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For the ones like me who stare at a mirror all day hoping to fix it all with their eyes…

I have broken my mirror, please break yours.

Also for Olúr[image: ]mí Àbák[image: ]

Òrìsà bí ìyá, kò sí láy[image: ].




PROLOGUE

“I plan to renovate my bumbum in Lagos, live there for some time, and hopefully meet the love of my life!”

You had hoped your clever use of the word “renovate” would douse the tension in the room, elicit a smile from those assembled, perhaps even fits of laughter. Instead, you saw your mother digging her big toe into the old living room rug, the red nail paint chipping as she dug deeper.

Silence.

“Ehn? Témì, ṣé o ti b[image: ]r[image: ] sí í mu igbó ni? Have you started smoking weed? Why would you do that?” Aunty Jummai barked at you while retying her wrapper. The smoke from the jollof rice cooking in the kitchen caused her eyes to water.

A ringtone was hastily silenced; someone muffled a cough. The lawyer who had been getting ready to take his leave sank deeper into the chair your father had loved.

“No, Aunty. Smoking kills. Would I fix my buttocks if I wanted to die young? I am doing it because I want to—it’s my body,” you answered as truthfully as you could.

Now you were stuck in the house, with no chance of fleeing the slow fire that was burning within your family. You were unlikely to make the consultation scheduled for ten days’ time.

Nigerian families can be an obstacle in a girl’s journey to a figure eight.




part one TODAY, THIS SMALL YANSH MUST GO!




TÉMÌ IS A BLACKBOARD

Your bumbum has always been flat.

You stared, as usual, hoping that some fat had miraculously found its way into it. In your midi midnight-blue lace dress, you looked at your slender frame in the full-length mirror that stood next to your bed. You lifted one hand to clutch both breasts and touched the small of your back with the other. If only your ass was bigger, your tiny waist would have been a magnet for compliments. You dropped both hands and sighed. This was your morning ritual. For yourself. For your sanity. For your sense of somebodiness.

You looked at the window opposite your bed and made a mental note to dust it and wash the curtains that hung loosely by its sides.

You thought about what you planned to do. You thought about your family.

You sighed again.

How do you inform your family members that you intend to surgically enlarge your buttocks without receiving a barrage of curses? How do you slip it into a conversation with Màámi that you intend to relocate to Lagos to meet the man who will love you senseless? How do you tell your older sister, who, until a week ago, you hadn’t seen in five years, that you are hoping to stay in her Lagos apartment while you recover from surgery, maybe even stay a few more months? How?

These questions had been nagging at you since you decided to take the big step to redeem your backside. Time was not your friend; you needed to make the announcement quickly if you were to cash in on the new Easter discount you had seen on Instagram yesterday. The advertisement was clear and straight to the point:


Laydiz, this is for you!

This offer lasts till the end of the month.

So if you really want to enter Easter with a snatched body,

now is the time to go for it.

For my slim laydiz, BBL is possible!

For my thick laydiz, BBL is possible!

Fillers, BBL, nonsurgical butt lift… this clinic has got you!

Don’t go to where they will not shape your yansh well o.



You loved the hearty salesmanship of the clinic’s brand ambassador, even with her confusing accent and nude-glossed lips that parted to reveal the whitest teeth you had ever seen. She probably had veneers. You beamed at your phone, using the screen as a mirror to assess your own teeth. They were not shockingly white, but white enough, thanks to your mother who brushed your teeth with pákò when you were a child, before using a toothbrush with toothpaste.

Good personal hygiene was a virtue that was nonnegotiable for Màámi. Her favourite quote had always been “A woman’s parts should be clean and her breath fresh.” She would scold you mildly whenever she noticed a speck of imperfection. “Témì, I can still see the soap on your body. Go back and give yourself another rinse. Ládùn, go and supervise your sister.” Most times, the supervision ended in a splashing contest between you and your sister, until one of your parents broke it off. It was of utmost importance that you scrubbed thoroughly with kànrìnkàn and rinsed with water.

The bumbum-enlargement advert continued playing. The presenter, Sylvia Osuji, an alumna of your university, was now an influencer. She spoke glowingly of the ongoing Easter offer, sharing with great enthusiasm how she saved up for her surgery, how her decision to go under the knife was the best she had ever made, and how her ass now attracted the high-and-mighty. “Use what you have to get what you want,” she crowed. Sylvia was an acquaintance from your university days, so you had no qualms about going to a clinic she had recommended. While Sylvia was a year ahead of you, she had never been high on the social ladder and mostly stayed in the shadows. However, since graduating, she had been winning in every circle, all because of that new ass.

The first time you saw her video, you sent it straight to your friend. “B[image: ]bọ[image: ]lá, you know we are about to graduate. I think it’s time we upgraded ourselves like Sylvia.”

“Témì, I agree. I swear, I was just thinking about it. Dis my yansh no gree grow.”

Her eagerness made you uneasy. “Don’t you want to think about it?”

“Nope. I’m down,” she responded.

“It’s just our parents I’m worried about.”

“Must they know? And as long as they are not paying, mine couldn’t care less.”

“Who will pay for yours?” you asked.

“You know that man that has been sending me messages on Twitter? I checked his profile. He has money. If he wants to date me, he will pay. Yours?”

“I am not sure.”

“Témì, we have been confined to If[image: ] all our lives. If we must move, let us start making decisions on our own.”

“Perhaps I could tell my daddy after we graduate. He’s actually cool about these things. It is Màámi that could pose a challenge. For now, we should do proper research on the procedure. Maybe we should go with the clinic that Sylvia used.”

“That clinic is expensive, Témì. Do you have three million naira? I don’t think I can get more than one million from all my boyfriends combined. I hope this Twitter guy comes through. Let me start replying to his DMs now.”

“B[image: ]bọ[image: ]lá, please, let’s just wait. We will find a way.”

“Okay, we’ll wait.”

The verbal agreement clearly meant nothing to B[image: ]bọ[image: ]lá because she resumed the final semester with an enlarged ass. “I ate a lot of protein during the Covid-19 break, and I wore a waist trainer every day,” B[image: ]bọ[image: ]lá told each girl who asked.

“Please share your diet with me. I need my backside to start confusing my boyfriend,” your school friends pleaded.

You saw them perching around her like she was a messiah, hanging on her every word. You wondered if it was the protein that shaped her ass like a perfect apple and cinched her waist. Protein must be a miracle worker that only favoured B[image: ]bọ[image: ]lá. B[image: ]bọ[image: ]lá’s betrayal showed that you never really knew people, even if you had been best friends for over ten years.

This made her recent visits all the more unexpected. You didn’t invite her or anyone else when your daddy died. At least she could claim that she used to be your friend; the others were mere neighbourhood acquaintances. One example was Sọlá, whose family had moved next door when his father became a professor, and to whom all you ever said was the occasional half-hearted greeting.

The day you went with your parents to welcome them, Sọlá’s mother said, “You people should be friends! Témì looks like a good girl. Just see how nice you look together.” You knew this tired line well. The African parent’s go-to attempt at subtle matchmaking.

You and Sọlá exchanged numbers, but you both knew it was unlikely either would get in touch. He was the sort of guy who moved with the club guys on campus, the ones whose parents sent them to federal universities to humble them but still gave them a comfortable-enough life to make up for not going abroad for university. Until recently, you had no reason to spend time together.

Thankfully, you were too busy with errands to deal with the unwelcome mourners. Besides, Ládùn’s presence kept everyone’s mouth busy. Hushed whispers travelled through the air every day whenever she showed her face at the house. The prodigal child had returned!

“Témì, is that Ládùn? Damn! She is so fine!” Sọlá had spoken into your left ear while everyone was singing the final hymn in church. The simp had forgotten that he had been shoving his tongue down your throat just earlier that day. He had also forgotten funerals were not for flirting, or maybe he had never cared about decency.

“I am in love. Maybe she is the sister for me. As you no gree for me.”

“Sọlá, please sing the hymn,” you hissed as the organ struck a chord that had the choir singing louder, masking your reprimand. Your eyes travelled to Ládùn, who stood beside Màámi at the altar, where they were receiving prayers on behalf of the family.

Ládùn and Màámi could easily be mistaken for twins. They wore matching Ankara styles—body-fitting gowns with aṣọ òkè adorning the fronts of their dresses. Although grief had given her a hunched back, Màámi’s beauty was the kind you had to take in slowly and repeatedly, to be sure she was not a drawing. Graceful as a swan, Ládùn was not fair-skinned like your mother, but she also wasn’t the colour of the night, as you were. She had your mother’s face, but all her mannerisms were your father’s. Trust Ládùn to steal the shine even after many years of being away. Your face was a perfect mix of your parents’, and thankfully, you took each of their best features: your father’s full lips and sleepy, catlike eyes and your mother’s pointed nose and brownish-pink lips, but it didn’t make people stare at you the way they stared at Màámi and Ládùn. If you didn’t love your sister so much, you would have hated her.

Suddenly, your phone buzzed. Sylvia the Influencer had just posted another picture, showing her before-and-after bodies, reminding you of your present dilemma—how to inform your family of the decision to embellish your bumbum. You closed Instagram and opened the banking app to check your account balance. After saving for nearly two years, you had two million naira, thanks to a lucrative side hustle and Daddy’s generosity.



At your graduation the year before, your father had asked what you wanted, eager to reward you for your First-Class Honours, but you couldn’t bring yourself to say it. Since Ládùn had left, they treated you like they were afraid you would leave too. Why else would anyone throw such a lavish graduation party and hire a famous musician like Yínká Ayéfẹl[image: ], who only performed at big society events? The music from your party nearly drowned out other parents’ celebrations. Ayéfẹl[image: ] serenaded the guests with the talking drum, singing your praises. Màámi sang along with him, giddy with excitement, like a schoolgirl.


Mo gb[image: ] wípé many people

Wón ní wí pé many people saaaayyyy…

still Ayéfẹl[image: ] o le dìde



“Màámi, must Yínká Ayéfẹl[image: ] sing so loudly?”

“Ehn ehn, would you rather he whispered? After we paid him so much?” She twirled under the rented canopy.

An hour into Ayéfẹl[image: ]’s performance, other graduands came to the canopy that your family had installed in the middle of the field. They celebrated with you, resigned to the fact that no one could outshine your mother. As you welcomed and served strangers, you remembered that Ládùn’s graduation was celebrated with a dinner that your father missed because he was attending a ceremony with the vice chancellor in Àkúré. Ládùn left for Lagos that night. Yet here they were—giving out gift bags as souvenirs and smiling sheepishly.

“Témì, what do you want, dear?” your father repeated in his airy voice. He was serious.

A new bumbum will be great, sir, you wanted to say. But you replied, “I am fine, Daddy.”

“Témì, come and dance with your mother,” Màámi called.

“Màámi—” A lump formed in your throat as you hesitated.

“Just come, my brilliant baby.” Màámi dragged you to the dance floor.

Aunty Jummai was serving food and receiving congratulatory messages as if she was the mother of the child graduating. Sometimes you felt she acted outlandishly, hoping to get a reaction from your mother. Your mother ignored her, as usual.

You spent the rest of the day avoiding unsolicited prayers from well-wishers. “After this graduation, your husband will locate you!” “Children will locate you!” “You will find a good job!” “You will get a visa to travel and leave this country!” Their prayers were spoken in between mouthfuls of succulent meat, while you tried your best to avoid their spittle hitting your forehead.

“Amen!”



The next time that you felt confident enough to tell your parents about your desired gift was a quiet evening after the usual family devotion. As your father relaxed into his chair, fanning himself with the newspaper he had read earlier in the day, Màámi and Aunty Jummai cracked melon seeds over a wooden tray at the dining table. You were seated close to your father in the living room.

“Daddy, Màámi, I want—”

Aunty Jummai cut in. “My professor, I have been meaning to discuss the recent strike with you—”

“Jummai, Témì was about to say something,” Màámi interjected.

Aunty Jummai’s eyes flared. “And I should keep quiet for her?”

Màámi got up as if scorched by Aunty Jummai’s eyes and walked toward you.

“No, Màámi, it is not important.” You were already tired.

“Are you sure?” Your daddy enquired with a smile. “Is it money?”

“No, I’ll be in my room.” Your exhaustion had peaked.

“Okay, dear. Let’s give your dad and your aunty room to continue their conversation.”

As you and your mother walked into the corridor, Aunty Jummai resumed. “They are also helping the government to waste their time. It is bad enough that the ASUU is always going on strike. Now the students want to join? A four-year course will soon be eight years with an extra year to deal with carryovers!”

“Hmmm. Sister Jummai, perhaps the students have the right to demand improved facilities and a better learning environment.”

“Yes, they do, Prof, but they won’t get those things! This is Nigeria. They should stop dreaming.”

You could hear the conversation from your room, so you turned to TikTok videos of post-surgery recovery tips until your eyes gave way to sleep. So you didn’t tell them that night either.

Then your father died.



Your father’s burial ceremony was scheduled to be a three-day event. On the first day, strange, noisy relatives arrived in hordes and filled your three-bedroom bungalow on Road Seven at the university staff quarters. All dressed in black, the association of wailing aunties was the loudest, occasionally hitting high notes.

“Titó ooooo. Titó has left us. Our only brother!” As the day dissolved into evening, they put their bags in the corner of the living room.

“Témì, please take us to where we will sleep. It is good we are staying here. We need to feed you. You are so slim—you need to chop up.”

“Ma?”

Màámi waded in. “I am sure she is excited to eat your food, so she can put on weight. Témì, go and drop their bags in your room.” Her eyes pleaded with you to keep quiet.

Later that evening, as you folded your clothes in Màámi’s bedroom, you challenged her. “Màámi, why can’t these people stay in hotels? Why are we all packed in here like sardines?”

“Témì, your mouth is too sharp. They are family.”

“Family members whose names you don’t know?”

“Please, go and help Aunty Jummai in the kitchen and let me be.”

Your home felt like a face-me-I-face-you apartment with really loud neighbours. The two toilets were always in use. You ended up going over to Sọlá’s house to relieve yourself. He seemed to take your using his restroom as an invitation to bombard you with solicitous text messages.


Hey Témì, I am really sorry about your dad.

Please feel free to come to my house to chill.

We can stay in my room, doing nothing.

…

By the way, this is Sọlá, your neighbour,

in case you didn’t save my number.



You took him up on his invite, and his room became your hideout. After two days of lying side by side in awkward silence, hopping from one social media platform to another, you asked him to show you how to French kiss. Who knew kissing involved so much saliva? “Sọlá, whatever you do, don’t touch my breasts!”

“I know all this is trauma bonding, but if you ever feel like taking this further—” he whispered against your lips.

“Sọlá, please shut up,” you cut in. “You know I don’t mess with quarters boys. Who is taking what further with you? Please, let us focus. Kiss me. I want to try biting.”

The second day of the burial ceremony was the hardest. You stood between your sister and your mother when they lowered your father into the ground. You saw tears trickle down Ládùn’s cheeks onto her búbù, and your mother just kept muttering your father’s name. Didn’t they know your father was always going to be around? Just not in physical form.

Later that day, you were in charge of topping up the firewood for the caterers and the aunties who had joined them. You listened to the family gossip they shared with one another, forgetting that you were seated in a corner, avoiding the smoke from the stove. You discovered many things that day.

Apparently, your mother was not the woman your father was supposed to marry, but the moment he met your mother, he forgot about the other woman.

“The woman he jilted refused to marry anyone else. She had hoped that Titó would eventually come back to her. It is her Ẹl[image: ]da that is avenging her by killing him. I heard he didn’t even go anywhere—Covid just walked in and sat in his body gbam.”

“That poor woman,” another aunt chimed in. “I send her wishes and prayers at the start of every month because I was the one that introduced them. I feel responsible for her spinsterhood.” She blew on the piece of ram she had taken from the caterer’s bowl.

“My dear sister, that other woman can’t compare to Hassana. Hassana is beautiful. That other woman’s teeth alone! Have you seen the arrangement? That woman needs a dentist, not a professor.”

“Let us leave that matter. Please, have you seen Lara?”

Your ears stood at attention at the mention of Big Mummy. You were more than interested in hearing your aunt’s backstory, and the tidbits were coming hard and fast.

“Her skin looks like it is going through a midlife crisis.”

“My dear, the bleaching that woman does is abnormal!”

“Have you seen that small boy she calls her husband?”

“When Titó married that Hausa woman, he abandoned his family.”

“God only knows what they gave him to eat. It’s as if he forgot he was someone’s big brother.”

“With nobody to control Lara, she has just been going from man to man.”

You did not get much sleep that night because you were sharing your room with Ìyá Ámúsà, who was the last of the guests to leave. Just when you thought she couldn’t snore any louder, she increased the volume. You sighed and went over to Sọlá’s place, where he offered you some edibles.

“I know you like to appear tough, Témì, but your dad’s death hit every one of us. So just let it out. Udoka’s cookies are legendary.” Sọlá bit into one of the cookies and held out another.

“How that guy runs a whole weed business from his parents’ boys’ quarters without their knowledge amazes me,” you said.

“He is cashing out big-time! He sells online. I buy from him on Snapchat. You just send him a private message, and he sends one of his delivery guys,” Sọlá said.

“You know I don’t like that stuff. Besides, we have a big day tomorrow. My father’s lawyer is coming to read the will.”

“This will help, I promise.”

You ate the cookies because they were delicious. After that, you began another kissing session. He sucked your tongue like he was hungry, and you nibbled gently on his lips, taking intermittent breaks to catch your breath. Soon, you both lost track of time.



It was Aunty Jummai’s voice that woke you at daybreak. “Témì! Food is ready! Come and eat!”

“I have to go,” you said, wiping the sleep from your eyes.

“Do you want to go out for ice cream later?”

“No, Sọlá. My father just died. Ice cream is the last thing on my mind.” You saw his face fall, so you quickly added, “Thank you, though. See you tomorrow.”

“Sure thing. Sorry.” His voice sounded hollow, and his head grew bigger.

You stopped in the doorway to lean on the frame. “Sọlá, this thing you gave me, is it strong?”

“Nah. You only had three cookies. You will be fine.”

As you walked home, your house receded farther into the distance. You picked up your pace until you reached the kitchen door.

“You didn’t hear me calling you?” Aunty Jummai demanded as she stood in the kitchen, holding your plate out to you. Was that custard and moin-moin or oats with àkàrà? Everything looked blurry.

“Take it from my hand now. If you are going to be playing cat and mouse with your food as usual, please just leave it. There are too many mouths to feed,” she said pointedly.

“Thank you, ma.”

“I know you won’t listen. Why do I even bother? Coconut head.” She shook her head.

“Thank you, Aunty.”

You stopped at the dining area to do exactly what she had warned you not to do.

By the time you disappeared into the privacy of your bedroom, different versions of you emerged from the shadows. You felt like you were in that Matrix movie your father loved.

“Keanu Reeves is a gem, I tell you. He is like our Richard Mofe-Damijo—both of them gems! Those guys,” he would say during family movie night.

“My love, please be quiet. I still don’t understand this film.” Your mother would shush him so you could all watch the movie for the hundredth time, the entire family cozied up on the sofa.

Focus, Témì! When are you telling them? A version of you who was sitting at the end of the bed interrupted your thoughts.

“I am going to tell them tomorrow!” you replied.

Why would you tell them at all? Màámi will lose it, said another you who was leaning against the door.

Tell them! Tell them! The other three versions of you, who were scattered across the room, egged you on.

“Témì! Please come out, the lawyer is here.” Màámi’s voice interrupted your conversation.

You headed to the living room, hearing voices. A spicy aroma from the kitchen teased your nose. As you floated down the corridor, you felt happier than you had been in the last fourteen days since your father died. Your mother must have arranged for the reading to happen immediately after the internment. She knew Ládùn could take off at any time.

You sat and watched as Big Mummy, Màámi, Ládùn, and Aunty Jummai listened to the lawyer read your father’s will. It felt like everyone else was floating too.

The living room, the same living room where your father had danced with you so many times, was filled with faces that were worn from tears and despair.

“I will show you that I can still boogie,” he always boasted.

“Daddy, nobody says ‘boogie’ anymore.”

“Ahh, sorry. I will show you I am a stepper,” he would respond as he zigzagged through the air, throwing his arms everywhere, a move that never failed to make Màámi and Ládùn burst into fits of laughter.

BARRISTER CHIMA STARTED ON A solemn note. “Good morning. Once again, I am sorry for your loss. No matter what is read today, please know that Titó loved you all so much. He asked me to say this—”

“Lawyer, we know he loved us. Please, let us move fast; you know I am staying in town.” Big Mummy pointed her talons toward the door, as if town was a place too far away to describe.

“Please, let him speak,” Aunty Jummai said.

The two women looked at each other, each picking the other person up with her eyes and slamming her onto the ground.

The lawyer cleared his throat loudly, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. You wanted to walk over and touch it to make it stop. His forehead suddenly looked too large. Perhaps he should have considered surgery himself. Forehead surgery.

He began to list everything your father had acquired in his lifetime. He left his house in Ìgboyà, five million naira, the car, and some of his clothes to your mother. He left two million naira, his farm, and some of his books to your sister. He left you the rest of his books, and the guinea brocade shirts you always borrowed, and one million naira. To Aunty Jummai, he left five hundred thousand naira. As the lawyer kept reading, your mother stole glances at Ládùn, and Aunty Jummai sniggered at Big Mummy, as if to say, After everything, he left you nothing!

“And that is it. As you know, Prof wasn’t the richest man. He was a public servant. However, he made some investments in agritech, and we are hopeful that they will yield returns, which he also willed to your mother.” The lawyer put the document back into the folder. His left hand shook, showing his nervousness.

“Wow, wow, wow, Màámi, your husband loved you o.” You had meant this to be a private thought, but from the wary eyes that immediately looked back at you, you realised you had spoken out loud.

“Thank you all for honouring your father’s memory,” Màámi stated at a high pitch, as if she had just sucked air from a helium balloon.

Barrister Chima, who everyone knew was waiting for the jollof rice, busied himself with shuffling his files as though he was about to leave.

“Lawyer, don’t go yet, please. Let me pack something for you to take away,” Aunty Jummai said.

“Your father would have been happy to see us together as a family. So, girls, what are your plans?” Màámi continued.

Silence.

“I am not sure,” Ládùn said quietly.

“I assume you are not staying to monitor the farm your father left you.”

“Mum, I am sure you are more than capable of sorting that out.”

“Farming was you and your father’s way of bonding. I know nothing about it.”

“He is dead, and I can’t do it alone. There are people who actually want this, so please give it to them.”

You looked at Ládùn. Her hands were clutching her bag as if she was waiting on an alarm so she could escape.

“What about the house in Ìgboyà?” Màámi asked softly, afraid that Ládùn’s next answer might cut even deeper. “I can’t look after it by myself.”

“Mum, please, you can manage the tenants. If the house needs renovating, we can always discuss that. Let’s talk about this later. I am still around for a while.”

“Oh, I thought you were leaving after this. No problem, then.” Your mother and your sister both looked in different directions.

Big Mummy was staring at her talons, evidently not pleased that her brother had left her out of his will. Aunty Jummai was tapping her feet, probably thanking God for the money your father had left her. The lawyer had started packing his papers into the bag but was being deliberately slow. Everyone’s minds had wandered away from the meeting. You figured you might as well just tell them now that they were sombre, so your mother could deal with the pain in one go. You decided the meeting was the perfect opportunity to kill two birds with one stone.

It was either this or send it in the family WhatsApp group, which had been created two weeks earlier and had already become Aunty Jummai’s favourite place to send Bible verses, long broadcast audio/video messages, and badly angled, blurry pictures.

You decided to just say it.



Ládùn didn’t look at you, but you saw the way her narrow nose twitched and her nostrils flared, which convinced you she had heard. Good. Now we can all see that everyone in this family can be mad.

“I don’t understand. Is there an injury on your bumbum?” Màámi asked with genuine concern. “Why didn’t you tell me, my dear?”

Ládùn’s shoulders shook slightly.

“No, Màámi, I am going to get myself a bumbum, like that woman on TV that you always talk about.”

“All the women on TV now have big bumbum, Témì. Be straight, please.”

“I am going to get a Brazilian butt lift.”

“A what? You are going to Brazil?”

“I am adding fat to my buttocks, Màámi.”

“I still don’t understand! What is wrong with your bumbum exactly?” Màámi asked, looking puzzled.

“It is flat!” you said.

“Was it big before?”

“No, that’s why I am going to enlarge it.”

Màámi started laughing, but the lines of grief on her face became more pronounced. “Témì, please, this is not the right time to crack jokes. What does your bumbum have to do with your father’s death?”

“Màámi, you are the one who asked about our plans—”

Your mother raised her hand. “Témì, please, if you are having a hard time coping with your father’s death, I can understand that. You can take a holiday to Lagos. But you are not moving to Lagos, nor are you doing whatever to your buttocks.”

“It is not really your decision to make, Màámi. I am an adult.”

There was a sinister look on Màámi’s face that you had never seen before. She looked up to the ceiling as if to summon your dead father to restrain her from dashing across the room to strangle you.

“You don’t know what you are talking about, Témì.” Ládùn finally spoke.

“Were you not twenty when you decided to leave the house and never return? I am almost twenty-one!”

“We are not talking about your sister, please!” Aunty Jummai cut in.

“Why shouldn’t we? She’s sitting here, acting like she hasn’t been away for five years.” Ládùn’s eyes met yours. Your recent car conversations came to mind, and you felt yourself thaw.

“Témì, your father has not even been in the ground for a day, and you are already showing your true colours,” Aunty Jummai said.

Màámi turned to face you. “Témì, do you want to kill me? You want me to join your father so soon?”

Big Mummy seemed pleased that karma was already biting her brother in the ass. “Let me be on my way. This seems like a private family matter.” She inched her frame to the edge of the seat.

“Ahn ahn! Big Mummy, you are their mother as well. You are part of this conversation.” Màámi clutched her sister-in-law’s arm and turned back to you. “Young lady, who do you even know in Lagos? Where will you stay?”

“I was working my way up to it, Màámi.” You turned to your sister. “Ládùn, this is why I wanted to come to your place. Please, can I stay with you in Lagos?”

“Témì, shut your small mouth,” Big Mummy interjected.

Aunty Jummai suddenly found her voice again. “Is this what that friend of yours did? That one that came to the burial with the big yansh that did not rhyme with her body. Is it because we didn’t disgrace her?”

“Jummai, please wait, is that what her friend did?” Màámi wanted to know, still struggling to make sense of your announcement.

“It must be! Did you not see how her yansh shot out like a misfired bullet?”

“Ah! I thought she had put on weight. Témì, is that what you want to look like?” Màámi asked quietly.

“Jesus! Why our family?” Aunty Jummai clapped her hands and screamed.

Barrister Chima chipped in. “Témì, it is possible that there are legal restrictions on a girl your age going under the knife. I must investigate this.” The long-awaited jollof rice was no longer a sufficient reason to remain in the middle of the family commotion.

“Témì wants me to join her father! She wants to kill me!” Your mother leaned on the right arm of your father’s favourite chair.

Big Mummy yanked off her head tie and flung it across the room, then ran to pick it up immediately. She circled the sofa, screaming, “La ilaha illallah! They have got Témì! They have got her!”

“Let’s look at all the women seated here,” you started.

They all looked at one another; only Ládùn looked straight ahead.

You continued. “I can’t help but wonder whether it is people from your family that cast a spell on me, Màámi. Why did they not do the same to Ládùn? You all have big butts. I am the only one in the family with a tiny behind. I am going to fix it. I was going to ask you for money to add to my savings because I need compression garments—they call them fája—but I guess from your reaction that none of you will be willing to assist.”

They looked increasingly shocked as you spoke; the silence was palpable. The ceiling fan was suddenly louder than the voices in your head. “Aunty Jummai, the rice you are cooking is burning,” you blurted out.

As if on cue, Aunty Jummai started crying while Big Mummy gathered her things and hurried toward the door. Màámi sat staring at you while Ládùn looked as though she wanted to be a fly on the wall in a different house. She really had become a stranger.



The harmattan in Ilé-If[image: ] was still raging that night, although it was late February. As you drowsily searched for the blanket you had kicked off while you slept, you caught a glimpse of your mother, who was sitting at the edge of the bed. Why did Màámi look like she had two heads and four necks? That Udoka deserved a special place in hell.

Màámi had a habit of bending over you at night, either in prayer or tending to you when you were sick. She had started doing it after Ládùn left. She wasn’t a religious person, but she began praying for her children and husband. Then, when your father fell sick, she switched to fervent midnight prayers.

“God can hear me better when most people are sleeping. Besides, Jummai’s prayers begin at three a.m., and I have to finish before she begins the war with her enemies.”

“Màámi!” Your raspy voice made her jerk upright. She looked at you and sighed. There were heavy bags under her eyes.

“Témì, what is wrong with your bumbum? You can tell me. I am a woman like you. I can help.”

“Hmmm…” You rubbed your eyes, hoping to chase sleep away, then rested your head on your other hand.

“Why would you say you are moving to Lagos and fixing your bumbum?”

“I am not leaving permanently. I just want to see Lagos. Màámi, you came here because you fell in love with Daddy. What if my destiny is in Lagos?”

“With a new bumbum?” Her voice shook a little. “You realise this won’t draw men to you? Is that what this is about?”

“No. I am doing it for me.”

“Isn’t that what killed Stella Obásanjó? She went under the knife and died. So you want me to lose my husband and then lose my child?”

“Màámi, medical science has evolved. I have done the research. The doctor comes highly recommended, and the patients he has operated on have been just fine.”

“Where will you get the money?”

“I have savings.”

“How much?”

“Errr…” you stuttered.

“Témì, how much?”

“Almost two million naira.”

“Ahhh! Did you steal it?”

“No, Màámi, I have been saving for a while—and you know I sell hair extensions. Aunty Jummai helped me to start that business at the beginning of the pandemic.”

“My dear, I was there when Jummai
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