NIGERIAN MAN

Tobi and | broke up at a friend’s birthday party. | had foreseen the end but refused to initiate it. We had
been having awkward arguments lately and had another just before the party. These arguments were
uncomfortable in the sense that only one party cared to fight at all.

“What happened to us?”

He stared into my eyes like he would find his answer, but | refused to hold his gaze. | knew this answer
and the futility of telling it to him. | did not want to hurt him anymore, which would not have made the
conversation easier.

“Things don’t always work out, and | am tired of clinging to what we know is done."

| left it at that and picked up my bag. Tobi could still tell this meant | was ready to go and stood up first. |
could tell he had more to say, but he reached out to help me up instead. For two people who knew how
to have a good time, that night, we left a party in lower spirits than we arrived.

| felt fortunate, unscathed, by the implosion of our relationship at the time. | didn't think it would be like
this. | had passed nights awake while Tobi slept, staring at his features and asking myself if | could bear
losing him. Still, | had gotten more time to detach while he wasn’t looking. The few times Tobi noticed, |
only had to smile and shake my head for him to let things be. Before, | thought he never pushed me
because he trusted me to handle my emotions and share when necessary. | realize now that he did not
care for a less-than-agreeable temperament.

A Nigerian man most times will remain a Nigerian man no matter his exposure and the education he has
received. | have only ever known Nigerian men, and despite the horrors | equally know them capable of,
they are the men | find myself attracted to. Nigerians, even more so the men, can be obnoxious. They
could see themselves as the central figure in any setting and try to command attention. A rizz some of
these men possess is that they make it work for them. It becomes what can make you tell that a white
girl is sleeping with a Nigerian man. The unlucky ones are oblivious to the feelings and voices of
everyone around them and come off as abrasive.

| never wanted to fall in love with the typical Nigerian man | grew up knowing. | wanted someone who
would relate to Nigeria's culture and everyday socialization but would go past the deep misogyny,
homophobia, lack of empathy, and general conservatism this same socialization plagued them with. |
wanted an empathetic Nigerian man who did not hate women after seeing so many who did while
growing up, and | thought | would get one. | thought | had one. Tobi was supposed to be my unicorn.

| was surprised by the conversation that | had with Tobi that led to the point at which we are now. |
didn't accept that he meant what he said for a long time. | realized early, though, that it’s safer to
significantly weigh who people tell you and show you they are. The signs may be minor, but when you
notice them, be mindful that it does not end there. You cannot know people better than they know
themselves. You should not explain away the truths they present plainly to you.

The night of that conversation, | came out of the bathroom wrapped in my most comfortable towel.
Somehow, the things | used frequently all ended up at Tobi's place, and it wasn't surprising, given how
much time | spent with him. It felt natural to unwind at his apartment after a long day at work. While in



the shower, my preferred setting for deep thought, | was disturbed by a situation my friend was going
through. Coming out, | allowed myself a reprieve from my thoughts when | looked at him.

Tobi did not look up from where he was lying on the bed. He was reading our book, Stay with Me, by
Ayobami Adebayo, my favorite Nigerian author. | smiled absentmindedly at him while wiping my body. |
loved how he could get as engrossed in a story as | did. If only it were not impossible to get him to
commit to finishing one.

“Have you gotten to the part where Akin and Dotun fight?”

“They fight? Wait, did Akin find out Yejide slept with Dotun?" He put down the book to give me all his
attention, and | couldn't hide my sheepish smirk. "Why are you doing that one with your face, please? Is
there another reason they would fight?" He struggled to say this because he kept breaking up his words
with laughter at my expression. | shrugged and answered coyly, "My face is normal o. | can neither
confirm nor deny whether you're mistaken or not." | was already trying to hide my smile, so | faced the
wardrobe to pick out an oversized shirt of his. | knew he would tease me for my theatrics.

“You and your drama. For a book we were supposed to be reading together too. | don’t know why you
insist we pick these books out together when you'll always be a sly and finish before me." | was sitting
on the bed now, scooting backward to lay back on him and cuddle. "You'll now come and drop hints that
confuse me more."

| didn’t say anything, but we were both smiling. It was a cute ritual, this teasing. There was a way a
Nigerian man did it that would have you smiling foolishly as they low-key dragged you.

"See the way you're just smiling. Is this babe listening to me at all?" | could feel his shoulders shaking
from a light chuckle and couldn't help laughing. "I'm not even a sly at all, oga. You’re the one that takes
a hundred years to finish one small book." | paused to give him a side-eye. "Best in, I'm busy with work,
babe; I'll start the next chapter tomorrow."

We both burst out laughing because | had learned to mimic him well. "So... how was my baby's day?"

My nighttime conversations with him were one of my days' best parts. | loved to lay back on him in bed
while he stroked his hands over as much of my skin as he could reach. | sighed and cuddled in closer.

| complained, and he squeezed me just a little bit. "Work does not want to allow your baby to breathe.
No one told me | had to sell my soul to prove myself in this company."

"I always say working for you is an option." He said this softly because he knew | did not like hearing it. |
was a strict believer in women being financially independent. Not working was out of the question for
me.

"So, | can be your sugar baby, abi? That’s the nonsense you like?" | asked with a laugh.

At this point, | would have followed up with a question about his day, but my mind had returned to what
| had been thinking in the shower earlier.

My friend, Kainebe, had called me earlier in the day on the verge of a panic attack, her sentences
punctuated by frequent gasps for air. Her relationship of two years had just ended, and she was as
caught off-guard by it as | was. My friend had discovered something and been processing it alone. The



entire phone conversation had been emotionally intense for both of us. The only thing that stopped me
from immediately rushing to her side was the confirmation that her mother was on the way to her
house.

Kainebe and her fiancé had broken up because of a deal-breaker that also applied to my relationship.
Hearing about her situation with a man | knew she loved and trusted brought me quickly to terms with
my fears regarding where Tobi stood. | wanted to spit out the poisonous doubts in my head and have
them neutralized before they did any damage.

Kainebe and | both grew up with single mothers. My mother was a widow, and Kainebe had an absent
father. One thing that drew us together so quickly was our recognition of the struggles and hardship we
had seen our mothers go through in this Nigerian society after being abandoned suddenly by the men
who were their sole providers. Both our mothers had been housewives, and it had been a tenuous
journey taking on the role of breadwinner while battling their griefs.

The experience for both of us was our first realization of the misogyny that existed in the world. As
leeches to fresh blood, our elders, those pot-bellied and evil-eyed male relatives, came upon all we had
consistently and left us with nothing. For our mothers, no matter how hard they worked, it was like
trying to fill a basket. All of this was because of the independence the surrounding community refused
them.

One of the most important conversations | had with Kainebe in the earlier days of our friendship was
one where we had resolved never to depend on anyone but ourselves. The world was cruel enough to
women. We concluded that it was unthinkable for us to be left at the mercy of anyone because we had
resigned ourselves to the false sense of security preached to women. One of the biggest lies ever told
was that women didn't need to work as hard because there would always be a man to bankroll their
lives.

Even as | began narrating to Tobi what had transpired between two of our closest friends, it remained
hard to believe Wole was capable of such a thing. | did not think | would ever stop being surprised. He
had spoken to Kainebe's employer behind her back about terminating her employment on some
unfounded grounds as soon as they married. That equally foolish and misogynistic employer of hers had
sympathized with the request of a traditional-minded man and had agreed to let her go discreetly. The
only reason Kainebe had even found out was because of the amebo of her employer’s assistant with
whom she shared a cordial relationship.

"I swear to God that everything about this situation confuses me completely because Kainebe said that
she had been so sure that Wole shared and understood her beliefs about her financial independence."

“How did his behaviour switch up like that? And this thing he did too, it’s insanely callous, | mean
insanely”, | stretched out the word. "They've been together for two years. Why did he lie about his
beliefs like that?"

"I met this man. You met him, too. We formed a good relationship with him because of her. Why did he
need to do this and hurt her like this? Did he even think he would get away with it? Was he planning to
keep blocking her job opportunities when she lost this one? How the hell does someone go from loving
you to being the weapon fashioned against you? | can't understand it, | just cannot."



| had moved away from Tobi and was gesticulating as | did when | got agitated. Thinking and talking
about it again heated me, and | had trouble controlling my emotions.

"Tobi, | cannot even say what | would do to that man if | set eyes on him, | swear."

"He should never think he can talk to me or her ever again. God, Tobi, she sounded so broken on the
phone. With this single action, he shattered her mental health, love life, and career. She was going to
marry that bastard", my voice started shaking. | had to pause to compose myself. Tobi used that break in
my tirade as an opportunity to reach for me and hug me close.

"You need to calm down, please; you know | hate seeing you upset." We were silent for a moment while
he stroked my back and embraced me tighter, but | was not satisfied with that being all he had to say. |
didn't need someone hugging me and telling me to calm down. | wanted to see him as angry and
affronted as | was, | needed to see him express disgust at the actions of Wole.

"It seems impossible, but I'm sure they can resolve this. God willing, they shouldn't just end like that. I'm
sure this isn't what he meant to happen", he mumbled while embracing me.

Tobi spoke softly, yet | felt like someone had poured ice-cold water down my back. | shrugged his hug
off, pulled back, and stared at him. | was already anticipating something, but | didn't know what exactly.
He sighed heavily, looked down, and looked up at me.

“Oya, let me explain what | mean to you. | need you to hear me out and not get unnecessarily worked
up.” He paused to hear my response but | remained quiet. “See, | heard everything you said clearly and
as you were talking | began to draw some parallels. I’'m not trying to shift focus of Kainebe, | love her too
and wish only the best for her but it would be a lie for me to say | do not see from where Wole came and
how it got to this."

| said nothing.

"Come on now, Kofo, don't look at me like that. | just mean it would be too bad if Kainebe could not get
past this and forgive him.

| understand the initial hurt and shock. | know that's what you're feeling, too, but I'm just trying to be
the small voice that stands for resolution here. You can't deny how much Wole loves her. Think about
everything that guy did throughout their relationship.

Maybe they need to talk about why he felt the need to go behind her back rather than honestly speak to
her about stopping her work..." He continued speaking, but | had stopped listening.

This tightness in my chest was a foreigner to me. He had manifested my worst fears.

Had | not narrated the story comprehensibly? Had he not heard what | said that man had done to her?
Did he not understand how serious this was? He knew my past experiences. Why was he saying this?

| could not believe Tobi had any defense for Wole at all. | immediately missed the comfort of the veil
that had covered my eyes before this conversation. How had | missed this? Had he always been
pretending to agree with my views? It scared me, the thoughts | began to have at that moment. Was this
how it felt for your life to be instantly changed? Adrenaline had come and gone; my body screamed for



flight, but | remained motionless. All | could think was that | did not understand. | did not understand. |
did not understand.

"...understand that | can relate to why he would not want her to work. | am certain you would stop
being strong-headed about working when we get married, and you are pregnant because..."

I did not understand.

"... sorry I'm using this opportunity to tell you all this, but maybe this happened to them so we could talk
things out and prevent the negative situation they are in now. You know you have to compromise
more..."

I did not understand.

Tobi went on for a long time and eventually went to bed, sleeping like a man with no more weight to
bear. He had transferred those weights to me to carry, and | could hardly take them. Even though he
held me while he slept, the coldness | felt never left.

That night, | realized he was not the man | thought he was. From then on, | could not close my eyes to
see how all the beliefs | thought we shared were never really ours but all mine. | began to see his little
acts of chivalry for what they really were too. For him, it was as though he felt freer to show me more of
who he was and drop the politically correct act. He remained a Nigerian man and the exact kind | would
not put up with.



