
   
[image: Cover image: House Woman by Adorah Nworah]




HOUSE WOMAN

Adorah Nworah

 

 

 

 

 

[image: The Borough Press Logo]




Copyright

HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street,

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2023

Copyright © Adorah Nworah 2023

Jacket design by Ellie Game © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2023

Jacket photograph: peeterv/Getty Images

Adorah Nworah asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Without limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Source ISBN: 9780008502713

eBook Edition © July 2023 ISBN: 9780008502737

Version: 2025-01-17




Dedication

To Chika, for all the stories.

   


Epigraph

One afternoon at four o’clock we separated

for a week only … And then—

that week became forever.

– C.P. Cavafy
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1.

August 2019

Nna let out a faint gasp at the sight of the woman in the kitchen. He took in everything – the small head, the big eyes, the pursed lips, the slender neck, the ankle beads, the measured steps, and the dull thumping of a heart, his heart, against a spindly cage. He rubbed his eyes and licked the bits of peeling skin on his lips. He wiped the soles of his Oxford mules on the welcome mat at the entrance to the brick-red mansion on a quiet street in Sugar Land, Texas.

The house was a four-bedroom single family residence built in the early nineties. His parents, Agbala and Eke, took great pride in it as it was the only house they’d ever owned in America. Over the years, they’d hacked at its vestigial parts like the glass block wall that once stood in the foyer till the house bore the brassy gleam of modernity. 

Standing by the entrance to his parents’ house, Nna wished he’d listened to his mother, Agbala, who often reminded him to comb his hair. As the dusty black Toyota Camry that dropped him at the house began to pull out of the driveway, Nna fished in his pockets for his handy afro pick. 

The woman was clad in a thin beach towel that threatened to fall to the ground. He could make out the outline of her buttocks (small, firm). The dull thumping in his chest increased its volume. She was what Agbala – his hurricane of a mother – would fondly call a yellow pawpaw, to be shielded from the sun at all costs. 

But she was more than color, she was melody. 

She hummed an old Bright Chimezie number, one Agbala often hummed as she chopped bell peppers in the airy open-concept kitchen of the Nwosu family house. But Agbala did not hum the song like the woman in the kitchen. Agbala was not melody. 

Nna opened his mouth to introduce himself. A warm draft of stale air tickled his lips as he lowered his eyes to his torso. The Old Navy flannel shirt hung off his body like it didn’t ask to be there. It was not entirely his fault. Fridays were jeans day at his white-shoe law firm in Philadelphia, and the wrinkled shirt was the first thing his eyes, weary from reviewing the organizational structure charts of his clients, had seen that morning. 

Nna tore his eyes away from the woman’s buttocks and tiptoed up the stairs with his suitcase, past the ledge in the upstairs hallway with a framed photograph of himself and his parents from his college graduation, past the upper-level living room, past the master bedroom, past the room his mother slept in whenever she got into a fight with his father, and into his bedroom. 

His bedroom – cornflower-blue walls, fraying posters of Kobe Bryant, thumbprints from years of his mother’s egusi dinners – smelled of old spice, teenage angst, and balled socks. He pictured his mother Agbala, her hunched back curved like a sickle as she straightened his pillows and sniffed the air for dust. 

His palms dove past the blur of Bob Marley tees and khakis in his closet and reached for a washed black tee with a blown-up image of the Jonas Brothers. A month ago, he’d woken up in his Philadelphia row house to a call from his mother. He’d ignored the headache forming across his temple as she complained that he lived too far from Sugar Land, and didn’t he know the long distance was taking a toll on her health? He’d refused to concede to her demand that he leave his corporate job in Philadelphia for a boutique oil and gas law firm in Houston. With his mother, it was important to stand one’s ground, trembling knees and all – or risk becoming his father Eke. The poor man sought his wife’s stamp of approval for everything, down to the number of fried plantains he could have with his jollof. 

Nna ran his fingers through his afro and his mother’s disapproving face flashed across his eyes. She eyed his hair, the whites of her eyes butter-yellow from too much melanin, or too much glinting at the sun, or too many sleepless nights. He pictured her in that moment, advising him that young Igbo men like himself must keep neat haircuts, not the ya-ya-ya hair of black boys in America, lest they (the ubiquitous powers that be) confuse him for a gangster, or worse, an easy corpse. He would turn the conversation around, announce that his law firm had just adopted a hybrid model that allowed associates to work remotely at their choosing. ‘I’ll be splitting my time between Philadelphia and Sugar Land, Mom. You get to have me to yourself,’ he would say to her, and for a moment, she would forget about his ya-ya-ya hair.

He heard the clinking china. The wooden ladle striking the sides of an aluminum pot. The pretty woman’s small feet on the kitchen parquet. Was she a guest? An intruder? Dare he ask? He looked at himself in the cast-iron mirror that leaned against his closet. He nodded approvingly at the big arms, the slim waist, and the toned legs – the result of one too many leg days at the gym a block away from his row house in Philadelphia. 

He grabbed a wide-tooth comb from his dresser and ran it through his hair. Then cologne. A breath mint. He wanted to impress, and not just a little.

The woman’s back was still turned to Nna when he returned to the kitchen, her towel slipping down her torso to reveal a lacy marigold bra as she bustled around the cooker. She stood in front of one of his mother’s aluminum pots, the ladle in her right hand and a mitten in her left. There was a greying birthmark, the shape of a heart, on her upper left arm. He opened his mouth to speak but the words at the tip of his tongue sounded dirty and unfinished. 

She raised a slender forearm to her lips and licked stew off her palm. Nna wished he was the stew, or that she would teach him to cook stew. She made it look simple. She was simplicity itself, all florals, and mittens, and diced onions, her tight curls neatly tucked behind her ears. 

She reached for a serving bowl and her curious eyes connected with the cusp of his lips. He saw her. He saw the mole to the left of her upper lip, the hardness of her jaw, the crook in her nose and the widening of her eyes. She gasped. 

‘Ikemefuna,’ the woman said, matter-of-fact. Her voice was musical, each syllable stretched thin like an octave.

‘Excuse me?’

‘That’s my name.’ She grinned. 

Nna stared at the smatter of brown freckles above her cheeks, then at her lips, red and pulsing. She smelled of onions and the first spurt of blood from a gash on skin. Standing before the woman in that kitchen, he was painfully aware of his many imperfections. The penis that sometimes reeked of rancid cheese. The gap teeth. The lisp that slipped into his otherwise impeccable intonation (bachelor’s at St. John’s, Law school at NYU) when he pronounced words like sleep.

‘I am Nnaemeka,’ Nna announced, extending a hand. ‘I don’t think we have met.’

‘We haven’t,’ she replied. ‘But your parents speak highly of you.’ 

She ignored the outstretched palm and threw her arms around his neck. He felt the softness of her flesh and inhaled it.

‘Our parents were neighbors in Lagos many years ago,’ she continued. A smile danced along the edges of her lips. ‘Yours were smart enough to move to the United States. Mine are still in the same medium-housing flat on the Lagos mainland.’ 

‘I don’t remember anything from my Lagos days,’ Nna said apologetically. His parents rarely mentioned Lagos. When they did, it was in the abstract. 

‘Not surprising,’ Ikemefuna murmured, stirring the thick red broth in the pot on the cooker.

‘How long are you here for?’ 

‘Who knows,’ she replied with a flourish as she scooped spoonfuls of smoldering red porridge and threw it into a serving bowl. ‘Your parents have been such gracious hosts.’

It was confirmed then. She was staying with his parents, sleeping in their guest room, traipsing their hallways, always accessible, present. She was his present.

‘You’re smiling.’ 

‘You make me smile,’ he replied without thought. 

Again, Nna thought of his imperfections as he sat at the kitchen table. He slid his tongue across his gap teeth. He shook off the heavy blanket of his inadequacy and muted his thumping heart.

‘Extra spicy porridge yam,’ Ikemefuna said with a wink as she slid the serving bowl across the industrial kitchen table and towards him. ‘Your mother says it’s your favorite. Is that right?’

‘My mother is always right.’

He sat down at the table and quickly gulped forkfuls of porridge yam, stealing glances at the woman as she bustled around the kitchen, washing pots, and wiping countertops. 

‘This is the best porridge yam I’ve ever had,’ he said. ‘You must teach me to cook it like you do.’

‘If I teach you, I’d have to kill you,’ Ikemefuna smiled. Then she shook her head and laughed. ‘It’s an old family recipe that my grandmother passed to my mother, who in turn passed it to me. I’m a little possessive.’

‘Some things are worth dying for.’

‘Esau agrees with you.’

‘Esau?’

‘You know? The biblical glutton.’

Nna shook his head with amusement. He was not a Christian and neither were his parents. Save for a pair of crusty Ala figurines flanking the flat screen TV in the living room, the Sugar Land house bore no signs of organized religion. Through the years, Nna had fallen into a lazy agnosticism, a default contentment with not knowing. 

When he raised his head from his empty plate, Ikemefuna was already stretching an arm from behind him to clear the kitchen table. He turned to hold her by her waist and sighed with relief when she threw her arms around his neck and pressed her chest to his torso so that the bulb of her nose rubbed against his clavicle. She was small in his arms, malleable, like playdough. 

‘You should visit Lagos during the festive months,’ she whispered. ‘You’d fall in love with your people.’

‘Promise?’

‘When I was much younger, I spent Christmas as a member of a twelve-person Atilogwu group in Enugu. We’d paint our faces with nzu and wear heavy glass beads around our necks. We walked from compound to compound, dancing till the soles of our feet bled and our pouches brimmed with naira notes.’

‘So you’re quite the free spirit?’

‘My mother says I have an impatient chi. It’s always desiring the next adventure.’

‘An impatient chi?’

‘It’s the god in you. We all have one,’ she insisted. ‘Anyway, I spent last Christmas as one of Fela’s wives in a sold-out Lagos musical.’

Nna listened to the beautiful woman’s tales about palm-wine-fueled mornings at a shrine in Ketu, all-nighter dress rehearsals, and broken English, a build-your-own English with jagged edges that matched the sharp tongues of Lagosians, those ones Ikemefuna called his people. He pictured Ikemefuna among those people, his people, dancing with vigor in a tiny rapa, her breasts peeking out the top of a bright red ankara. 

He listened some more. 

She was the only child of her parents. They’d adopted her when she was a few weeks old.

She had a strictly black nail polish policy, except on first dates (chrome white). 

She created a new Spotify playlist on her birthdays – an ode to the preceding year. 

And he noticed some more.

Her single dimple was on her left cheek. 

She planted her hands on her hips to keep stable when she giggled. 

‘You’re beautiful,’ he whispered. There. He’d said the words. ‘You must get that a lot.’

‘I do, but the mouths that sing my praises are often disappointing.’ She chuckled. ‘Sweaty vulcanizers, traders with invasive hands, and – do my father’s balding friends count?’

‘I can’t believe your boyfriend doesn’t write haikus in your name at the crack of dawn.’ 

Ikemefuna smiled at him. She cupped his left ear in her palms and pressed her lips to it. He pulled her closer to him. He loved her weight on him, melting into him.

‘Nna, I don’t think I introduced myself properly,’ she whispered in his ear. ‘My name is Ikemefuna Nwosu, and I am your wife.’




2.

Ikemefuna had hoped to reinvent herself in America. The week before her trip to Houston, Nkemdili, her mother’s maid, sat at the edge of her mattress and told her that in America, anyone could be anything. 

I see am for TV. Just wait and see. 

But the America she met was not the one from opening credits in packed Lagos movie theaters. It was a white-columned brick house with high ceilings and shuttered casement windows. It was Nna, staring at her with those hooded eyes of his as he squinted past layers of her foundation and settled on her wrongness. 

She could feel it. 

His eyes – dark and hooded – seemed oddly familiar. They roamed around her, lingered on her kneecaps, then her flank, then her cheekbones. They danced around the curve of her belly and the soles of her feet, wolfing her down as ravenously as she was drinking him in. She could have sworn she’d seen them before. 

Ikemefuna heard Agbala and Eke before he did.

The five-second honk of a tan Toyota RAV4. The music. Bright Chimezie. ‘Life Na Teacher’. Always that tune. Agbala’s rubber soles on tar. Eke’s hobbling. A puff of snow-white hair. A smoke pipe. Matching Senegalese fabrics. Whites (of eyes, of teeth) a murky yellow. Crow’s feet that extended to earlobes. Hunched backs. 

When Nna looked to his side, Ikemefuna was gone. 

She was already at the door, gathering Agbala, then Eke, in her arms. Carrying their wares (a Michael Kors handbag, an umbrella, bananas, newspapers) into the living room. Dishing their bowls of porridge. Nna marveled at how effortlessly Ikemefuna danced between the two, beckoning, and cajoling, and doting, as his parents took turns running their palms against Nna’s skin, unimpressed with its dullness and his weight loss. 

‘Your mother and I were just checking out the shops,’ Eke announced as he pressed Nna to his tapered chest. He smelled of pain ointment and tear rubber. ‘Summer is the busiest season, you know.’

Agbala owned three hair salons in the greater Houston area, a business she grew out the living room of a Southwest Houston apartment some twenty-five years ago. When she’d first moved to Houston from Lagos, she braided the hairs of the West African women in her apartment complex to supplement Eke’s cab-driving income. Then the booking fees and no-show fees she charged her customers began to add up and she moved her braiding business to the back room of a barber shop on Bissonet Street. 

Twenty-five years later and Agbala’s Braiding, Inc. was three salons deep and the go-to spot in the Greater Houston area for crochet braids and goddess locs. 

Agbala pulled Nna against her chest and planted a kiss on his cheek.

‘Nna’m, thank you for finding the time to visit us, o! I was starting to wonder if I still had a son,’ she teased. 

‘Come on, Mom! I call you and Dad all the time,’ Nna protested.

‘The phone calls are not nearly enough,’ Eke said. ‘We can use your presence around the house.’

‘I’ll be home for a while, Dad,’ Nna announced with a flourish. ‘My firm is allowing us to work from anywhere in the country. In fact, I only need to be in Philadelphia for work events.’ 

‘Ewo! So you’re moving back to Houston?’ Agbala cried.

‘Slow down, Mom. Consider this a trial run,’ he joked. 

Agbala squealed with delight, her sunken cheeks rising and falling with every heave.

‘We’re happy to have you, son,’ Eke said, coughing up a dry chuckle and patting Nna’s back.

‘Nna, I see you have met Ikemefuna,’ Agbala crooned, beaming at Ikemefuna as she shoved forkfuls of porridge yam into her mouth. 

‘Yes, Mom. Forgive me but I don’t recall any mention of a guest in the house,’ he said, his eyes darting between Agbala and Ikemefuna. ‘And certainly not my wife,’ he continued, a baffled smile gilded to his lips.

Agbala stroked Nna’s inner arm in quick short sweeps to keep him calm.

‘Ikemefuna, did you tell Nna that we once shared a compound with your parents?’ she asked.

Nna threw a sharp look at his mother. It was just like her to change the subject if she wasn’t prepared to divulge information. He eyed Ikemefuna. She leaned against a wall in the living room lined with wood carvings carted from a flea market in Katy the previous summer. He wished he could capture the flecks of brown in her eyes and the lumpy bulb of her nose. He imagined her parents, a man and woman with polished oak skin, waving at the lens of a camera like generic African characters in a stock photo.

Ikemefuna started to reply just as Agbala jumped out of her seat. Nna watched Agbala’s headscarf fly off her head and land on the shagreen coffee table in the living room. He threw Ikemefuna an apologetic smile. He’d once reserved a similar smile for his American friends in eighth grade each time they visited the house and had to grit their teeth through shaki and ponmo. 

Nna leaned closer to Ikemefuna. 

‘Sorry,’ he started to say to Ikemefuna, a shamefaced grin on his face. ‘My mother worships Ala, the Igbo goddess of fertility. She breaks into these trances without warning.’

His grin froze in place.

There was a distant look in her eyes. He grabbed her shoulders.

‘Ikemefuna, can you hear me?’ he called.

Ikemefuna raised her eyes to his face and stared back at him through hard, flinty eyes.

The nausea hit Ikemefuna in waves, rocking her body from side to side. She leaned against the yolk-colored wall to keep from falling to the floor. Something cold and heavy grabbed her by her shoulders. A person. He yelled words at her as she steadied her feet.

Ikemefuna shut her eyes and tried to sift past the loud voice. To practice breathing. She opened her eyes to the living room. 

How long had she been standing by the wood carvings?

She scanned the living room. The high stucco walls. The thick vinyl windows with interlocking sashes. Nna was gone, had likely disappeared to his bedroom. But she was not alone. From a corner of her eye, she could make out Agbala and Eke swaying round the shagreen coffee table. Ikemefuna swallowed the lump in her throat. Though she’d been living with the Nwosus for a month, their religious rituals still unnerved her. She made for the kitchen to clear the leftover porridge yam from the kitchen table.

Agbala and Eke stopped swaying and glared at her, their eyes bright with urgency. 

‘So what do you think?’ Agbala asked.

‘He’s very nice.’

‘Did you take off his shoes and massage his feet like I asked you to?’ Agbala pressed. 

Something scampered across the ceiling. A mouse.

Eke threw a fearful look at the stairway.

‘Careful, woman. Keep your voice down,’ he chided Agbala. 

‘I didn’t get a chance to. He’d already changed out of his shoes when I saw him,’ Ikemefuna confessed. Her throat was dry.

‘You should listen to her when she advises you,’ Eke said, his steely gaze on Ikemefuna. Though he harbored his private misgivings about Agbala’s approach, there was no denying that his wife was a smart woman. Agbala’s smarts were his favorite thing about her. He liked that with her, he did not have to be the head of the house. Not in the way other Nigerian husbands clamored for that body part, dogging out their wives like pit bulls in a ring. 

‘Anyway, you have now met our son,’ Agbala said. Somewhere above the living room, something heavy clattered to the floor. Eke threw another sharp look at the stairs. His Adam’s apple slid up his throat. 

‘I think he likes what he sees,’ Eke said. His epicene face broke into an impish grin that caused it to contract, then swallowed it whole. ‘Nna is a smart boy. He knows that Agbala and I are behind this, err, arrangement.’ He paused, deep in thought. ‘Nevertheless, he’s intrigued by you. Like I said, he likes what he sees.’ 

‘Your job is to erase his doubts about you. Show him you are wife material. Remember all we taught you,’ Agbala said.

‘Yes, ma,’ Ikemefuna hummed.

‘You must be ladylike. Cross your legs and shine your teeth. But not too much. You are a girl, not a goat.’

‘Yes, ma.’

‘Remember to call him Nna’m. It’s our pet name for him. It’ll break the ice.’

‘Yes, ma.’

‘Ehen. Did you mention that you dance?’ Eke added. ‘Did you show him some moves? Your mother said you are a very good dancer, and our son loves good dancers.’

‘Yes sir, I told him I dance but I didn’t get a chance to dance for him.’

‘Very well. Make sure you dance for him in the coming days.’

‘Yes, o. Dance for him,’ Agbala said, waving a palm in the air dismissively. ‘But remember the most important thing. You must please him very well.’

‘Enough with the innuendos, woman,’ Eke interjected. He threw Agbala a furtive look, unsure of how she would react to woman. He’d seen his friends hurl woman at their wives like cherry bombs, their throats quivering with righteous indignation. He’d wanted to slip that word on, to have it caul his tongue. 

‘Ikemefuna, you must sleep with Nna tonight. You must sleep with him every night. Show him you’re a real woman, you hear me?’ 

‘Yes sir.’

‘Remember what we told you?’ Agbala asked.

‘Ehh. Which one?’

‘Is there a single thing you remember?’ Agbala hissed. ‘We told you that you must prove you are fertile before the wedding. He’s our only child and he needs an heir to continue the family name. Your parents are aware that we won’t go through with this arrangement until you do your part.’

‘I remember, ma.’

‘Time is of the essence and wives are like germs, child. They are everywhere. If you can’t give him a son within a month, we’ll find a woman who can.’

Ikemefuna looked away from Agbala. She bit her nails, a bad habit she’d picked up at ten and never put down. Omoye, her childhood friend who worked as a nail technician in Lagos, would be disappointed if she saw the state of her fingernails, how quickly the shiny shellac had cracked into tiny pieces upon arriving in America. 

Houston, eh. I know Houston, Omoye had whispered conspiratorially on the eve of Ikemefuna’s departure, her peppery breath falling on Ikemefuna’s chest as she painted Ikemefuna’s nails. Abeg, no forget me when you go, oh. Me sef I wan find Naija man for Houston. Ikemefuna had promised to remember Omoye, to find Omoye her own Nigerian-American husband in Houston. But that was before Ikemefuna clutched the scratchy armrest on her bumpy fifteen-hour flight. Before plastic cups of orange juice and irritable hostesses who glared at dusk-black Nigerian travelers and hated them for their loud chatter. It was before Houston, and Ikemefuna wringing her palms in the back seat of Agbala and Eke’s tan Toyota RAV4 as it sped away from the George Bush International Airport. Before she arrived at the brick-red house with wrought-iron banisters that stretched to the second floor. Before Agbala scrubbed the dirt from her nails and taught her to cook porridge yam with just the right amount of bleached palm oil. 

‘Eke and I have weak stomachs, so we better head to our bedroom,’ Agbala said. A thin line of perspiration had formed above her upper lip. ‘Now remember, Nna likes massages. Offer to massage him. Lie with him, pull him close to you, till you feel his full length in you …’

Ikemefuna looked away from Agbala’s bulging eyes and fleshy lips and at the latticed front door of the house. She leaned against a wall to steady her feet. Suddenly, she felt weightless, like she was free-falling through a vertical tunnel. She tried to latch on to the living room’s Mesa Brown upholstery but her attempts only heightened the feeling.

It was exactly a month since she arrived in Houston with two identical cornrows and an airy green ankara jumpsuit that her mother Adina’s tailor had stitched together in the rushed hours before her flight. A month since she opened her eyes and mouth to America. The sparkly blue skyscrapers. The lightning-speed metro rail. The weather-beaten cowboy hats. The greasy pepperoni pizza slapped on paper plates. 

Everything was different in America. 

The movies did not do it justice, could not capture the olive on skin, or the white, or the black that was so different from her black, and yet, the same, or the voices, or the eyes that stared straight ahead and not at her, never at her, like she was invisible, like it was her birthright to exist uninterrupted, like they did not care to dissect her body, or her hair, or her choice of clothes like everyone in Lagos did, and she loved America for the freedom in its air. She was America. America-wonda. 

She continued to take in America as she popped acne on her chin in the ladies’ restroom at the airport. As she waited for her hosts, arms outstretched, moony smile as warm as freshly baked chocolate chip cookies. 

Her mother Adina had described her hosts as the kindest people she knew. And don’t forget their son, her father Dumeje had chimed in from a corner of his lips. A lawyer, no less. Handsome man. There had been a vein in his temple. Adina had squeezed her palms. First impressions are so important, Nne. These men know whether they want to sex you or marry you just from looking at you from head to toe. They will never look at my daughter and decide to sex her. Say amen.

‘What are you doing, you devil!’ Agbala coughed, gasping for air.

Ikemefuna blinked. She was back in the present, and hungry. She could sneak into the kitchen, cook something, or she could— 

She stared at her outstretched arms. Thin and veiny and curled around the loose skin of Agbala’s neck. 
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‘The devil lives in you,’ Agbala cried, tightening her rapa around her waist. ‘Did you hear me? You are the devil herself.’

‘I don’t know what happened,’ Ikemefuna whispered. She clutched her forehead as she sank to the marble. 

‘Shhh,’ Eke hushed her. ‘Enough.’ He led a shaken Agbala up the stairs, his eyes on Ikemefuna till he and Agbala were out of sight. 

Alone in the living room, Ikemefuna listened for the click of their door. She hobbled past the heavy-duty Mesa Brown upholstery and towards the sliding glass door in the kitchen that led to the backyard. She tugged the door’s edges. It did not budge, had not moved an inch since she arrived at the house. She pressed her ear to the cool glass. She could hear snatches of muted conversation pouring out from the neighbor’s backyard. 

She missed Lagos. The predictable hum of bus conductors and hawkers. The mallams who left their wares to pray for her when she arrived at their kiosks with a busted lip. Houston was a fever dream, her head bowed, her hair parted, her body scrubbed clean for her husband. 

The blackouts were just as bad in Houston. 

She’d first experienced the blackouts as a child. They showed up when she was frustrated by her parents or her classmates, brief lapses in time during which she flung the nearest stationary objects at the people around her. In recent months, they had increased in frequency, overriding her senses at the slightest provocation. The last blackout happened towards the end of the dry season in Lagos, in her bedroom, swirls of dust-laden Harmattan wind pounding against the louvers as she watched her best friend Nneka and Nneka’s boyfriend Obinna wrestle with their tongues by her bedroom door. 

Ikemefuna eyed the digital clock on her phone. 3:15 p.m. Two hours till her parents returned to the flat. She contemplated asking Nneka and Obinna to leave. She couldn’t bear the thought of her parents walking in on Nneka and Obinna’s pelvic thrusts in the searing afternoon heat. 

‘Nneka. Obi,’ Ikemefuna called out, her voice low, cautious.

She’d met Nneka at a neighborhood Afrobeats dance class a decade ago. At the time, they were rangy teenagers with seeds for breasts. Their friendship relied on Nneka’s talkativeness and Ikemefuna assuming the de facto good listener role.

‘Ike, what is it now?’ Nneka groaned. 

A bout of nausea washed over Ikemefuna. She tried to speak but only managed a low retching sound.

‘Nawa o!’ Nneka cried. ‘Will you act like this if Bobo toasts you?’

She’d confided in Nneka that she had a crush on Bobo, their soft-spoken new dance instructor. Bobo – rumored to be in his early thirties, had arrived in Lagos from Oyo after losing his engineering job at a local plastic sheeting supplier.

Ikemefuna clutched her forehead. The bedroom shifted in and out of focus. She stumbled across the room and reached for Nneka’s arm to steady her feet. 

‘What are you doing?’ Nneka cried.

Ikemefuna pushed Nneka’s voice out her head. She needed to concentrate on … 

Squeezing Obinna’s neck.

The realization of what she was doing hit her. She gasped, let go of Obinna’s neck.

‘What is wrong with you?’ Nneka screeched.

‘Psycho,’ Obinna sputtered, his thick fingers massaging his neck.

At the time, she’d blamed the Harmattan, chucked it up to poor sleep.

She was wrong.




4.

It was a quarter to midnight in Sugar Land.

Ikemefuna paced the Nwosus’ living room and eyed the stairway leading to the house’s upper level. All three Nwosus were upstairs. She hadn’t seen or heard a peep from them since Agbala and Eke bounded up the stairs.

Her entire sex education comprised of steamy Harlequin novels and Nneka’s sexcapades with Obinna. 

Ike, you shoulda seen the way I jiggled my nyash for Obinna!

Nene, why would I want to see that?

So you can learn a thing or two! Heh!

Ikemefuna stilled her nerves as she climbed the stairs ascending from the foyer to the bedrooms on the second floor of the house. She hurried past the door to Agbala and Eke’s bedroom and into a tiny bedroom next to it. Surrounded by the burnt clementine walls and damp stench of her bedroom, she peeled off her clothes and shut her eyes. Nna’s face crowded her mind. His hooded eyes and gap teeth. His tubular bottom lip. Was he a twin? She was certain she’d seen him somewhere. 

She racked her brain for where she’d previously seen Nna, listening to the sound of American wind rustling American shrubs. She imagined the bluebonnets and carpet grass in the garden below her window, the feel of the twigs beneath her feet. 

Her first night in America, she’d stood by the barbecue grill in the backyard and watched the dragonflies hop from stem to tarpaulin. Eke had whispered to her, matter-of-fact, that only white bodies and hardworking olive, brown, and black bodies could afford to live in the neighborhood. That his and Agbala’s work ethic had earned them the right to live there and the neighbors respected them for it. 

She’d imagined a real barbecue, pictured the neighbors filling the hot summer air with impressive tales of their kids’ college admissions. They would whisper apple pie recipes, recommend lawnmowers, politely decline suya, take enough jabs at Mr Trump to distance themselves from his rhetoric, then bite the heads off their hot dogs.

Agbala and Eke had given her a tour of the house she would live in for the next two weeks. An open-concept living room and kitchen flanked by high stucco walls and shuttered casement windows. A windowless dining room with a glass-top dinner table and pastel walls. Wrought-iron banisters that curved up towards an upstairs hallway. 

Upstairs – a bedroom-turned-study with engineered hardwood floors and book-dust air. An upper-level living room with arched windows and rolled-arm couches. A master bedroom that smelled of fish oil and soursop. Nna’s room – sunlit and speckled with outdated posters. A tiny room with burnt orange walls. In it, a twin bed with wrinkled sheets. Yours, Agbala and Eke crooned in unison.

All of that was a long time ago. 

Ikemefuna rose from her bed and gave herself a pep talk. Harlequin had taught her that sex was nothing but scouring a body for sensation, or a gold star, or acceptance, or apology, or love. Sex was a gift to be given, or it was taking. She channeled Nneka’s carefree swagger as she sauntered out of the room.

She stood in front of Nna’s room, heart in mouth, fist poised to knock. Then she was in the room, giggling loudly as she tiptoed to his bed. The sound coming out her mouth was hers, or it was not hers at all. She tiptoed faster, until she stood by the bed and next to a wall flecked with posters of Kobe and dead rappers from the nineties. Nna lay on his bedsheets, wrapped in chest hairs and Fruit of the Loom boxers. He was fiddling with a laptop. He raised his eyes to her face and arched a brow.

She sat at the edge of his bed, untied her rapa and let it pool at her feet. There was a dull weight on her flank. The laptop disappeared. Nna’s palms pulled her closer till she was on top of him and lying on his chest. The purple bruises on her back were quiet. Not a murmur of protest. Not even laughter. 

A pungent stench filled the air as Nna pulled down his boxers. The closest description – a whiff of rotten cheese. Ikemefuna swallowed the warm rush of bile that bubbled up her throat. She ran her palms against the sides of Nna’s face, his eyelids. She scoured his body for sensation. He did the taking, emptying her of all she could give, once, twice, again and again, and then it was over, and she was clutching her rapa with shaky fingers, tying it against her skin, and tucking the excess cloth in the space between her breasts, and scurrying out of his bedroom. 

She returned to her room with its damp air and darkness. 

Her skin hummed softly, its buzz indistinct from the surrounding quiet. She ran her palms along her breasts, then against her belly to silence the hum. She fanned the damp heat between her legs. She’d had the sex Nneka always bragged about, but it was nothing like the sweet ecstasy Nneka had described to her. It was rushed and uncomfortable and required a great deal of holding one’s breath. 

She never wanted to relive the experience, but it was out of her control, wasn’t it? Agbala and Eke had insisted that she must sleep with him every day until she was pregnant with his child – a baby boy with Nna’s tarry skin and meaty cheeks.

Then what?

Then there would be the down time, losing the baby fat, falling in love with her body all over again, or for the first time. A wedding. A thing to plan, to incite a shedding of fat. She would adopt the paleo diet, or intermittent fasting, or Whole 30, or all the above. It would be a small ceremony at a courthouse, only open to close friends and family. She would pose for photographs on the courthouse steps. Adina and Dumeje would send their well wishes via WhatsApp. It was better than Dumeje spending fifteen hours on an airplane. Gritting his teeth through microwaveable airplane peas. Adina smiling nervously as Dumeje cursed at airport security for seizing his stockfish. 

Then what?

Then she would taste America, extend her tongue to suck its skyscrapers, and its metro rail, and its cowboy hats, and its pepperoni pizza slapped on paper plates. Agbala’s smile would reach her eyes, and Eke would stop watching her like she was an endangered thing. She would apply for a job as a cultural dancer at Disney, focus on her Atilogwu. 

Ma, do you think he’ll let me be a professional dancer?

Who?

My husband. 

Of course he will. Being a wife comes with so many freedoms. Now, stop looking at me with those sad eyes. This arrangement is a good thing, you know?

Then Nna would take her to Philadelphia. He would show her his row house in Fairmount. She would make him show her a speakeasy, a comedy club, the Liberty Bell, frozen margaritas, chicken biryani, a fortune cookie, a thick pile of Philly cheesesteaks. 

Then what?

Then she would settle into that new life, the new her – Ikemefuna, the wife, or Ikemefuna, the mother, or all the above. She would get a job and she would try her best to befriend the other dancers. It would be hard, what with her accent, and her natural penchant for the edges of rooms, and her distinct ability to drown in other people’s worlds, in their awfully cliché crooked smiles. 

But she would try. 

She would learn to small talk, watch YouTube tutorials if she must. To pay a lot of compliments. To flash a nonthreatening smile. To flaunt her accent. To stumble on her English then pick herself up. She would make the Americans love her. She would let them touch her hair. 

Then what?

Then maybe she’d finally remember why Nna looked so familiar. Maybe he was the man of her dreams. Maybe she’d seen him in a dream— 

Ikemefuna’s rambling thoughts froze in place.

She knew where she’d seen Nna. 

It had taken her hours to remember, because how could one make the connection? 

His hooded eyes and gap teeth. The smatter of moles on his cheeks. That unusually thick bottom lip.

Nna was the spitting image of her mother, Adina.
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