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Dedication

Black women everywhere who, in big ways, in small ways, in everyday ways, challenge the box society tries to put you in, I salute you.




Epigraph

“Definitions belong to the definer not the defined.”

—TONI MORRISON
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2 Samuel 6:14

“And David danced before the LORD with all his might.”

“Somebody shout Hallelooooooyeh! HALLELOOOOOYEH! C’mon do you not know your God? Isn’t this a time to celebrate? Psalm 100 tells us to ‘make a joyful noise unto the Lord, all ye lands. Serve the Lord with gladness: come before his presence with singing . . . and into his courts with praise. So you need to get up on your feet and give the Lord A SHOUT OF PRAISE this Sunday morning! Brethren, it is time to worship the Lord. It’s time to dance like David danced! Let’s welcome the Praise and Worship team to the stage.’”

Whenever Ifeoma came forward to address the congregation, she acted as if she was addressing a stadium of people. The church, optimistically built to seat a few hundred, housed, on a good day, no more than sixty-five. Today, she wore a cheap pair of pink plastic mules with an ill-fitting orange and brown ankara dress that complemented her smooth light skin and highlighted the rolls around her thickened waist. Her “word of encouragement,” one she was tasked with presenting each service, was always delivered with an aggressively nasal American twang she’d acquired by religiously (but secretly) gorging on Charlie’s Angels and watching Diff’rent Strokes on repeat. Her words bounced off the chipped monochromatic floors and dirty concrete walls of the colossal hall. Akin to the flat, painful din of the Praise and Worship team, it echoed beyond the vast room and into the compound from which it spilled its God-fearing gut onto the potholed streets of Agege. The members of Dunamis Power Ministries were convinced the deafening racket was a tool of deliverance for them and a weapon of salvation for unbelievers. Once it touched the hearts and minds of those whose lives were still dancing to the delights of the devil, they would finally see the light. Of course, Ifeoma was well aware that the devil was already doing his work much closer to home.

Recently, for the first time in years, Ifeoma didn’t have to fake her enthusiasm during service. She actually felt genuine joy. And so, when the Praise and Worship team took to the stage and began to shout-sing, barking at the congregation to “dance like David danced,” she danced like David with all her girth, with all the enthusiasm she could muster. Sweat dripped freely down her heaving chest, and her mouth ached from the fervency of her smile. In reality, her glee had nothing to do with being drunk with the Holy Spirit.

She was finally leaving. Of course, she hadn’t told anyone yet. Out of necessity, Ifeoma learned to master the art of keeping secrets. Besides, Pastor was the one who preached, “When you are believing God for something precious, until it manifests, you have to keep it from evil eyes, from evil ears, lest it be taken away from you.” Once that “something precious” manifests, he encouraged everyone to “make the devil ashamed” by sharing the testimony with the church. “Because, after all, we are family” he reminded the congregation.

Ifeoma had long lost touch with her own family. Her staunch Catholic mother and brothers were appalled that not only had she fallen for a man who came from generations of Muslims, she was determined to “throw away her birthright for a Yoruba man.” “Tufiakwa!” her mother exclaimed in horror when Ifeoma initially, tentatively broached the possibility of marrying him. “These are not our people. And they are not good people. So, in the whole of Igbo land, there is no one you can find? Not one? What is wrong with Chibunna, Mrs. Nwafor’s son? Is he not good enough for you? Or Ikem—that very handsome boy already on his way to becoming the best doctor in town? Or what about Emenike? What does it matter that he doesn’t have the best face? At least we know who his people are. Why did you need to go outside and bring me news of this, this abomination of a man that is fifteen years your senior . . . ?” Her mother wept through her anger. “Ifeoma, I’ve been raising you and your two brothers for how many years now since your father died and this is how you are going to treat me?”

But Ifeoma was also angry. She didn’t understand how her mother always had to make everything about her. “Mama, you got to choose your own husband, so why can’t I choose mine?!” Her mother responded by slapping her. “You think that is how things are done? Nwa m nwanyị. If you do not listen to me, you will regret this decision for the rest of your life.”

Ifeoma had always been headstrong, “stubborn” like a boy, they said. (Over the years, Ifeoma would recall this and could almost taste the bitterness in her mouth as she mourns the woman she once was. How different would her life had been if she stayed “stubborn” like a boy.) She implored, begged her mother and brothers to “at least meet him” before deciding he wasn’t right for her. They refused to and didn’t attend the wedding. Her mother wrote Ifeoma to inform her that she had been disowned by her and the family—“You are dead to us,” the letter said. Ifeoma was devastated. So when Pastor said, “After all, we are family,” she understood how little meaning it carried.

When Ifeoma first met Pastor, almost twenty-five years ago, he was Lawal, the man who would become her husband. When his cousin died after refusing treatment on religious grounds for his failing liver, leaving behind a toddler and pregnant wife, Lawal began to question his own faith. “What kind of God is this?” he said to her once. “I’m sure if Taofik did this operation, he would still be alive today.”

He began to immerse himself in Christianity and the Bible, occasionally accompanying her to church but he was noncommital. Eventually at her ultimatum, he raised his hand in response to the altar call. Initially, his conversion from Islam was a relief to Ifeoma. It seemed to quell his dark moments—Ifeoma had seen flashes of his temper during their courtship—and she was hopeful that his newfound zeal for Christ would prove her family wrong. And who knows, it might encourage a reconciliation, she hoped. But after having what he describes as his “Damascus experience,” Lawal reinvented himself as Pastor Luke and his fervency soon became terrifying; he would insist on “staying in the spirit” for days when, besides preaching two-hour hellfire sermons at five a.m. services every morning, he wouldn’t speak with anyone and expected total silence in the house to “avoid contamination.” Without warning, he also would insist she start a dry fast for thirty-six hours as a way to cleanse her “from any fresh sins—known and unknown.” The headaches she had from dehydration were blinding. Ifeoma, whether in public or in private, knew never to call him by his name, especially not by Lawal—which he said “died at the cross with his sins.” Even when they had sex—now, few and far between—she’d whisper “Pastor” at his insistence. Early in their relationship, she would call him ọkọ mi as a term of endearment, a way of showing she was embracing all of him, including his native tongue, which she still was not fluent in. On the rare occasions she referred to him as “my husband,” it no longer teemed with affection. It was simply a statement of fact.

She watched as Pastor walked—no, sprinted—up the stairs to the pulpit. To the naked eye, the pains in his chest, which he had privately complained of in recent weeks, seemed to have disappeared. But Ifeoma was unconvinced. He always preached that Christians “giving their power to sickness” was evidence of “immaturity” and that “small faith will just give the devil a greater foothold in your life.” So he would be loath to show his pain in public. Or it could be Pastor’s “sudden” recovery was because he now was flanked by Folashade, his busty armor-bearer, who dutifully jiggled as she carried his gloriously frayed gigantic Bible and a bottle of (holy) ice water for him to drink during the service. It was a role usually occupied by a man; everyone knew this. Years ago, Folashade would have bothered her, but Ifeoma had long come to appreciate her husband’s distractions—he had many over the years. It took the target off her back, if only fleetingly.

As the crowd hailed him, he smiled widely and drank in the adulation. He gave a sign for the Praise and Worship team to leave the stage and opened his Bible, which Folashade had just placed reverently on the pulpit. An usher had moved the only functioning fan in the room so it was positioned to blow its cool breeze onto Pastor, keeping him comfortable, as matte and sweat-free as possible. Everyone else had to quietly contend with the oppressive midday heat. But Ifeoma’s mind was not preoccupied with the temperature. If her original plan didn’t work soon, she would have a dilemma on her hands.

There was no way she could explain to Pastor that her name had been randomly selected for a green card without sounding deceitful. She began applying a few years ago after Kayode, the church’s choirmaster who was studying to be a barrister, got his and left for Minnesota. She wasn’t particularly interested in Minnesota; she just wanted to go to America. And while she and Kayode had slept together on and off for the four years prior to his departure, Ifeoma’s application to start a new life in America had nothing to do with her lover. Love didn’t play a part in their arrangement. In fact, she purposely, consciously, denied herself the possibility.

An affair between an overweight forty-four-year-old pastor’s wife and an eligible twenty-five-year-old law student at church would be scandalous. He was likely to come out of it unscathed, but she would be called a witch and she’d be run out of town in disgrace. Or worse, certainly if Pastor had anything to do with it. And so Ifeoma knew the deal with Kayode. She accepted it for what it was and however long it lasted.

Ifeoma liked having a younger man. Kayode never shamed the evidence of her appetite and relished her plumpness. He showed no restraint in his appreciation of it, hungrily exploring every crease and crevice of Ifeoma’s fat body, indulging in things he could never ask of a nice born-again girl even after they got married. It was the first time in years that she felt desired, and it was just what she needed to reignite a sense of who she was before Pastor, before they had children. By her late teens she was aware that her light skin, full bust, fine features, and the way her easy laugh juxtaposed with what men called “stubbornness”—something they relished trying to break down—was a magnet. She was never short of suitors—though only a few were rewarded with her body—but she was always in control, even behind closed doors. It’s what Pastor got to enjoy in the early days but eventually would punish her for. It was behavior he described as lacking in “godly restraint.” As the years went on, as her body grew, everything else of her shrank. Giving Kayode the freedom to fulfill his lust—and yes, hers—without the fear of his chastisement felt like an easy exchange.

Every year Ifeoma wasn’t selected for her green card, another year her disappointment with life threatened to smother her. While the beatings from her husband became less frequent, there were still days when she fell into a place so dark she couldn’t believe the omnipresent God could possibly exist there. On those days she pretended to be sick so she didn’t have to go in to her job at the local bank. Eventually, she’d pick herself up and continue to apply in secret. She surprised herself: for many years even the thought of being versatile with the truth—talk less of purposely hiding anything from her husband—filled her with a nauseating fear. Pastor was obsessed with “the pursuit of truth” and was vociferous in his hatred for what he termed “dangerous deceits.”

“Don’t you know the devil is the father of lies?” he’d say. As much as she tried to bat it away, his words, like a tenacious mosquito, refused to leave her alone. It was a line that reverberated in her mind as Pastor often repeated it to their twin boys, Taiwo and Kehinde, over the years. He was always accusing them of one transgression or another: “Who moved this newspaper from the table?” “Is that the right way to say ‘Amen’?” “I’m sure there were seven bottles of Coke here—who drank one? Tell the truth NOW and let the devil be ashamed!”

Despite his so-called “pursuit of truth,” regardless of the boys’ answers, he would unemotionally, with faraway eyes, dish out his cruel punishments. Sometimes he would march them outside to the back of the house and leave them in the crushing heat for hours. He’d order them to kneel on the rough ground, keeping their arms above their heads while the sun singed their skin. Other times he would send them to bed without food and make them fast till six p.m. the next day. Then there were the lashings. He gave those across the palms of their hands using his koboko. On one occasion it split Taiwo’s palms open. One night after the boys had gone to bed, Ifeoma tried to discuss it with him, pleading with him to stop being so harsh with the children. Her words were tentative, her voice no higher than a whisper and she placed her hand on his arm hoping to soften him. He was displeased. “Woman,” he retorted disdainfully, brushing her hand away. “You call yourself a Christian?! Have you not read your Bible? If you spare the rod, you will spoil the child!” He paused and stared at her. “And how dare you question me?” He made clear that there would be consequences—for both her and her children—if she were to try saving them from his wrath. Over the years, she learned to turn away, to steel her failing nerves, to convince herself—and later on, her sons—that it was for the best, telling them that “if we are patient and prayerful, things will change.” Back then she actually believed it.

Her sons left home just before their eighteenth birthday; she went into their rooms one morning and discovered their clothes and shoes gone. Pastor ignored her desperate pleas to look for them.

“How will they cope? Where will they find something to eat? Please, let us at least try to find them. Please,” she begged, until her cries became whimpers. He responded impassively. “No one chased them from this house. Just like the prodigal son, leave them to hunger for the food of pigs. When they are ready to repent, they can come home.”

When the boys finally got in touch almost two years later—a single letter addressed to her signed in both their names but in what she recognized as Kehinde’s handwriting—they revealed they had rejected the faith. Seeing as Pastor “dished out his wickedness in the name of God,” this was not a God they wanted to worship. But it was their words later that punctured her heart. “But Mama, you are worse than him. You stood by and allowed it to happen.” These words would haunt her for the rest of her life. Pastor later discovered the letter, worn from her reading it over and over again. He dragged her into the kitchen by her braids and forced her to watch as he burned, over the stove, the only communication she had had with her sons. He then banned her from corresponding with them. “If thy right eye offend thee,” he said as the paper disintegrated into ash, “pluck it out, and cast it from thee: for it is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish, and not that thy whole body should be cast into hell. . . .” He ran his slim thumb across the palms of his hands, wiping away the only remnants of his sons. “If they want to live Godless lives and perish, leave them to perish.”

After the letter, the house began to feel like a blacked-out room with no windows and no doors, a world where the light existed somewhere in the distance. It was then she finally let go of her faith.

Shortly thereafter, she began her affair with Kayode.

They met after he moved into a small tenement house nearby and joined their church. One Sunday, they caught each other’s eye. She knew what the look meant, but she had to be sure. It was dangerous. And he was young enough to be her son. He was not particularly tall—in her heels Ifeoma was taller than him—but he was sturdy, had strong mature features and the beautiful dark skin she initially fell for when Pastor was Lawal. “What a decent young man,” Pastor would say of Kayode, after inviting him and his small, dull girlfriend—who was only around sporadically as she was studying medicine in Ibadan—to lunch with them after service one day months after their entanglement began. Kayode was careful not to exchange many words with Ifeoma except to prostrate every time he greeted her and call her “Ma.” She bristled inwardly—it reminded her of their age difference. But his behavior would ensure no one suspected a thing. Soon Pastor began asking Kayode to drop Ifeoma home from church on the days their driver Samson wasn’t around.

She didn’t know Kayode was applying for a green card; there were limits to their relationship, and they did not discuss such things. But she suspected he was keen to explore what life offered beyond his life in Mushin and his boring fiancée-to-be, who, in the end, he left.

Ifeoma would love to leave Pastor, too. It crossed her mind to get away in secret, but she sensed he would somehow find a way to bring her back and punish her for it. So if her initial plan didn’t work, she reasoned, she would just have to find a strategic way to tell him about her own green card, which had finally arrived in the mail earlier in the week. She couldn’t sound too happy, too proud, too celebratory, too . . . anything. She needed to emphasize how this opportunity would benefit him. Maybe she would explain how it would enable her to work and send money back to him; he understood the language of foreign currency. It could help to buy more land to build the big, bigger, biggest church for all the other local pastors to envy. He could then join her in America, and he could open a branch abroad, the beginning of his international ministry! Of course, this would all be the last resort. Only if her original plan didn’t work.

As Ifeoma took her seat at church, waiting for her husband to start preaching, her left foot began tapping of its own accord. It always did when she was anxious. Ifeoma shifted in her seat, and she felt a pain. She bit down on her lip to stop herself from crying out. She could still feel the pinch of the three-day-old welts from Pastor’s belt. They decorated the back of her thick thighs.

“Have you fully given your life to Christ,” Pastor bellowed out from the pulpit. “Some of you here,” he pointed a finger, his eyes sweeping, accusatory, across the congregation, “are fornicating. You know who you are!” Ifeoma huffed inwardly at the hypocrisy of his condemnation. She had begun secretly sleeping with Pastor long before they were married, while they were attending another church. At the time, Ifeoma burned with shame thinking of all the things they did. It was not becoming of a well-brought-up Catholic. There were things he still made her do. Except now, he did so in retribution.

Pastor wasn’t always violent. So said his aunt with whom he grew up. She told of a once-affable and even kind human being. Admittedly, Ifeoma did see glimmers of that man when they first began dating. But Lawal was never someone she would have described as gentle; there was an element of his roughness—from the sound of his voice to the stubble on his face to the flash of danger in his eyes—that excited her. At the time, it didn’t occur to her that the persistent but simultaneously transient unease she felt was something to be afraid of. He always countered his domineering nature with a lavish amount of attention toward her. She was flattered by how possessive he was of her; his blatant, bold expression of how much he desired her was something she had never really known with other men. Lawal was older, more experienced and a world away from the fumbling boys she had messed around with back home in Enugu. He told her he was on a mission to conquer her, and he did exactly that. Lawal was a drug, and she was thoroughly addicted.

“But,” Aunty once said to Ifeoma, “war can do terrible things to a man.” He had joined the army as a teenager, and when he returned four years later, he was, recalls Aunty, “the same but . . . different. Sometimes, I did not recognize him.” Ifeoma spent the first few years of her marriage thinking the same. There were moments she didn’t recognize the man she married. There was something of a paradox where his love for her and his fury with her were concerned. They seemed equally intense. Perhaps it is why initially she justified the abuse and was too ashamed to speak to anyone about it. Besides, she rarely saw her friends. Pastor didn’t like them or think they were good for her. When she spoke to God and didn’t get an answer, she turned to Aunty. Her house was one of the few places she could go without being questioned too much. It was Aunty who invited her around, as a matter of urgency prior to their wedding, so she could learn how to cook Pastor’s favorite Yoruba dishes. On the first day, Aunty explained why these lessons were so important. “If you don’t feed your husband, somebody else will feed him for you,” she said knowingly. “You don’t want a husband that has to go outside to be satisfied.”

Ten years into their marriage, after a particularly aggressive altercation that left her ribs bruised, her ears ringing, and her voice hoarse from screaming in pain as well as in anger, Ifeoma finally decided, in her desperation, to speak to Aunty. She recounted a few of the many incidents involving her husband. There was the hot plate of rice he threw at her because he preferred the stew to be on the side and not on top. There were the women who would call the house, sometimes late at night, and once when she confronted him, he chased her around the house with his belt. She was pregnant at the time and miscarried. On the drive back from dropping the twins off at boarding school, Lawal accused her of speaking out of turn in front of the principal. He asked the driver to stop the car, pushed her out, shut the door, and commanded the driver to keep moving. With no money on her person for a taxi or even water, she had to walk the rest of the journey home—just over six miles—in the staggering heat.

Aunty sighed, but as she spoke, her face was unmoved. “My dear, you have to try to understand Yoruba men. They need patience. Why don’t you start by trying your best to please him? Do what he wants, don’t make him angry, don’t talk too much, and everything will be okay,” she advised in her broken English. “And,” she added with a smile, scrutinizing Ifeoma’s face and exposed arms, “at least you can be thankful you have the beautiful kind of skin that doesn’t mark easily.”

When Ifeoma attended Aunty’s funeral a few years later, she didn’t shed a tear.

But Ifeoma had seen the warning signs early in her and Lawal’s relationship and was angry at herself for not heeding them. While they were courting, Lawal had invited her to a party at the Nite-Shift Club with some of his friends. Lawal was unusually quiet on the way home. It was late; she was naive, and she interpreted his reserve for tiredness. As soon as they walked through the front door into the living area, he turned and slapped her, pushing her onto the sofa in his small dark apartment, and grabbed her hair, keys still in hand. He did enjoy a little bit of rough
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