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The automatic door slides open for you and you almost say "thank you".
Here, strangers hold the door, and you must smile the same fake smile they are smiling and say, "thank you". The corners of your mouth will be aching, but you must endure till you pass by and they close the door again. Soon, you too will have to hold the door open for somebody to pass, smiling to show one-quater of your teeth. That brilliant author, with the accent that has not changed, once said that Americans like to be liked. And, for the three months since you've been here, after almost two days of transit, you can't agree more.
You catch your anxious brain in time to not give the smile to the sliding door but you don't catch it in time when your self-consciousness stops you in front of one of the  women sitting in the waiting area. The counter of the secretary is clearly a few steps ahead, but you don't make those steps there. You stop in front of this lady who is now looking at you.
The other three people in the waiting area are looking at you too, but it's too late to correct your stupidity.
So you open your mouth.
You feel the anxiety tripping before the words roll out.
"Good morning." You forget that your father said you should not rush your words. "Please, I want to submit my form for the office assistant position."
"Pardon me?"
She blinks at you and draws her ear closer. You see a speck of cream on her earlobe.
"I said..." For a split second, you wonder if you should form the accent. "Good morning. Please, I want to submit my application form."
"Oh." She draws her head back. You can still see the forgotten cream there. Should you rub it for her?
When you recollect yourself and remove your gaze from her ear, her small eyes are not staring at you.
They are looking down, down at your hands.
You look down too and see that you are stretching the form out to her, your bad handwriting staring at you and chuckling.
God! How much more stupidity will you keep offering?
The time slows down to zero movement per second, and you feel the weight of the eyes staring at you and your awkwardness.
The floor of the place will not open up like the automatic door, and so you are left standing there, stapled sheets still stretched.
Finally, the Earth has mercy on you, and the woman gives the smile. The one you now see even in your sleep.
"That's the receptionist there."
"Oh," you say, like you haven't realized your fumble from the very first second you made it.
"Yeah..." She pursues. "I'm just waiting."
The sarcastic way she says it makes you want to say, very loudly, that she has been carrying cream around on her earlobe all morning... Ah, but your accent will make you the joke instead.
"Oh. I'm sorry," you say and withdraw your application form. 
You don't know if you run or walk away from her.
You are too embarrassed to remember. 
You find yourself before the receptionist who has an amused smile on her lips.
You gather yourself and repeat your heavy-tongued words, as your brother calls the way Nigerians speak English.
She takes the form from you, and you use the opportunity to notice the beautiful henna on her radiant dark skin. You know she's not African. You just know it. But you like the skin because it, of course, has African roots.
You frown unconsciously, wondering why your brain is now thinking about skin and classifications.
"Did you apply online?"
"No," you say and stop there because you can't start explaining to this woman, who won't understand, that your Nigerian parent begged his Nigerian friend who works here to recommend you to the boss as a candidate for the open position. It is too much an African parental behavior for her to understand.

***
You put your butt on one edge of the couch. You do it as lightly as you can, clenching your cheeks in.
In your head, if you make the littlest noise possible, the other people seated won't see you. They won't remember you from minutes earlier, stretching out your application form to a visitor like you.
You stare hard at your phone, scrolling about busily, even though there is no free WiFi here and your AT$T data finished yesterday. In your head, you are the ostrich with the head buried underground. If you can't see them, they can't see you.
Your WPS app saves you. There are tons of books you have downloaded and have read. These days, all you do is use the WiFi in the house to watch tons and tons of movies. And then, you sigh big sighs and crawl through social  media, looking for what you don't know and can never find.
You open one of the books you started months ago, the week before the journey. It is called, The Thing Around Your Neck, a collection of short stories by that same author that talks without forcing an accent. You remember that you first really started to pay attention to her interviews and speeches when your visa came through. You watched how confidently she spoke and how relaxed she was, daring dimwits not to shut up and listen. She spoke clearly, and she had been abroad since she was a teenager.
You were intrigued by her so much. One day, two days to relocation, when you were alone in the house, you sat in front of the mirror in your room and copied her. You tried her poise, her elegant laugh, her hand movements, and her answers to questions. You concentrated mostly on how she would twist the wedding ring on her finger and say, "I find that interesting because..."
You practiced so hard that, when your brother came home, he found you sweating.
He laughed at you in his usual chirpy way and asked: "what's up? Did your village people ask you to do press up for them?"
You gave a half giggle.
"Nothing," you said and went to start dinner. One of the last you would have before your country became "somewhere-you-visit-once-in-a-year, complete with the sudden, new fear of being kidnapped.
You smiled happily as you fried plantains that evening.
You were smiling because the hours of practise had your copied impressions on lock down. In your head, you were the author, ready to unapologetically speak how you've been used to all your life, but with an added confidence your rehearsals had given you.
You were so happy that you ate four plantains without knowing.
But, in the very first hours on the first plane taking you to your new home, you fumbled.
The air hostess, with her bright red lipstick, stopped her cart by you and asked, "what would you like to drink, dear?"
You smiled up at her and said, "give me some orange juice, please."
You heard it only after you had spoken.
You heard what was new to your tongue and its roll pattern. You heard something that was definitely not what you rehearsed two days ago in your Lagos room.
She gave you your juice, but it was too cold in your stomach.
It was not the juice. And it was not the freezing temperature of the air cabin either.
No.
It was fear.

***
"Is there a name—'Tolu' something—here?"
You jerk your head up from the two lines you have read one million times and stand.
"That's me!" Though that sounded nothing like the pronunciation of your profound Yoruba name. "Toluwanimi," you expound, as if that would make him pronounce it better.
The "him" you are looking at is Caucasian. Your brother, Tobiloba, has told you not to call anybody "white". You told him it's accepted here,  but he has insisted that you must not.
Tobi has made two friends already in the months you've been here. They are sons of your white—sorry, Caucasian—neighbours and you initially thought his opinion stemmed from that.
But then he negated it vehemently and tried another way.
"Tolu, it's just like me now, referring to you as 'black'. Would you like it?"
You winced and shook your head and took correction quickly. 
You wouldn't want your brother to refer to you as "black". Of course he had never had cause to do it before and so it would be strange for it to land on your ears as a reference to you. You have always been "Toluwanimi"—a Yoruba, Nigerian girl. It has always been enough. There has never been a need for classifications other than that. And so you, in turn, wouldn't want to classify someone else like that.
Nevertheless, the next day, you had to fill yet another online application form, and it had the compulsory list of options you had to choose from. A list of races—6 of them.
Without even reading through, your finger went straight to one of them and tapped on it. Your finger knew its position by memory...it knew the selection by habit.
The bold tick beside the selected words made you stop for a second.
You stared at the phone in your hand. 
You realized that this was not about what you wouldn't like or were not used to.
This was now your reality. This was now you—
✓Black or African American.


"Come with me, please."
The man, your father's friend's boss, you believe, says and turns around.
You follow, your heart starting to thunder loudly; it's almost in competition with the sound of your platforms shoes against the floor.
You concentrate on the man's height, almost twice the height of you and your family members.
You wonder how he still looks that tall and gallant at 60, because you have placed his age at 60, plus one or two. You believe it is easy to tell the ages of Caucasians. The lines on their faces and skin tell the story, unlike folks like you with the heavy melanin. 
You think that...
Haa, but all these thoughts and thinking can't help you fight the nervousness making you sweat in your palms, even though it's the very height of winter.
I have to get the job... I have to get this one.
You say it to yourself over and over, losing track of everything else, so that when your phone chimes in your hand, you almost drop it.
You are almost at the door of the office you both are headed, but you look into your phone anyways.
It is a message from your dad. His words jump at you.
Toluwanimi.
God will help you today and give you favour.
Don't worry. Just be confident while talking.
Look at his face and smile. Don't frown your face oh.
Open your mouth and talk. You know how these people are.
Talk well! Smile well!
God will help you.

You finish reading the text in time to enter the office.
You wish God will help you to steady yourself first.
You have not started the interview yet, but you can feel yourself doing arrant rubbish, fumbling everything.
"Please, sit," he says as he goes around the large table to sit.
"Thank you." 
You remember at the last moment not to add "Sir". All the extra genuflecting in eye service that your country people take seriously does not do much for anyone here. Here, the smile, is one of the best arsenals.
"I'm Mr. Tom, by the way." He grins at you and you try to smile back... A real one, because you notice his dimples, the ones that remind you of Jide, the boyfriend you didn't tell your parents about because the relationship started too close to the travel dates.
"I'm Toluwanimi Alakija," you say and chuckle a little. You don't know what joke you expected to have cracked there.
"I see that." He doesn't chuckle in return. He is now looking at your form in his hands, gotten from the receptionist.
You catch yourself forgetting to smile.
Oya! Open your teeth!  You tell yourself. 
Look enthusiastic!
What if there are one of those CCTV cameras watching you even though his head is bent?
The corners of your mouth lift and hold. You endure the pain.
"Hmmm." He lifts his head from the form and throws it unto the table. "Tell me about yourself. Tell me about your work experience."
You feel the anxiety leap from your stomach and crawl to your back, distracting you.
You open your mouth but then you close it again.
In that second, you are transported back to that moment in the plane when you opened your mouth to speak to the Caucasian air hostess, just like this, and you started to speak what was not you. You started to become her in words, so randomly...so unconsciously, like a natural reaction that cannot be helped.
You wish you can go back home to continue watching movies and scrolling through social media, your frustrated, tired sighs passing away with the time. Just yesterday, you entered America. Today, you've been here for three months. It's still just like a dream, this transition. You wake up every day, not believing it and so not able to live it. 
But you cannot go home now... Neither the one 30 minutes away, nor the one oceans away.
You take a deep breath and start to talk, focusing hard, very hard, on how you sound. You concentrate more on recollecting the rehearsals before that mirror in Lagos than the conversation you are meant to be propelling.
Honestly, you end up not remembering much of what you said, and the questions and clarifications he required in between. Finally, though, you stop talking.
You do remember him sitting back and looking at you for a short while.
And then he sighs and puts his hand on his jaw.
"An office assistant for someone that read Mechanical engineering and had two years of working experience with a big company is a little bit below the belt, don't you think?"
"No!"
A part of you wants to be shocked at yourself for your answer, but then you remember that your 18-year-old brother started working at a retail store just 3 weeks after you, your mum and him got here. You think about how happy and optimistic he is about the job, his school to begin in the spring, and his two Caucasian friends who linked him up with the job in the first place.
You remember how you initially spent the good days you could muster up from your dreamy state to apply for "suitable" positions at respectable big firms aligned with your course of study and experience. You think about the disappointing email after disappointing email you got till your spirit broke and you just stopped applying all together, forgetting that time didn't give a hoot about you.
You remember the crushing weight of guilt and shame that came on you when your dad came home early one day, specifically to tell you, "America is not like that oh. Here, you start at what you get, till you can get what you've always wanted to get."
You remember, that even your dad, who was almost a professor in Nigeria before he got the opportunity to travel, had to begin doing certifications after certifications for many months, coupled with an Uber job. Today, he is a lecturer and has been able to file for his family to join him.
You remember that this is your new life and you have no choice but to live it.
 And so you sit straighter and reiterate:
"No!"
"Are you sure? A classy girl like you can do something better."
You want to burst out laughing, but you control yourself.
Really, a girl like you just wants to go home to sleep.
He stands. "Think about it. We'll contact you on Friday to know your response."
"Okay," you say and get up, seeing yourself out.
It is when you are in the lobby again, that you remember you had not been smiling for the past many minutes.


***
On Friday, you wait and wait and wait and wait, but no one contacts you.
Finally, you sigh and scroll to another Instagram video.
The long hand of your bedroom clock keeps rotating. 



              ***






