s words trailed off. What did she mean, ‘meet someone else’? The woman was talking as if they did not all live under the auspices of the curse. There would never be a someone else. If she hadn’t been able to make it work with the man of her dreams, she doubted she could make it work with some random dude.

‘Why do you hate me, ma?’ Mo said, turning to Kalu’s mother.

‘What?’

‘You have always hated me. And I didn’t do anything to you. Why?’

The older woman hesitated, then, ‘One day you will understand that you want the best for your child. It’s not personal.’

‘It’s very personal, ma. It could not be more personal. But I am not Kalu. I will not be bullied into doing your will.’

Amara stood up then. Her pregnancy was not so far along; and if she wasn’t resting her hand on her stomach, there would be no suggestion of a burgeoning baby. Even Ebun, who was almost done with her first trimester, had somehow retained her slim frame. ‘If you have this baby,’ she began, ‘I promise you, he will not see the child; you will struggle to get your child into the right schools, your child won’t have access to the things she would otherwise be entitled to, and eventually she will come to resent you.’

‘I see you’ve found your voice.’

‘I see you’ve lost your sense of shame.’

‘Enough!’ Ebun cried, startling everyone in the room. ‘Enough.’ There were tears running down her cheeks and Mo was genuinely surprised. Perhaps the hormones were getting to her. ‘Mo has said she is keeping the baby. I think you both should leave.’

Mrs K was already standing. Amara followed her gracefully – an angel with two broken wings. Once they had gone, Ebun came to Mo and wrapped her up in a hug. Mo tried to recall the last time she and her cousin had embraced; too long ago.

‘Did you know your people stopped by?’

Kalu was quiet. She could hear him breathing down the phone. ‘I’m sorry,’ he finally said. ‘They didn’t tell me where they were going.’

‘They asked me to abort your child.’

‘I’m sorry about that too.’

All the man knew how to do was apologise. She didn’t want to hear any more. She hung up.




XI

‘Mo?’

It was eight p.m. and she was trying to force herself to sleep. She craved that infinite abyss, but it evaded her. Ebun opened the door wider and slipped into the room.

‘I’ve been thinking.’

‘Hmm?’

‘I think. I think I am … I’m not going to go through with the pregnancy.’ Mo didn’t move, didn’t breathe. She wished Ebun away. She wished herself away. ‘I can’t do it. I thought I could. But … it is too much.’ Ebun’s voice was low, as though she were talking to herself. ‘I’m only twenty. And we both know how hard it was for us without a father in our lives. I wouldn’t wish that on this … on anyone. I am going to go to a place a friend told me about tonight.’

‘Isn’t it too late?’

‘I don’t think so … They say you can … umm … up to four months.’ They were both talking to their hands, the table, the bed. They couldn’t look one another in the eye.

‘Okay.’

‘Maybe you should come.’

‘No.’

‘No?’

‘This is mine and Kalu’s …’

Ebun sighed. ‘Whoever you thought Kalu was, he is not that person. You do not want to be tied to that drama for the rest of your life.’ Judging Mo’s situation had given Ebun’s voice a base it had lacked just moments ago. How easy it was to solve the problems of others.

‘I love him.’

‘Does he love you? And if he does, where is he? Maybe we can do this together, and help each other through it.’ Mo didn’t say anything. ‘Okay. Look, I am leaving at ten p.m. sha. Let me know if you want to join me.’

Then Ebun was gone. And the room was quiet again, and Mo could go back to not sleeping.

At ten p.m., she was waiting in the hallway for Ebun. Their mothers were asleep and Tolu was in his room; she could hear Californication drifting towards them. They would be back before anyone noticed they were gone – that was the plan anyway.

Ebun was wearing a bubu, one that looked as if it belonged to Aunty Kemi. She was smaller in this light, and Mo thought she spotted her shivering. They didn’t have to do this. She didn’t want to do this; but she said nothing.

‘Let’s go,’ Ebun said without meeting her eyes. Her voice sounded brash. Mo followed her younger cousin out of the house and to the main road.

They couldn’t go to a hospital; what they were doing was illegal. She didn’t ask where they were headed to, how Ebun had gotten the details, whether it was safe. She couldn’t speak at all. Her body was heavy, her movements sluggish; all she could manage was putting one foot in front of the other. A cab slowed for the two young women standing on the side of the road and navigated to the address Ebun had written on the back of her hand. Their destination turned out to be a nondescript house; just one of many on an overpopulated road. Ebun banged on the black gate and they waited. Mo wrapped her arms around herself and looked around to see if anyone was watching them. A couple of minutes went by and Ebun banged on the door again. There was still a chance to run to the waiting cab man, tell him to take them home.

‘Ebun—’ Mo was interrupted by the sound of a bolt being drawn, and the gate was opened. Ebun entered the darkness and Mo followed suit.

On the other side was a tall man who asked them for their names, to which Ebun calmly replied, ‘Anu and Bola.’ The man told them to wait. A few more minutes went by, and a thin woman came out from the house. She was carrying two plastic bags.

‘Where is the money?’

Ebun handed her a wad of cash. Mo had not even considered that payment would be involved. She would have to remember to pay Ebun back.

‘When you get home eh, you will drink this. Drink all of it o! And then give it some time. Whatever is inside you will come out.’

‘It is safe?’

‘I have used it myself. You don’t have to worry.’

Mo had thought they would take the drugs together, but they didn’t speak on their way back home, and then Ebun quietly retired to her room. Mo locked herself in the bathroom, added the tablet to a cup of water, closed her eyes and chugged the bitter pill.




XII

She felt a stabbing pain in her stomach, and an intense pressure. As if …

It was such an innocuous action, taking tablets, that part of her hadn’t really believed anything would happen. But she heard the sound of something hitting the water in the toilet bowl, and she knew this something had come from her. She sat on the toilet seat, clutching herself, and wept. She didn’t have to check, she knew.

She couldn’t tell how long she was in there. The harsh light streaming in from the bathroom window became a soft glow. Finally Aunty Kemi knocked on the door.

‘Monife. Are you okay?’

Monife unlocked the door, allowing her aunt entry. Then she returned to her seat.

‘What is it? What happened? Did someone hurt you? What happened?’

She was unable to get the words out; she began to sob, and Aunty Kemi dropped to her knees.

‘Is it the baby?’ Monife did not answer, but she did not need to. They wept together.

She was a zombie for the rest of it. They took her to the hospital, she was examined, her loss confirmed, she was taken home, someone bathed her and fed her ogi, someone laid her on her bed and covered her with a duvet, someone promised to make arrangements for the foetus and someone prayed.

She lay in bed thinking she didn’t even know if it had been a boy or a girl. She had not had the chance to feel any kicks or to have a scan. It could be argued that the baby was a figment of her imagination. And yet the grief was all-encompassing.

She needed him. His voice was distant. His ‘hello’ sounded strange to her ears.

‘How have you been?’ he said. The line crackled. He had never felt further away. She tried not to cry, but the tears were falling fast and freely. Could she tell him she wanted to die? Oh, how she wanted to die.

‘Okay,’ she squeezed out.

‘Do you need money for … medical checks and things? Or an abortion, if you decide to …’

‘That’s what you want?’

‘I … No. I just wanted to tell you that whatever you decide, I’ll support you, you know, financially. But I need to be there for Amara. I have put her through a lot.’

‘You have put me through a lot.’

‘You’re right. But I made a promise to her before God and man. I need to try and honour it.’

‘What exactly are you saying?’

‘Whatever you need from me for this baby, I will provide. But I don’t think we should … keep doing what we have been doing. It’s not fair to Amara and it’s not fair to you.’

‘Fuck you,’ she said.

She spent the next few weeks in a semi-coma. She barely came out of her room. She couldn’t gather the energy to move, to bathe, to eat, to think. Sango stayed as sentry; her family came in and out, spoke words she did not hear, brought food she could not eat. Her mother was the most awkward of them all. She could tell each time her mother showed up that she was beginning to lose patience. She would lean against a wall, then pace, then lean, bring out the snuff box, chew the tobacco, spit out the window, chew some more, mumble something about keeping the mind busy and then leave.

Eventually she said the words.

‘You are not the first to lose a child.’

‘Okay, Mummy.’

‘At least you were not pregnant for long. Your grand-aunty Ronke was six months along when she lost her own baby. You are young, you can quickly get pregnant again.’

Mo turned, so that she was facing the wall. Away from her mother. She did not have the energy to fight her. She could not be bothered to explain. She was certain this would be her one and only pregnancy. It would not happen for her again.
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Ebun’s waist was gone. She had filled out. She was wearing a bubu, so it was somewhat hard to tell, but Mo watched her as she moved about the kitchen. She and Tolu were eating breakfast at the table, but Ebun had declined to join them – she was fasting for Lent. Perhaps the guilt was crippling her; or maybe she was simply looking for a way to shed some pounds. Mo eyed her cousin again. The weight looked as though it was concentrated in the middle of her body.

Two months had gone by since Mo had lost her baby, and she and her cousin had barely spoken. For the first six weeks, Mo isolated herself in her room, unable and unwilling to lift herself out of her pain. The days had run into each other. She lost weight because she couldn’t garner any interest in food. She often forgot to brush her teeth or take a bath. She lost some of her hair.

She could have stayed that way for ever – grown weeds all over her body and rooted into the furniture – but Tolu came into her room and joined Sango on the floor, refusing to leave until she did. He remained there for a day and a half, also not bathing, until Mo became more and more uncomfortable. Between the two of them and the dog, they were beginning to stink up the room.

‘Shit. Get out, Tolu,’ she finally said.

‘No problem. Will you take a bath?’

‘Yes. Yes. Please just go before your stench kills me. And take Sango with you.’

For the first week of her liberation, she still barely saw Ebun, who was always at her new job. They had decorated their Christmas tree together; but then Ebun was sent on a training course, spending more time out of the Falodun home than in it. She was managing to move forward with her life despite the trauma.

But Mo was looking at her cousin properly for the first time in months, and despite said fasting, the baggy clothes could not disguise the weight gain. And then she thought about how much distance had been between them since they acquired the pills. She had put her cousin’s aloofness down to her suffering, Ebun too would have been experiencing the pain of loss. They had both made a difficult choice and they were going through it. Mo had barely had space for anything other than her own pain, so she could not hold it against her cousin. But Ebun’s body was telling a different story.

‘Ebun. Are you … are you still pregnant?’

Tolu raised an eyebrow and Ebun looked at her hands. ‘Was something supposed to happen to her pregnancy before?’ he asked.

‘Ebun?’

‘I couldn’t go through with it.’ Her voice was so small, Mo convinced herself she had not heard what she said.

‘What?’

‘I could not go through with it. I’m sorry.’

And Mo screamed. She screamed and screamed and screamed.
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It was late. The okada man seemed perplexed by where she had asked him to drop her.

‘It is not safe here at this time of the night o. Where are you going? I will not even charge you for the journey home, let me take you back.’

His kindness almost made her stay on the bike. She could be home in thirty minutes, listening to the comforting sounds of the women of the house bickering, Sango leaning protectively against her legs. Instead, she told him a friend was coming to pick her up in a moment. She gave him more money than the trip required. All the money she had on her. After all, it would all be soaked in a couple of minutes.

‘Are you sure, ma?’

‘I’m sure.’

He shook his head in disbelief, and then thanked her.

After he left, the place was enveloped in silence, and she could not hear anything, apart from the sound of the surf rolling against the shore. Moonlight shimmered on the dark ocean. Terror struck her for a moment and then she laughed at herself. What was she afraid of? Death? She had gone back and forth about whether to leave a note. In the end, she had gone with writing that they should look after Sango and that she would see them all in another life. Death was not the end.

She took off her shoes and walked down the beach, the sand cold beneath her feet.

The water beckoned.




Part XI

Eniiyi (2025)




Falodun Family Curse

Monife, daughter of Bunmi, daughter of Afoke, daughter of Kunle, son of Tobi, daughter of Yemisi, daughter of Wemimo, daughter of Feranmi (the one who was cursed), fell in love with Golden Boy. It was like something out of a fairy tale. It was as though they had known each other in a previous life. She couldn’t have said what it was that set Golden Boy apart from all the guys she had known, except she saw his golden eyes whenever she closed hers, and he was beautiful inside and out.

But as with all fairy tales, there was a wicked queen; and soon everyone was tainted by her prejudice and cruelty. The golden boy lost his innocence, the cousin lost her honour, the girl lost her will to live and the curse gained for itself another victim.




I

The night before Eniiyi was due to meet Zubby’s parents, a thick fog settled over Lagos and she was overcome by a fever. Her bones were aching and her head felt as though it would split in two. She dragged herself into the bathroom and dunked a hand towel in a bowl of cold water before placing it on her forehead.

She crawled back into bed. Time passed, she couldn’t have said how long. At some point she heard her mother speak, but she dared not open her eyes.

‘You are feverish. Take off the duvet. We need to cool you down.’

Her mother tried to remove it, but she only held on tighter. Her skin may have been burning, but her bones felt as though they were being whipped in a storm. Ebun eventually gave up, and Eniiyi returned to sleep. Sometimes she would see slivers of Monife: the sleeve of her shirt, her long, thick hair, her bare flat feet. If Monife was trying to tell her something, she couldn’t hear it above the pounding in her head.

And then someone was giving her water, and slipping a pill into her mouth. Her mother. And behind her, the shape of Grandma East, and the sound of her voice, praying. She was okay. She only wanted to sleep. She meant to tell them that. Perhaps she had told them.

When the fever broke, she was alone. She stepped out of her bed and walked to her window. There wasn’t much to see; the view was blocked by two gnarly trees, but above that there were a dozen stars and a full bright moon. She opened the window to let some air in; there was an odd smell in her room, something fresh and briny, like seawater. She felt better, weak but better.

Still, she could understand her mother’s surprise when she walked down the stairs later that afternoon in a mustard-yellow crop top and maxi skirt with voluminous pockets.

‘You’re going out?’

‘I had made plans.’

‘Plans ke? You were really sick last night.’

‘I feel better now.’

‘You should be taking it easy. Go back to bed, Eniiyi. Whatever it is can wait.’ The suggestion was tempting. Her bed was warm, familiar; the terror in her heart was less familiar. Was this how Zubby had felt before meeting Ebun? She had promised him she would do this. She wanted to do this. She loved him. And even though they had only been together for ten months, she saw a future with him, and the first step was meeting his family. And yet she couldn’t account for how afraid she was.

‘I won’t be back late.’

Zubby had offered to pick her up, but she told him she would take an Uber there instead. Her mother wasn’t aware she was still seeing him. She would tell her eventually, but for now she lacked the energy to fight with her.

‘Na d house be dis?’ asked the Uber driver, slowing before a set of gates that were quite unlike her own. They were painted a light grey and made of three-inch-wide rails. You could see through them to view the house, and even in the fog she could already tell the place was pretty big. Beside the gate was emblazoned the number 57.

‘Yes. I think this is it.’

As if by magic, a man appeared at her window. He was wearing a blue and white uniform, so she guessed he was the security guard. She wound down the glass.

‘Good afternoon, ma. Who are you here to see?’

‘Zubby. Please.’

‘And your name, ma?’

She gave him her name, and he glanced down at a sheet on his board before belting an instruction to whomever was in charge of the gates. They opened as if by magic. The car was waved in, and they drove to the house.

‘Me I know say the owner don steal government money finish,’ remarked the driver as she stepped out of the car. And then he was gone, leaving her no time to reassure him that Zubby’s parents owned private businesses. The money was probably as clean as it was going to get.

The house was gorgeous, all sleek lines and massive windows. The one time Zubby had mentioned his childhood home, he’d casually said it was ‘nice’; he hadn’t done it justice. It looked like the house of a Hollywood celebrity. As she took the three wide steps to the door, it opened and Zubby stood before her. He looked relieved, as if he had been unsure that she would show up. He took her hand and squeezed it.

‘I am glad you are here.’

‘Me too,’ she said, though her heart was thumping and there was sweat running down her back. Each step forward into the house was only increasing her nerves. She felt faint. The floors were marble and the ceiling was high. Her head moved around as though on a swivel to take in this painting, that sculpture – she found the art vibrant and distinctive. She followed him past three doors, and then he opened one on the left.

‘This is the pink room. They host the important guests here.’ He winked at her.

The pink room was more cream than pink. The textured paint was cream, as were the rugs, the curtains and the sofas. However, there were hints of blush in the cushions, in the subtle pattern in the fabric of the curtain and in the glow that came from the light. But by far the most noticeable aspect of the pink room was the staircase that led to a mezzanine, which held a gorgeous library that went all the way around. How had he never mentioned this library?

He was staring at her. She turned to him and smiled.

‘Has your boyfriend told you how stunning you are lately?’

‘It has been a few hours, I think.’

‘You are stunning.’ She gave him a slight bow of her head, acknowledging the compliment. And she was about to tell him what a beautiful specimen he was when he said, ‘Wait for me? I’ll go get my parents.’

‘You’re leaving me?’

‘I won’t be long.’ He gave her a kiss on her forehead and then left the room.

She sat down on one of the plush leather sofas and waited. After ten minutes, she stood to better examine the picture of the family that hung on one of the walls – Zubby’s mother and sister were the epitome of elegance seated on high-backed armchairs, and standing behind them, Zubby and his father posed with identical smiles. They looked alike.

She heard the door open and spun around. Zubby’s dad was standing in the doorway.

‘Good afternoon,’ she said in greeting. He took a step forward, hand already reaching out to welcome her … and then he froze, staring at her with eyes like saucers.

He was a handsome man; age lent him an elegance that Zubby did not have. He was wearing a cream polo shirt and linen pants. His hair was closely shaven and he had a five o’clock shadow that was peppered with grey. And where Zubby’s eyes were the colour of clay, his father’s shone like the sun. Skin, eyes: the man was golden. But she wasn’t enjoying being pinned under his unwavering gaze.

‘Monife?’

Laughter bubbled up inside her. Perhaps she was still dreaming. Even here, she was tethered to her aunt. She felt a headache coming on. She sighed, gathered herself. ‘No. I’m the long shadow she left.’

‘Come out into the light,’ he told her. Did his voice tremble?

She hadn’t realised she was partly in shadow. She stepped forward, pausing when one of the little pink spotlights was above her head. She heard him suck in his breath.

‘Who are you?’

‘Eniiyi. My name is Eniiyi.’

‘You’re Zubby’s girl.’

‘Yes.’

‘God in heaven,’ he whispered.

‘I’m guessing you knew Monife?’

He laughed, but it sounded sad. ‘Knew her? I loved her.’

The penny dropped. The name she’d read in Monife’s notebook, the name that sat beside the princess’s in the curse of the Falodun women.

‘You’re … you’re Golden Boy?’

He winced. She felt the floor pitch. Of course the man she loved would be the son of the man Monife had loved. Why should she have something for herself? So that was the catalyst? Monife had lost the man she loved, had died for the man she loved, but still desired a happy ending? She rested her hand on an armchair for support. She barely heard Golden Boy when he said: ‘Has she sent you here to haunt me?’

Before she had a chance to reply, Zubby walked in with his mother behind him. Eniiyi straightened up and Golden Boy wiped a tear that had escaped his eye. Zubby’s mother’s photograph did not do her justice. She had a face that looked round and soft, with not a single blemish to be seen. Her eyes were also round, giving her the look of a doe in headlights. She had small, heart-shaped lips and long lashes. She looked kind. She could have been mistaken for a person half her age. And she was dressed quite simply in a white blouse and pale jeans with white trainers. She sported an auburn wig that bounced and curled at her shoulders but looked natural. It took Eniiyi a moment to note all these things, and another moment to note that her boyfriend’s mother was not pleased to see her. It was there in the downturn of her mouth and in the wrinkling of her forehead. She was standing beside and slightly behind her son, who dwarfed her, so Zubby did not see her expression.

‘Oh! Great, Dad, you’re here. Mum, Dad, this is—’

‘You!’ his mother hissed. ‘God forbid. You have haunted my home, haunted my marriage … you won’t take my son, Monife! I won’t allow it!’

Then she was in front of Eniiyi. The woman had lost all composure; her eyes were wide, her wig had slipped. And then she raised her hand.

Eniiyi was slow to react to the slap, the scratches and the hair pulls. But she began to feel angry. Zubby’s mother was vicious, but not particularly strong. She clenched her own hand into a fist, cocked it back … Then the men were there, Zubby trying to get his mother’s nails out of Eni’s skin and his father pulling his wife back by the arms. She resisted him, but he was stronger by far. Eniiyi touched her face and felt a wetness there: blood.

‘What do you think you are doing, Amara?!’

‘Of course you defend her. You would have her destroy our son’s life too? Ị chọrọ ka anyị rapụ ya ka ọ gbụọọ nwa anyị nwoke.’ Eniiyi looked to Zubby for a translation, but he was staring at his mother with worried eyes. It was Golden Boy who spoke up.

‘Are you losing your mind? Do you think you are standing before a ghost?’

‘Fuck you, Kalu. Fuck you.’ And then she was gone.

‘Dad, what the hell?’




II

‘I am so, so sorry. I …’ began Zubby.

They were sitting in his jeep, in his parents’ compound. He was supposed to be driving her home, but they had been sitting in silence for the past ten minutes.

Suddenly he touched her chin, directing her face towards him and checking where his mother’s slap had landed. She didn’t know what he expected to see – her skin was almost as dark as night. It would take a lot for physical trauma to show.

‘I cannot believe she did that.’

‘Mmm …’

‘At least we now know why your mum freaked out,’ he said, attempting a half-joke. She didn’t smile. ‘Eniiyi. Please. What’s going on in that head of yours?’

‘I don’t want to follow in her footsteps.’

‘In whose …?’

It annoyed her that he even had to ask. She thought he had understood her circumstances, more so now that he’d seen all of their parents react so poorly.

‘In Monife’s footsteps.’

Zubby groaned. ‘I swear down I am beginning to feel like your aunty is harassing us.’

‘Welcome to the club,’ she snapped. ‘Don’t you think it is strange that of all the babes in Lagos, and of all the guys … we met each other and were drawn to one another? Sometimes I feel as though my strings are being pulled.’

‘What are you saying?’

She didn’t want to sound crazy. She hoped to hell she wasn’t crazy. But why had she felt so dazzled by him? Why had he occupied such a huge space in her mind since they met? He was an attractive guy, but she had met other attractive men. Why did he fuel her head and heart in this way?

‘I don’t think it is a coincidence. What if I am Monife reborn? Perhaps she is trying to … I don’t know … use us to have her cake and eat it too.’

Zubby held her hand and squeezed it.

‘I am not my father. And you are not Monife. I don’t know what he did or didn’t do to your aunt; I don’t know why they didn’t end up together; but I plan to stay by your side no matter what.’

‘Z, we are still young. You could feel differently in a year or two.’

‘I’m not so fickle, Eniiyi. I mean what I say. Can you trust me? Shut out all the noise and just trust me.’




III

Elegushi beach was mostly deserted. These days, her peers preferred to get on a boat and hop off on a private beach; so it was no surprise to her that there wasn’t much going on here. Her eyes could just about make out that there was a group of people to the right of them, but they were mere specks. The lack of an audience boosted her confidence regarding the steps she would take now. On the drive, she had berated herself for her foolishness; but now that she was here, the water was calling to her.

‘Eniiyi, why did you bring me here?’ asked Ebun.

She didn’t respond. She headed to the water, discarding clothing, revealing the neon one-piece beneath. Her mother was running, trying to catch up with her. She grabbed Eniiyi’s arm, and Eniiyi looked up. She had never seen Ebun look so afraid.

‘What do you think you are doing?! You’re not planning on entering the water, are you?’

She wrenched her arm free.

‘I’m a competent swimmer.’

‘No. No. You can’t go in there.’

‘Why not?’ And she waited with her hands on her hips for her mother to confess. But Ebun had perfected the art of dodging the truth.

‘These waters are not safe. It is not like a swimming pool, Eniiyi. People get carried away all the time.’

‘Even now, you …’ She sighed. ‘I met Golden Boy. And his wife.’ Her mother sucked in her breath, further angering her.

‘I told you to break up with that boy!’

‘You didn’t tell me why!’

‘I shouldn’t have had to,’ Ebun said. Even now, her mother stood by her decision to be as reticent as humanly possible. Eniiyi felt like pulling out her hair.

‘I am not a child. I deserved the truth. Why can’t you ever tell the truth?’

‘I … It was never so simple. I didn’t want you to be burdened with it all. I didn’t want you to feel like you were not … you.’

Eniiyi burst out laughing. ‘Monife has tormented me all my life. I see her every time I close my eyes; and when my eyes are open, the people around me double-take, or mistake me for her, or assume I will do the things she did. You think your secrecy left me unburdened? Wonderful.’

‘I did what I could, Eniiyi.’

‘She slapped me. Zubby’s mum slapped me.’

‘She did what?’ Her mother’s look was terrifying; her eyebrows were furrowed and she had a mean look in her eye. Given the chance she would return the slap tenfold; but she was missing the point. Eniiyi sighed.

‘I want to know the truth. I want to know what happened. Monife killed herself because of love?’

Her mother hesitated. ‘In a manner of speaking …’

‘What does that mean?’

Ebun didn’t answer, so Eniiyi began to walk backwards into the water. Her mother grabbed her arm again.

‘Eniiyi. This is not funny. I am sure you know this is where she died.’

‘But,’ and she began to list statements off on her fingers, ‘I am not trying to kill myself. And I am a strong swimmer. I took all those swimming lessons, remember?’

‘Eniiyi, stop this nonsense, please.’

‘Who do you think I am?’

‘What?’

‘Who do you think I am? Am I me? Or … am I Monife?’

Again Ebun failed to respond, and again Eniiyi walked deeper into the water.

‘Okay, okay! You are you, Eniiyi. Of course you’re you.’

‘So why are you so afraid?’ she asked. Her mother hesitated, then turned away, headed back towards their parked car.

She spent the next week in her room, with only the ancient bulk of Sango for company. She hadn’t planned to stay locked away, but even deciding what to wear gave her anxiety. Was she selecting this top, or those shoes, because she wanted to, or because Monife favoured this style of top or that colour shoe? It shouldn’t have mattered, but it did, and it meant she was unable to move forward.

How much autonomy did she even have over her body? It moved of its own accord when she sleepwalked, and she was not certain her heart was her own.

She passed her nights in a feverish state. She tried to drink to avoid dreaming of Monife, and she stumbled through the passing days. She ignored the knocks on her door, and her endlessly vibrating phone. She didn’t want to talk to anyone, especially not Zubby. She felt a sharp pain in her gut whenever she thought of him. She needed to figure out how they could move forward – if they could move forward – but for now, she would rather not think of him at all.

On the eighth day of her solitude, she took scissors to her hair and cut her glorious afro off. Then she proceeded to shave her head. She gathered her hair together and shoved it in a black bag, and as she did so, she caught sight of Zubby’s leather bracelet on her wrist.

She took it off and resolved to toss it away with the hair, but then she found she couldn’t. She looked around for a place to hide it out of sight, then she saw the iroko tree, stretching up from the bare earth in the garden. She paused; she had the idea to bury it. If she and Zubby got back together, then she could unearth it, their love renewed. If they didn’t, then … in a grave was where it belonged.

She went to the shed in the garden and took out a trowel, then came back to the tree. She started to dig. She felt as though she was in a trance. She kept digging until the shovel blade hit something that sang. She pulled it out. It was a biscuit tin – Royal Dansk.




IV

Grandma West died that night. Eniiyi went to bring her down for breakfast. She entered and opened the curtains to let the light in. It didn’t initially alarm her that the old woman was still in bed. Sometimes her grand-aunt would oversleep, but hearing Eniiyi rummaging about, having the room filled with light, was generally enough to wake her.

‘Grandma?’ There was no response, and the figure on the bed was still cloaked in the little darkness provided by the angle of the room. ‘Grandma.’

She inched closer, the dread increasing with every step she took. She reached out her hand. Her grand-aunt was cool to the touch. She ran out of the room and shut the door behind her, and then went to find her mother. Ebun was seated at the table, talking quietly to Grandma East.

‘Mum, can I speak to you for a second?’

Grandma East’s mouth fell open. ‘Eniiyi, what have you done to your hair?!’

‘Mum?’ she said in a quiet voice.

‘You haven’t gone to get your grandma yet?’ was her mother’s reply. If she was surprised by Eniiyi’s low cut, she chose not to mention it. ‘The ogi will get cold.’

‘I just want to talk to you first.’

‘Okay?’

‘Alone.’

‘Since when did we start keeping secrets in this house?’ Grandma East complained as they left her in the dining room.

‘What is it?’ her mother asked as they stood in the corridor. Eniiyi struggled to say the words. ‘Spit it out.’

‘It … it’s Grandma West …’ She didn’t have to say more than that. Perhaps it was the look on her face, perhaps it was the way her voice broke. But her response sent her mother racing away from her and towards the west wing’s staircase. Eniiyi followed. When she got to the bedroom, she saw her mother holding Grandma West’s wrist, looking for a pulse.

‘Okay,’ she said, laying the old woman’s hand gently back on the bed. ‘Okay. Okay. Okay.’




V

It was Ebun who broke the news to Grandma East, Ebun who held Grandma East as she crumpled and cried, Ebun who gathered the things Grandma East would need to wash her sister’s body, and Ebun who led her mother to Grandma West’s room, then closed the door behind her, leaving the sisters alone. Eniiyi stayed hidden in her own room, buried under her duvet, unable to face the fact that the family she’d always known would never be the same again.

It was as if the old house itself mourned. Every time she left her bedroom, she heard whispers in the corners of the rooms. What else could it be but the voices of all the women who had grieved here? And who could explain how cold and wet the house felt, even though the sun blazed above them, or how quiet it was, though they should have been able to make out the sounds of traffic from the next street.

She expected that her mother would tell her she needed to get up and be practical, she craved it even; but Ebun did not remark on her behaviour at all. In the evening, she knocked on Eniiyi’s door and asked her if she would eat.

‘I am not really hungry.’

‘Well, the dog has to eat. So come down anyway.’

She looked at Sango. She had lifted him onto the bed – it had been ten years since he had had the strength to jump on – and he had stayed with her all this time, even though he hadn’t eaten all day.

Grandma East did not come down for dinner. Ebun explained that the sisters would stay locked in the room together overnight whilst Grandma East cleansed her older sister’s body. Eniiyi could not think of anything more traumatic.

‘Shouldn’t … umm … wouldn’t the … mortician do that?’

Ebun put another piece of meat in her mouth and did not respond.

Her uncle Tolu showed up as they were clearing away the dishes. He didn’t say anything, but his lips were tight. Aunt Ashley was behind him, her eyes red and puffy. She hugged Eniiyi and then Ebun. Ebun gave her a stiff pat on the back.

‘I can’t believe this,’ Ashley said over and over.

‘Where is she?’ Tolu asked.

‘Still in her room. Mummy is with her. She plans to bathe her.’

‘What? Why? I didn’t give my permission for that!’

Ebun rubbed her forehead with her fingers. She looked weary. ‘Tolu, I don’t think she needs your permission.’

He walked off towards the west wing, and Ashley began to follow him. Ebun grabbed her arm, forcing her to stop.

‘Help him keep his cool, Ashley, because I swear to God if he rattles my mother today, I will make him regret it.’

Ashley’s eyes were wide, but she simply nodded. When Ebun released her arm, Eniiyi could see the imprint on Ashley’s fair skin. She thought her mother might say something, apologise, but Ashley was already walking down the corridor.




VI

The next day, the Falodun house was full to the brim with well-wishers. She hadn’t seen her mother or grandmother make a single call, and yet mourner after mourner showed up at the door. She had known family members would come and pay their respects, but she hadn’t thought of the teachers, the parents, the students who had had their lives touched by Grandma West. And she was moved when Funsho, Kunle and Tobias showed up to express their condolences. There were many mourners, and they left her with little room to hide away and grieve herself. Whilst her grand-aunt’s body remained in an air-conditioned room, Eniiyi ran from one end of the house to the other, trying to serve food and keep drinks topped up, whilst tolerating questions and comments about her shaved head. Ordinarily she would have hated this kind of intrusion, but this time she considered it all a welcome distraction.

They divided the tasks up between them. Ebun greeted the guests at the door. As the youngest, Eniiyi was responsible for making sure everyone was comfortable. Ashley was given the task of holding on to money given by the guests or anything else that they might show up with.

Some came empty-handed, offering long, complicated prayers, reminding them that they should not mourn because Grandma West had lived a long life. Others arrived with trays of food so the remaining inhabitants did not have to worry about cooking, and some came with baskets of fruit. One such guest was the famed Mama G, who was carrying a foiled tray as well as two enormous pendulous breasts. She was across the room greeting Ebun, who did not look pleased that she had shown up but was too polite to turn the old woman away. Eniiyi wondered who had invited her. She certainly seemed familiar with their home; she was loudly noting the changes that had taken place over the years.

Eniiyi was pleased to see Osagie come into the kitchen with two trays of jollof rice and chicken. He handed them over to her.

‘This is a lot of food.’

‘Thank God jollof keeps,’ he replied.

‘Right.’

‘I’m sorry for your loss, Eniiyi. I know how close you were to your grand-aunt.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Do you need any help?’ He unbuttoned his cuffs and rolled his sleeves up, revealing chocolate forearms, marbled with white. ‘I am at your service.’

Eniiyi couldn’t tear her eyes away from his arms. She was going to ask him about them when Mama G walked in. She heard the old woman gasp and braced herself.

‘Blood of Jesus! Monife?’

‘No, ma.’

The woman stepped right up to Eniiyi, looking up at her face. Eniiyi tried not to shrink away.

‘Ah … okay. Na you be the little baby. Eniiyi!’ The woman grabbed her with a surprisingly strong hand. ‘Do you remember me? I am Mama G. I am Bunmi’s friend.’

‘I’m sorry for your loss, ma,’ said Eniiyi, before turning back to Osagie – but Mama G was not done.

‘Nawa o! You even sound like her. Not the Britico accent o, but that deep man voice she carry. And see your eyes!’

‘Mmm.’ She really didn’t need this. She wished the strange woman would stop.

‘Ah! I almost say na ghost I dey look at. Even with this your bald head, you are her carbon copy! Be careful o. People who return can still make same error.’

Eniiyi felt distressed. She heard herself stammering. ‘No! No. I … have this birthmark …’ She twisted and pointed out the lighter, mottled patch of skin across the back of her neck. ‘My aunt didn’t have this.’

Mama G dismissed the mark with a wave of her hand. ‘Make sure you don’t die o! If you need spiritual—’

‘Madam, that’s enough!’ Osagie cut in. His tone brooked no argument. Eniiyi had never heard him sound so … pissed. ‘If you cannot respect this family and this function, at least respect yourself.’

‘Nawa o! Wetin I do?’ Mama G hissed, then eyed up Eniiyi one more time before turning on her heel and leaving the kitchen.

‘Thank you,’ Eniiyi mumbled. She hoped he wouldn’t ask any questions about the bizarre encounter. She returned to plating food.

‘Wait,’ he said, and she swivelled back. ‘You … you have vitiligo?’

‘What?’ He raised his hand and touched the back of his neck, and she mimicked the movement – cool fingers upon her now naked neck. ‘Oh! My birthmark? I …’

‘That’s vitiligo,’ he stated. And she thought about it, the look of it, the pale beige against her mahogany skin. How had she never … She had taken the fact that it was just a birthmark for granted.

‘That’s pretty rare. I don’t know anyone besides myself that has …’ And then he stopped talking. Oblivious, Ebun was in the corridor, speaking to an elderly guest who had demanded her attention. He looked at Ebun, back at Eniiyi and then at Ebun again. He wasn’t saying a word, but Eniiyi could guess what he was thinking: vitiligo could be genetic. Perhaps she had been wrong thinking this man had only just come into her mother’s life.

‘Excuse me,’ he said, before brushing past Aunt Ashley carrying in another plate of food.

Aunt Ashley watched him disappear and then turned to Eniiyi, who felt as though her world was shifting beneath her feet. ‘Are you okay?’

‘I don’t really know,’ she said.




VII

The cathedral was built in 1865, and was likely the only surviving architecture of that period in the heart of Lagos. It was a magnificent building, with stained-glass windows depicting the saints. The church was filled with ornate benches, and endless lamps. Historically, the Faloduns had attended this church, and Grandma East still worshipped there now and again. The songs backed by the organ were beautiful and haunting. The vicar preached of a hope in heaven; and then it was time for Eniiyi to take the stand and give her tribute, as Grandma West’s granddaughter, though of course she wasn’t; but the lines had been tangled for all of them a long time ago, and this was not the time to unpick the knots.

She spoke of a woman who was fierce but soft; who was heartbroken by the time Eniiyi had been born but who still had abundant love to share. And then they laid Bunmi – beloved mother, sister, grand-aunt, teacher – to rest in Ikoyi Cemetery, beside Monife. Eniiyi tried to ignore her discomfort, standing before Monife’s grave, but she felt as though a hundred ants were running up and down her skin. The grave was poorly tended – no wonder Monife would not be contained here. She had died at the age that Eniiyi was now. Eniiyi had turned twenty-five in the days since losing Grandma West.

‘You have to let me move on now,’ she whispered. ‘But either way, I am done being your vessel.’

She felt her phone buzzing in her pocket. It was a text from Zubby. He was at the cemetery. He was dressed in all grey, and she knew he would have thought about what the appropriate colour for the occasion might be. He was so beautiful.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘I came to see my girlfriend. Who has apparently cut her hair.’ She didn’t know what to say. ‘You look good. Like an African goddess.’

‘Thank you.’

‘I heard about your grand-aunt. I wish you could have told me. I’m sorry. For your loss.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Eni … we are okay, right?’

And then her eyes were welling up with tears. He took her into his arms and just held her. She allowed them those few minutes, and then she stepped away from him.

‘Z, I think I need some space. I have a lot going on right now. I have to think.’

Home was strange without Grandma West in it, as if the house was missing a vital piece of its foundation.

She went in search of the remaining inhabitants. Grandma East was sitting on her chair. She looked tired, washed out. It was the first time in memory that Eniiyi had seen her grandmother without her trademark red nail polish. She went over to her and knelt on the floor, resting her head on her lap.

‘Ọmọ mi,’ her grandma said, placing a hand on her head and stroking her hair. They stayed like that till somewhere in the house she heard raised voices, her mother arguing with a man. Sango started to bark, but she could still hear the man’s voice clearly. It was Osagie.

‘When were you going to tell me?’ His voice was loud. She could barely hear her mother’s response. Eniiyi stood up and left her grandmother in the living room. The argument was coming from her mother’s bedroom. She prepped herself to go and defend her, but then she heard Osagie shout: ‘She is my daughter!’

She froze.

‘Oba, please. Calm down.’

Eniiyi opened the door to her mother’s bedroom. Osagie was pacing. Ebun saw her and blinked.

‘Is it true?’ Eniiyi asked.

Ebun sighed. ‘Osagie and I knew each other when we were kids. Then we reconnected after uni. We dated for a few months. It ended. That was that.’

‘That was that?’ Osagie repeated in disbelief. He turned as if in appeal to Eniiyi. ‘She broke up with me. She didn’t tell me she was pregnant. I had no idea that she had borne me a child. If I knew, I would have come to her; to you. I … I travelled a lot over the next decade, joined the air force, and when I later heard Ebun was a mum, I just assumed she had finally met a man she could love.’ He had been standing the whole time he spoke, gesturing with his hands and allowing the tears in his eyes to fall. Eniiyi found she could not look at him, so she stared at the floor. ‘I bumped into your mum last year at church, we reconnected and I realised I wanted … no, needed to be a part of her life; but she had said nothing of you being …’

Eniiyi stared at her mother, who did not break eye contact but who was also crying.

‘You let me think he was dead, or uninterested, or married …’

‘I wanted to protect you.’

‘From what?!’

‘Haven’t you heard? The men in our lives always leave in the end.’

‘What are you talking about?’ asked Osagie.

‘She is talking about the curse.’

‘Look at me, Eniiyi. I wanted to save you from the abandonment.’

‘I don’t believe that, Mum. I think you wanted to save yourself.’

‘I wouldn’t have abandoned you, Ebun,’ said Osagie, ‘if you had given me a chance.’

‘You may not have had a choice.’




VIII

‘G&T please,’ she requested. She had already had three G&Ts so far, and she could feel the world softening a little around her.

The last few weeks had been overwhelming, and once again she felt that her life was spiralling beyond her control. Her grand-aunt had just died, she’d discovered after all these years that she had a father, and she believed that her love for Zubby was just a reflection of her dead aunt’s obsession with Golden Boy.

‘Another one?’

She looked up at the inquisitive bartender. She was certain he wouldn’t have questioned her if she was a man.

‘You heard her.’

She twisted her body and eyed Funsho up and down in the dim light. He took the seat beside her. She closed her eyes, and opened them again … He was still there watching her with his intense gaze.

‘You cut your hair,’ he said.

‘Mmm.’

‘It suits you.’

‘Thanks.’ She downed the drink the waiter brought her. She had spoken to Funsho an hour ago. Had she told him where she was? His presence indicated that she had. Or perhaps he was tracking her in the spirit world.

‘How much have you had to drink?’

‘Not enough.’ Her phone vibrated on the table; she ignored it.

‘It’s getting late. Maybe you should head home.’

‘Party-pooper! Hey! Quick question. What would you do if you found out you were being manipulated? That you thought you had free will, you thought you were making choices, but in fact …’

‘In fact?’

‘You were simply being made to dance like a puppet.’ She waved her hands and did a little dance. Funsho raised an eyebrow.

‘I’m not an easy person to manipulate.’ What a macho response. She resisted the urge to roll her eyes.

‘Huh! Lucky. But humour me. If you found out you were being played, had been played for a long time. What would you do? How could you feel like you had agency again?’

He shrugged, as if the answer was simple. ‘I’d take it back. I’d claw back control if I had to.’

Was it really that easy? Just take her self back? She looked him over – he had long, thin fingers; were they nimble too?

She laughed at herself. She may have been a little tipsy. ‘Maybe I will go home.’ He jumped out of his seat and offered her a ride.




IX

His lips were unfamiliar. They were thinner than Zubby’s and yet the kiss was moister than the ones she typically shared with her boyfriend. She tried not to recoil. This feeling that she was betraying Zubby wasn’t real. Her feelings for Zubby weren’t real. She was only in love with him because of Monife’s obsession, so from now on she was going to make her own choices. Starting here.

She tried to be present, choosing to focus on the sensation of being touched. It wasn’t altogether unpleasant. He knew what he was doing, and there was no point comparing him with Zubby. No point thinking about how Zubby liked to trace the contours of her neck and give her little butterfly kisses. No point thinking how Zubby liked to lace her fingers with his own whilst he kissed her. She wasn’t used to being grabbed by the back of her neck, or having a hand shoved into the space between her jeans and knickers. This was intense in a way she wasn’t accustomed to, but not unwelcome.

‘Is this okay?’ he asked?

‘Yea. It’s okay, Funsho.’

They were at his place. She had let him take her there despite her better judgement. But she couldn’t trust her better judgement. She couldn’t trust anything she thought and felt. This was perhaps the only way to take back her free will and the best way to dislodge Zubby from her heart and mind. The room they were in was cold; the air conditioner was on full blast. Funsho thought her shiver was due to her arousal; she didn’t bother to say she was just cold. He still lived with his parents, but he occupied a converted boys’ quarters, giving the illusion that he was independent. Still, it was a cosy space, as good a place as any to do what they were about to do; and the melodies of TeaMarrr’s ‘Chasing Amy’ played from his phone and soothed her.

She allowed him to peel off her clothes; watched as he removed his. Their skin was much closer in shade, so that when she was pressed against him, it looked as though they were blending together. He lifted her and laid her on the bed, and then he covered her breast with his mouth. The experience was somewhat like being outside her body. He was saying all the right things – she was beautiful, a goddess, a siren, he wanted her, he loved her. She closed her eyes as he climbed atop her. Zubby would be heartbroken.

‘Are you okay?’

‘Mmm.’

‘Tell me if, like … tell me what you need.’

She touched his cheek and smiled.

‘I need this.’

It was over faster than she had anticipated. He didn’t have the same control that Zubby had.

‘Was it good for you?’ he asked.

‘Yes. It was good for me.’

‘I love you,’ he told her. And she pulled away.




X

She was lying down listening to Little Simz’s ‘Hello, Hi’, when she heard a light knock on her bedroom door, then two more – a little beat. Not in the style of the women in the house, when they bothered to knock at all. Sango raised his head, and then lowered it again – so not a stranger.

‘Come in.’

The door opened and revealed Osagie. He filled the whole frame. She was surprised to see him, but perhaps she shouldn’t have been. He seemed like a kind man; he would want to say goodbye.

She looked at him with the eyes of a daughter – noting the things about him that she had not cared about before, checking for herself in him. She watched his gait – he covered a lot of space, but his movements seemed slow; the way he flexed his hands, the way he spoke – the gentleness and purposefulness. He was the missing part of a picture that was her being, the twenty-three chromosomes she’d never known. She wasn’t just a Yoruba girl any more; Osagie was Edo, so that made her Edo and Yoruba. Did he speak his language? She knew so little.

She didn’t expect to find similarities; she was, after all, Mo’s double. But perhaps there was something there, in his sidelong glance, and the way she could tell he thought a million thoughts before saying what was on his mind. Or maybe she was only seeing what she wanted to see. He gave her one of his easy crooked smiles.

‘I hope I’m not interrupting anything.’

‘No.’ She gestured at her stool and desk. He steered clear of the massive dog staring at him with yellow eyes as he approached the desk. He sat on the stool and it disappeared beneath him. He was wearing a dark green short-sleeved linen kaftan, his arms riddled with milk-coloured splotches. She wondered if it had been difficult for him to move through life with such a unique physical trait. She thought about the ways her life might have been different if the condition had left a greater impression on her body.

He cleared his throat. ‘So … genetic counselling?’

‘Yea.’

‘I’ve … It sounds interesting …’

‘You don’t know what it is, do you?’

He laughed. ‘No idea. But if you don’t mind enlightening me …’

She didn’t mind. She leant forward and told him why she wanted to do it. She gave him examples of what families went through, the fears, the uncertainty; not unlike her own. And he listened, occasionally interrupting her to ask questions. As she spoke to him, it occurred to her that she had never had this conversation with her mother or her grandmothers. They wanted her to do well, she knew that; but their ambient concern did not translate to genuine interest.

‘Well, we know you didn’t get your brains from me.’ He laughed at himself, but she wasn’t able to join him. The man before her was her father. She had a father. What did people do with those? And she was twenty-five; perhaps she didn’t need one any more. As if he was reading her thoughts, he said: ‘I … This fatherhood thing has obviously come as a surprise. But a good surprise. I don’t want you to feel pressure. I would like a relationship with you, but I know you Gen Z people care a lot about boundaries.’

He wasn’t here to say goodbye. She felt a knot in her chest untie. She hadn’t even known she wanted him to stay, but her relief that he was was undeniable. Whatever he felt about what her mother had done, despite the fact that he found himself with an adult child, he wanted to give the thing a go.

‘I think everyone cares about … boundaries.’

‘Yes. You are right. And I want you to be comfortable. If you want to talk to me, or spend time with me, I will give you my number, call any time. Your mum told me you got a UK job. And I was planning to be in the UK in the next three months. If you are fine with it, I would be happy to come and visit you at your job. And if you like o, I have a small place you can stay at; it’s empty most of the time. You would be doing me a favour. I don’t have tenants there, so the place is just running up costs.’

He was saying a lot, the words tripping over themselves in their hurry to get out. He was nervous, and she felt a somewhat abstract distance from it all. As if she were watching this interaction from outside of herself. He was easy to be around, to warm to; but it could all be an illusion.

‘I wasn’t sure … I don’t know that I can go. There’s visa stuff, and I have already taken so long to respond.’

‘Let me help you …’

‘I … I don’t know much about you, except that you’re in the air force.’

‘I am the middle child of three boys. I never married. I have a little outfit that distributes water to homes as my side hustle. My favourite colour is red. Ask me anything, and I’ll answer to the best of my ability.’

‘Anything?’

‘Anything.’

‘Your arms are usually covered up. Are you self-conscious about …’

‘The vitiligo? I was as a boy. I wore long-sleeved shirts round the clock to avoid exposing them. But these days I consider it to be my unique selling point.’ He laughed at himself. ‘The long sleeves are now just a military habit that’s hard to shake. Any other questions?’

‘Do you think you will be able to forgive her?’

‘Who? Your mum?’

‘Yes.’

‘I think so. Eventually. How about you?’

‘I’m not sure.’

He smiled again; this one was smaller, less crooked. She was learning he had different smiles for different emotions. He shrugged. ‘I don’t like the unilateral choice she made. She denied me a chance to be involved in my daughter’s life. I must admit, I am more than a little angry; but she raised you, and I think she did a hell of a job. You are sharp, thoughtful, kind and confident; everything I would have wanted my daughter to be. God works in mysterious ways, yes?’ He stood up, groaning as he did, and cracked his back. ‘This stool is for you young people.’

‘I … I don’t know what to call you …’

‘I guess Dad would be too weird?’

She tried the word, and it stuck in her mouth. It felt unfamiliar and awkward. She barely knew this man and the word itself was foreign to her. She recalled all the times she had needed a dad, and she couldn’t help but feel a little anger towards him, even though she was acutely aware that none of this was his fault. But still, his spirit should have whispered to him that he had progeny.

‘Maybe, someday?’

‘Okay.’ He hummed as he thought of a suitable alternative. ‘What about Oba?’

‘Oba?’

‘Yea. It’s a title, so less … intimate. And that’s what I used to go by when I was younger.’

‘Oba.’




XI

‘I’m not Golden Boy. I am me. And you are you,’ Zubby said.

A week had gone by, and she had finally picked up one of his calls. He’d asked to come over, and she figured she owed him that much. But she had decided what she would do, and she knew he wouldn’t like it.

‘You’ve been compared to Golden Boy for all of five minutes. I have sparred with Monife all my life. So excuse me if I feel differently.’

He grabbed her hands and held them, bringing them to his lips. ‘Fuck that. Eni, this is us. You and me. We can survive this. You know we can.’

She was tempted then, because he meant it, he really was going to defy the gods. Or Monife, at least. His teeth were clenched and his eyes were glaring and he looked like a man who was crafted with love. She could see who he was now and who he would be. And it was beautiful.

Her face was wet, but she pulled her hands free from his. ‘I slept with Funsho,’ she blurted. ‘I’m sorry.’

He dropped her hands, and it felt as though she had been pushed into the void. ‘Wha—? Why?’ He looked stunned, as if she’d just slapped him.

‘I needed to know. I need to know that I can forge my own path, that I am not being manipulated by a dead—’

He turned and punched the wall of her room. And then he stuck his reddened fists in his pockets. ‘Fuck! You can’t blame everything you do on … on … Shit. I can’t believe this is happening.’

‘I’m sorry.’ She had done it. She couldn’t take it back; she had corrupted the most beautiful thing she had ever experienced. She had broken off the thing that bound her to Monife, even more than her DNA. She had no right to cry.

‘So that’s it? Our time together meant nothing?’

‘I …’ She wanted to tell him that she loved him, but she knew that would mean nothing to him now.

‘Was it good?’

‘It wasn’t about that …’

His shoulders dropped and he started gathering his things together, defeated. ‘So you guys are together now.’

‘I am not with anyone. I just … I am tired of walking in her shadow, Z. I don’t expect you to understand.’

‘I really wanted to, Eni. You just never gave me a chance.’

When he left, Grandma East gathered her into her arms. It had always felt safe in Grandma East’s arms, and warm. Eniiyi felt free to weep; to soak her grandmother’s cotton wear in salt-heavy tears. She was after all, a girl of the sea, the woman who drowned and then came back to life.

‘Hush, hush, my baby.’

But she didn’t hush. She cried for the woman who had lost her love, lost her baby and lost the will to live; she wept for the man who had opened her heart, only to discover that their love had been doomed from the start; and she shed tears for herself, the girl who had spent her entire life trying not to be a ghost.




XII

They weren’t expecting anyone, least of all Golden Boy. They were going through Grandma West’s things. Aunt Ashley and Uncle Tolu had showed up. She thought of how much pain her uncle must be in, having lost his sister and now his mother.

The room was dim, and they sorted through her things in silence, until Grandma East picked up her sister’s snuff box and said, ‘I hope God has tobacco in heaven.’ It wasn’t that funny. But she said it with such gravitas that Ebun and Tolu began to guffaw, and then they were all laughing.

They were interrupted by a car horn. Her uncle offered to answer the summons, and returned to announce that Kalu was at the Falodun house. They all stopped speaking and looked at each other in surprise.

‘What does he want?’ asked Ebun.

‘You’ll have to ask him. Come on.’

Zubby’s father was red-eyed and smelt of alcohol. He greeted them all; and then focused on Eniiyi.

‘Hello, Eniiyi.’

Ebun stepped between them.

‘What do you want, Kalu?’

Golden Boy sighed. ‘I mean her no harm. I am here to make amends.’

‘Mum, please, I’m twenty-five. I think I can handle this conversation.’

Ebun folded her arms. ‘The floor is yours.’

‘Right.’ He bit his lip; it was an action that reminded her of Zubby so sharply that it hurt. ‘Right. I messed up. I did a great disservice to your family. You opened your arms to me and I hurt someone that was precious to all of us.’

Ebun hissed, ‘You have a terrible way of showing that people are precious to you.’ Eniiyi wished her mother wouldn’t keep interrupting the man. He was clearly suffering.

‘I … I wanted … She was … so far out of my league, so different … and I thought I needed to toe the line. I should have stayed away from her. But Zubby doesn’t deserve to be punished for my mistakes.’

‘We don’t want anything to do with you or your family.’

Tolu stood up then. Eniiyi guessed he was going to tell Golden Boy to get out. She thought of what she could say to defuse the situation. She saw Ashley touch her uncle’s arm, so she was not alone in her worry. But to her surprise, Tolu turned to face her mother.

‘Where the hell do you get off behaving like Kalu was the sole source of Mo’s depression?’

‘I never said he was the sole—’

Ashley laid a hand on Tolu’s wrist. ‘Babe, maybe this isn’t the …’ He shook her off.

‘How do you look at yourself?! You convinced her to have an abortion, and then threw her under the bus …’

‘What is he talking about, Ebun?’ asked Grandma East.

‘Mum?’

‘She had an abortion?’ joined Golden Boy.

There were tears falling down Ebun’s face. She didn’t speak, but she looked straight ahead at Eniiyi, who returned her gaze without flinching. ‘I’m sorry, Eniiyi. I’m so sorry.’

‘Ebun, is this true?’ said Grandma East. ‘Why? You should have spoken to us.’

‘Aunty, please,’ snapped Tolu. ‘Please. You wanted that abortion. You and my mother both.’

Grandma East folded her arms. ‘The situation was not looking good for her …’

‘And then my dear mother, may her soul rest in peace, filled her head with nonsense and pushed her into the arms of a witch doctor. You know, it is because of you people that I had a vasectomy ten years ago. What if I made a mistake and had a girl? Is this how you people would corrupt her till she feared an old wives’ tale and spent the rest of her days in pursuit of some man? God forbid.’ And to show his seriousness, he snapped his fingers over his head. No one spoke. No one moved. ‘I had to …’ His voice broke. ‘I had to search for her. After finding that note, I searched for my sister. But she was already … Eniiyi,’ he said, turning to his niece. ‘If you know what is good for you, you’ll leave this place.’

Grandma East was weeping now and Ebun had dropped to her knees.

‘And you. I owe you an apology.’ To everyone’s surprise, Tolu spun to face Kalu. ‘The day before she … you left her a message on the answering machine.’

‘I remember. I told her I wanted the child. That I was sorry.’

‘She had already … The baby was gone by then. I thought the message would only cause her more pain. I deleted it. Maybe if I’d told her, it would have changed something. There’s not a day that goes by that I don’t wish I had told her. I … I’m sorry, man.’

Kalu shook his head. ‘I … No. Don’t apologise. This was all because of me.’ And to demonstrate his contrition, he prostrated for them, lying completely flat on the floor.

Eniiyi’s heart was beating against her chest. Kalu lay like that for a few minutes, then stood up and began to make his retreat, but she blurted out: ‘Wait! I have something for you.’ She left the room, rushing to retrieve the thing she had found in the earth, under the tree. She returned to the living room and handed it over to him.

She watched him open the tin box, and then he started to weep. They were all quiet as he went through the things – a handkerchief, a watch, cufflinks, a hard little sweet. And then she handed him the leather bracelet Zubby had given her.

‘If you could help me return it to Zubby, I would appreciate it.’

‘Eniiyi, I don’t want what happened between Mo and me to—’

‘Your story has ended, Mr Kenosi. Don’t worry about ours.’

‘Please, keep the bracelet. He would want you to have it.’

‘I can’t.’

He sniffed, nodded and took it from her. ‘You’re left-handed,’ he noted, before saying, ‘I am glad I got to meet you’, and leaving the room.




XIII

She started to pack for the UK that same night. She was beginning to feel claustrophobic in the house, and she needed to be as far from Zubby as was possible. She didn’t think she could remain in the country without capitulating, assuming he would even want her back.

Her mother and grandmother, Sango and Osagie – Oba – stood awkwardly at the gate. Her mother had offered to drive her to the airport, but she had insisted on taking an Uber. She gave them all a hug. And planted a kiss on Sango’s head.

‘I’ll tell you guys when I get to the airport.’

‘I’ll be praying for you.’

‘Thank you, Grandma. I’ll miss you.’

‘Don’t forget about little old me,’ joined Osagie, laughing.

Her mother looked her in the eye and took a hand in hers. ‘I am sorry things turned out the way they did. I hope this next chapter of your life is everything you want it to be. I’ll miss you, Eniiyi. Come back and visit us.’

She wiped the tears from her eyes and gave her mother another hug.

She looked back at the house. It would be years before she returned home, but she couldn’t know that yet. Or that twenty-four hours after she left Nigeria, Sango the Immortal would die peacefully in his sleep. She couldn’t know that Oba would propose and her mother would say yes. Or that Ebun would move out, taking Grandma East with her. All that would remain of the Falodun house were the ghosts.

And she couldn’t know that one day, seven years from now, she’d walk into a restaurant in Lagos and lock eyes with Zubby. Neither of them able to look away.




Epilogue

She was untethered. A mermaid in the deep blue sea. She beat back the waves with the sheer force of her black body.

In the waters, she wrestled the curse. It was more beast than person, and her hands kept sliding off. But she did not tire; she was barely human herself. They had been locked in combat for what could have been hours, or days, or years, but she would not stop fighting, not yet. Not until she either made it back to dry land or she’d taken the curse down with her, right to the bottom of the ocean.

And in the end, she felt it expire in her arms.

Above her, Eniiyi walked through the aisles and located her seat, 52A. She soared through the air and claimed for herself a new future – one not linked to a spectre. She had no reason to look down out the window as the plane took off, skimming the ocean as it lifted into the sky, but perhaps if she had, she would have glimpsed a familiar shadow left behind, just under the water’s surface. And if there was ever a sign that she alone was the owner of her body, this was it.
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