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Ẹẹy! Ọmọ omi-imọlẹ.

Duro, ọmọ olowurọ.

Pẹlẹ, o! Ọmọ a lu igbi jo!

***

Hey! Child of the silver rivers.

Stay, offspring of the morning light.

Be well, daughter who dances to the beat of waves!
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PART ONE

A person who sells eggs
 should not start a fight in the market.
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NOW

1991 (AGE 14)

My name is Otolorin. I’ve been called ‘monster’. Within dark valleys of flesh I defy the given – a snake curled in upon itself, two in one, mythical and shunned. Yet, in that magical place between worlds, in the realm where the great mother gives milk to her offspring, I become like a goddess. There, in words unspoken, my voice is heard. I often wish I could take Wura, my sister, with me to visit that place where I truly come alive, but I cannot because Wura is normal, so it would be death.

Wura and I are twins. Like all other Yoruba twins that have ever been born, we should be called Taiwo and Kehinde – the one who came first, and the one who lagged behind. Even in this, our natural names, our parents kept us apart. Otolorin – one who walks a different path; and Wuraola – a wealth of gold.

Wura is everything to our mother, who will never have any other children because she is the woman who birthed the unspeakable, and my father has no desire to sire any more monsters.

Here in Nigeria, the road ends at my secret, but America, they say, is a land where wonders are created and the wondrous is made ordinary. Now that I have wedged one foot onto that path, I am determined to make it all the way. Because if I do, perhaps I, too, can become an ordinary wonder.
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BEFORE

1989 (AGE 12)

In our house, there was nothing as dangerous as the truth. I’d slipped into Wura’s room, though I was supposed to stay out of sight in mine. Backlit by the soft September sun, her party dress beckoned like a hibiscus to be plucked; pink blushing to rose at the hem, buttons like dewdrops down the back. A crimson sash. In a day we’d turn twelve.

Weeks earlier, surrounded by the freshwater scent of new fabric at Ibadan’s Top Tailor, my twin sister had selected the exact dress I’d have chosen, had anyone asked. She would dazzle like a princess at our party and I would be the brother trussed up in a suit. Not that I hated trousers – they’re useful for tree climbing and playing football – but I also longed to wear a dress sometimes. Okay, most times.

Surely, whispered a little voice in my mind, Wura won’t mind if you try the dress on. Just to see. In fact, she might think it fun! And that was like Mother’s driver denying he’d been drinking kainkain when the fumes on his breath could dry the water off your eyeballs. Wura would share her last bite of coconut candy with me, but if I touched her stuff without permission, her rage was roof-shattering, like Samson in the Bible. Yet, how we’d both gasped the moment Wura opened the catalogue page to that dress!

Minutes earlier, standing before my bedroom window, I’d seen Mother slide into the back seat of her Mercedes. Watched it shoot down the driveway in Mr Driver’s typical gunfire fashion. Watched the huge truck that had brought dozens of rental chairs rumble sedately out behind it like a disapproving old auntie. The gateman shut the gate and I could finally escape. Mother would be gone for a while.

Wura padded silently in. This was the best and the worst thing about being twins: we rarely surprised each other. She smoothed the sash on her dress. Eyed me warily.

‘Can I try it on?’ It popped out of my mouth.

‘No!’

‘Just for a minute?’

Wura’s lower lip vanished under the top one. It was unfair to ask. Mother said Jehovah God would punish us all if she encouraged my sinful habits.

I was maybe five the first time it happened. Mama Ondo, my grandmother, had been visiting. She’d set aside her wig, orange headscarf still tied on, while she napped on the cool verandah. I’d never realized till then that she sometimes wore one. I’d been shocked by the sight of her scalp bald all around the edges, as if someone had plucked her clean. I’d arranged the wig on my head, tiptoed to the hallway mirror and, as the world slid into proper focus, made the happy discovery that I was, in fact, a girl. I’d promptly named myself Lori, and raced off to spread the good news, confident everything would now be fixed.

‘You’re not a girl, Otolorin, you’re a boy!’ Mother had hissed. ‘And if you ever repeat those words or let anyone see your privates, I’ll lock you outside at night for gbomo-gbomo to steal!’ That brought weeks of nightmares. I was never sure afterwards if I’d dreamed of my grandmother in a long white robe, standing before a small fire in the backyard, the wig she’d thrown on it spitting flame before curling up like a small, dying animal.

I’d tried my best since to forget about Lori but it was like trying to turn off a broken tap. The feelings just kept flowing.

‘Please?’ I pulled the big, sad eyes Wura could never refuse.

She’d hoped I’d say, Never mind, forget it. Then she’d exile herself with me to my room and we’d play snakes and ladders and pretend I’d never asked. But I couldn’t. Because maybe if I saw Lori again, just for one sweet moment in that heavenly dress, then I could go back quietly to being Oto.

Her fists clenched, then released. ‘All right then. Off with your clothes!’

I stripped immediately to my underwear before she could change her mind.

‘Have you heard, skinny-bones?’ Wura tickled my ribs. She was pretending this was a game. I wasn’t trying to be someone else, just her silly brother playing dress-up.

‘Heard what?’

‘Opelenge fell on a plate, but he was so scrawny the plate felt insulted and refused to break!’

We erupted with giggles, knowing she might as well be poking fun at her own body. As she carefully slid the dress off its hanger, brows beetled with concentration, it was like watching myself. Big brown eyes with looping curly lashes, nose dabbed on like an afterthought above pillow-puff lips. Only my jaw was a touch squarer where hers was perfectly curved like the bottom of an egg. Her hair was done up in two beribboned buns, mine cut low.

As for the down-below parts, who knew? It was never talked about.

Wura’s dress slid on like warm water. Impatient to turn around and see myself in the mirror, I looked down at my feet which, sadly, had always been a size larger than hers.

‘I wish I had strappy white sandals.’

‘Hey! Stop wiggling like a fish or the dress will tear!’

I heard a gasp. Mother stood at the door. She must have forgotten something.

Her eyes thinned to slits. Her face curled like lit paper.

Wura’s hands trembled on my back, our hearts battering at our ribs. I’m dead, I thought.

‘You wicked child!’ Mother screamed.

In two strides she’d seized my shoulders, shaking till it was an earthquake and my teeth rattled like shekere beads. I broke away but her hand hooked into the neck of Wura’s dress. Buttons pinged everywhere.

‘No! Please! Wura’s dress. It’s not her fault!’

She slapped my mouth shut. Yanked harder. The dress ripped top to hem. Slap! Rip! Slap! Till I was cringing in blue Y-fronts and one torn sleeve.

‘Mommy, please! Stop beating him!’ Wura sobbed.

‘You shut up and don’t move! I’ll deal with you later.’ Mother pushed me out of the room, down the hallway. To the edge of the landing. The last time she was really angry, she’d hauled me to the kitchen, taken a wooden ruler to my palm, then made me husk a sack of groundnuts with my stinging hands. It took till the next morning.

Fast, like something mechanical, her hand shot out. I flailed, reached for a railing, found only air. Then I was tumbling. I hit the bottom with a squelchy crack and popped out of my body into a flash of light so strong, I was blinded. Then I could see better than ever before and the air around me was super-shined into a swirling silver-blue tunnel of tiny stars. I floated towards the big star blinking at the end. So beautiful!

A piercing scream made me wish I still had hands to clasp to my ears. Wura! I was rudely thrust back into the small body lying at the bottom of the stairs. Where did all the lovely blue and silver go?

Someone picked me up.

The ride to the clinic was a long, bumpy haze of pain.

‘He fell down the stairs,’ Mother told the doctor. ‘He was too excited about his birthday party tomorrow.’

‘Okay, Oto. This will hurt, but bear up.’ The tall, long-faced man felt around my shoulder and pain swallowed me.

‘Mommy! Mommy!’ I cried, needing a mother to save me, to hold me close and tell me all would be well. The doctor mercifully let go.

Mother didn’t move from her chair. Her face was twisted like a wrung scarf. I had a sick feeling that the switch in her head with my name on it, which used to hover around bad, had now flipped to worst. She’d never gone this far before.

‘He’ll be fine, Mrs Akinro.’ The doctor swabbed my arm, smiling at Mother, mesmerized as a bug by the flame of her beauty. It wasn’t an uncommon reaction.

Mother squeezed out a smile. She wouldn’t leave my side for a second, but not for reasons the doctor thought.

He slipped a long needle into my arm. ‘Be brave for your mother now, little man. No more falling down stairs in the future!’

My eyelids fluttered. The sharp white walls of the clinic wavered and faded. The table became a cottony cloud, wrapped itself securely around me and together we rose upwards, soaring above the trees and people who soon looked like ants on the ground. Somewhere far below was a doctor with his needle and a mother who hated her child, and I’d left them all behind.

My cloud disappeared and I was falling. Below, gentle waves caught the light and the sea shimmered blue-green-silver. I spun head over toes. I should be scared, but all I felt was eagerness. Sleek as an eel, I slid in. The water carried me with a strange grace, yielding yet supporting. I found my balance, stood upright. Turned and twisted to look around. Tiny fish darted by, unconcerned with my presence. I think one winked at me.

In the distance, I saw shapes that could be houses; pale, watery as though made of glass or ice that wasn’t frozen. Nothing was what it seemed to be. Down here, the world gleamed brighter, sharper, clearer, the way it only ever looked when the sun came out after the first heavy rain that followed the dry season. Reds seared, yellows shone and purples looked wax-polished. Voices babbled softly, sweetly, in my ear, but I saw no one. I looked at myself in those glass walls and I was beautiful. Long plaits down my back, pearl shells on my chest. Bangles on my wrists. I searched my mind for the meaning of this. Where was I?

I must really be dead this time. No other explanation made sense. It wasn’t so bad, after all, to be dead. Then, in the corner of my eye, I saw movement, quick as light, gone when I blinked. She played with me like that for a while, before she let me see her. She was a woman but then again, she wasn’t. Her long slim arms gleamed with an impression of pearly scales. Shells covered her breasts. Her sweeping fins and tail flashed a multitude of colours – silver, red, electric blue – like the betta fish I once saw in a book. Sea anemones wrapped like living rubber bands around the ends of her long gleaming plaits. One lazily waved its tentacles. I’d never seen anything so astonishing and beautiful. Yet she felt strangely familiar. Who was she?

Call me Yeyemi, she said, without words. You are safe. Here between worlds, at the parting of the veil, you may rest. But only for a time.

Then I was back in the real world, lying woozy-headed in the car, and all that remained was a lingering sense of light and joy. I longed to return to that wonderful place.

Our birthday dawned bright and clear. Tall loudspeakers all over the courtyard boomed with Ebenezer Obey’s latest release. People came and went, chatting, eating, drinking. All I could do was sit under the plumeria trees and watch. Two boys came to ask about my sling – probably children of Father’s business partners in Ibadan. Bored, they soon wandered off. From when I could talk, Mother warned me never to let anyone get close enough to start asking questions. If we got asked to parties, Mother took Wura and said I was sick. People thought me a sickly child.

Years ago in primary school, I’d had a real friend and invited him home. Rashid was always alone, too, and so nervous he was practically mute, though I sensed the busyness of deep thoughts scurrying through his mind, just like mine. His tribal scarification marks, four across each cheek, made other kids meanly tease him. When Mother asked if he’d like some Fanta, he’d whispered, yes. She’d frowned.

In my room, he’d whispered, ‘Let’s play mommies and daddies. You lie down and I’ll climb on top.’

‘Now what?’ I asked.

‘We move like this.’ He thrashed his arms and legs like a swimming frog. It wasn’t much fun, but I was glad to have a friend.

‘Now you’re going to have a baby,’ he said.

We’d rolled up a towel and shoved it under my T-shirt. I’d waddled around like I’d seen pregnant women do, holding my sides, groaning with great drama. Rashid laughed so hard, I got carried away and waddled past the window. Outside, Wura looked up and guffawed. Mother, unfortunately, was beside her. She’d been up in seconds, screaming, Unnatural creature, son of disgrace. Rashid trembled as if in a fit, then there’d been this dripping noise and he’d peed his pants.

Rashid stopped speaking altogether in school and ran off if he saw me. That hurt long after the welts from Mother’s shoe faded from my back. I’d wanted to let him know it was okay. That I’d never tell anyone he peed himself. He didn’t return after the holidays.

A girl blew a party horn near my ear then ran off laughing. It brought out a smile I didn’t know I had inside me. Everyone was having such a good time, even Mother, radiant with smiles since Father arrived early morning from Lagos. He sat with the most important guests, wearing a gold lace agbada. He said something to Mother, who shouted for Emily the maid to bring more beer. She loved every second of shining beside him in her matching gold lace iro and buba, knowing how people envied her big round eyes, her brows arched like bird’s wings, her smooth-as-camwood skin, the pillow-puff lips Wura and I had inherited (though she probably wished I hadn’t) and her tall, handsome husband, smooth as okra soup. A couple of young women guests came to bend their knees before him in greeting, acting all shy and fluttery. Mother’s hand latched on to his arm.

Roving praise singers stood nearby thumping out Father’s importance on talking drums: ‘Lustrous black jewel of immeasurable value. Majestic owner of palatial houses. Great hunter whose quiver is full of sons and daughters.’ Etc, etc. They somehow always knew to show up when there was a party.

Father rose, smiling smugly. Plastered naira notes to their sweaty foreheads. I’d once heard the gateman mutter how he’s like the scorpion that can’t help stinging to death the very frog on whose back it’s crossing the river. I had to say, it described Father quite well. I’d heard the gossip about his biggest business competitor, who just upped and vanished. No one knew if he was dead. A journalist who insisted on investigating further was found floating face down in Ogunpa River after heavy rains, though people got early warning for once and fled before it overflowed.

To me, Father was as remote as Mars and twice as hostile. The year we turned five, he was leaving on one of his never-ending business travels and asked Wura what she wanted him to bring back. She asked for ribbons and a fairy-tale castle with a real princess inside that we’d seen advertised on an American TV cartoon series. Because I’d not fully understood I was barely to be seen and definitely not heard, I piped up that I wanted exactly the same. He looked at me like a person stares at the sole of his shoe after stepping in vomit. He never returned to live with us.

It took time for Wura to figure out I’d not literally driven him away as Mother ranted and, for a time, she resented me with all the pain her five-year-old heart could muster. It was the worst feeling. Mother locked me in my room for a whole week with only water and dry bread to eat. That was when I really began to draw. At first, it was to keep my mind off being hungry. Then I drew not to be afraid. Then I drew to stem the loneliness and the hurt. I covered whole notebooks. Again and again I practised eyes, then hands, then bodies, then movement. Feeling, tasting and testing the shape of life through my pencils and crayons, it was an intoxication to realize I was a creator. I could make exist whatever I wanted!

Afterwards, Mother told everyone Father had moved to Lagos because his business had grown too big to handle from Ibadan.

The rare times he visited and they talked privately, I’d put my ear to the door and listen because, according to my precious book of Yoruba proverbs, it was because the kite had its ear on the wind that it didn’t perish in the brushfire. Mother, sobbing, asked once if he planned to leave her dangling for the rest of her life. Father icily replied, ‘Forget it, Moji! I will not further besmirch the Akinro name by siring another monster.’ I’d had to look up siring and besmirch. Monster, I’d understood just fine. Father loved using big words.

As the praise singers scooped up the last naira notes and moved on, Emily, Mother’s maid, emerged from the house hauling a large tub and handed out green bottles glistening with cold sweat. The men around Father nodded like agama lizards in agreement with whatever he was saying. Probably his tired old joke that if we’d had the ‘sagacity’ to be born in the dry season instead of September, we’d have saved him the yearly cost of renting canopies. They always laughed as if they’d never heard it before, knowing full well that Father could buy up every canopy in Ibadan with just his pocket change.

For sure the plentiful food would be talked about for months: jollof rice with golden fried slices of dodo, pounded yam with spinach and melon seed stew, amala, beaten until fluffy and served with bitterleaf soup and smoked fish. All prepared by the hired caterers fondly known as olowo-sibi – women born with cooking spoons in hand. The clanging of their giant cooking pots had woken us at dawn. The whiff of woodsmoke still lingered in the air.

It all smelled tasty, but struggling out of my chair was too painful. I was wondering if I’d practised so hard at being invisible that I’d actually vanished when Wura showed up with a plate of jollof rice, spicy chicken and Limca soda. She placed the tray on my lap and began cutting the meat into manageable pieces.

Her purple dress, hastily bought from a boutique in Bodija that morning, had nothing on the ruined one. A couple of friends tagged along, so I just let my eyes tell her how sorry I was, and how grateful that she’d brought me food. I wished she’d stay with me but there was pin-the-tail-on-the-donkey, a traditional puppet theatre and musical chairs. She blew a soft sweet puff of air on her forefinger, a bubble-kiss, pressed it against my cheek and flitted off like a butterfly. It was our own special way of saying, I love you above and beyond.

I was finishing my food when a silver Mercedes pulled up at the gate. Maami Akinro, Father’s mother, emerged from the back seat, elegant from her headscarf – a towering blue igele with golden threads sparkling in the sun – to her blue shoes. She always arrived late from Ijebu and left with Father when the party was over.

Father went to meet her, removing his cap and prostrating to touch a finger to the ground. She laid a hand on his head, pulled him up. Embraced him. They talked for a bit before she went around greeting guests. As her path brought her closer to me, Mother appeared at my elbow, anxiously hovering. Then it was like being in a cage with two lionesses eyeing each other’s throats. Without fail, after Maami Akinro visited, Mother would send for Mama Ondo, her own mother. They’d both pray loudly all night and sprinkle holy water from Mama Ondo’s Seraphic Temple of Holy Fire all over the house. If Maami Akinro was headed out the front door, you could be certain Mama Ondo was headed in the back.

‘What happened to your arm?’

I nearly looked around to see whose arm Maami Akinro meant. On her rare visits she hardly talked to us, though she always brought sweets. I supposed a broken arm was news. Then again, Father didn’t ask.

‘He was too excited about his party and rushed down the stairs and fell,’ Mother said.

‘I’m asking the child, abi? Can’t he talk?’ Maami’s tone could freeze water.

Mother turned to me, brow raised.

‘I fell, Maami, ma.’

‘I see.’ There was a long silence. ‘Be more watchful in the future.’

‘Yes, ma,’ I whispered. Watchful. What an odd choice of word.

Then Maami Akinro’s friend was tugging her away, saying she had to meet her new grandchild, and Mother said softly, ‘Good boy. Well done.’ Then she, too, was gone.

I struggled out of my chair.

On my way inside, I heard two women gossiping.

‘Hmm, did you see the expensive lace Mama Sheri is wearing? Her business has just been booming recently!’

‘I know! But guess what? Her neighbour’s daughter suddenly died in her sleep last month!’

‘Ehen! You saw where my mind was going. I’d long suspected she’s a witch, a real airforce number one, flying out on deadly night missions to ruin lives and bring calamity! They say it was her coven that caused lightning to strike and kill her own sister.’

‘I heard! And you should have seen how she cried crocodile tears at the funeral! People are so wicked!’

Feeling sorry for poor Mama Sheri, who for certain had merely commited the sin of prospering, I slipped into the living room to take my pain tablets. After we’d returned from the clinic, Mother had held out the bottle, telling me to take two every four hours. Flashing to that hand shooting out to push me, I’d shuddered. Something like shame crossed her face before she shrugged and sniffed, ‘Stumbling and falling like a drunk when I barely touched you! Mcheww!’

I gingerly wedged myself against the wall behind the sofa with an X-Men comic. There was an action picture of Storm I’d planned to draw. It would have to wait till I could properly hold a pencil again.

Someone was urgently tapping my leg. I blinked up into eyes that looked just like mine.

‘Wake up! Mommy wants us to cut the cake.’

‘I’m sorry about your dress.’

‘It wasn’t you that tore it, o. How’s your arm?’

‘Painful.’ I began to sit up and winced. Wura grasped my good arm to help.

‘You know, Mommy’s sorry even if she won’t say so.’

I carefully straightened my crumpled-up comic. Wura would believe what she wanted.

‘She said she was just urging you to move faster and next thing you tripped and it’s her job to toughen you up as a boy or life will be worse for us.’

Whether Mother meant to or not, she did push me. And I’d never be the son she wanted.

Too late I realized I said the last part aloud. The pain medicine was definitely melting my brain.

‘Why can’t you see that nobody gets to choose? You could have died – and all because …’ Wura’s voice broke. ‘I should never have let you wear my dress. Let’s just go before she comes looking.’

I was suddenly flooded with the dizzying terror and loneliness she’d felt as she frantically called my soul back from wherever it was speeding while my body lay at the bottom of the stairs. Remorseful, I nudged her cheek with a finger. Pulled sorry eyes. As she tugged me towards the door, I promised myself once more that I’d never allow Mother’s anger to separate us.

The cake, which Mother had got around to picking up in the morning, was covered in curly pink icing on one side and blue on the other. When we gathered around it for the family photo, I’d placed my hand atop Wura’s. The photographer counted down to one and together we pushed down the knife, slicing a clean cut in between.
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