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“What if I don’t want to study education?” I said under the cover of the loud blender, testing the words out loud.

We were in the kitchen doing the bulk cooking in a rhythm that had been familiar since my childhood.

Today’s tasks included a large pot of egusi soup and stew. I had to make the stew, so I had begun blending the mix of tomatoes, tatashe peppers, onions, and habanero peppers in the Buchymix blender one of my aunties had sent from Nigeria.

Between the bursts of sound from the blender, I paused, turning toward my mother.

“Mummy?”

“Hmm Nkechi,” she answered as she pulled out a pack of egusi from the freezer.

“Umm…what if I don’t want to be a teacher?”

She paused in putting the ground egusi into the pot, a slight frown on her face. “What do you mean?”

The white granules of the egusi remained in the spoon hanging over the large pot on the stove. My mum had insisted on a gas stove top when we house hunted two years ago.

I returned my attention to our conversation. “I mean, what if I had been admitted to university for something else?” I had received the letter three weeks ago, and with the number of letters I had gotten, everyone had assumed it was yet another decision about my application for the Faculty of Education.

“What are you talking about? What else did you apply for?”

I could see the concern. Since I was young, she had been my confidante, so the idea I had made a big decision and applied for a course without her knowledge.

“I might have applied for an art degree.” I was stalling.

She had picked up on my hesitation. “What art degree?”

With every question, I glanced to see if she would continue cooking, but the soup ladle hung above the pot.

“Dance.”

Two eyebrows shot up. “Dance…as your major?” She blinked a few times. “Dance…but why?” There was no mistaking the shock on her face.

“I decided I want to be a dancer. That’s what I want to study at uni, and that’s what I want to do after I graduate.” I tried to emphasize I intended to graduate; to start on this path and follow it through.

She turned off the stove and removed the pot off the hot surface. Guess we’re getting serious about this discussion. I had hoped to escape any real grilling by bringing it up while we cooked. (Pun fully intended.)

“You want to dance?”

It felt like she kept repeating everything I said to give me the opportunity to change my mind. I had dragged out my explanation as long as I could to give us both time to get used to this idea.

“Yes, ma. I would like to be a professional dancer.”

She squinted at me like I was speaking Romanian (cool language I would never be able to speak, though). “Nkechi, amaghị m ihe i na ko, what do you mean you want to be a professional dancer? How will that help you? I thought you applied for an education program?” The questions came out rapidly with an underlining sense of bafflement.

I was torn between lashing out and telling my mum this was all a prank. But I didn’t want to blow this. “Yes, ma, I applied for education at other universities, but I also applied to the dance program here in Calgary. I figured if God wanted me to get in, I would, even though I applied to only one program.” I was hoping the God argument would help my case.

She narrowed her eyes at me. “Don’t think that bringing God into this is helping your case. What do you mean you want to be a professional dancer? Why would you go and throw away a perfectly acceptable admission and choose dance?”

“Dance is a perfectly good option too.”

I had known that there would be some push back about my decision, so I took a deep breath to calm myself down. I was prone to raising my voice at the slightest provocation these days, but I didn’t want to make this worse for myself or my mum.

She continued, “Mbanu Nkechi, emela otuọ. I’m not saying I have anything against dance, but why would you choose that as a degree? Is that what we brought you here to do? To dance?”

I barely stopped myself from rolling my eyes. “Mum, you always say you will not force us to pick a career we don’t want to do, and I am choosing dance.” I needed every defense I could use.

“Yes, I will not force you to do something you do not want to do, but Nkechi, since you were fourteen, you’ve been saying ‘teacher, teacher, teacher’, and you haven’t once mentioned being a professional dancer until now. Why would you want to change your mind so close to the start of the semester?”

The semester started in just over a month, and the fact I had applied for education was a testament to my mum’s reply. My parents had not forced me to go with the family tradition of law; probably because my dad had not fit into the mold of what I call “big five” and was an architect. My mum had been a successful lawyer in Nigeria before we moved to Canada and the realities of being an immigrant mother changed her path.

Although I knew I was pushing the limits of convention, I needed to at least try—dreams did not fulfill themselves. “I got the admission a little later. And I have been thinking about this since last year, Mummy. This is not a last-minute decision. I just didn’t know how to tell you and Daddy.”

The last two years had brought massive changes after we moved to the new place. I had started working, attending the odd dance class when I could pay for it, and decided to pursue dance. But I had also been fighting an internal battle too.

My mum sighed, leaning on the countertop and resting her fist on her waist. “Okay, let’s say you do this dance degree. Then what? What do you do with a dance degree?”

It was a legitimate concern. Apart from the fact that most parents in our extended family may not be thrilled with performing arts degrees, finding work after completing an art program could be challenging for anyone. I had considered this already.

“I could become a professional dancer and perform with a dance company, or different artists.” I paused, but my mum was listening, trying to understand, so I continued, “I haven’t been in formal dance training since I was young, so I don’t have the training or connections most dancers my age have. I’ve only gone to a couple of dance classes as well. But in all those classes, the teachers always encourage me to come back. You know how much I’ve loved dance since I was young.”

“Hmm.” She acknowledged my point begrudgingly. “Okay, then you could do education, and do dance as a minor. That way you could become a dance teacher or have other options if you decide you don’t want to dance professionally.”

Apparently, any other path but the one I was on would be acceptable. What she didn’t say was I could have a backup in case dance did not pay as much. I understood the concerns, and had been asking myself the same questions, but the lack of faith in my choices still grated.

“But Mummy, I don’t want to have class after class about education when I could be having dance classes instead. Plus, I would likely only have ten dance classes, and then have a bunch of requirements for Education that I won’t have any passion for.”

I hadn’t meant to use the “passion” argument, since we all know that does not pay the bills, but I couldn’t call back my words any more than my mum could hide her disapproval. What I didn’t mention was the combined education and fine arts degree that was offered. I was still considering it, but I wasn’t yet sure if I wanted to do one extra year of school when I hadn’t even started the degree. And if I did, there was also the option of a combined kinesiology degree. There were so many options.

But I knew I wanted to dance.

“Even if you have a passion for dance, how will you have a career and pay for your life as a dancer?”

“Well, I could teach part time, and dance part time. I won’t need an education degree to teach dance, but I could get a master’s in education if I wanted. Besides, these days dancers can get some really good opportunities.”

She had that diplomatic look on her face, but a slight frown remained. I could see that she did not like it, but for some reason that I couldn’t understand, she held her tongue.

“And, Mummy, you know me, I did my research about both, and I really think I can do this. Please, Mummy.”

She nodded once decidedly. “Let me think and pray about this, you need to do that too. But you will have to go and talk to your father about this.” She hadn’t said no! Thank God!

I was still frustrated and uncertain, but my relief overpowered the battle in my head. “Yes, Mummy.” I hit the grind on the blender, no need to give space for further argument.

~

We settled the topic for the most part until a month later, when we drove over to my Auntie Ada’s house. They had just moved here from Nigeria three weeks ago, and had been staying in our house until last week when they moved out, and one of my older cousins, Akwaugo moved in. Akwaugo was the adopted daughter of my mum’s eldest sister—they raised her after her parents (my uncle and his wife) died in an accident when she was one.

It felt like our house had become a revolving door of relatives since the summer began. Our cousins from California had visited at the start of summer and stayed long enough to welcome Auntie Ada and her family to Canada. They now lived in an apartment complex, in the northwest of the city.

Thank God for our highways in Calgary, otherwise, it would have taken longer than twenty minutes to get to their new place from the south, where we went to church.

We pulled into the visitor’s parking area and my mum motioned to the trunk.

“Nkechi, help your brother bring in the groceries from the boot.”

“Yes, Ma.” I turned in that direction. “Obinna, carry the boxes and I’ll take the bags of fruit.”

He nodded and passed me the lighter bags, hefting the boxes filled with everything from cereal to laundry detergent. I remembered how my mother’s distant cousin (don’t ask me how they are related, our family is too big) had helped us when we first moved to Canada almost eight years ago, and I was grateful to be paying it forward to my cousins.

Auntie Ada, my father’s oldest sister had two children, a set of twin thirteen-year-old boys, made interesting by the fact that she was much older than my father and had given birth to her twin sons later in life.

My brother and I called her Auntie Sarah when we were younger, she had seemed much older than she was; we didn’t know her first name anyway, since everyone called her ‘Ada’, the Igbo title for the eldest daughter.

I pressed the button to close the trunk and walked to the side of the car.

“Daby, wake up, we’re here,” I called to my sister through the tinted back passenger window, her creamy pale skin intentionally shaded by an extra layer of tint.

“Leave her alone, I’ll give her a few more minutes to sleep, then I’ll bring her in,” my father said softly.

I rolled my eyes, last born privileges. I certainly don’t remember being treated like that when I was young. We walked up to the apartment building and entered their home number.

“Ụnụ e rụtala?” my aunt asked. I grinned at the Igbo tradition of welcoming someone by asking if they have come.

“Yes, Sister.” My mother reached for the door to let us in. We bypassed the stairs and opted for the elevator instead. No need to give my brother an extra work out. He was tall—almost as tall as my father—and bulking up already, more so since he turned sixteen earlier this year.

My cousins greeted us at the door, horsing around with my brother.

“Be careful, oh, there are breakable plates in that box.” My mother gave Obinna a significant look. They paused their antics long enough to deposit the boxes on the kitchen counter and tackled Obinna to the floor. I lifted my eyes to the ceiling; God save us from brothers.

I loved my brother to pieces, and he was usually reserved, but when surrounded by the right people, he got all lively and playful. My mum walked to the dining table and deposited a large basket on top. We had made some rice and stew this morning before church, along with salad, fried plantains, and fried chicken. It was our go-to Sunday lunch and worked well for sharing. We were to have lunch here before going back home.

“Nkechi, set the table please.”

“Yes, Ma.” I turned to Auntie Ada. “Auntie, are the plates still up there?” I pointed to one of the upper cabinets hanging over the sink.

She shook her head. “No, they are on the other side. After you people left that day, I decided to move a few things around.”

I smiled at how similar we were, we liked things in a specific order, and I could relate to moving things around to suit how I liked it. We had helped them move in and set up the apartment, but I could see that a few things had been shuffled around since last week. Like the loveseat facing the balcony doors rather than the kitchen, and the spices moved to the cabinet right above the stovetop. We also looked similar—I had inherited my curvy frame from my dad’s side, while my mum was more on the slender side.

I reached for the dinner plates first, counting four for the adults. Their dining table set up behind the thrifted grey sectional could be expanded but was currently for four people. Huh.

“Mummy, could the kids use the disposable plates instead, since we are not sitting at the dining table, please?”

My mum narrowed her eyes at me. She had picked up on my reasoning, but I continued to make my case.

“We only have five dinner plates too. The ones we just brought are not washed yet.” I was trying to avoid having to wash the new set we had just purchased, as well as reduce the number of dishes we had to clean at the end. There was a dishwasher in the house, but considering how rarely we used ours, I was not holding my breath on loading this one. I hated washing dishes and tried to excuse myself from the chore as much as possible.

She nodded and I gave myself a mental high five. The boys came to help with the lunch set up after my aunt scolded them, and once we were done, we all perched on different surfaces, waiting for my dad. My Uncle had gone downstairs as soon as we got here.

“Gịnị ka ha na e me nala?” my aunt asked my mum, wondering what was keeping them downstairs.

“Daberechi was sleeping, and Obi m wanted to give her a few more minutes to nap.”

“Mtchew,” my aunt hissed. “Biko call them, what kind of nonsense is that. Will she not sleep later?”

I smothered a laugh, apparently my aunt was not on board with the coddling my sister was receiving this afternoon. My mum pulled out her phone and typed
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