[image: ]




Some say becoming a woman takes a single moment, one life-changing moment. But I don’t believe it or at least that was not my story. I guess mine was always different. They told me tales of how true love was nothing but a dream that I might marry someone that I probably may not love but would grow to love later.
I trusted them blindly. Unknowingly, I was foolishly trapped in their lies. But I got out you know. I was different.
Can’t say the same for others though…


I was getting married. 
Even the thought was shocking to me.
I peeped from behind the curtain as the large living room loomed before me. I counted fifteen people.
One, Two, Three…. Ten……Fifteen. More than half of them unknown.
I only recognized my three elder brothers, my father, my eldest brother’s wife and lastly the one who had been proposed only a week earlier as my husband-to-be. This had not necessarily been a proposal of choice. I had no choice or so I thought.
He was greeting the people in the room, tilting the left side of his body to touch the dusty floor at my father’s feet with the tip of his fingers. His other arm was firmly secured at his back.
It was a respectful gesture but seeing him do it made me cringe with disgust. I hated him.
I hated everything about him, from his loud laughter, which was already filling the

room, to his lanky build and tacky clothes. Worst of all, his embarrassing accent which switched l’s for r’s (mostly associated with the Anambra people) and his thick igbotic twinge to even English words.
He upsets my stomach every time.
He even made me the laughingstock of my roommates when he came looking for me at my university some months prior.
That was the first time I saw him.

■
I was shocked when Jane, my very close friend and bunkmate, told me in the dormitory that a random man came looking for me.
I was not particularly fond of men unlike girls my age, and everyone knew that. Most of the guys at my school knew better than to make advances to me to avoid a thorough beating.
  I had almost to no male friends except those who knew me through my relations.
“Chi baby” Amanda, one of my roommates said to me as I got up to check who it was.
[bookmark: _Hlk145627469]“So, even you get boyfriend? Heh! Since when?” She started laughing.
Some of my roommates laughed along with her.
I turned to Jane who was searching her cabinet beside the bed for a stationary case. She was always looking for her things.
“Jane, are you sure it was me he asked for?”
I was still very doubtful and sometimes Jane got confused easily so it was still very plausible that she had heard incorrectly.
“Ahn Ahn! Are you not Chidinma Atuche again?” she asked.

She had finally found the stationary case and was now checking its contents to be sure it was complete. She slung her bag on her shoulder left the room quickly.

I was sure she was already late for the class she was heading to.
She disappeared through the open door just as Linda walked in almost immediately.
“Dinma! See you here and someone has been outside looking for you since” she said as she snapped fingers in urgency.
“One guy has been standing outside the hostel asking everyone about you oh and you should see his jump-up trousers “. She laughed. I heard Amanda and some of her friends laugh again.
I rolled my eyes. Amanda and I were not on good terms ever since I beat her lousy boyfriend when he insulted me but she was just all talk anyway, so I didn’t care a lot about her attitude to me.
Linda was still talking.
“-looks like one village man. I couldn’t hold my- “
“Where is he?” I interrupted her. Linda loved to gossip too much, and I was not ready to entertain her talk. I needed to find out who was causing all this drama.
“Outside.” she looked irritated at being stopped mid-gossip as she sat on Jane’s lower bunk and gestured towards the door with her ruby red fingernails. “Close to one of those mango trees at the entrance”
I walked out of the room quickly. I knew she was going to going to continue talking about me after I was gone but my anger towards whoever this random man was.
Outside the room, girls chatted amongst themselves in the hall. Laughter drifted around. I took a left turn and walked briskly to the entrance to the hostel. It was a long corridor. A few girls I knew from class waved at me as I passed them and some frowned and turned away quickly. Probably some other angry girlfriends.
It was brighter once I got out through the entrance. I looked around a bit confused on who I needed to look for. Standing at the left side of the entrance was a man dressed in a blue and white checkered long-sleeved shirt tucked into black trousers which displayed his ankles as it was too short for his height. He was leaning heavily on one of the trees with a light frown.
.
The sun was beaming down so I shielded my face protecting it from the strong heat and light.
I looked around again hoping to see someone else instead.
Was he the one looking for me? 
As I turned back to him, I saw that he now stood straight beckoning to me.
Who was this strange man? 
I tried to place his face as I walked slowly towards him. I had started to feel to certain dread at each step. This did not seem like something she could end easily without a fight.
■


I retreated quickly to my room which I shared with my four other sisters. The room was buzzing with excitement, but I did not share in their supposed joy. Instead, I watched as they arranged various beads and an outfit for me to wear.
It was one of my sewn wax prints in a short-sleeved dress form. I wore it only on special occasions. It was among the few clothes I fondly referred to as my Christmas Cloth because its uniqueness from my other outfits.
Apparently, this was an occasion worthy of it. I didn’t agree.
“Why did you bring out my Christmas Cloth? What is wrong with what I’m wearing?” I gestured to my lace black top which I had paired with favorite dark blue jeans. I looked like the university girl that I was.
Adaora, my immediate older sister, was the first to speak. She was recently married and since then she had begun to act like she was already a marriage expert.
“Hei, see this small girl o! It’s like you don’t know anything about marriage. Is this how you want to marry?” she clapped her hands in laughter.
“Ozuogo! Ekwure okwu. It’s enough. Talk-talk.” Chetachi, m oldest sister, said as she cleared a

part on the bed. “You just like talking. You cannot advise the small girl properly.”
I hated being referred to as small. I was twenty-two years old for goodness’ sake, in my third year studying accounting. What could Adaora, who refused to even finish her first year in university, know about that I didn’t have knowledge of? Maybe childbearing but at least I knew the concept.
”Oh sorry o. Nwata, mere’m ebere. Small child, forgive me.”
She had a smug smile on her face. She was mocking me. I would have walked out if not for the guests outside. I would have to pass them. Moreover, Chetachi wouldn’t like it and I respected her a lot.
“Nne, come and sit down.” She patted the space she had cleared on the bed fondly. I sat.
I knew she wanted to give me some advice and a talk concerning marriage. I didn’t want Adaora to be present so she would not add in all her smart remarks.
“Adaora, won’t you go and check on your baby?” I heard faint crying from outside the room. She had a young girl who tended to young Chikamso, but I was hoping she would take my hint and leave.
“Why are you talking about that one now? Is that the main problem now? The main problem is- “
Thankfully, Chetachi cut her rant midway.
“Ada, biko puo, please leave, you can come back later” Adaora looked at her with surprised hurt.
“Ehennnn, okay, don’t worry. It’s not like I don’t know everything already” she said as she picked up her handbag.
She hissed loudly as she left and closed the door behind her almost slamming it. I guess the only reason she didn’t was because of the visitors outside.
I didn’t like to offend Ada because she loved to hold grudges and I also liked for peace to reign with us but this time, I didn’t care. There was no way I would  be    
    able to listen to Cheta if she was around.
“Let’s talk a bit so you can change your clothes before your in-laws start asking for you.” “But-“I tried to push against it but she wouldn’t listen.
“And no, you can’t wear this cloth. This is your introduction ceremony not that your university.”
I frowned a little as she said the word ‘introduction’. It all still seemed very unreal to me. I had met this man all of three other times since that first day and all encounters were never alone. It was always with my cousins who were also his friends.
How did we even get here so fast?
"Chi, you are no longer a child. You have to know that for a woman, marriage is the most important thing in your life before having children."
I frowned because that was so not true, but I stayed quiet.
"You cannot wait too long because the earlier the better. Forget all those stories they tell you in all those your foreign books. True love doesn't exist, even if you think you don't love him now, trust me you will soon. Ezenna is a good man, and he will be able to take care of you well. I'm sure of it. You know I can’t lie to you right?"
I wasn't sure of this, but I nodded regardless.
"Wear your dress. Let's go out" she said as she stood. The conversation was already over.
It was settled.

■


” Our wife!”
I walked unceremoniously out of the room to the middle of the living room.
“Good afternoon, Uncle, Good afternoon Aunty” I said as I bent to greet the older

visitors in the room first.
“Onye bekee, nno oh, English person, welcome” One of the older men said. I knew he might be skeptical that I greeted in English instead of Igbo, our local language, but I really wasn’t bothered because I wasn’t up to impressing anybody anyway.
I was done greeting the other visitors and I had gotten to him, my supposed husband-to-be, I smiled a small smile in his direction and quickly walked away to sit as far away as possible.
I wiped the smile off my face as soon as I sat. I was already tired of all this fake and excitement and my dress felt tight. I had not worn it in a while.
I was already hearing comments about my beauty and how I would make a good wife for Ezenna. I cringed, even the sound of his name was irritating, how did they expect me to even marry him.
I looked up to see him watching and smiling at me from across the room. I was a weird toothy smile. I quickly averted my eyes; he looked like I was cow for slaughter, and he was the butcher. I suddenly felt like throwing up.
“Chidinma, did you hear?” It was Mummy Ebere talking, my elder brother’s wife. I referred to her like she was my mother because she had taken up the role ever since my mother died.
“Yes mama?” I raised my eyebrows in confusion. I could not concentrate with Ezenna’s leering eyes focused on me. She gave me a warning look. “Pay attention now, Uncle Chinedu is talking to you”.
“I’m sorry uncle, I’m listening.”
“It’s alright my daughter, I was asking if you knew why we were here?'" I tried to look as clueless as possible.
"No sir"
He smiled and gestured towards Ezenna and said "Our son here told us that he has seen a beautiful flower he is interested in and that's you my dear"

I stared blankly at his smiling face. It was beginning to dawn on me what exactly was happening and what I was about to get into. This was Marriage not just any plaything.
I can't do this.
"I know you are surprised but Ezenna told us that you two had talked a few times and in my opinion that is enough to decide. Is that not so my elders?"
They joined him and laughed in agreement.
"In our time, we did not even talk at all" he joked. They laughed again.
I tried to remember our previous encounters. We never talked in respect of this although I knew he was interested in me, but I could not dismiss him because he always came with my cousins whom he was very close to.
That was his tactic, using my family to get to me. How didn't I catch that? What was I going to do now? I couldn't disgrace my family by disagreeing to this. What a dilemma.
"Chidinma?" Mummy Ebere broke into my thoughts again. She looked angry now. It seemed like I was ignoring Uncle Chinedu on purpose.
"What do you say, my child?"
Everyone was staring at me. The room was silent. It was up to just one word from me. It felt like the room was slowly spinning. Yes, or no? It had to be Yes, that's what everyone expected. I could not disappoint them.
"Chidnma?"
I had to respond. They were waiting. I couldn't ignore them. It was time to do what was best.
My reply came in a whisper the first time.
"You said?" Uncle Chinedu asked. At the last minute, I let all hell loose. "No!"

This was my life, and no one would ruin it for me. I stood up then took off. They could not hold me back. I was free.
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