“Would you be free later today so I can take you out for lunch?” Steve remembered how he had passed the note to Joy behind her father’s back, in the guise of paying for a chilled bottle of Coke. Joy had glued it behind their framed wedding picture by their bedside. According to her, that was the moment she fell in love with him. Back then, the ladies read so many romance novels that the men had to bring their A-Game to get them falling head over heels in love with them.

His daughter, Grace told him it was called ‘toasting’ on one of the days he was narrating how he ‘wooed’ their mother and finally won her love. He found it odd and often wondered why there were so many new slangs among the youth of these days. Nothing was wrong with what they called it back then. 

Joy was the prettiest lady he had ever set his eyes on. Not the type of beauty found in the eyes of the beholder. No. Hers was as clear as day and as striking as the hot sun in Harmattan. He remembered how his friend Pascal used to tease him “My guy if you don’t act fast, another man will carry your babe right before your eyes.” then he would reply “If that happens, then she was not meant to be mine in the first place.” A few weeks later, he stopped her by the road and introduced himself to her. That, as they say, was the beginning of their fairytale, or so he thought.  

He was jerked back into the present when the door to the bathroom opened and Joy came into the room and sat on her dress table to begin her nightly rituals. Her skin still left him in wonder and her beauty only seemed to mature even after fifteen years of marriage. “Your mother called me in the afternoon while I was at work and said she wants to come and stay with us for three days. I have told her the house is filled with visitors and she cannot come to the house. Has she called you?” He was once again reminded that he was married to a chameleon. Outside their home, she was the envy of other men and mothers but once she was home, she transformed. “Are there now ghosts living with us in this house, Joy?” She rolled her eyes in the mirror and replied immediately, “Do I look like I have time to waste taking care of your aged mother? Anyway, I don’t have time to argue over this. Unless you want us to wash our dirty linen in public” He ignored her, rolled over on the bed, and closed his eyes.

He could still remember the voice of his mother, clear as day. “You will not marry an Igbo woman as long as I remain the woman that carried you in my womb for 9 months” Mama shouted as she dramatically hit her stomach repeatedly and in return, it made loud smacking noises. “Or did I not feed you with my breast?” “Mama, you have been begging me to get married and now that I have brought a woman home, your problem is her language?” He asked incredulously. “Have Yoruba ladies finished in Lagos? Or do you just want to kill me before my time?” his mother replied raising her hands and looking to the sky dramatically as if a response would come from above. Getting his parents to accept Joy as the woman he wanted to marry especially his mother took the intervention of his four siblings and a threat to not marry any other woman if she was not Joy.

Once she was done with her nightly routine, he heard her walk to the bed and felt the bed dip beneath her weight as she lay on the bed. He turned his head towards her direction and as he expected, she had her back turned to him while facing the opposite wall. This was what was left of their love. It was now nothing but a responsibility they owed to their children. A mirage of happiness to keep the rest of the world aloof from the true condition of their marriage, ruins.

The next day, he prepared for work while Joy went about hers too in silence only speaking when there was a need to. He got a call from his mother around 1:00 p.m. He had almost forgotten the conversation he had with his wife yesterday about his mother’s intended visit. He had to think of a lie as soon as possible so she would not ask too many questions. After they had gotten pleasantries out of the way she asked, “Your wife said your house is too full for your mother to come and visit you people in that Lagos. Is that true?” he laughed nervously “Never o, mama. You know my house is always open to you but you cannot come to the house right now because her friend, Esther’s house caught fire and her entire family is currently squatting in our house for the time being.” As expected, her tone immediately switched from hostility to one of pity and concern. “I hope nothing happened to any of them?” He sighed and made a mental note to pray for Esther’s house not to catch real fire in the future. At the same time, he felt a bit of release because he was able to control the war his wife had intended to start. When that was out of the way, she launched into telling him the latest village gossip and how much she misses her grandchildren.  

After the lengthy conversation with his mother, Steve remembered that his wife was not always this stone-hearted. There was a time when she was different. When her heart was tender and compassionate. Joy had taken the biggest risk out of the two of them, in a bid to protect their love. At the tender age of nineteen, just after she had written her senior WASSCE (West African Senior School Certificate Examination), ran away from her family home.

At that time, just eight years after the civil war, the wounds were still fresh, and inter-tribal marriages were as rare as one would find a toad hiding from the rain. After he introduced himself to her, he wasted no time in telling her how much she meant to him and that he would love to make her his wife. Steve has always known what he wanted from life. However, before he got the opportunity to tell her parents, Uncle Sam, infamous for being a tattle tale, reported to her father that he saw her ‘gallivanting’ around the neighborhood with a Yoruba boy. Her father came home that day and called her mother to come and see how her daughter was out to disgrace him before his friends and make him an object of ridicule. He vowed to never accept a Yoruba man as his in-law all while she stood by the dining, the farthest she could get from him in such a confined space with her hands folded beneath her breasts. 

She was locked in her room, shortly after, for three days. On the fourth day, her mother pitied her and left the door unlocked so she could stretch her legs outside of her room. She seized the opportunity and quickly wrote a note which she left on the dining table, telling them she was going to follow Steve regardless of how they felt about it. It felt like something straight out of a romance novel. Maybe the writer was a sucker for a plot twist. 

The change began in the three years leading to the birth of Prosper, their first and only boy. Joy always told him she wanted to have a baby boy because she never had a brother while growing up. She told Steve how her mother and her sister were sidelined after the death of her grandfather because there was no man to speak on their behalf. “Women have no business with inheritance,” Mr. Eugene said to her while she knelt, begging him to give them at least a land belonging to their late father so they can plant on it and use the proceeds to cater for her sister and mother. Even though they had agreed to have just two children, regardless of their gender. 

Eventually, she lost herself to desperation. He knew she was afraid she would no longer get pregnant as they had been trying for three years already. At first, she bombarded him with articles on the right food and fruits to eat and even the perfect sex positions to ensure you conceive a son. As silly as it sounded, Joy had taken biology classes while in school, and now it seemed she had tucked that information into a dark corner of her brain, so she could focus on the goal, of having a son. 

Sex with Steve was no longer an act of passion, but a necessary act to have a child. It became lost on her that she had transformed into a woman who was now using her husband for sex. As weird as it sounded, sex was no longer an act of intimacy in their home. Rather, Steve dreaded the act in itself. 

Eventually, sex lost its appeal to Steve which only made Joy more frustrated. She began to push blame. She called him names at the slightest provocation. In one instance, she had just come back from the market and she met him watching a movie. She began narrating how Mama Emma the woman who sells fish in the market told her that her daughter’s husband had been hitting her. When they found out, one of her sons, Dayo, confronted him and gave him the beating of his life. At this point, Steve already knew where the story was headed. “If only you were a capable man like your mates, I would have my son by now.” In such instances, it was wise not to reply at all because the final weapon in her arsenal was usually breaking down in tears and praying for God to not let her enemies rejoice over her and how much he hated her for denying her the joy and satisfaction of giving her daughters protection in this cruel world.

However, on some days, it was hard to keep quiet while watching her question his masculinity “Joy, is a male child any different from the two daughters God has blessed us with?” she then retorted “The people God blessed with male and female children, have you ever heard them complain that it is too much for them? Ehh Steve, answer me!” he has never won intellectually when it was obvious that the war in question was one of the emotions. He never came close to making her see reason with him. Gone was the woman of his dreams, in her place was an unrecognizable woman blinded by despair and desperation.

Anger was only the first stage of her desperation for a son. She soon transitioned into resentment. She was provoked by the actions of their daughters, Grace and Paula. One time, Paula came home from school and complained to Joy, “Mummy, we had an election in the class today. I got the highest votes to be the class monitor, but my teacher gave it to Dan who came third and said a man cannot be under a woman.” She replied saying “Maybe next time, you can change to a boy first if you so badly want to be a class monitor” Then she hissed and walked away.

Steve was shocked to his bones. He could not reconcile the sweet lady he married to this woman who could speak to her flesh and blood in that manner. Steve found Paula crying behind the house shortly after and he assured her there was nothing wrong with being a girl. He fried her tears and of course, overcompensated with a bowl of ice cream. He also made a mental note to speak to her teacher the next day.

This is what his life has been reduced to. Constantly reminiscing about the ever-changing enigma that was his wife. He heard a knock on his office door, alerting him to the presence of a guest. He was back to the business of the day. As he went through the activities of his day mechanically, he wondered if Joy would ever forgive him for that mistake that cost him his peace. It was too heavy a price to pay.

On that fateful day, he had gotten into his usual banter with Joy. However, this time, he felt more worthless. Life had played a cruel joke on him. He had no idea what to do with the cards he had been dealt.  Pain was as familiar as life could get, but this was a different breed. His heart felt like lead. He was nothing but a failure. He had failed to give his wife the happiness that she so desperately desired.

He decided to wash it all away, tired of being strong. ‘Men don’t cry. Never show weakness.’ He had heard so many versions of it before, but in that singular moment, he chose to be selfish. He chose himself. So he picked up the bottle and drowned it all away.

Steve knew he was no saint, but he also never drank past his limit. He loved being in control of his actions. On that day though, he damned it all. A few weeks later the fruits of his on that night resurfaced and Joy got to hear about him and Laura the popular prostitute that lingered around bars. He saw the hurt and betrayal in her eyes. It was so palpable and yet so familiar.

Some days, he wondered if she saw the same in his eyes these past three years and chose to ignore it. Sadly, he cannot change the past. Frames of steel, firmed by unforgiveness had Joy’s heart to ransom and he may never be able to tear it down. Slowly, the time was coming for him to choose his sanity and bid the love he once knew goodbye.

At the end of the day, as he packed his bags to go home, he again wished Love was as forgiving and long-lasting as he had wished but alas, life is not a fairytale.
