                          		  SOMETHING LIKE CAKE
Ever since I was little, I loved baking with my mother. I loved when she folded the gritty sugar into the folds of brown dough. I don’t remember sharing a lot of things in common with my mother other than melting lumps of butter into granulated sugar and covering the surface with layers of colourful icing. Mama said that was how clothed us with his mercy and hid our sins from his unblemished eye. I found the idea of the cake fascinating, how you had to break through layers of sugary toppings to get to the brown goodness and how the cake was arranged into layers with the smallest at the top and the largest at the bottom. Mama said that was how life had to be, the strongest had to protect the weakest and the feeblest but she didn’t say what would happen when the foundation was not laid properly and the weak ones caved in when the bigger ones crumbled. When I was young, I found the thoughts of the cake endearing but as I grew older with the two pimples on my chest fast morphing into oranges, the idea of the cake symbolized something deeper for me. After all, I was a Gemini, a star sign known for not letting sleeping dogs dream peacefully and attaching meanings to very simple things. The cake represented the different layers of life, the legs of the smaller ones resting on the shoulders of the bigger ones and the coating of the layers with icing concealing what actually lay beneath. Objects in the mirror were not actually how they appeared to be, some things might be closer than you think, nothing is ever what it seems. In Mama’s own words, “K’anyi machie uwa George’ meaning, ‘God would keep clothing our shame and nakedness with expensive George wrapper. The world must not see your tears or know what you are going through”
That was why I kept quiet. I didn’t say anything when I noticed that my husband started keeping late nights,, complained of how we were spooning large quantity of milk into our tea, about how we squeezed a lot of toothpaste for our brushes and how quickly the soap finished. I didn’t know why he told me to inform the landlord that he wasn’t around anytime he came to demand his rent with a grumpy face. I didn’t know that my husband had been laid off and he was trying everything to make sure that I didn’t find out. But I did, I noticed the brown envelope carelessly hidden in a book in the shelf. I didn’t confront him. I watched him scuttle round the house bearing the weight of a big secret he had chosen to keep from me. But I realized that I needed to step up to ensure that our family didn’t sink. I did night calls for my colleagues in the hospital for pay to ensure that our children didn’t change schools from the high cost private school in the heart of town to the cheaper ones around our vicinity and we still had meat in our soups. I prevented visitors from coming to our house to ask, ‘Is all well?” “We haven’t seen you in the annual August meeting” 
‘Our enemies will never laugh at us. God will continue to provide for us” 
I thought about getting us a place to stay because the house rent was increasing each year. I wanted to give us a roof over our heads and I wanted the house to be perfect, the roof had to be done with aluminium sheets, the floors had to be tiled and glassy chandeliers had to drop from the ceiling like translucent rain drops. I didn’t have enough money but I believed that there were some things I would skip to make room for others. 
I used my last savings to buy a land when my friend told me about a promo where the prices of land had been slashed by fifty percent. I dug the foundation quickly and started layering the house like cake, starting from a sturdy foundation to the roofing. Apart from her nursing job at the Federal Medical Centre, I took every opportunity coming my way including marketing products and doing registration of premises for business owners. When my Sienna Jeep started consuming more money in repairs, I packed it in one corner and took a bus. The house took shape as the months dragged by, standing tall on a grassy hill. I wanted to tell my husband about it. It would be a surprise I would unveil on his birthday. I couldn’t wait to see the smile that would lit his eyes when he saw my efforts. He would then envelope me in a tight hug leaving the lingering smell of his Hot Ice perfume on my dress. He would kiss me and tell me that I was heaven’s gift to him. That was how I dreamed the house would make him feel. Nothing could prepare me for his reaction when I took him to see the nearly completed house. I had gotten into the car and driven him to Item Street where the house stood. 
“Nkem, I have a surprise for you’ I put a hand across his eyes playing the role of the romantic wife. 
When he opened his eyes, it darkened with confusion. 
“Nkem, this is a house I have been building for us. I know things have been tough for us. I know you lost your job. I have been working really hard at the hospital and I was tired of the landlord’s threats so I decided to work on getting us a place we could call home”
I could see the mix of emotions that clouded his eyes leaving his face expressionless. 
“I don’t understand Ada. Who asked you to do this? Where did you get the money from? Have you been sleeping around?”
A knot formed in my stomach as words evaded my tongue. 
‘No, Nkem. I have been working very hard. This house is a testament to my sweat, blood and tears and all the extra shifts I took at the hospital”
“I don’t know but we have to talk about this” he turned and walked back to the car leaving me standing aloof below the dark, rainy clouds. 
The ride home was long and quiet. I hadn’t expected this reaction from him. I thought I was being the understanding, thoughtful wife. He had been a good father to our children and a good husband to me; the type that rubbed my feet with Robb and hot water when I complained of standing too long at work and the one whose occasional toast bread was unrivalled. Our love story started all the way from the university where a final year engineering student had fallen head over heels with the starry eyed medical fresher. It had been waxing strong since till now. They said all love stories like fairy tales were incomplete without an antagonist, an evil step mother, quarrelling in laws, bad friends or vices but what threatened ours were societal values that questioned the capacity of a woman.   I thought getting us a house would be some form of appreciation and make him happy, cementing this partnership we had. The very thing I thought would endear us to each other was the very thing that threatened the peace in our house. I didn’t know that taking up that project was a blow to his already punctured masculinity. One thing was certain about my family; my husband was a traditional man and didn’t want to relegate his duties to me. He was the pillar, the bottom layer of the cake that held the smaller cakes, preventing them from crashing to the ground. That was how life was supposed to be, women were not supposed to do the hard work, that was why they were given the title, Oriaku in Igbo land which meant, custodian of her husband’s wealth, the one who enjoys the wealth of her husband. He didn’t mince words later that evening when he said he wouldn’t pack into the house because it wasn’t my duty to do so.
	My husband never yelled at me and we have never openly disagreed in front of our children. We masked the colourless, tasteless feelings like icing to a cake and were content in passing angry glares at each other every now and then; my husband refusing to eat dinner. But everything changed when we packed into the new house which was barely finished. Only the interior of the house had been painted and the doors were makeshift ones. He refused to move in with us. He said it was a taboo to move into a house a woman built with her money. It was so sacrilegious that when he died, his body would be moved out through a window. His friends told him it was a bad idea. I would start controlling his movements or just wake up and throw him out of the house into the cold with his belongings.
At a point, I tried writing to a famous online relationship therapist. I raised my phone and typed. 
Dear Joro, 
	I am woman whose husband doesn’t earn as much as she does and things have become worse since he lost his job. I recently completed a house which I decided to gift him on his birthday but he has asked me to rent it out because he doesn’t want to live under the roof of any woman. What do I do? I have spent so much on it and I don’t want to be stuck paying rent forever. Was I wrong for getting a house for us or should I have thought of other ways to make him happy?’
I couldn’t press send after I had typed it. I couldn’t even believe that one day it would be my turn to ask a question on social media for strangers to give their opinions. I had seen other’s people’s absurd stories on the strange things that happened in their marriages and the sometimes reasonable, sometimes violent advice and suggestions people gave. It was my turn to air my woes for the world to see but I decided against it. I could salvage my marriage. I tried saving my marriage even going as far as agreeing to my husband’s weird demands. At first, he brought a medicine man whose teeth had been blackened with snuff to place my hand on a funny looking object and swear I had been faithful to him. Then, he wanted me to do so many things. He wanted me to go and swear in front of the river goddess, Ani with a single red cloth tied around my breasts that I hadn’t seen the nakedness of another man to afford such costly surprises. He wasn’t satisfied with any answers. I stopped seeing any strange medicine man altogether. I refused to follow him to any hungry native doctor just to prove my innocence. It didn’t make sense to me. I had worked hard to build the house so we would be comfortable. We saw a marriage counsellor. 
“Mr Okoro, why don’t you want to live in the same house as your wife?”
‘It is not her duty to build a house for me to live in. She is the wife, I am the husband, and there are roles which shouldn’t be blurred’
 The counsellor was tongue tied. I looked around me and noticed the pattern, the way the society was designed to be patriarchal and how men wanted the beautiful curvy wife who was content with being his wife, the ones who received beatings with humility and the apology gifts that came with them. There was the story of my friend who refused to travel out to sign a deal that would have changed her life forever because her man told her that he would lose her if she became too successful. 
We lived in a society that put a question mark next to a woman’s achievements. Where did she get the money? How many men did she have to sleep with? If they could, they could have sworn that they had seen me creeping out one of the five star hotels in the company of a balding elderly man in need of a trophy sugar baby. Women were supposed to be helpless, trapping the bullets of oppression in seams of colourful threads; there were limitations to our dreams and goals. There was an age where we were supposed to peak and after which we were not considered desirable. We should never aspire to be successful like the men or in fields where men dominated. Our education ended on hot stoves so they took away our pencils and crayons and replaced them with burning coals; they say man is the prize that is why girl children are added to a rich man’s harem as wife number three; of what use was your university degree when the man owned you and your dreams? There were endless visitations by relatives and uncomfortable conversations into making me reconsider and see him as the man of the house. They tried to save the marriage. But my husband’s refusal to live under my roof was constant. He was a very stubborn man.  Our big Aunty would send the children outside to play as both of us sat on opposite ends of the dining table, unfriendly scowls lining our face.  When the relatives left, everything would return to normal I would set the table for dinner. I told Mama what they wanted me to do.  
‘They want me to move out of my house and rent it to students”
“He is not serious. Does he know the number of men that would kill to get a Proverbs 31 woman like you? It was very thoughtful of you to prioritize the comfort of your family over getting designer bags and expensive clothes. I pray one day he gets to know your good intentions. Besides, what did you tell them?”
“I asked them to leave, they were shocked and when they didn’t, I left the room for them. They don’t know I am stubborn too’
I wasn’t water that took the shape of any object it was poured in; there was fire in my belly that gulped my fears. Who says I can’t be Albert Einstein with the Monalisa smile? I wanted to shoot for the stars and build my constellation just like Mary Jackson shot into the orbit with her calculations. He could be king but watch me, the queen conquer. I would prove to him I was the prize with the ribbon around my neck, refusing to be stereotyped because of my sex. 
I could imagine the mischievous smile that filled Mama’s face. She had raised a strong woman, a woman with sturdy layers like cake, unafraid to hold others up.

