Potent smiles, shadows dispel.
1964
It was a cool November afternoon in Lagos and Ronke had spent the majority of her day waiting in the car for her father. It was Aunty Moyo’s naming ceremony for her seventh baby and they were late. Ronke didn’t even like Aunty Moyo, she needed a lot of convincing from her father to come for the ceremony, yet he had left her sweating away in the car for almost three hours. He had promised her he was going to stop by the meeting briefly just to ‘show face’ for a little while after which they would be on their way to the ceremony, she knew it was election season so that was a lie.  The elections were just around the corner and her father, a staunch supporter and member of the Action Congress could not help himself at a political strategy meeting. Finally, she saw him stroll causally from the back of the building where they were parked with a mischievous smile on his face and she could honestly not tell whether that smile was directed at her or at his new 1963 Volkswagen beetle she was seated in. As soon as he got in and started the car, he was greeted by a radiant smile, Ronke could not stay mad at him. As they drove towards the ceremony in that warm Lagos afternoon, her father, Jide, described the events of his meeting with childlike joy.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
By the time Ronke and her father got to the naming ceremony, most of the guests were gone. Aunty Moyo was still very pleased to see them, Jide could never do anything wrong in her sight. ‘Congratulations’, Ronke's father Jide bellowed to the hearing of everyone, then with a gentle whisper into his sister's ear he said, ‘Please let this be the last one Moyo’ and after a brief silence, they both burst into laughter. Ronke was very hungry, and as a result, she could not wait for her dad and his sister to finish their seemingly unending sibling banter, so she jumped the line, exchanged pleasantries and gave her aunty an expensive bottle of wine she had taken from her father and then proceeded to the kitchen. Ronke removed her gele and dug into the bowl of Amala and Gbegiri she had been served and it was only when she was almost done, that she noticed the young man standing at the door watching her with rapacious attention.
1965
It was a cold, rainy night in July and an exhausted Ronke laboured towards the immigration officers at the Lagos International Airport. To her great delight, the process was seamless and she was soon headed for the exit. She departed the airport scanning for the face, of Okafor. It had been just over 8 months since that faithful day in Aunty Moyo’s house and she still couldn’t fully explain what was happening. Before that fateful day, the thought of women claiming to be head over heels in love with a man gave her conniptions but here she was, back in Lagos after quitting her job with a slight ache in her chest. ‘Nkemdilim’, she heard him call from a small distance ahead and just like that the ache in her chest was gone. Ronke looked up to him and with a smile, she answered, ‘That is still not my name’. He hugged her so tightly and whispered, “What is mine is mine” and she gleefully responded, “You are mine”.
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
Okafor always loved the smell of rain, ever since he was a little boy, so the drive home under the pregnant Lagos clouds was soothing. He stole glances at Ronke as she gently snored beside him, reminiscing about the day they met. He was intrigued by her and by the end of the first day they spent together, he was in love. Okafor was the second son to one of the first indigenous millionaires in the country and amongst his father’s four children, he was the least interested in his father’s business but he was good at it. He always considered himself more of an artist and the world, his canvas. He spent his years studying Linguistics at the University of Ibadan travelling. By 30, Okafor had been an academic, a poet, a painter, a musician and a successful trader just like his father. He considered himself a jack of all trades and a master of none, he wasn’t concerned with being the best at anything, he just wanted to experience everything, to enjoy the journey. This meant he never stayed long enough in one place to set up roots, that was until Ronke.  Just a month after they met, he decided to finally take a place in his father’s business and set up roots in Lagos. Their love was kind, it was simple, it was their ability to understand things they both couldn’t express in words, it was the countless hours spent in each other’s company, it was the silence, not for a lack of words, but an understanding that nothing needed to be said.
As they approached his house, she briefly woke up, smiled and just as quickly fell back to sleep. 
1966
It was a chilly January morning, the fifteenth to be exact and Ronke woke up to see Okafor smiling at her that morning, at this point this was customary. It had been over a year since the day they met and nothing had changed, if anything their love was stronger. Their moment was interrupted by a lot of chatter outside their hotel room. They had been in Kaduna for a few days, as Ronke had accompanied Okafor to Kaduna for a wedding of one of his business partners and he had insisted on them arriving early so they could visit different parts of the city. The noise outside was filled with angst and just before he could step out, his friend Aminu rushed in and asked them to pack their bags immediately. Okafor tried to inquire what was going on but his friend berated him to be quick. In less than 10 minutes they were in a car heading for the train station, it was then Aminu could tell them that there was a coup the previous night, the Sardauna was brutally killed and the mutineer who made the broadcast was Igbo. People were already calling it an Igbo coup and he needed his friends out of the city. Because of the influence of Aminu's father, they were able to get a train moving early, all the other guests were already waiting there for them at the station. The rest of the car ride was filled with deafening silence and unease. 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..
It was a melancholic September evening and Ronke and Okafor were hosting a few guests at their home, Dokpemu, Madaki, Falilat and Ronke’s father. It was a few weeks since the counter-coup had happened and Ironsi’s government was disposed and Gowon had taken over. All of them except Okafor argued for or against the coup, “it was necessary to prevent the Igbos from taking over” Madaki adduced, the coup plotters were all Igbo. “They weren’t all Igbo,” Ronke” 's father interjected, “there was one Yoruba man” and so the screaming match continued. In all of this, Okafor remained silent, he just listened, Ronke loved that about him. No matter what was going on with him, he always listened, in the almost two years they had been together, he spent so much time listening to her. As she looked at him sitting down, listening to that conversation with a faint smile, she could tell he was in pain. The pogroms in the north had intensified and Okafor had not been able to contact one of his brothers who were in Kano at the time of the counter-coup. It angered her that all these people giggling in their home, drinking their wine and eating the food Okafor prepared, couldn’t tell he was hurting. That night as they went to bed, he sobbed quietly in her arms, he spoke about it for the first time, about how he understood why it was seen as an Igbo coup, even though the plotters said the coup was due to a very corrupt government, six out the seven officers who masterminded it were Igbo, the person who ended up taking over the government in Ironsi was Igbo, the eastern premier wasn’t killed like the rest and then Gen Ironsi ended up diverting all powers from the regions to a central federal government, a move Okafor thought was very stupid. But the counter-coup had been done and the killings hadn’t stopped. He couldn’t help but think his brother was one of them, a trip his brother only took in his stead so Okafor could spend more time with Ronke. He blamed himself, but he never blamed her. Sometimes Ronke wondered what kind of love this was, it was kind, potent, amaranthine. She looked into his tear-filled, beautiful eyes and muttered the only word she could, “Nkemdilim” he cracked a smile and replied, ‘What is mine is mine” and she responded, “You are mine”.
1967
[bookmark: _GoBack]Ronke and Okafor had moved to Asaba in January to expand Okafor’s business. She had left her job and taken a more central role in his business and this expansion was her idea. For the most part, the plan worked and business was great, but in July, war broke out and it wasn’t safe for Okafor to return to Lagos. He had begged Ronke on multiple occasions to go back but she refused. Okafor argued that because of the damage the pogroms had done and the fact that the Aburi accord was reneged on, there was no end in sight. By August, the Biafran troops had invaded Benin and Asaba. With all the chaos ongoing in the world, the relationship between Ronke and Okafor blossomed. Okafor spent the time cooking for her, they read together and made love to highlife music. The world around them burned, but so did their love.
On the fifth day of October, the Nigerian troops arrived in Asaba and quickly drove out the Biafran troops, a lot of the people in Asaba were glad that the Nigerian troops had arrived but there were rumours that people were quietly going missing. Those fears were however put to rest two days later when the community heads summoned the townspeople encouraging them to show their support for the Nigerian government hoping it would end the violence. That morning was beautiful, most of the people came out chanting “One Nigeria” as they paraded the streets in their colourful attires, singing and dancing. Okafor had come back from the town hall meeting that morning with a beaming smile, He brought down his metal box filled with his best outfits and took out the attire at the very bottom of the box and put it on. ‘Nkem’, he called to her, ‘please hurry and get ready, our neighbour Ndidi and his wife are waiting for us, everyone in town is converging in the town square showing solidarity with the troops’.
At the square, the soldiers insisted that the men and boys be separated from the women, a request Ronke found odd, but didn’t think much of. As she walked away from the centre of the square she heard Okafor calmly mutter “What is mine is mine”, this made her turn back and smile with a reply, “You are mine”. As she approached the edge of the square to join Ndidi’s wife, she heard one of the soldiers scream at the top of his voice “Open fire”, this was followed by the piercing sound of rapid gunfire. Ronke turned just in time to see Okafor drop to the ground after he was struck by a bullet and as she tried to run towards his lifeless body, someone grabbed her arm and dragged her away from the scene. She barely protested and just like that, Okafor was gone. 
1968
It was a chilly December in London and Ronke wasn’t prepared for the winter cold that year. She frankly had nothing nice to say about London, for starters, the British played a major role in providing the weapons her people were using to kill each other and she couldn’t go anywhere without seeing the pictures of starving children from her country. It had been just over a year and she still could see his lifeless body whenever she closed her eyes. Her life changed that day, she hadn’t mustered a genuine smile since the events of that fateful day, not even the day, a few weeks after, when she found out she had been pregnant, or the day their daughter was born. Ronke could not fathom why of all the images of the great times they had in the three years they spent together, that was the one image her mind would permanently register. By the time things settled that day, she couldn’t find his body, she couldn’t even say goodbye. Her father was able to get her out of Asaba a week later through his connections in the military and sent her to London almost immediately where she would be “safe”. But even in London, Ronke could not escape war, especially the one that raged on in her mind, a war she needed to win to cling to her sanity. As she sat in her apartment in London that chilly December day, she broke down crying for what might have been the thousandth time that year.
2017
 It had been almost twenty-three years since Ronke last travelled to Nigeria for her father’s funeral. This particular trip wasn’t just about her, it was also about her granddaughter Ada, who in her effort to understand her grandmother better was studying the long-term traumatic events of war for her PhD thesis. It had been fifty years since that fateful day and Ronke still barely smiled. She remembered when Ada turned 18 and she spoke about Okafor for the first time since Asaba.  She wanted Ada to know the powerlessness that was love, how it made her cede control to someone else and trust, knowing that the hard part wasn’t when that trust was broken but when that person exceeded your expectations and they are lost in an instant. Grief alone could not describe the feeling. Ada was obsessed over their love story and the war so she made numerous trips to Nigeria for her work and that was how she found out about the 50th anniversary memorial for the victims of the massacre, the very reason why Ronke had come back.
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
The memorial service didn’t last long and was to be followed by a procession. Ada was waiting in the parking lot for two friends she had made on Twitter, Eric and Aduke and their families who had also been affected by that tragedy. As soon as they arrived at the parking lot, Aduke's father and uncle froze. Ada followed their gaze which landed directly on her grandma. Aduke’s Uncle whispered, “Nkemdilim” 
Ronke, teary-eyed, responded, “That’s not my name”. The man responded “What is mine, is mine” and then she said, “You are mine”.
THE END
 

