
Ambala Baby

You do not remember the first time you felt ugly. You think maybe it was when you were 8 or 9. You remember kneeling before your mother’s portable mirror, yanking at your coarse hair, wondering why it would not lay flat on your head. Several weeks due for a relaxer perm, it lacked the wispy weightlessness, the silky dark shine you had come to associate with beautiful hair—hair that you had often seen advertised on the sides of small rectangular boxes. Your hair on the other hand looked like the “before” pictures of the girls on those boxes. But your scalp had protested with painful scaly red welts when you had last permed your hair, so you had to let it heal before another perm.
Looking at your lackluster hair, you wished you did not have to perm your hair. You wished it was already beautiful just as it was. Fingers sleek and greasy with hair pomade, you parted and parted; a middle part, a side part, a side swoop, until you heard the snap of the blue tail-comb and watched as one half of the comb flew across the room.
Your eyes brimmed with tears of frustration, and it was the first time you wanted to change yourself, trade in a part of yourself for something else. But it would not be the last. 
                                                                 ……
When Diana Omotayo was selected to play the lead role of Moremi in Queen Moremi of Ile Ife for the school's 30th-year-anniversary celebration at the Muson Center, you could not contain your surprise. It was you, after all, who had been nominated for the role in the first place by your assistant drama teacher, Mrs. Kenechuckwu. It was you who had been dubbed Queen Moremi of SS1, a jeering moniker coined by your peers because of how studiously (and loudly) you had practiced your lines in the dorms. And just last Friday, it was you who had received a standing ovation for having the best audition.
The entire cast had fallen into an enraptured silence at your dramatization of Moremi’s grief and the tears that had appeared on your cheeks. And when Osas had asked if you were always able to cry at will, you had shrugged off the question with a laugh, but not before Mrs. Kenechukwu had said, with a knowing smile playing on the corner of her lips, “Feyikemi is a real actress o!” You had beamed at the words real actress.
As you watched the decidedly unimpressive auditions of your peers, you had tried your best to subdue your growing excitement so as not to appear overconfident. 
But it was Mr. Thomas’ commending remarks, as he brought the audition session to a close, that squelched your short-lived false attempt at humility. If Mr. Thomas, the Head Drama teacher, known for his critical tongue and fault-finding eyes, saw it fit to announce to the cast that your audition was the best he’d seen, then the lead role was certainly as good as yours. 
The rest of the weekend was an uneventful blur. Monday came with its pedantic academic demands, and the following weekdays dragged on as they often do when on the cusp of important news.
Undeterred, you patiently awaited the confirmation of your role as Queen Moremi the way the evening skies await the sun's descent—with unhesitating certainty. 
So, when the roles were posted on the announcement board in the Senior Block on Friday morning, nothing prepared you for the shock of seeing someone else's name next to the role of Queen Moremi. At first, you squinted in disbelief and furrowed your brows in confusion, your eyes running up and down the list. Then, you took your pen and carefully dotted past each name until you found your own name. The block letters stared back at you: 
Spirit River Esimirin: Feyikemi Aboderin
You were cast as Spirit River Esimirin, a role you had never even auditioned for and Diana Omotayo was cast as Queen Moremi.
Reeling in disbelief, you took a deep anchoring breath to steady yourself and half-stepped back. 
A prickling sensation at the back of your neck alerted you to the growing cluster of students behind you, also peering at the list. Their excited gasps, amid a few hushed tones and whispered words, irritated you and you felt keenly like a specimen underneath a magnifying glass. Their benign presence, albeit an unwelcome one, could quickly become an unwelcome and unkind audience if you allowed yourself to unravel before them. Already forming at the back of your throat was a thick lumpy feeling you knew all too well. 
No stranger to the brand of cruelty that was teenage derision, you had felt that thick lump many times. You had felt it two years ago as a new boarding school student when you had learned that the senior girls had nicknamed you “lebe lebe”, an unflattering title in jest of the plumpness of your lips. You had felt it a few months later on a class trip in JSS3 when you had snatched a list of names from a few snickering boys at the back of the school bus and found your name next to the words: “body– big boobs 8/10, face– too dark 4/10”. And soon after, when tears had gathered at the corners of your eyes and spilled unbidden onto your cheeks, the boys had said “It’s not that deep, it's not that deep”. You had loathed yourself for crying then. For allowing yourself to feel too deeply what was simply the manifest humor of careless boyish youth.
Not wanting to repeat the humiliation of that experience, you plastered a blank expression on your face, gathered yourself, and slinked off to class. 
It was almost 8 am. A tension headache began to pulsate at your temples at the thought of the four hour of classes you would have to endure before you would get the chance to talk to Mr. Thomas. 
By quarter past noon, as you exited the Senior Secondary building onto the lawn that sprawled across the Campus Center, the enveloping heat of the afternoon was such a sharp contrast to the air-conditioned coolness of the drama room that you winced and paused, raising your arm to shield your eyes from the glare of the high noon sun. Vague warnings about the effects of the sun on dark skin came to mind and you bent your head low, sweat beads forming beneath your white collared uniform shirt in response to the fiery burn at your neck. Your pulsating headache had now stretched across your forehead, and the lump in your throat hardened as you considered Mr. Thomas’s words.  
“Oh, we just decided to go in a different direction, we want the role of the queen to be played by someone with a regal and striking appearance”, he had said matter-of-factly from behind his desk as he opened a drawer to retrieve a stack of papers. 
A regal and striking appearance? What did that even mean? 
You knew him to be a man who minced no words and spared no emotions when criticizing the performances of his students. During practice, his scathing remarks regularly brought students to tears. “Feedback is how the actor becomes the character”, he often touted.
Dissatisfied with his vague words, you waited for him to say more, to say something constructive, even critical. Something you could understand and accept. It is what you had expected when you had walked in and candidly expressed your confusion at your role cast. Instead, he’d seemed almost surprised to see you in his corner office in the Drama room, asking questions that need not be asked, wanting answers that he could not give, in words that he did not have the language for. 
Still, as sublime as your audition was, Mr. Thomas was a known perfectionist. There had to be some quality or technique your audition lacked that he was displeased with. It was the only fathomable explanation you could come up with. Whatever it was, you could work on it, maybe even convince him to give you another chance at an audition. After all, he had said your audition was the best. Mr. Thomas was a lot of things; mean, critical, demanding but he was not a man who gave praise easily. Neither was he a man of few words. His uncharacteristic reticence now was unnerving. 
You cleared your throat softly. When he glanced up, his puzzled expression read Oh you’re still here? And you got the feeling that your inquisition was like that of an annoying child.
“I–-I’m not sure what you mean by regal and striking sir, but just last week Friday you said my audition was the best you’d seen.” The words came out rushed, not easy, and measured the way you had imagined saying them in your mind.  
He nodded and smiled that smile that he reserved only for students like yourself, those of whom he believed possessed that rare gift of truly being able to captivate their audience. It was the same smile you had received last Friday, and now it was the small show of acquiescence you needed to ask him your next question. 
“Is there something I could have done differently to make my delivery more regal? Maybe if—”
“Feyikemi,”, he said your name patronizingly, slowly stretching out each syllable. “You have a gift. I mean it, you do. No one can ever deny that. But this role is not for you. Our vision for the character of Queen Moremi is very important for the play.” He was about to say something else, but he stopped, resting his gaze on you for a few seconds, willing you to understand, to accept the things that he did not say. 
His words circled above you like vultures stalking prey. Still, you persisted, feeling the lump in your throat rising, “I don’t understand sir. Can you at least tell me what I could have done differently?” 
You saw something flicker in his blank stare, then he stood up, almost abruptly and there was a new brusqueness in his voice, a tone you were more familiar with, not that contrived blandness he’d used earlier. 
“Look Feyikemi, I’m not sure what you want me to say to you. Sebi you’re an actress? The show must come first. You know the beauty of the queen is supposed to captivate the rival king, and we need the best possible person to fit that description. And besides, you’re still playing a very important role in the play.”
“I’m just asking—
The front door to the Drama room opened, spilling a group of loud junior students into the room. 
“My students are here for their papers. Don’t let this small thing discourage you. I’ll see you next Monday at practice.” 
You felt immediately, a sudden rush of anger at his easy dismissal.
You opened your mouth to say something, but he was already walking away towards the junior students, and one of them was watching you curiously, her gaze unabashedly direct and unyielding so that it felt like she was taunting you. Like she knew. Suddenly self-conscious, your anger simmered away to embarrassment. You turned around and walked away in the opposite direction so no one would see the glistening sheen in your eyes. The discussion was over, there was nothing left to do but leave. 
In the dim light of the drama room, in the same place where you had once been praised, you felt discarded. Unchosen. 
It's not that deep, it's not that deep.
Laughter floated across the room from Mr. Thomas’s corner office, and you had to stop yourself from looking back. 
You slipped behind the partition door that divided the drama room and the dressing rooms to collect a few of the things you had left during the last audition session. 
As you slung your backpack over one shoulder, you paused at the sight of your reflection in one of the dressing room mirrors. 
Body– big boobs 8/10.
You tightened your belt around your pleated school skirt, pleased with the way it accentuated your figure.
You were attractive enough. More than that even. You saw it in the way the gaze of your class boys often dipped to your chest. How they reached for hugs so often, leaning in so that you were pressed against their chest.
And when you wore that navy blue pencil skirt on Sunday, the one with the back slit, you had driven many junior and senior boys to distraction as you traipsed around the school chapel passing out bibles. Enough for it to now be sitting folded in a box labeled “seized clothing” in the Chapel prefect’s room. 
Tears now at bay, you studied your face. 
Face– too dark 4/10.
Amala baby, your father had nicknamed you as a child, partly because of how quickly you had taken to the food as a toddler, partly because of your dark skin. The thought of the name made you cringe now, made you remember the smooth plastic-wrapped balls of amala that often sat cold, untouched, and unchosen in the cafeteria during lunchtime on Tuesdays. Nobody ate amala during lunch. Nobody really liked amala.  
You did once.                                           
                                                                    ……
After lunch, you were on your way to your next class when you saw Diana Omotayo walking towards you. She appeared, apparently, unmarred by the heat. Underneath the sun's glare, her glistening fair skin reminded you of freshly peeled mangoes, and you noticed now as she stood in front of you that in the brightness of the sun, her extra virgin olive oil eyes bore more resemblance to a fiery amber, like the dusky glow of the skies around sunset.  You thought of your own brown eyes and you wondered how the sun could be so unkind to you and yet be so kind, so favorable to her. Slowly, something tired began to unfold itself in your chest. 
You remembered the first time you met her in English class, her timid smile, how she had pronounced her last name “Oh-mow-tay-yo”. 
Enamored by her newness and foreignness, many of your classmates had remained gathered around her even after the bell rang. 
You’re from England?
Oh, your dad is Nigerian? How about your mum?
Is that your real hair? 
She was amongst the handful of foreign-born students who attended your school, and so she quickly became a part of the highly coveted group of the most popular girls in your class. The ones who dated senior boys and were often voted Most Beautiful Girl in Class. The ones who were selected as queen of blue, yellow, red or green house during inter-house sports and had several junior girls vying for their affection as “school mother”. 
On Diana’s first night in the dorms, you were on kitchen duty when you overheard your House Matron, Miss Eno (often called Miss Black Koko behind her back because of her blackened knuckles and uneven skin tone) ask Diana, Do you use any special creams to keep up with your skin? 
“I am so sorry you didn't get the part,” Diana said now. Her apology surprised you. You were not friends, and though you had a few classes together you had not spoken more than a few words to each other before. 
You shifted, shrugged sheepishly. Something about her apology made you feel uneasy. Still, you mumbled, “It's okay, ummm…. congratulations.” The words sounded hollow to you. Contrived. But if she disbelieved them she didn’t show it. Several seconds passed. 
She was fiddling with her hair, twisting curly tendrils that had escaped large cornrows with her right index finger and thumb before tucking them behind her hair. You realized then that she appeared……. nervous?
“Thanks. I-I think I might need your help with learning how to pronounce some of the Yoruba words” she said, “I mean some of those incantations are real tongue twisters right!” She laughed. Hers was the laugh of someone requesting money from a tenuous familial connection. 
You did not laugh. 
Why did Diana Omotayo get the part? This girl who had never even been to Nigeria until recently, this girl who mispronounced her own last name.
You could barely recall her audition, too entrenched in your own giddiness, your own certainty to consider that an alternative was underway. 
Someone who looks the part, Mr. Thomas had said. Someone with a regal and striking appearance. 

