	NANA

 
November 5th, 1971.
Following the Nigerian Civil War, I was married off as a child. I was only sixteen years old, and my breasts were as little as the Udara fruit. Despite not knowing this man, I did not object to my parents' decision. They were saddled with the responsibility of feeding 7 children, and things had become outrageously expensive and hard to come by. I was the first child and daughter. It was only fair that I eased them of some of their burden. After all, I was primed for marriage. 
In the company of my father, I left Owerri for Umuahia with a black polythene bag strapped on my left shoulder. We arrived at the man's home, whom I was told was my husband. Prior to my getting there, all marital arrangements had been negotiated and finalized. His compound was larger than ours, with a barn in the backyard packed with yam tubers to the rafters. There were also chickens and goats grazing freely.  Wealth, I reasoned. After cooking, I won't have any reason to stow away some food. Back home, we ate a tuber of yam for a week. 1 tuber among 9 persons. Things were hard, and I knew better than to blow this golden opportunity away.
“Chinaza, can’t you greet? Greet your husband!” My father said, disrupting my thoughts.
“Good afternoon,” I murmured without lifting my head.
This was followed by a slap on my neck and a stern gaze from my father. I grumbled obscenities before dropping to my knees in annoyance. When I eventually looked up, I was greeted by the most beautiful face, which the gods could only have etched on a Sunday. He appeared to be a few years older than me, with a full head of thick black hair and eyes that sparkled in the sun. I also noticed when he smiled that he had only one dimple on his right cheek. My father, at the very least, has good taste.
"Good afternoon, my husband," I said, smiling broadly, and looking him in the eyes.
For a moment, I pondered what was amusing as the room erupted into guffaw.
"Err…I am your husband. Jidenna is my son. He gets his good looks from me," the old man replied between laughs.
“Yes. We can see it. The apple truly does not fall far from the tree,” my father remarked accompanied by more laughter.
Now, what is funny? Nothing is amusing about this. This man – my husband – is the same age as my father, if not older. 
I stood up from the ground, furious and indignant at my father for approving of this. I hate being poor. I hate that poverty provides you with very few choices. I hate what it does to people. I hate what it has done to Papa. 
As I recall happier times, tears build up in my eyes. Papa's farm was flourishing. Mama used to go to the market and sell everything before midday. We were once a happy family. The soil abruptly ceased cooperating with us. We were sowing but not reaping. All the crops would decay before harvest time. Aunty Nneka used to tell us that one of Papa's enemies used juju 'black magic' to attack us. 

I am not sure what to make of that, but it was strange. And as circumstances worsened, Papa found solace in active reproduction. The three children already wallowing in poverty were joined by four more. 
How logical! 
My husband goes into his bedroom and returns with a knotted piece of clothing. He gives it to Papa along with some chickens, two male goats, and an abundance of yam tubers. Papa motions for me to see him off. It is a quiet walk. Papa admonishing me to be a good wife. 
“Adannaya, goodbye oo. Take care.”
I do not respond. I returned to the house and Jidenna showed me to my bedroom. I shut the door and let the tears pour.

…
It has been a few months since I arrived in Umuahia. Compared to Owerri, it is a lot more tranquil town. I miss my friends. I miss my family. I miss Owerri. The people there are party animals. There was always a celebration going on. Every evening, men hummed along as women and children danced to the rhythm of melodic highlife music. Ebe Ngwori - A place of enjoyment truly. Here, the festivities are less vibrant and do not last all night. This place is monotonous. I do not have any friends. Going to the market and coming home to prepare meals for my husband and Jidenna are the mainstays of my daily routine. 
I am hurting all over. At night, I drink herbal concoctions, layer my body with the pomade my husband gifted me, and wait for him to have his way with me. The same routine is followed every night, but thus far there has been no progress. Three times, Chief has been married. First, to Jidenna's mother, who tragically died shortly after giving birth. The other two times were to women who were unable to bear him children. After some time, he sent them on their way. I wonder if this will be my fate. I pray so.
In the last few months, Jidenna and I have become closer. He is the only friend I have here. Our age disparity makes it seem like a sibling relationship—but it is not. For me, at least. When I look at him, I do not see a brother figure. I notice a man, a young man whose chest and hair I want to stroke. I wonder if he has the same sentiments. I have seen him look at me with longing a few times.
 “Nana, what is for dinner?” He enquired the day after I arrived.
"Who?" I answered. To make certain, I searched the place with my eyes. He bursts out laughing.
 “Yes. You. Who else will I be speaking to?” he asked, smiling.
“My name is Chinaza.”
“I know, but I like Nana better. It has a nice ring to it.”


I developed a liking for the name. I had an inward jolt of excitement and a purple flush every time he said my name. It was not simply the name. It was in the manner that he called it. NAA-NAA, with a little drag. And of course, the man who called me by that name. 

…
Chief has grown worryingly impatient by my inability to bear him children. I sneer every time he harps on it. It is impossible to convince a man who has once impregnated a woman that his ‘John Thomas’ can grow weary and fail him. His previous unsuccessful attempts with the other women tell me all I need to know – I am not the problem. I have waited for him to send me packing like he did the other women but to no avail. 
My relationship with Jidenna has evolved from a one-sided attraction to a full-fledged clandestine affair. I knew my body desired his touches the instant I laid eyes on him, but I waited for the appropriate moment. I made subtle and direct moves at him until I was sure he felt the same way too. Some of them or maybe all, I am embarrassed to mention.
Jidenna is like the wild, rambunctious, and bright sunflowers I see surrounding the Igwe's compound. If you ask me, he is a little too reckless. It is the one thing that endeared me the most to him and scared me as well. He feared nothing and no one – not even Chief. In contrast, I am cautious, opening and closing at the appropriate times like the gazania daisy, knowing when to be Nana and when to be Chinaza.
We are in love and young. He is my first and only love. And when my body began to react strangely to his voice, delicate touches, and scent, I knew I needed to tell someone. Chinwe lived next door. She was the family's maid, not much older but experienced in matters of the heart. She had dated quite a few men and often boasted about it. We were cordial, as evidenced by our frequent trips to the stream and market. 
“Ahh, it is love oo. You must really love your husband,” she quips.
I nod, faking a smile. I do not tell her who these feelings are for.
“But...are you sure?” I ask, somewhat sheepishly.
“Yesss. You are even blushing. Me sef I go love oo.”
I smile again, writhing in pain from her hand repeatedly smacking my shoulders in excitement. 
"Okay. Thank you," I say as I stand up to leave. 
My fingers are wrapped around a piece of twig I picked up as I make my way back to the house kicking sand and dancing giddily in circles. So, this is love.




April 14th, 1974. 
I am 19 now, and my breasts are no longer the size of an Udara fruit. The nightly visits from Chief to my room have become less frequent. He did not see the necessity, for I cannot bear him children.  When he did, it was usually hurried and to my annoyance. He huffed and puffed in my ears with his ‘thing’ flaccid inside me, falling asleep a few times while at it.
We have made this place our own haven, Jidenna, and I. Nothing else matters, and my thoughts are not as frequently focused on my family as they once were. It could be his advanced age, busy schedule, or sheer indifference but Chief seems detached and unaware of what goes on inside his home. This has made us more relaxed, and I am no longer the cautious daisy. I am just as careless right now.
It is a lovely morning. Chief is out and about as usual. I am sitting on the sidewalk, but the music from the phonograph draws me inside the living room. Jidenna is shirtless and dancing to the music with his back to me. I open the louvers to bring in more sunlight and breeze. He turns around and notices me staring. He extends his arms, inviting me to come over and join him. I refuse, shaking my head and smiling approvingly at him from a distance.
“I want to watch you dance,” I say.
“Dance with me, Nana. Pleaseee?” he says, moving a few steps closer.
“I cannot dance,” I reply shyly.
“I will teach you. Just follow my lead,” he adds. 
The bridges of our noses are touching at this point, and I can practically taste his breath. He puts one hand on my upper back and the other on my waist while keeping his eyes on me throughout. 'If music be the food of love, play on,' I say, quoting from one of his favourite books, much to his amusement. 
“There is no overdosing with you,” he replies wittily. I let him lead, moving my waist to his will. Our bodies move rhythmically in unison as we make our way to my bedroom, ripping apart each other's clothing. We both fall to the ground on our backs after it is over, with my gaze fixed on the ceiling fan. I know what he is thinking. We do not say it, but we know it. We should be together.
I think about that for the remainder of the day. I need to talk to Chief about ending our marriage. None of us are served by this marriage. I am positive that the goats, chickens, and yam tubers provided to my family are finished.  After all, it was a pair of male goats, and if Papa did not have the foresight to mate them, a lineage continuance is impossible.





April 30th, 1974.
Arghhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh
Jidenna and a few of the neighbours are awakened by my loud cry. Chief's lifeless body is beside me. I wail and beg my Chi to give him life as I lay next to it. By the door, Jidenna is frozen and speechless. He is taken aback. The most audible cry, overpowering mine, is that of Chinwe. Jidenna soon joins me on the ground, and I silently pray that he can forgive me. I mean, all is fair in love and war right? When the sympathizers leave, it will be just the two of us, as I had hoped.
He died in his sleep. I allowed myself to believe this, and everyone else did as well. The night before, Chief was in my room. His last visit had been about a month ago. I was angry because he had turned down my request to dissolve the marriage. As he approached me, I tucked the ends of my wrapper between my thighs indicating my disinterest. He yanked on it in a fury to obtain control. I fought back mustering all the strength in me to overpower him. As soon as I did, I grabbed the pillow, suffocating him and dampening the noises until they stopped, leaving the room silent. I repositioned his body on the bed and sat down as I awaited the first crow of the rooster.
A few people expressed pity for me for being widowed at a young age. Given that I am young and childless, many more people agree that it is best to start over this way. When Jidenna's bloodshot eyes meet mine, I feel a rush of guilt wash over me. I lean forward to give him a hug and we stay locked in our embrace. At one time, it was just the two of them. Now, it will be just the two of us.
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