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      For those who champion mental health and the power of therapy.

      Seeking help saved me during the pandemic, and I hope to pass that light on.

      Heal your mind, and the rest will follow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      When I first introduced Iriah in It Started with “I Don’t”, I immediately loved how grounded and supportive she was, especially in her friendship with Anuli. There was something about her quiet strength and presence that stayed with me long after I’d finished that story. I knew she deserved her own spotlight, her own journey. That’s how this story began.

      I’ve always been drawn to writing about wealthy women, not just in the material sense, but women who are secure in themselves, financially independent, and powerful in their own right. I love crafting female characters who come from privilege but carry it with purpose, and who never need to rely on a man for stability. There’s something deeply satisfying about telling love stories where the power dynamics are balanced, where the woman’s voice is just as loud and influential as the man’s. It creates space for a relationship built on mutual respect and emotional equality where both partners get to thrive.

      With Iriah and Udoka, I wanted to explore what happens when a man, raised with traditional values and expectations about gender roles, finds himself married to a woman who doesn’t fit that mold. What does it take for love to survive when your assumptions about marriage are challenged? This is a story about growth, vulnerability, and unlearning, the kind of internal work that’s rarely glamorous, but always necessary.

      As someone who believes deeply in the power of therapy, I couldn’t write this story without weaving that in. I will always advocate for therapy, for the courage it takes to face yourself and the healing that can happen when you do.

      I hope you enjoy Iriah and Udoka’s second-chance love story as much as I enjoyed writing it. Their journey is messy, honest, and full of heart, and I’m so grateful to share it with you.
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      Just two years after saying “I do,” Iriah Ozah is ready to walk away from her marriage. Tired of feeling unseen and emotionally alone, she’s quietly preparing for divorce, this time, without waiting for another apology that won’t change anything. But when her best friend suggests a four-week couples’ retreat on Bonny Island, Iriah reluctantly agrees to give it one last try.

      Udoka Adindu never thought it would come to this. He knows he’s made mistakes, but watching Iriah drift away feels like losing air. After a disastrous family meeting brings their issues to a breaking point, he realises he has two choices: let go or fight for the woman he still loves. Choosing the latter, he takes time off work and agrees to attend the Rekindle Retreat, a final shot at saving their marriage.

      On an island far from their daily lives, surrounded by other couples fighting their own battles, Iriah and Udoka are forced to confront uncomfortable truths about their marriage, their wounds, and themselves. But beneath the pain lies a deep love neither is ready to give up on.

      Can four weeks be enough to rediscover what brought them together … or is it already too late?
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      Iriah

      
        
        Letting go doesn’t mean you stop caring.

        It means you stop trying to force someone to—Mandy Hale

      

      

      

      There’s a reason humans can’t see the future. It must be a well thought of plan by God to protect us from the heartache and devastation of knowing what would happen in our lives before they do. Imagine being able to visualise an accident before it happens? Nobody would drive cars, fly in planes, even leave the house.

      I think it’s a good thing, because if I could predict how horribly the evening would turn out, I would have stayed in bed, not bothered to get up, go to the salon to get my hair and nails done, put on the sexy red number that drapes around my curvy figure enticingly.

      Hell no. I would never have spent close to two hours perfecting my makeup and transplanting eyelashes into my upper and lower eyelids.

      I certainly wouldn’t have gone through the trouble of slaving in the kitchen all evening, trying to prepare the most enticing meal for my husband.

      But because I can’t see the future, I’m here grinning from molar to molar as I rest my back against my seat, admiring my handiwork.

      The dining room looks perfect. Even if I do say so myself. Candlelight flickers under the grand chandelier, reflecting off the polished mahogany table. The air is rich with the aroma of fish pepper soup, mingling with the buttery scent of fried plantains and the smoky crispness of roast turkey.

      A bottle of champagne rests in its ice bucket, condensation glistening on the glass. The table is set for two, with fine china, gleaming silverware, and delicate wine glasses waiting to be filled. A romantic scene, a labour of love, a night meant for celebration.

      Our second wedding anniversary.

      I exhale, smoothing the silk of my dress over my thighs as I take a seat. My heart swells with pride.

      I still can’t believe I pulled it off, planned everything, cooked everything, set up everything. Usually, I’d hire a staff to make sure everything is on point. But today, I wanted to do it all by myself. To show Udoka how much he means to me. To show him that I may be an heiress with inherited wealth at my disposal, but when it comes to people I love, I can get down and dirty, put in the effort.

      My face cracks into a smile just picturing him seeing this room. He will love it. He’ll walk in, his dark eyes warming with surprise, that devastating smile curving his lips, the one that makes my stomach flutter.

      The thought makes me giddy. Two years of love, of laughter, of shared dreams. Yes, it’s not all been perfect, but I love and adore him, and can’t wait to see him tonight.

      I reach for my phone to check the time. It’s 7:52 PM. He should be here soon. Just as I place it back on the table, it vibrates against the wood. It’s a message from Udoka. My pulse quickens as I swipe to open it.

      
        
          
            
              
        My man: Hey love, I’m still at work. Client issues. Might not make it on time for dinner.

      

      

      

      

      

      I read it once. Twice. The words blur together. My stomach clenches.

      Might not make it on time. No! No! No!

      Flashbacks hit me like a video on rewind, scenes spiralling backward in a blur of disappointment and lonely silences.

      Me, just last week, sitting alone at Passions, the restaurant dimly lit and filled with couples in love, while I checked my phone for the fifth, then tenth, then fifteenth time. The wine glass untouched. The candle on the table flickering for only me. Udoka showed up over an hour late, breathless and apologetic, muttering something about a last-minute work crisis. I nodded. I smiled. I told him it was fine. It wasn’t.

      A few days before that, I was at home, curled up on the couch, eyes locked on the clock as it inched toward midnight. Still no sign of him. He was at some album release party for a client, one he couldn’t miss, apparently. The house was silent except for the ticking clock and the ache of waiting. Again.

      Then Cyprus last month. A holiday I’d planned for us, weeks in advance. A chance to unplug, to reconnect, to just be. He cancelled the day before our flight. “A client emergency”, he said. I hung up the phone before he could finish. I didn’t want to hear it again. I went alone. A married woman on a romantic holiday without her husband. Pathetic!

      So many times, I’ve waited for him. On couches, in restaurants, in dresses I picked just for him. I’ve waited in rooms that slowly filled with shadows. I’ve waited with food going cold and hope going colder. Events postponed, date nights rescheduled, our favourite TV shows pushed back because someone needed Udoka more than I did. Someone always does.

      And I told myself to understand. I told myself this is what love with a passionate man looks like. But what happens when his passion is always somewhere else? When I’m the one left pressing pause on us, over and over again?

      I stare at the beautifully set table. At the candles burning low. At the empty seat across from me.

      I can feel it, the pressure building behind my ribs, the slow, suffocating crawl of disappointment. I inhale sharply through my nose. My hands tremble, a slow, bitter burn crawling up my throat.

      No. Not tonight. Not again.

      My fingers tighten around the edges of my phone, my grip so tight my knuckles ache.

      And then, something inside me snaps.

      Before I can think, I stand. My chair scrapes against the floor as I push back from the table. A sharp movement, fuelled by a sudden, furious energy.

      I reach for the bottle of champagne and throw it to the floor. It shatters, glass and golden liquid spilling everywhere. The wine glasses follow, crashing into sharp, glistening fragments. Plates filled with food I spent hours making are the next casualties. Fried rice scatters across the floor. Plantains, turkey, fish pepper soup, all of it, wasted.

      My vision blurs, my breath heaving. I grab the nearest candle and hurl it against the wall. Wax splatters, the flame snuffing out. The balloons pop one by one as I rip them down.

      Destruction. Pure, unfiltered rage.

      And then … silence.

      My chest rises and falls in erratic breaths as I stare at the mess I’ve made. The ruin of what was meant to be a night of love.

      Tears burn their way down my cheeks. My body shakes as I slump to the floor.

      My phone is still in my hand. A mocking reminder that with one text, Udoka has the power to unravel me, ruin my day. The same way seeing a message from him that he consistently sends every morning inexplicably fills my chest with an overwhelming sense of joy and peace.

      How can one man have so much control over my emotions, make me feel incredibly loved and incredibly upset at the same time?

      I swallow hard as I lift my phone, pressing the power button. The screen comes to life, and there we are.

      Our wedding photo. The picture I love to look at to remind me of the day I decided to choose love over everything.

      My thumb hovers over the screen, tracing the image.

      I’m smiling in my white gown, eyes shining with hope. Udoka stands beside me, tall and lean in his navy blue and black tuxedo. His smooth mahogany skin gleams in the golden light, his close-cropped hair neatly styled, his clean-shaven face sharp and handsome. His smile … God, his smile. That’s what got me, what melted me from the very first moment we met.

      A sob escapes my throat.

      I was so sure we would be happy. I was so sure that the kind of love we have for each other would destroy every obstacle in our way, break every stereotype of women marrying men with less financial capabilities than them.

      Yes, I’ve seen Udoka struggle with this, trying to prove himself as a man who can provide for me. I know he feels some type of way about my family wealth, that we’re living in the house my father gifted us, that I’m the only child of a multibillionaire who doesn’t have to lift a finger to work a day in her life.

      We’ve had countless arguments about my parent’s generosity in our lives, countless discussions about finances. I know he works hard. Extra hard, sometimes to the point that he falls ill, to show he isn’t trying to depend on my money.

      But this … this is the last straw. If he can’t even be here, on our anniversary, what’s left?

      How does he think his work is more important than spending time with me?

      It’s a Friday night. He can certainly take time off from babysitting celebrities to come home to his wife.

      With shaking fingers, I scroll through my contacts. My heart pounds as I find the name I need. Anuli Eneh-Ubong. I press the call button and lift the phone to my ear.

      She picks up on the second ring. “Iriah?”

      My voice comes out hoarse, thick with tears.

      “I’m leaving him. I’m leaving Udoka.”

      A pause.

      Then, gentle but firm, “I’m on my way.”

      She doesn’t need to say more. We’ve been friends for almost a decade. She knows exactly all the struggles me and Udoka have been having with keeping our relationship afloat.

      With a newfound determination, I rise to my feet, my heart hammering in my chest as I march up the curved staircase and into the bedroom I share with my husband.

      My throat tightens as a fresh wave of pain cascades down my body.

      Rose petals, arranged in a heart shape, adorn the white Egyptian silk covering the king-sized bed. Another reminder of how much effort I put into making today special.

      Letting out a harsh groan, I rush to the bed and sweep my hand over it, scattering the rose petals to the floor.

      Still reeling from the rush of adrenaline spiking my system, I move towards the large inbuilt wardrobe containing some of my clothes.

      My fingers tremble slightly as I yank open the closet door, my breath uneven as I reach for the suitcase on the top shelf. The weight of it nearly knocks me off balance, but I clutch it tightly, setting it down on the bed with a thud. The sound echoes in the silence, a reminder that I am alone, truly alone in a marriage that has been crumbling for longer than I care to admit.

      I pull open the suitcase and begin to fill it, the rustling fabric and the sharp zip of compartments a testament to my resolve. Each piece of clothing I fold and place inside is another stitch un-threading the life I built with Udoka.

      I grab my favourite dress, the one he used to say made my eyes shine like embers, and shove it into the corner, not bothering to smooth out the wrinkles. It doesn’t matter anymore. None of it does.

      As I reach for another handful of clothes, my fingers brush against something soft, something familiar. I pause, my breath hitching as I lift Udoka’s favourite t-shirt from the chair. The deep blue fabric is soft, and a little worn out thanks to how many times I put it on. The fragrance of his cologne still clings stubbornly to it. A lump forms in my throat. I clutch it for a moment, pressing my lips together, the memories rushing in like a flood I am too exhausted to hold back.

      Nights curled up on the couch, my head resting on his chest, the steady rise and fall of his breathing lulling me into a sense of peace. Mornings when he’d pull me close, burying his face in my neck before whispering groggy, half-formed words of love. The way he used to wrap himself in this very t-shirt on lazy Sundays, when our only plans were to stay in bed until noon and pretend the outside world didn’t exist.

      But those moments are like ghosts now, fading spectres of a love that once burned bright but has since flickered and dimmed.

      The warmth of our early days has been replaced by the coldness of his apologies, the emptiness of his promises that always follow his late nights. The ache in my chest deepens, but I shake my head, forcing myself back to the present.

      I toss the sweater into the suitcase without hesitation and zip it shut with a sharp finality. This isn’t about nostalgia. This isn’t about holding on to fragments of what used to be. This is about reclaiming myself, about refusing to sit in the shadows while waiting for a man who will never choose me the way I deserve to be chosen.

      My eyes land on my left hand, on the ring encircling my finger like a shackle. The diamond catches the light, throwing delicate prisms onto the walls, but all I see is the weight of two years. Two years of compromise, two years of hoping, two years of feeling like I have to apologise for being me.

      I run my thumb over the cool metal, twisting it absently as I remember the day Udoka slid it onto my finger, his eyes filled with promises that now seem as distant as another lifetime.

      He’d written his own vows. Vows I’ll never forget because I framed them on my office wall and read them over and over again.

      From the moment I met you, my heart knew it was you. It has always been you. You are my greatest love, my truest friend, and the most beautiful soul I have ever known.

      Today, standing before you, I vow to love you with every part of me, not just for the easy days, but for the hard ones, too. I promise to stand by your side, to hold your hand in joy and in sorrow, to be your shelter when the storms come, and your greatest cheerleader in every triumph.

      I vow to listen to you, truly listen, not just to your words, but to your heart, to the things you say and the things you don’t. I promise to honour you, to cherish you, and to always remind you, even in the smallest ways, how deeply you are loved.

      You are my heart’s greatest treasure, my safe place, my answered prayer. Today, and every day after, I choose you. I will always choose you.

      With all that I am, for all of my days, I am yours.

      I pull the ring off, surprised by how easily it slips from my skin, as if even my body knows I no longer belong to it.

      I am yours.

      Well, not really, Udoka.

      Not when you can’t even make time for your wife. Not when you prioritise your clients above your own wife. No. I’m not yours.

      Tears blurring my vision, I place it gently on the dresser, the tiny clink of metal against wood sounding louder than it should in the empty room. For a moment, I just stare at it, an object that once symbolised love but now feels more like a relic of a dream that never truly belonged to me.

      I heave out a sigh and pull my suitcase out of the room. Such a shame I gave my domestic staff a day off, not wanting anyone in the house while I enjoy an evening with my husband. Now, I have to carry this heavy load on my own down the stairs.

      Surprised by my energy, I manage it quite easily and slide down to the floor of the dining room, my limbs heavy, exhaustion wrapping around me like a leaden cloak. My eyes are raw, swollen from the tears I have cried and the ones still burning my cheeks.

      The sudden chime of my phone slices through the silence, jolting me upright. My heart stutters, my pulse quickening. It’s a message from my husband.

      I hesitate, a burst of hope erupting inside me. Maybe, just maybe, Udoka would walk through the door and fight for me, tell me it’s all a joke, that he would never miss this dinner for anything in the world.

      I click the message open.

      
        
          
            
              
        My man: I’m so sorry, babe! I really wish I could leave now, but I have to sign this deal. It’s a lot of money to pass up. Please don’t be upset.

      

      

      

      

      

      He’s really not coming home.

      And now, I have made my choice.

      I draw in a deep breath, straightening my shoulders. The weight on my chest doesn’t disappear, but it feels lighter somehow, as if I have finally set down a burden I was never meant to carry alone.

      I lower the phone, staring blankly at the chaos around me, the shattered remains of our anniversary dinner on the floor, the vibrant colours of the food stark against the cold tiles.

      A pang of sadness strikes me. All the effort I put into the meal, the love I poured into every ingredient. All gone to waste. For what? For what?

      My eyes are drawn to the sole candle that managed to survive my chaotic uproar, still flickering under the chandelier’s glow. The sole light illuminating my dull and grey soul.

      The time is 8:20 p.m. The night is still and quiet. Udoka’s absence on a day that should be significant to us is a clear message. I don’t matter to him. Our marriage is really over.

      I drop my head into my hands and cry.

    

  

Book made for oyidiaronto@gmail.com

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Udoka

      
        
        A moment of realisation is worth a thousand regrets—Unknown

      

      

      

      People who think the world revolves around them irritate the hell out of me. Unfortunately, my job as a high-profile celebrity manager constantly puts me in the position of babysitting grown men and women, securing them deals while cleaning up the messes they create for themselves.

      I take a slow, measured breath, trying to rein in my mounting irritation as I watch Rudeboss pace back and forth in my office, his voice sharp with anger. He’s swearing, ranting, and generally making a spectacle of himself.

      God. If it weren’t for the twenty percent commission, an easy ten million Naira, I’d Walk out of this office right now and rush home to my wife. It’s our wedding anniversary. I should be with her, not here, talking sense into an overinflated ego wrapped in designer clothing.

      “Jerry, sit down and calm down,” I mutter, the constant movement making me slightly dizzy. To the world, he may be Rudeboss, an Afrobeats sensation, big, buff, and impossibly handsome, but to me, he’s Jerry Chime. A kid I found two years ago working in a mechanic shop, covered in grease, humming a melody that turned into a gold record.

      He might be huffing and puffing now, throwing his weight around, but I remember when he used to slide under beat-up cars, fixing engines. He needs to remember that too.

      “Do those people know who I am?” he fumes, voice sharp with entitlement. “How dare they not book me a hotel for this shoot? I’m Rudeboss, for God’s sake! Number one on all the Afrobeats charts for six weeks straight. And they expect me to handle my own accommodation? Nah, I’m not doing it!”

      I suppress an eye roll. “Jerry, think about this logically. All you have to do is travel to Onitsha, pose for some pictures for Boozer Breweries, and boom, you’re their brand ambassador. Fifty million Naira, just like that. Are you really willing to walk away over a hotel room? I can book it myself if that’s the issue.”

      He huffs, crossing his arms like a petulant child. “Nah, man, it’s the disrespect for me. They wouldn’t do this to Davido or Burna Boy!”

      I bite back the urge to remind him that he is not Davido or Burna Boy. Not yet.

      What is it with this new generation of celebrities? A little fame, a little money, and suddenly, they think they’re gods.

      “You need to accept this deal before they lose patience and offer it to someone else,” I say evenly. “The deadline is tonight. You have until 10 p.m. to decide.”

      I glance at my watch, and my stomach sinks. 8:15 p.m.

      Damn.

      I already texted my wife to let her know I’d be late, but this is our anniversary. I don’t want to miss it entirely. I have something special planned; a gift I can’t wait to give her. I want to be with her. Hold her. Kiss her. Remind her that she is, and always will be, my choice, every single day.

      My jaw tightens as I turn back to the 23-year-old superstar in front of me. He’s decked out in tattoos, short dreadlocks, and a sleeveless half-top paired with tattered jeans, fashionable, apparently, though to me, he just looks homeless.

      “You only have one major endorsement right now,” I remind him, keeping my voice controlled. “Adding this to your portfolio increases your visibility. It makes you richer. All you have to do is show up, take pictures, and be done with it. Can’t you let the hotel thing go?”

      “But did you even try negotiating it?”

      I clench my teeth. I am a damn good manager. I always fight for my clients. Sometimes at the expense of my own personal life. Case in point: I’m here, dealing with this, when I should be at home celebrating with my wife.

      Since I started Starz Management Agency ten years ago, I’ve built a solid clientele comprising musicians, athletes, actors, authors, even content creators. Rudeboss isn’t even my biggest star. I manage Sweet Tea, the soul music queen; Muppa, a rapper with multiple platinum records; and Bimbo Adedoyin, Lucy Ike, Kehinde Martins, and Uwa Edo, all A-list actors.

      This business is my life. It pays well. But right now, all I want is to be home.

      “Jerry, come on,” I exhale. “You know I always fight for you. Boozer Breweries isn’t budging. They see it as an insult to provide a hotel when they’re already paying you millions. And honestly, I don’t blame them. What if they book a hotel you don’t like? Then that’s another problem. Just be professional, show up, do the damn shoot, and collect your bag. Shikena!”

      My voice is rough now, my frustration bubbling to the surface.

      Jerry hesitates, runs a hand through his dreads, and sighs. “Let me call my mum and ask what she thinks.”

      I let out a breath. Good. Jerry’s mother is practical. She’s the main beneficiary of his wealth, and she won’t let him throw away fifty million over something this stupid.

      “Go ahead,” I say, leaning back in my chair.

      I watch as he steps out, already pressing his phone to his ear. As soon as the door swings shut behind him, I grunt under my breath. Good luck, Ronke. My poor receptionist will have to listen to him whine.

      I glance at the clock. 8:18 p.m.

      Damn it.

      I pick up my phone, staring at the screen, debating whether to call Iriah and tell her I’m still stuck at work.

      Fear knots my stomach, my thumb hovering over the dial button. I hate this feeling, the anxious churn in my gut, the weight of guilt pressing down on my chest. This isn’t the first time I’ve been late for an event we planned together, not the first time I’ve been stuck at work when I should have been right by her side.

      It’s happened too many times before. And too many times, she’s voiced her anger, her disappointment. I can still hear her words from the last argument, her frustration laced with hurt.

      “Udoka, I need you to be present. Not just as my husband, but as my partner.”

      I had no response that night, just like I have no response now.

      Because what else can I do? My job is unpredictable. Some days, it’s smooth sailing. Other days, I’m managing crises that spring up out of nowhere. Sometimes, I have to broker last-minute multi-million Naira deals that I can’t afford to pass up.

      I didn’t marry just any woman. I married an heiress. A woman who has everything at her fingertips, who was born into a life most people can only dream of. She has the world in the palm of her hand. What can I possibly give her that she doesn’t already have?

      The only thing I can offer is my hard work, my commitment to never depending on her family’s wealth, to making sure our future children grow up knowing that their father built something of his own for them.

      So yes, I work a lot. And yes, I’ve missed family events. But I don’t see another choice.

      I unlock my phone again, staring at the screen, debating my next move. I should call her. Apologise. Tell her I love her. Reassure her that I’ll be home soon. That these past two years with her have been the happiest of my life.

      I exhale slowly, pressing my eyes shut for a brief moment. Then, like a coward, I chicken out.

      Instead of dialling, I tap my fingers across the screen and send another text.

      Hearing the disappointment in her voice would crush me. It’s easier this way, to delay the conversation until I see her in person. Then I’ll wrap my arms around her, kiss her lips until her anger melts away, and remind her how much she means to me.

      Tonight, we’ll eat together, make love, talk about our journey so far, and plan for the future, including the child we both long for. A small smile tugs at my lips.

      After months of uncertainty, we finally have good news. Our visit to the fertility doctor was a success. Everything is fine. My swimmers are thriving for a thirty-five-year-old man, and at thirty-three, Iriah is in perfect reproductive health. There’s nothing stopping us from trying for another year. By God’s grace, we should be expecting soon.

      Maybe tonight will be the night.

      A knock on the door pulls me back to reality.

      “Come in,” I say.

      Jerry walks in, his body language stiff, his expression reluctant. I already know what this means. His mother has talked some sense into him before he got here.

      “Okay, I’ll sign the deal,” he mutters, slumping into the chair across from me. “I just hope next time, they remember I’m the number one Afrobeats musician and treat me with respect.”

      I nod, uninterested in his dramatics. “That’s a brilliant decision, Jerry. I’m happy you’re doing this.”

      He doesn’t respond, just snatches the file from my desk and flips through it with a bored expression. As he signs his name across the pages, I suppress a victorious smile.

      In a few weeks, my account will see a ten-million Naira boost for brokering this deal.

      I love this job.

      A short while later, I’m driving into our estate in Asokoro, one of the most affluent areas in Abuja.

      As I pull into the compound of the six-bedroom mansion gifted to my wife by her father, an uncomfortable knot tightens in my stomach.

      It’s a breathtaking house showcasing a European-inspired architecture, towering glass windows, gable roofing, and high-end finishes. The estate is lined with identical luxury homes, each boasting perfectly manicured lawns, interlocking driveways, and massive garages with automated doors. Only the wealthiest Nigerians live here.

      But I don’t belong. I’m just a hardworking man making enough to live comfortably in a country with relentless inflation. The only reason I live in this kind of luxury is because of my wife’s family, and their insistence that we accept their generosity.

      “How can you want to live anywhere else? This is paid in full. A perfect home to start your family.”

      Irah’s mother had said it so matter-of-factly, as if she couldn’t comprehend why I’d rather build a life in a home I could afford myself.

      Her father? His words had been even sharper, spoken in that calm, detached manner of his.

      “Get used to it, Udoka. You’re marrying my only child. My daughter. My princess. She will continue a life of luxury. With or without you.”

      I still remember standing on the deck of their yacht, watching the waves ripple beneath us, feeling like I was being backed into a corner.

      I’d fought for my independence, for the right to buy a home with my wife. But they made it clear. Iriah would never live in anything less than the best. My dream of moving her into a house I purchased in Garki was just that—a dream.

      Because as far as her parents were concerned, their daughter belonged here, in a gated estate with round-the-clock security, not in a modest four-bedroom duplex in a part of town they deemed “unfit.”

      As I press the fob in my hand, the metal garage door slides open, revealing my designated parking spot between Iriah’s G-wagon and Lamborghini. I steer my Mercedes S-Class inside, the soft purr of the engine barely audible in the vast space.

      For the hundredth time, I remind myself that I gave in. I stopped fighting. I never told Iriah the full story, how her parents had practically kidnapped me, dragged me onto their yacht, and subtly threatened me until I accepted this house as a gift. It wasn’t a suggestion; it was a command wrapped in feigned generosity. I remember her father’s cold, even voice, the way he barely looked at me as he declared, “This is where my daughter will live. Take it or leave her.”

      So I took it.

      But I don’t dwell on that now. I shake off the memory and jump out of the car, eager to see my wife. To kiss her. To celebrate our two years together.

      A brisk walk across the paved pathway brings me to the front door, which I push open without hesitation.

      I’m home.

      The house might have been forced upon me, but it’s what we built inside it that matters. I remind myself of that every time the resentment creeps in. This place is more than just bricks, marble, and glass. It’s the space where Iriah and I made love on the kitchen floor after too much wine, where we slow-danced to highlife music in the sitting room, where we set up our Christmas tree two years in a row, where we hosted intimate dinner parties with our closest friends.

      It’s just a house. We made it a home.

      And tonight, I can’t wait to show her how much I love her. To prove that I’ve been listening. She’s always asking me to work less, to be more present. Tonight, I finally have something to give her, a surprise that will show her I’m making an effort. She’ll be thrilled. I just know it.

      “Babe, I’m home!” I call out as I step inside.

      Silence.

      A heavy, unnatural silence.

      My brows furrow. That’s strange. I know Iriah took today off from her job at the architectural firm where she’s a junior partner. Not because she needs the money—her trust fund guarantees she’ll never have to work a day in her life—but because she loves what she does.

      I expect to find her in the kitchen dancing to old-school R&B, or maybe perched on the stairs in one of her lacy lingerie sets like she did last year on our first anniversary.

      But there’s nothing.

      No music. No movement. No scent of food in the air.

      Just silence.

      An uneasy feeling coils in my gut as I quicken my pace toward the sitting room. Empty.

      I move to the dining room, and my breath catches in my throat.

      It’s chaos.

      Shattered glass litters the floor, along with broken candles, overturned plates, and splatters of food and spilled wine. The scene looks like a tornado ripped through here, destroying everything in its wake.

      My pulse skyrockets.

      What the hell happened?

      Was there a break-in? An attack?

      Did someone hurt Iriah? Was she abducted?

      Panic grips me as I bolt up the curved stairwell, my heart hammering like a train run amok. I brace myself for more destruction as I push open our bedroom door…

      And freeze.

      Rose petals.

      They’re scattered across the floor like fallen leaves after a storm. The air smells faintly of her perfume, the vanilla and jasmine fragrance she always wears.

      But my eyes snap to the open wardrobe. The space where she keeps her favourite clothes. The custom-made designer pieces she doesn’t store in her dedicated walk-in closet is half-empty. Her Louis Vuitton suitcase is gone. Her clothes are gone.

      I take a shaky step forward, confusion making my head spin.

      Then I see it. A note on the bedside table.

      With feet that feel like lead, I move toward it, my fingers trembling as I pick it up.

      
        
        I’ve tried my best, Udoka. I’m done.

        Iriah

      

      

      A sharp, searing pain explodes in my chest. I squeeze the note in my fist, my body breaking out in a cold sweat. My throat tightens as the realisation slams into me.

      No, she wasn’t attacked. She left me. On our anniversary night.

      She destroyed the romantic setup she had planned, trashed the dining room, and walked out.

      A ragged breath shudders through me as I scrub a hand down my face, my mind racing.

      This is my fault. I should have been home earlier. I should have made her a priority tonight. Instead, I let work come first. Again. Now, she’s gone.

      In a frenzy, I grab my phone and dial her number.

      Straight to voicemail.

      I try again.

      Voicemail.

      My pulse pounds in my ears as I dial Anuli, her best friend.

      The phone rings. I release a breath of relief when she picks up.

      “Where is she? Where’s my wife?” I demand, skipping any pleasantries.

      Anuli exhales heavily. “Udoka … she’s really, really pissed. It’s bad.”

      I swallow hard. “I know. I was working … I⁠—”

      “No excuses, Udoka. It’s your anniversary. You should have been home.”

      I clench my jaw. “I know.”

      She sighs. “I’ve never seen her like this before. She wasn’t even angry when I picked her up. Just … detached. Over it.” A pause. “You need to fix this. Fast. Before it’s too late.”

      A lump lodges in my throat. “Is she with you now?”

      No response.

      I don’t care. With not a single moment to spare, I wade into the silence. “I’m coming over to your place. I need to speak to her now.”

      “No point, Udoka. She went home to her parents.”

      My stomach drops.

      Iriah’s back in her family home. A terrible sign.

      Iriah’s father will welcome her back with open arms and take this as the perfect opportunity to rip our marriage apart. For five years, three of dating, two of marriage, he’s never hidden his disapproval of me.

      Not rich enough. Not submissive enough. Too proud to accept their constant financial handouts.

      He wanted her with someone like her ex, a billionaire heir. Or at the very least, a man who would be so grateful to have her that he’d have no say in their life together.

      I’m neither. And now, she’s run back to him.

      I stare down at the note again; the words burning into my brain. I’m done.

      “No!” The word rips from my throat as I crush the paper, then tear it into shreds.

      I refuse to let this be the end. No way. Iriah is the love of my life. I can’t let her go.

      I don’t care if her father sends his security team to block my way, uses the entire police force to keep me away, shoots me in the damn chest to stop me cold. I’m getting my wife back.
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      Iriah

      
        
        You can’t force someone to care.

        You can only sit and watch as they slowly stop—unknown

      

      

      

      Tears blur my vision as I toss my suitcase onto the bed and unzip it. My bed. Strange how I still think of it that way, even though I’ve not slept in here for several years. But right now, there’s comfort in remembering that this was once my space, the room where I felt safe, the place filled with childhood memories.

      My throat tightens. I have beautiful memories in the bed I share with my husband too. The same one I woke up in this morning, my heart brimming with excitement as he kissed me and whispered, Happy anniversary, my love.

      I’d giggled, wrapping my arms around his neck, savouring the warmth of his lips against mine.

      “I’m so grateful to God I met you, Iriah. You make my life complete.”

      His words had melted me. And aroused me.

      They echoed my own thoughts, the gratitude I felt that we were in the same place at the same time five years ago, on that chaotic morning in the elevator at Raki Multi-complex, Area Ten, Garki. A day I’ll never forget.

      I remember stepping in, hurriedly pressing the button for the tenth floor, already late for my meeting, muttering under my breath about the maddening traffic along Shehu Shagari Way. I adjusted the strap of my bag and straightened my blouse just as the doors began to close. And then, a large hand darted in, forcing them open again.

      A man stepped inside. Tall. Broad-shouldered. Sharp navy-blue suit that fits him too well. He looked like he belonged on the cover of Forbes Africa.

      “Thanks,” he said, nodding as he pressed the button for the twelfth floor.

      “No problem,” I murmured, barely glancing up as I checked the time on my phone.

      The elevator vibrated as it began its ascent. And then—boom! A violent lurch. A sudden stop. The lights flickered before everything went still.

      “Oh no,” I muttered, jabbing the button again. Nothing.

      The man beside me exhaled, rolling his shoulders like this wasn’t his first time dealing with an elevator malfunction.

      “Great,” he muttered. “Just what I needed today.”

      “Same,” I sighed, pressing the emergency button. A robotic voice crackled to life, assuring us that help was on the way.

      “Any idea how long this could take?” I asked, glancing at him.

      “Could be five minutes. Could be an hour,” he said, leaning against the wall, completely unfazed. “Depends on how much the universe wants to test our patience today. NEPA and power outages courtesy of our country, Naija.”

      I ran a hand over my hair extensions. “Fantastic.”

      A silence stretched between us, thick with unspoken observations. Giving him a side-eye perusal, I fought the urge to really look at him. God … So hot. My spec. Dark brown skin. Closely cropped hair, a shadow beard and ruggedly handsome face. Polished, yet rough around the edges. And his cologne—woodsy, masculine, intoxicating.

      “You look like you have somewhere important to be,” he noted.

      I turned to him, raising a brow, feigning nonchalance even as my pulse betrayed me. “And you don’t?”

      He smirked. “Not really. Just a client meeting. But they won’t start without me. You?”

      “An architecture firm meeting,” I admitted. “And I don’t think they’ll be as patient.”

      “Ah, an architect,” he mused. “Explains the classy-but-functional outfit.”

      I glanced down at myself, amused. “Are you analysing my fashion choices?”

      “A little,” he admitted, tilting his head. “It’s what I do.”

      “Fashion?”

      “Talent management. Image matters.”

      “Ah.” I tapped my fingers against my arm. “So, do I pass the test?”

      He chuckled, his deep voice filling the small space. “Definitely. You’ve got a very ‘I make power moves but don’t have time for nonsense’ vibe.”

      I laughed. “That’s oddly accurate.”

      “And me? What’s my vibe?” he challenged, amusement dancing in his dark eyes.

      I pretended to assess him. “Let’s see … Navy suit, but no tie. Expensive, understated watch. Good shoes. You want to look in control, but not like you’re trying too hard. So … polished but approachable.”

      His brows lifted. “That’s scarily spot-on.”

      “I’m observant,” I shrugged.

      “Clearly.” He extended a hand. “Udoka.”

      “Iriah.” I shook his hand, his palm warm against mine. A spark shot up my arm.

      “Well, Iriah,” Udoka said, leaning back again. “Since we’re stuck here, we might as well make the most of it. Tell me. What’s your worst elevator experience before this?”

      I exhaled a laugh. “You assume I have one?”

      “Everyone has one.”

      “Fine. Once, I was trapped in an elevator with a guy breaking up with his girlfriend over the phone. She wasn’t taking it well.”

      Udoka winced. “Ouch. How long?”

      “Ten minutes.”

      “Brutal.”

      “What about you?”

      “Got stuck with a client after I accidentally sent a message about how insufferable he was … to him.”

      My jaw dropped. “No!”

      “Oh yes,” Udoka groaned. “Longest fifteen minutes of my life.”

      I was still laughing when the elevator jolted. The emergency light blinked, and then the doors slid open.

      “Well,” Udoka straightened. “Guess we’re free.”

      I stepped out, a strange reluctance settling in my chest. “Good luck with your meeting.”

      “You too.” His hands slipped into his pockets. Then, with a smirk, he added, “Try not to analyse too many people’s outfits.”

      I rolled my eyes, but a smile tugged at my lips. I knew then that I wanted to see him again. Needed to see him again. So I hunted him down the next day. Found out he was the owner of Starz Talent Management on the twelfth floor. I may have chased him first, but I’m glad he didn’t resist my charms.

      Five years later, we’re supposed to be celebrating two years of marriage. But here I am in my family home, trying to be as far away from him as possible.

      How could things change so dramatically? Only this morning, I’d pulled him closer as we lay in bed, kissing him with ardour, pouring my emotions into our kiss, letting my hands roam his body, trying to show him how much he meant to me. We made love. Quick and intense, a joining of our bodies that left me sated, energised, hopeful.

      Hopeful enough that I even considered…

      I wipe the tears trailing down my cheeks as I pull out my pink Karen Millen pantsuit and jacket.

      Without my usual care, I hang them in the wardrobe, shaking my head.

      Thank God I didn’t change my mind. Thank God.

      I press my lips together, suppressing another fresh wave of tears as I pick up another clothing item.

      How did our life, so full of love and promise, spiral into such a mess?

      A knock at the door jolts me. I freeze, still holding my red Givenchy gown.

      My parents weren’t home when I arrived, and I’d hoped they wouldn’t return until I’d finished unpacking. Until I’d had time to breathe.

      I’m not ready for questions about my failing marriage. Least of all from my father.

      “Who is it?” I ask, my voice barely steady.

      “Your mum. Can I come in?”

      I exhale, wiping my eyes quickly with a tissue. “Yes, Mum.”

      At least it’s not my dad. I can survive a conversation with her.

      She walks in, adorned in a purple and black lace damask outfit, her gele regal as ever.

      “Your father and I just got back from a wedding. Angelina told us you’re home,” she says, stepping closer.

      “Yes, Mum,” I murmur, glad that my parents’ live-in housekeeper broke the news of my return first. A surprise, Mum and Dad, I’m home, instead of celebrating my anniversary with my husband would’ve been a lot more difficult for me. “I just … need to stay here for a while. Is that okay?”

      She settles on my bed, eyes drifting to my open suitcase before resting on me.

      “This is your home,” she says softly.

      I nod. “Thank you.”

      “Is everything okay with Udoka?” Her voice is gentle, hesitant.

      I shake my head, emotions choking me.

      “Mum, please, I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Come on! You can tell me anything. I’m your mother.”

      I shake my head again, more firmly this time. “So that you can tell me, ‘I told you so’?”

      Her expression softens, and she sighs. “No. Because I care.”

      A huff escapes my lips. “It’s not lost on me that you and Daddy prefer me to be with someone else.”

      She hesitates, just for a second, then shrugs. “Well … your father and I are right. You need to be with someone who is like you … someone who can maintain or at least appreciate the lifestyle you’re used to.”

      “Stop with that classist nonsense, Mum. I don’t buy into it. I’m happy with my choice of a life partner.”

      She tilts her head slightly, studying me. “So why are you here?”

      Pain slices into my chest. Her question is valid. But also hurtful. I’ve wondered the same thing myself.

      Our fights always circle back to money. My carefree spending clashes with his cautious approach to finances. He’s an investor; I’m a spender. He believes in moderation, while I believe in enjoying life to the fullest. He sees my family’s lavish gifts as unnecessary indulgences, while I accept them without a second thought.

      Last year, my father and I travelled to Los Angeles on a private jet simply to visit a family friend whose daughter had just had a baby. Udoka turned down the invitation, choosing instead to take a commercial flight. He argued that using a private jet for such a short trip was a waste of resources. Some reduce-global-warming-and-save-the-planet bullshit.

      I didn’t get his point. After all, he was still on a plane, still consuming fuel, but his convictions were so strong that I let it go. It wasn’t worth another fight.

      His background is so different from mine. The things I take for granted are foreign to him. Can we really survive the vast differences in the way we view money?

      I sigh. “Mum … I came here to relax, not to get more grief from you. Abeg, can I have some peace?”

      She studies me for a moment, then nods. “Okay, we’ll talk later. Your dad is quite upset about you being here. He’s thinking the worst. That your husband has been physically abusive to you. He sent me here to confirm it isn’t the case. Is it?”

      “No!” I exclaim, shocked by the assumption. “How can you even think that? Udoka is the most peaceful person ever. He doesn’t have a violent bone in his body.”

      “Good to hear. Please come downstairs and reassure your dad that you’re not a battered wife as soon as you can.”

      I nod, picking a dress from my suitcase and sliding it onto a hanger. “Okay. I’ll be down once I’ve had a shower.”

      Mum rises to her feet, smoothing a palm down her gown. She gives me a once-over and smiles. “You’ll be okay, Iriah. No matter what, we’ll support your decisions about your marriage. Just know that.”

      A knot forms in my throat, and I have to swallow hard to find my voice. “Thanks, Mum.”

      When she leaves, I finish unpacking, take a quick shower, and slip into a colourful silk kaftan. I wrap my shoulder-length curly extensions into a satin scarf for protection before stepping onto the balcony.

      The night air is cool, carrying the faint scent of impending rain. I settle into one of the rattan seats, staring into the darkness. The sprawling estate, the meticulously landscaped gardens, the sleek cars parked in the driveway … it all looks like a painting of affluence.

      Yet, despite all this wealth at my disposal, I feel empty. Poor.

      I sniffle, fighting a fresh wave of tears as I reach for my phone. Missed calls from Udoka flash on the screen. I ignore them. Speaking to him now would only weaken my resolve, make me want to go back home to him. But I need time away. Time to think about the future of our relationship.

      A missed call from Anuli catches my eye, and I redial.

      “Hey, babe,” she greets, her voice warm. “How are you feeling?”

      I sigh. “Defeated.” It’s the only word that comes to mind. I’ve lost all the fight in me. Repeatedly asking my husband to prioritise our relationship over his work, even on a special day like today, has drained me.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry, sis. I feel terrible that things are getting worse between you and Udoka. He called me to find out if you were with m⁠—”

      I sit up, alarmed. “He called? What did you say?”

      Anuli hesitates. “I had to tell him where you were. He was going to drive all the way to my place to check.”

      “Why, Anuli?” My voice rises. “I don’t want to see him now … not today⁠—”

      Too late.

      The unmistakable sound of tires grinding against pavement reaches my ears. A car approaches the front gate. I don’t need to see it to know that it’s Udoka’s Mercedes. I recognise the hum of his engine, the way the car moves.

      “Please forgive me, Iriah,” Anuli murmurs. “But he sounded so broken. I didn’t know what else to do.”

      Her voice fades as my heartbeat drowns out everything else. Udoka is here.

      Seconds later, the car comes to a halt. The engine turns off.

      “Iriah? Are you still there?”

      I clear my throat. “I’ll call you back later,” I whisper, ending the call.

      I remain motionless, breath trapped in my chest.

      The doorbell rings.

      Our chief security officer, Mr. Eket, a slender man in his forties, dashes to the front door. He opens it with a welcoming smile, greeting Udoka, who reciprocates. They exchange a few words, a brief moment of warmth between two men who respect each other.

      Then, mayhem.

      My father storms out of the house.

      “Go back where you came from!” he barks, his voice gruff. “My daughter doesn’t want to see you.”

      Udoka’s jaw tightens. “You can’t stop me from seeing my wife,” he says, his voice steady. “No matter what you people tried to do to keep us apart, she chose me.”

      “And now she’s regretting that decision!” my father snaps. “How dare you come here uninvited?”

      “As long as Iriah is in there,” Udoka points to the front door, “I’m right where I need to be.”

      “Get out! Get out now!” My father turns to Mr. Eket. “Ensure this man never steps foot in this house again, or I’ll fire you.”

      Mr. Eket hesitates but moves to block Udoka’s path.

      Udoka steps back, eyes flashing. “I’m not going anywhere until I talk to my wife.”

      “Are you crazy?” My father pulls out his phone. “I’ll call the police right now. Let’s see if you don’t end up in jail.”

      “Do what you must, sir. But I’m not leaving.”

      My father’s patience snaps. His muscles tense, and before I can process what’s happening, he lunges⁠—

      “Daddy, stop!”

      My voice cuts through the chaos, sharp and urgent.

      My father freezes, his fist raised mid-strike.

      Everyone looks up.

      I’m standing on the balcony, gripping the floor-to-ceiling rails.

      “This isn’t about any of you!” My voice shakes, but I force myself to hold their gazes. “It’s about me. And I’ll come down to speak to my husband.”

      A heavy silence blankets the night. My father’s jaw clenches. My mother steps onto the porch, watching me with quiet concern. Mr. Eket takes a cautious step back.

      Udoka exhales slowly, his eyes locking onto mine.

      I turn and walk back into my room, my heart pounding as I drag the sliding door back close with such force I’m surprised the glass doesn’t shatter.

      This conversation is long overdue. And it will change everything. Because this time, I have to think about myself. Not my father. Not my mother. And not my husband.
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      Udoka

      
        
        Apologies aren’t meant to change the past,

        they are meant to change the future—Kevin Hancock

      

      

      

      Seeing Iriah’s face as she walks out of the front door to meet me breaks my heart. It’s clear that she’s been crying. That I’ve made her cry. Her beautiful almond eyes, usually warm and filled with light, are red and puffy. Her face is swollen from tears.

      Even with all of that, she’s still breathtaking. The most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen. Her tall, dark brown, and curvy figure moves with such fluid grace that it takes my breath away. In the dim porch light, I can only make out the soft oval of her face, her adorable button nose, and those full, luscious lips—lips I’ve kissed a thousand times, lips that once curved into a smile only for me, a memory still sweet and vivid.

      The first time I saw her, five years ago, she mesmerised me. I walked into an elevator and there she was … Breathtaking. The instant I caught a glimpse of her, every nerve in my body jolted into a state of heightened awareness.

      Thanks to the gods of good fortune, the elevator suddenly malfunctioned, trapping me and her inside, giving me the unexpected pleasure of her presence.

      She was wearing a sleek, perfectly tailored pantsuit, the deep navy fabric hugging her curves in a way that made it impossible to look away. The fragrance of her perfume, light and floral with an underlying warmth, made my head spin. Her wrist flicked as she checked the time on a gold watch that probably cost more than my entire monthly paycheck at the time. And then, there was the Birkin bag casually hanging from her arm, an unmistakable sign of her wealth and status.

      I knew right then and there that she was out of my league. A woman like her had her pick of men. Celebs, politicians, athletes … men with wealth and power that I couldn’t compete with. I told myself to walk away. There was no point in getting my heart broken over someone who wouldn’t even see me as an option.

      But she did see me.

      The next day, she approached me. Bold and confident, she asked me out on a date before I even had the courage to speak to her. And of course, I said yes.

      Even now, I still don’t understand why she chose me. How she could have fallen in love with me despite all the odds stacked against us? And how, after everything, I managed to fumble so badly that I’m standing in the compound of her parents’ house like a fool, begging her to listen to me.

      How could I lose her?

      I swallow hard, my heart thudding violently against my chest. Today should have been a celebration, a night of good food, drinks, laughter, and love. We should be curled up in bed together, reminiscing about our years as a couple. I should be holding her close, whispering how much she means to me.

      Instead, I’m here.

      And it’s all my fault.

      I should have been home on time. I should have postponed that meeting. I should have done everything I could to show her how much I love her. Because I do. With every fibre of my being.

      Iriah stops a few feet in front of me, then glances back to where her parents are standing at the entrance of the house. “I’d like some privacy,” she says, her voice calm but firm.

      Her father clenches his jaw, a flicker of reluctance crossing his face. “Are you sure? I don’t want you alone with him.”

      “Daddy, please stop.” Iriah sighs, her voice laced with exhaustion. “You know I’m fine.”

      He hesitates, but after a few tense seconds, he nods and places a protective hand on his wife’s arm, nudging her away. “Your mum and I are inside if you need us,” he says, throwing me a warning glance before turning away. “Don’t stay out here too long.”

      I hold my breath as I watch them retreat, only exhaling when the door clicks shut behind them. Then, I turn back to my wife. And the look in her eyes guts me.

      There’s so much hurt there, so much disappointment, that I feel it like a physical wound.

      “Iriah…” I begin, my voice hoarse, but she shakes her head.

      “Let’s go to the back porch,” she says quietly, glancing toward the security officer stationed by the gate. “I don’t want anyone overhearing this.”

      I nod, pressing my lips together as I follow her around the side of the massive estate.

      Her parents’ home is like something out of a movie. It’s elegant, sprawling, and modern. A clear testament to their wealth. The security here is top-notch, with guards stationed at multiple points around the property. Even the glass doors of the patio are bulletproof. I remember the first time Iriah told me that. I had been both shocked and impressed.

      But right now, none of that matters. What matters is the woman walking beside me. And the fact that I can feel her slipping away.

      There’s a detached air about her that terrifies me. She seems … resigned. As if she’s already made up her mind.

      Iriah is usually fiery. When she’s upset, she lets it all out. Sharp words, flaring nostrils, hands moving in quick, expressive gestures. But when it’s over, it’s over. She doesn’t hold grudges. She doesn’t play games.

      Right now, though, she’s silent. And that silence is more terrifying than any argument we’ve ever had.

      The patio door slides open, and we step inside. The sensor lights flicker on, casting a soft glow over the semi-circular space. There are three recliner chairs, a marble table, and potted plants placed neatly around the area.

      Iriah sinks into one of the chairs. I take the seat across from her, my hands balled into fists on my lap.

      More silence. The knot in my stomach tightens. She’s staring at me, her expression unreadable.

      Usually, after a fight, I know what to do. She yells, I apologise, we talk it through, and eventually, we find our way back to each other.

      But this? This is different.

      Her stony silence is more unnerving than any shouting match we’ve ever had. She fixes her gaze on me, eyes dark with something I can’t name. Not anger. Not sadness. Something worse.

      I clear my throat, suddenly aware of how dry it feels. “Iriah, I’m so sorry for…” I exhale sharply, dragging a hand down my face as if I can scrub away my own guilt. “I should have been home to celebrate our wedding anniversary. I apologise.”

      She sighs. A long, heavy exhale that sounds far too final. “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      “Your apology is accepted.”

      Relief flutters in my chest for half a second before she delivers the next blow.

      “But I’m not coming home.”

      My stomach drops. “No?”

      She shrugs, her expression resigned. Then she turns away, arms folding over her chest like she’s shielding herself from me. “This isn’t the first time, Udoka. It’s not even the second. Or the third. Or the fourth.”

      A cold, creeping sensation slithers through my veins. Something about her tone tells me this conversation isn’t just another fight. This isn’t something I can smooth over with flowers or whispered apologies.

      She’s decided. Without me.

      “Do you know how many times I’ve expected you to be somewhere, waited for you, only for you to show up late or not at all?”

      I don’t answer. Because I can’t. I don’t know the number. But she does.

      “This makes it the thirteenth time. Minus the three times in the last month we argued about.”

      Thirteen. And more? Damn it! I’ve really messed up.

      She turns back to me, her gaze unwavering. And then she counts, one by one, each instance I’ve let her down.

      “My last birthday. My mother’s sixtieth. My Uncle’s chieftaincy. I was supposed to introduce you to my extended family that day. Anuli’s surprise birthday party, the one I hosted. Our cake tasting for the wedding. Five of our pre-marriage counselling sessions. The wedding rehearsal. You came three hours late for that one. Your own birthday, when I flew in Fally Ipupa from Congo just to surprise you, and you showed up over an hour late.” She pauses, her voice flat. “And now, our wedding anniversary.”

      Each memory is a knife to my gut.

      Iriah isn’t one to hold grudges. If she remembers every single instance, it means I’ve hurt her too deeply for time to erase it.

      “Iriah…” My voice cracks. “I don’t know what to say.”

      She lifts her shoulders in a slow, helpless shrug. “You’ve said it already. Every time you chose work over me. Every time you prioritised your clients above your wife. And every time, I forgave you.”

      I brace myself for what’s coming.

      “But I won’t do this anymore.”

      Panic claws at my chest. “Iriah, please⁠—”

      She holds up a hand, stopping me cold.

      “No, Udoka. You need to hear this. I forgive you. I always do. But I won’t stay in this endless loop of apologies, broken promises, and the same disappointment over and over again.”

      “No, Iriah. I swear I’ll never⁠—”

      “Never?” Her lips twist. “That’s exactly what you said last time.”

      She looks down at her lap, fingers trembling as she smooths the silky fabric of her gown. It’s the only sign that she’s barely holding it together. And for a fleeting moment, I wish she would scream at me, curse me out, hit me. Anything but this calm, empty resignation.

      Her voice is quieter now, fragile like a thread stretched too thin. “This morning, I made a plan to make today special. I sent the housekeeper and my assistant home so I could cook your favourite meals. I decorated the dining room. I wanted us to celebrate two years of marriage together.”

      Her voice wavers, but she lifts her chin, steadying herself. “But you didn’t even think about me.”

      “I did.” I reach into my pocket, pulling out the folded paper. “I did, Iriah. I bought us a ticket for a Mediterranean cruise. A full week. Just us. No work. No clients. Just time together.”

      She takes the paper, unfolds it, scans the words.

      Then, silently, she hands it back. I don’t take it, so she lets it fall beside me.

      “I needed you today,” she whispers. “And you let me down.” Her lips quiver. “Just like all the other times. Do you think a one-week vacation will erase all of this?”

      “No, I⁠—”

      She shakes her head. “You’re trying to fix a broken leg with a band-aid, Udoka.”

      I open my mouth to argue, but she keeps going.

      “You keep thinking big gestures will make up for the small ways you hurt me. But I never wanted grand vacations or luxury gifts. I just wanted you.”

      Her words land like a punch to the chest.

      “I’m trying, Iriah. I cancelled everything for this trip. I wanted⁠—”

      “Oh, thank you,” she cuts in, voice dripping with sarcasm. “Thank you for finally finding me worthy of your time.”

      “Stop.”

      “Stop what?” She lets out a hollow laugh. “Do you even hear yourself? If I was important, you would have been here tonight. But you weren’t. Because, once again, something else mattered more.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Yes, it is.” She stands abruptly, and my heart lurches. “I can’t keep begging my own husband to be present in our marriage.”

      I stand too, hands clenched. “I’m not asking you to beg. I just want you to understand.”

      “Understand what?” She laughs, but there’s no humour in it. “That you’d rather be at work than with your wife on your wedding anniversary?”

      “No! That I’d rather not be a kept husband!” My voice rises before I can stop it. “That I’d rather work hard and provide for my family instead of leeching off you!”

      She flinches. A sharp inhale, like I just slapped her. And immediately, I know I’ve made everything worse.

      Her voice is barely above a whisper. “So we’re back to that?” Her eyes shine with unshed tears. “We’re back to me being the rich wife and you being the man whose ego can’t handle it?”

      “No, I—” I exhale sharply. “I just wanted to secure that deal, Iriah. It was worth millions. I didn’t want to hurt you, but I needed to sign it.”

      She closes her eyes, and when she opens them, something in her gaze has dimmed.

      “Well, congratulations, Udoka.” She lifts her chin. “I have my own deal to sign. And it’s the termination of this rollercoaster. I’m getting off.”

      I stare at her, stunned. “What…?”

      “I’m done.”

      She turns away, but I move faster, catching her wrist, pulling her into my arms.

      For a moment, she lets me. Her body melts into mine, and I clutch her, breathing her in, feeling the wet warmth of her tears soaking my shirt.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “God, I’m sorry.”

      She sobs against my chest, and I squeeze my eyes shut, hating myself. Hating that I keep doing this to her. That I let work blind me to what really matters.

      Why the hell didn’t I push the deadline? Why didn’t I fight harder to be here tonight?

      What is wrong with me?

      She shifts, pulling away. The absence of her warmth is instant. Cold.

      “I have to go.” She wipes her face with the back of her hand. “Please let yourself out.”

      “Iriah—”

      “Go.” Her voice breaks.

      She turns and walks away. Fast. Almost running. Until she’s gone.

      I stand frozen, my ears buzzing, my chest tight.

      Have I really lost her? Is this really the end?

      A pair of approaching footsteps thud against the marble floor.

      “Oga, please … it’s time to leave.”

      Mr. Eket’s voice reaches me before I even see him.

      When I finally lift my gaze, the pity in his eyes unravels me. A sharp sting builds behind my eyelids, and before I can stop it, a single tear escapes down my cheek.

      I nod, swallowing hard. “I know.”

      Not wanting to force the kind man into the unpalatable task of throwing me out, I straighten my shoulders and walk out of the patio. Past the grand expanse of the driveway. Past the house that I visited with Iriah for an intimate party celebrating her mother’s 60th birthday just two weeks ago.

      Now, it feels like a graveyard.

      By the time I slide into my car, the weight pressing down on my chest is suffocating. I drive back home on autopilot, not registering the route, not registering the city lights blurring past my window. All I can think about is how much I’ve hurt my wife. How much I’ve destroyed the very foundation we built.

      The house feels lifeless when I step inside. Cold. Deserted.

      I want to sink to the floor, curl into myself like a forgotten cabbage wilting in the back of a fridge. But my chest is burning, my mind racing, and I know I can’t sit still.

      I find myself in the dining room. My breath catches at the sight. The aftermath of what was supposed to be our anniversary dinner. Broken chinaware and shattered glass litter the floor, jagged pieces glinting under the dim light. Champagne spills across the table, forming a pool that resembles an isolated lake surrounded by land. The food, the effort, the love, the time she put into making today special. Everything is wasted.

      A fresh wave of self-loathing clenches around my throat. How did I let this happen? How did I let myself get so consumed by work, so blinded by ambition, that I forgot to prioritise the one person who has always put me first?

      I stare at the broken candle. The one she lit for us. The flame is gone. Just like her.

      No. No way in hell will I let the flame of my marriage die like this.

      I inhale sharply, forcing my shaking hands into fists.

      First, I’ll clean this up. Then, I’ll pack an overnight bag. I can’t stay here. Not in this house that no longer feels like a home. Not with Iriah gone. And finally, I need space to think. To plan. To figure out how the hell I can fix the mess I’ve made.

      My four-bedroom duplex in Garki is still occupied by tenants. Their lease won’t be up for another eight months. I could get a hotel, but that feels … detached. Like I’m running away. Which I’m not. I want to do the exact opposite. Stay and fight.

      That leaves only one option. Going back to my family home. The thought sends a bitter taste crawling up my throat. Tucking my tail between my legs and returning to my parents’ house in Wuse at this age feels humiliating. But I don’t have a choice. Not tonight.

      I sigh, dragging a hand down my face.

      I’ll deal with the shame later. For now, I grab the broom and dustpan from the kitchen.

      One step at a time. First, I’ll clean. Then, I’ll leave. And then, I’ll figure out how to fight for my wife. Because losing her? That’s not an option.
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      Iriah

      
        
        A daughter may outgrow her father’s lap,

        but she will never outgrow his heart—unknown

      

      

      

      My father leans back against the dining room chair, his gaze fixed on me, dark and brooding.

      “You’re not eating,” he says.

      I look up from my plate of scrambled eggs and scones, forcing a smile. “I’m not hungry.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s been three days, Iriah. You mope around, cry, and now you’re starving yourself. I won’t allow it. Not under my watch.”

      I huff, lowering my fork. “Then I’ll leave.”

      The words slip out before I can stop them.

      We both know I won’t. I’m not strong enough to be alone right now. The weight of my decision is still suffocating me. Three days since my wedding anniversary. Three days since I decided my marriage was over.

      I’ve been walking around in a fog, my body moving, but my mind and heart stuck in the moment I realised there was nothing left to salvage.

      This isn’t just heartbreak—I’ve been there before, survived it. This is something heavier. The certainty that there’s no going back. That for the first time, the door has shut, and I have no desire to open it again.

      Udoka and I have argued before. More times than I can count. It was always me shouting and him retreating, muttering some response that only ignited my anger further. But no matter how bad it got, we always found our way back to each other.

      Not this time. This time, the thread snapped.

      All it took was a single text. That text from him that shouldn’t have surprised me, but did anyway. On our anniversary of all days. After all the effort I put into making the day special.

      He’s done it before—missed dates, cancelled plans, always putting his job first. But this time, something inside me cracked. Not because it happened, but because I expected it to. Because I had stopped believing he would choose me. And now, I have to choose myself.

      I tighten my grip around the fork, my appetite completely gone. “Dad, he’s my husband. My husband. Am I not allowed to grieve?”

      My father exhales slowly, bringing his coffee cup to his lips. He’s a man of physical discipline, his entire life curated for longevity. Personal trainer five times a week, a chef who prepares only Mediterranean meals, no smoking. At sixty-five, he looks like a man who has mastered control over everything in his life.

      Everything except me.

      His close-cropped hair is fully grey, but his beard remains black. Dyed, of course. I usually tease him about it.

      “What’s the point?” I’d asked once as he got ready for work. “Shouldn’t you either dye both or neither?”

      “Ask your mother,” he’d said simply, adjusting the cuffs of his shirt with an ease that impressed me. “She likes me this way.”

      I understood immediately. Their bond was strong, far deeper than I had ever fathomed. They were close, hardly ever fought. Yet, I knew they weren’t romantically involved, at least not in the conventional sense. They were best friends who had chosen each other, decided to marry, and built a life together. A deliberate, calculated choice.

      But marriage, as I had always understood it, wasn’t supposed to work like that. It wasn’t supposed to have space for others. And yet, my father had women. Many, from what I had gathered. My mother, on the other hand, had only one. A woman she was in love with.

      I had stumbled upon this truth by accident in my late teens. Before that, I had lived in blissful ignorance, convinced that the love and devotion between my parents was unshakable, rooted in fidelity and commitment. They had been my proof that true love existed. That soulmates weren’t just a myth.

      Then I met one of my father’s women. I had stood there, dumbfounded, watching the way she touched him, the ease with which she laughed at his jokes. The way he let her. It wasn’t the behaviour of a man who had merely strayed; it was the comfort of someone who had long abandoned the idea of guilt.

      Betrayed and sick to my stomach, I had rushed to my mother, ready to break her heart with the truth. I had expected devastation, anger, maybe even tears.

      Instead, she had only sighed. A quiet acknowledgement. No shock. No heartbreak. Just a calmness that unsettled me more than any outburst could have.

      “You knew?” I had whispered, my voice barely holding back my hurt.

      “Of course,” she had said.

      I had confronted my father next, furious and demanding to know how he could do this to the woman who loved him. How he could betray her trust so cruelly.

      Later that night, they had both sat me down, their expressions eerily composed.

      “You’re old enough to understand,” Mum had said softly, reaching for my hand. “I love your father very much. We love each other. But not in the … typical way.”

      Not in the typical way.

      I had stared at them, my mind rejecting the words even as they sank in.

      Nah.

      I was old enough to understand, alright. Old enough to know that I wanted none of that for myself. I wanted passion, desire, and a love that set my soul on fire. I wanted to marry a man who made my heart race at the mere thought of seeing him. A man who consumed my thoughts, who made me jealous just imagining him with someone else.

      A man like Udoka. I thought I’d found that kind of love with him.

      I swallow hard. “You may not understand, but I have a real marriage. A real relationship.”

      If my father catches the insult in my words, he doesn’t react. He leans forward instead, covering my hand with his. His touch is warm, steady. The kind of touch that has anchored me my entire life.

      “You’re my princess,” he says simply. “And I will destroy anything … or anyone … who makes you unhappy.”

      I roll my eyes, but my throat tightens. “Daddy, please. Stay out of this.”

      He shrugs. “Believe me, I’m trying. But my patience is wearing thin.”

      Suppressing a groan, I force myself to eat a bite of eggs, chewing without tasting.

      If my father could, he would give me the world. He would tear down mountains, burn entire cities, and destroy anything standing between me and safety. He would die for me without hesitation.

      It had always been that way. Since I was a little girl, I had known, felt deep in my bones, that as long as Daddy was there, nothing could touch me. Whatever chaos or calamity raged outside, it would never reach me. Not while he was breathing.

      At school, everyone understood this. The teachers, the headmistress, even the school board. I wasn’t just another student at my elite private primary school. No, I was the student. Chief Igoh Ozah’s only child. The daughter of a man whose wealth and influence stretched further than I could comprehend.

      Not a single hair on my head could be harmed. My father’s regular donations ensured that. They called them “gifts,” but even at six years old, I understood what they were—power. And that power trickled down to me in ways I didn’t fully grasp at first.

      I was untouchable. If I caused trouble, others paid the price. If I made a mistake, it was quietly corrected. When other students were punished, I was spared. It wasn’t just the teachers; even the principal himself handled me with the kind of careful reverence reserved for porcelain dolls.

      At first, it grated on my nerves. I wanted to be like everyone else. The other students also had rich parents. Some were even children of governors, ministers, or well-known pastors. But while they were forced to kneel on the floor with their hands raised as punishment, I never had to. The worst I ever got was a soft warning, spoken like a gentle reminder instead of discipline.

      I noticed this for the first time when I was just eight. It had been a harmless prank, or so I thought. I had placed a plastic snake beside Mrs. Adelaja’s desk before class, eager to see her reaction. The moment she spotted it, she let out a piercing shriek, jumping back so violently that she lost her balance and landed on the floor.

      The entire class erupted into laughter.

      Panicked, she had bolted toward the door, urging us to follow her, only to stop short when she realised none of us were running. We were still seated, giggling at her expense.

      Her face burned with humiliation as she turned back, her breaths uneven, her hands trembling as she picked up the plastic snake.

      “Who did this?” she asked.

      Several fingers pointed to me.

      She shook her head, her gaze locked onto mine. “Iriah Ozah!” she gasped, disbelief written across her face. “So, you did this?”

      I nodded, my cheeks hot with shame.

      The entire class fell silent, waiting for what would come next. A scolding. A punishment. Something. Instead, she simply inhaled deeply, steadied herself, and said, “Don’t do that again.” Then she turned to my classmates and punished them for laughing at her.

      It stunned me. I had expected to kneel, raise my hands, and endure the same ten-minute punishment as everyone else. Nope. Didn’t happen. I sat comfortably in my seat while the others suffered for my prank. That was the first time I truly understood the power my father wielded.

      At eight years old, I didn’t yet know the details, but I knew my father wasn’t like the others. He wasn’t just another wealthy politician, pastor, or celebrity. His money wasn’t new or stolen, the way some families whispered about corrupt government officials. My father’s wealth was old. Ancient. Generational. Rooted in the Bini Kingdom and traced back centuries, long before Nigeria itself even existed.

      It was the kind of wealth that had funded political parties, built empires, and shaped destinies.

      And it would never run out. My father and his five brothers had more money than they could ever spend in a lifetime. Even if they decided to do nothing, to sit back and let the world turn without lifting a finger, their wealth would still last for generations.

      It should have made me feel safe. Protected. But that feeling of security came at a cost.

      The realisation of just how valuable I was, how much of an asset I had been born as, came when I discovered, at fifteen years old after I snuck out for a party, that a small, traceable chip had been implanted in me when I was five.

      A security measure, my father had called it. A precaution.

      I had stood there in shock as he explained it to me like it was the most natural thing in the world. A tiny device, embedded beneath my skin, ensuring that no one could ever take me, that no harm could ever come to me.

      Not because I was Iriah. Not because I was a person with thoughts and dreams of my own. But because I was his child. The only link between Chief Igoh Ozah and the future.

      I was special. I was protected. And sometimes, that felt more like a cage than a blessing.

      I drop my fork with a sigh. “I need to figure this out on my own. Please, Daddy. Just once, butt out and let me handle my marriage myself.”

      The corner of his mouth twitches, amusement flickering in his eyes. “Am I interfering?”

      “Yes.”

      “The way you treat Udoka … you act like he doesn’t deserve me.”

      “He doesn’t.”

      I let out a frustrated laugh. “Has it ever occurred to you that maybe I’m the one who doesn’t deserve him?”

      “No.”

      I groan, pressing my palms to my face. “Back off. I mean it, Daddy. I’ll sort this out myself.”

      He shrugs. “As long as you’re happy, I’m happy. If he makes you sad, then we have a problem.”

      It should comfort me. It doesn’t. Because even if my father wasn’t standing in the way, I still don’t know if Udoka and I can fix this.

      Udoka saw me in a way no one else did. Being with him was easy. Effortless, even. I didn’t have to be fancy and glamorous. I could just be me.

      From the moment we met, he hadn’t been enamoured by my family’s wealth. He didn’t stare too long at the designer labels I wore or ask me about the places I had travelled. He didn’t try to impress me with knowledge of luxury brands or casually name-drop influential people. Unlike the others, he wasn’t fascinated by the world I came from. If anything, he seemed to avoid it.

      While other men rushed toward my wealth, Udoka stepped back from it. He didn’t treat me like I was special because of what I had. Instead, he made me feel special because of how he saw me. He looked past the curated perfection of my life, beyond the designer shoes, the expensive holidays, the lifestyle that had always defined me. He saw me. Me. Iriah Ozah. The woman who really wasn’t as confident as everyone else believed.

      All the other men I had dated wanted more. More access, more luxury, more connections. They wanted to take and take, draining me dry until there was nothing left but exhaustion.

      Udoka was the only man who wanted to give instead of take. He appreciated the simple rather than the extravagant. He listened to me. Not because he was hoping for a gift, but because he genuinely found me interesting. He laughed at my jokes because they were funny, not because he wanted to flatter me. He told me the truth, even when it wasn’t what I wanted to hear, even when a well-placed lie would have been easier.

      He knew me, knew my insecurities, the ones I never admitted to anyone. That I would rather get plastic surgery than endure the slow, gruelling process of working out. That even though I had a head full of natural hair, I rarely let it out because it made me feel exposed. That my wigs and extensions weren’t just for beauty. They were armour. They made me feel powerful. Strong.

      We had been together for over a year before I let him see me without them. I still remember the way his eyes widened when I finally loosened my cornrows, letting my full curls bounce free. And then he laughed. A deep, relieved, joyful laugh.

      “God! I was so worried you were bald,” he said, pressing a kiss to my hair, uncaring that it was greasy, unwashed.

      “Ewww…” I shrieked, shoving him away. But deep down, it thrilled me. Not just his reaction, but the way he had been genuinely pleased, not performative in his affection. He liked my hair, not because it was a spectacle, but because it was mine.

      Later, as I sat between his legs in the bathroom, his hands massaging shampoo into my scalp with the kind of care that made my throat tighten, I finally told him the truth.

      “My body is big and curvy, and my face is small,” I admitted, my voice barely above a whisper. “When I wear my natural hair, it makes my face look even smaller … invisible. Long wigs and hair extensions draw more attention to my face and less to my ass.”

      He had chuckled, the vibration of his laughter warm against my back, but he had understood. And from that day on, I became less guarded about hiding my hair from him. But the thing that mattered most? It didn’t make a difference to him either way.

      My phone buzzes, yanking me from my thoughts. A text from Anuli.

      I rise to my feet. “I have plans with Anuli for lunch,” I say.

      Dad glances at my untouched plate. “You barely ate breakfast, and now you want lunch?”

      “It’s a spa date,” I explain. “We just need to talk.”

      “Ah.” He nods. “Tell her to talk some sense into you about leaving that husband of yours.”

      “Daddy…”

      “Well, if he makes you unhappy, I want him out of your life.”

      I don’t argue. Because the truth is, I don’t know if Udoka makes me happy anymore. And that scares me more than anything.

      I kiss my father’s cheek. “I’ll see you later.”

      As I walk away, I hear his voice behind me.

      “When are you going back … to your house?”

      I don’t turn around.

      “Not yet,” I say.

      And I don’t know if I ever will.
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      Udoka

      
        
        What hurts the most is not the ending,

        but the memories that follow—unknown

      

      

      

      My phone’s alarm blares, slicing through the silence of the room. My head pounds, and my stomach growls in protest, yet I remain still, squeezing my eyes shut. I am trying to delay the inevitable, waking up, facing the day, and pasting on a cheerful expression while going through the motions.

      I don’t want to pretend to be happy. I don’t want to deal with my needy clients. I don’t want to do anything except lie here and convince myself that my heart is not shattered into a thousand irreparable pieces.

      It has been 11 days since I last saw or heard from Iriah. More than a week since she walked out on me.

      She refuses to answer my calls and ignores my messages. Three times, I showed up at her work and she didn’t come down to meet me in the lobby. Instead, she sent Miranda, her secretary, to dismiss me. Like I’m a stranger, a pest, instead of her husband.

      Her silence is deafening, a stark confirmation that she does not want to see me or hear from me. Although I understand she’s upset, I’m genuinely surprised by the extent and depth of her anger. Is this still about my absence at the anniversary dinner? Or is something else going on? Something worse?

      The last communication from her was a text she sent three days ago, after I had called her more than twenty times.

      I squeeze my eyes shut again, counting down from five as I breathe through my mouth, trying to suppress the nausea rising in my throat. That message, so brief, so dismissive, felt like a spear through my chest, ripping me apart from the inside out.

      I open my eyes, reach for my phone, and unlock it to reread the words that haunt me every morning. The message is both my anchor and my torment, the only thing stopping me from storming her parents’ house and demanding that she come back to me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wifey: Please stop calling or texting. I need space. Time away from you. If you’ve ever loved me at all, you will give me that. Thank you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I love her. Deeply. Painfully. But is giving her space truly the right thing to do? Every second apart feels like another nail in the coffin of our relationship.

      I’ve tried everything to reach her. I contacted her best friend, Anuli, hoping for some insight, some way to plead my case, but she would not budge. Even Anuli’s husband, Etim, who has become a friend of mine, refused to intervene. He told me that Anuli had asked him to stay out of it.

      I feel stuck. Confused. Anxious.

      Am I really going to lose Iriah? Is this truly happening?

      Space. What does that even mean? A temporary break? A separation? And if so, how long? Did she mean a divorce?

      My stomach grumbles again, reminding me that I skipped dinner last night. I was too emotionally and physically drained to eat. If I am honest, I can count on one hand how many meals I’ve had in the past four days. What is the point of food when I can barely taste it?

      With a groan, I force myself to roll out of bed. It is Monday morning, and I have to go to work. The same job that pushed my wife away. The job that demands too much of me.

      Clenching my jaw, I place my phone on the bedside table, undress, and step into the shower.

      The cubicle shower in my parents’ four-bedroom home is modest, a far cry from the luxury of the one in the house I share with Iriah. That bathroom is enormous, equipped with a large tub and various amenities I don’t even know how to use. Yet, standing under the stream of water here brings a strange sense of comfort, a reminder of simpler times. A time before I got swept into a life shaped by Iriah’s parents. A life that, in many ways, is not entirely mine.

      It was not always this way. Before I proposed to Iriah, our relationship was on our terms, free from external pressures. Or at least, that is what I believed. The truth is, there was always pressure. Only then, it came from my own family.

      They never approved of her. They thought I was in over my head, dating a woman out of my league. An heiress. A Bini woman whose parents wielded far more wealth and influence than I’d ever come across. She was not the quiet Igbo girl they had envisioned for me.

      I brushed off their concerns, convinced them that love would prevail. That Iriah was different. That she loved me for me.

      But they never relented. They fought our union, treated her with cold hostility, and did everything to drive a wedge between us. I tried to keep the peace, tried to stay neutral while also shielding her from their judgement.

      It was not enough. Three years ago, Iriah left me. She ended things and went off on a private jet to Rivers for a vacation with Anuli.

      I lasted only a few days without her before realising I could not go on. Neutrality was a luxury I could not afford. So I called a family meeting and laid down the law: they would accept Iriah, or they would lose me. After that, I booked the next flight, tracked her down, and proposed on the spot. I promised to protect her from anyone who stood in our way.

      I never expected the roles to reverse.

      While my family eventually embraced her, her parents grew distant. Wary. According to Iriah, they never believed she would actually marry me. They thought I was just a phase.

      I lather the sponge with my body wash, inhaling the ginseng-infused scent as my mind drifts to our wedding day.

      We had argued the night before. She wanted me to wear an expensive, custom-made suit from a Parisian designer, whose name I could not even pronounce, for the reception party. I wanted to wear my simple kaftan.

      Despite my protests, her family footed the bill for an extravagant wedding, even though I had wanted something smaller, something I could afford. We clashed over every detail, but in the end, I caved every time. I wanted her to have the wedding of her dreams. But I drew the line at what I wore.

      We went to bed without speaking.

      That morning, I feared she would not show up. That she would call off the wedding. I tried calling her, but she never answered.

      Terrified, yet hopeful, I decided to go through with the day as planned, praying she would come.

      She did. And when I saw her walking down the aisle, radiant in a white ball gown with a bodice that cinched her waist and flowed like liquid silk to the ground, all the fights melted away.

      She took my breath away. Tears clogged my throat. At that moment, I knew I would choose her. Always. Over and over again.

      I step under the shower, allowing the steady stream of water to rinse the suds from my skin.

      If we could overcome that, does that mean we can survive this? Will giving her space mend what is broken, or will it only drive her further away?

      The thought grips my stomach in a vise.

      No. I refuse to dwell on the worst. I have to believe we can fix this. I have to hold on to hope.

      For several moments, I let that thought settle before shutting off the water.
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        * * *

      

      Minutes later, dressed in a black shirt, jeans, and a pair of white sneakers, I make my way downstairs to the kitchen.

      My mother is at the stove, frying eggs.

      She looks up at me and offers me a smile. “Ụtụtụ ọma,” she greets in Igbo.

      “Good morning, Ma.” I return her smile, relieved to see her looking well after a week of hospitalisation because of complications from diabetes a month ago.

      Mum looks good for a woman in her late sixties. She is of average height and weight, with mildly wrinkled cocoa-brown skin, a pretty oval-shaped face, and closely cropped salt-and-pepper hair. Apart from the slight curve of her upper spine, she is usually sturdy on her feet and still walks two miles to work, where she teaches music part-time at Radiant Academy, a private art and drama school.

      “Would you like some breakfast?” she asks. “Fried plantains and eggs.”

      I shake my head. Although it looks and smells delicious, I have no appetite.

      Mum sighs. “You shouldn’t have married her,” she mutters.

      My body goes still. For the past few days, she hasn’t said a word about my return home with my belongings.

      When she opened the door and saw me standing there with my small suitcase and laptop, she simply stepped aside to let me in. It was as if she had been expecting it—the inevitable return of her strong-willed son from a marriage she believed would fail. She hadn’t asked any questions, hadn’t offered her usual unsolicited advice, nor had she shown any sign of surprise or curiosity.

      Even after my father broached the subject on my first evening back home, she had not probed further when I explained that I just needed a break to rest. She had accepted the explanation too easily. And that was unlike her.

      Blurting out that I should not have married Iriah is more like the mother I know. And it pisses me off.

      “Don’t ever say that, Mum,” I snap. “She’s the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      “And yet she put you out like a beggar in the street.”

      “She didn’t put me out!”

      “But it’s her house. And you’re here. So what happened? You packed and left?”

      It’s at the tip of my tongue to yell, “It’s not her house,” but I press my lips together and swallow my words. Because it wouldn’t be true. The mansion I’ve lived in for the past two years has my wife’s name on the deed. It’s not mine. Not ours. And no matter how much I love her, there are times I wish we had a home that belonged to us both.

      I know it sounds ridiculous. We’re married. What’s hers should be mine and what’s mine should be hers. But still … I’ve struggled to truly feel at home in that mansion.

      “She didn’t put me out,” I mutter, gripping my briefcase tighter.

      Mum shrugs. “Son,” she says softly. “I just … That family. They think they’re too good for you. Like their daughter did you a favour by marrying you.”

      I shake my head. “That’s not true.”

      “Yes, it is. I can’t stand how they treat you. And your wife’s mother … so snobbish. She doesn’t even greet me when she sees me.”

      “Mum,” I protest. “It happened once. And she didn’t see you. She was hosting a party, surrounded by guests.”

      “She saw me.” Mum’s tone is firm. “She walked right past me and turned her face away. They think because they are rich, they can treat us anyhow? And now, their daughter thinks she can throw my son out like a beggar? No way!”

      “Mum … nobody threw me out.”

      “Well, nobody can. We’re Igbos. We don’t end marriages so flippantly. If your wife wants to leave you, we do it the right way. With a family meeting. We sit down and discuss how to end the marriage like civilised people, not animals.”

      “End my marriage?” My heart pounds at the thought. Why is everyone so quick to assume my marriage to Iriah is over? “Mum, stop. I’m not ending my marriage.”

      “Maybe you should. Maybe it’s time to find a quiet Igbo Catholic girl from a humble family. A woman you can manage.”

      “I’m done with this conversation.” I shake my head, turning away. This is pointless. It always will be when Mum is in this mood.

      “I’m on your side, Udoka,” she calls after me as I walk out of the kitchen. “Just remember that.”

      I swallow hard, pushing through the front door, anger boiling in my veins. Not at my mother. At myself. For letting my insecurities get the best of me. For allowing the voice in my head to win.

      Because the truth is, I’ve had the same thought Mum just voiced. I’ve felt the inadequacy, questioned whether I can truly handle being with a woman who needs nothing from me.

      A woman you can manage.

      That remark from my mother is archaic. Patronising. Wrong.

      I’m a confident man who has worked hard to get where I am. I run a thriving business. I can take care of myself and my family without borrowing or begging. And yet, I let doubts creep in and take root.

      Every time Iriah spends exorbitant amounts on bags, shoes, wigs, vacations, and gifts, I let the fear consume me. Fear that I’ll never be able to afford to give her even a fraction of what she buys for herself.

      It’s not that I don’t want her to enjoy her wealth. It’s her trust fund. Her money. She’s free to spend it however she pleases. But deep down, I wish I could be the one making her smile with gifts, surprising her with things she loves.

      And when I do buy her gifts, I overthink them, worry about whether she’ll truly appreciate them. Even though she has never made me feel inadequate, I second-guess myself. Especially when she doesn’t use my gifts immediately.

      Like the gold chain I bought her last Christmas. It cost me millions, my entire bonus from a business deal. When she didn’t wear it for two weeks, I withdrew, worried that she didn’t think it was special enough. That doubt gnawed at me, chipped away at my confidence, until I finally asked her about it.

      Hurt had filled her eyes as she stared at me in disbelief. Then she took my hand, led me into her walk-in closet, a place so extravagant I usually avoided it. She opened a shelf, and I gasped.

      Engraved above in neon letters was: From My Man, Udoka.

      Displayed inside were every single gift I had ever given her, carefully arranged. Including the gold chain.

      Later, at an event, she wore it proudly and made a point to tell everyone that I had given it to her, as if to reassure me that my gifts mattered.

      Why did I let myself feel that way in the first place? Why have I allowed my need to prove a point—that I don’t need her money—to push away the one woman I love?

      Regret sits heavily in my chest as I step outside into the compound. Mr Amos, the gateman, is washing my car.

      “Good morning, sir. I’ll soon be done,” he says.

      I nod. “Good morning, Mr Amos. Thank you.”

      Holding my briefcase, I wait as he whistles and continues his task.

      “You’re off to work?”

      I turn to see my father stepping out in his kaftan and slippers, a chewing stick dangling from his lips.

      “Yes, sir,” I say, bowing slightly in greeting.

      “I heard the conversation between you and your mother,” he says in a low, conspiratorial tone, as if worried she’d overhear and come barging out to join in. Neither of us wants that, considering her tendency to escalate simple discussions by being overly theatrical.

      I shrug. “I’m just not in the mood for her wahala.”

      “But she’s right,” my father says, his voice firm. “In Igboland, marriages aren’t just between two people. They are between families. Your wife can’t just toss you out like that. You’re a man.”

      I let out a sharp breath, frustration tightening my chest. “I left. She didn’t toss me out.”

      My father exhales, shaking his head. “You had no choice but to leave, son. It’s her house.” His tone is matter-of-fact, as if this single truth outweighs every argument I could muster. “That’s why I told you not to accept that house and move in with your wife. It should be the other way around. A woman should move in with a man.”

      I drag a hand down my face. “That’s so … old-fashioned. The house is in a safer location than the one I bought. And it’s bigger.”

      My father folds his arms across his chest, his expression unreadable. He doesn’t believe me. And why should he? I don’t even sound convincing. To him or to myself. Because deep down, some part of me agrees with him.

      I grew up in a typical example of a traditional Nigerian family. My father, although now retired, worked as a director in the Ministry of Petroleum Resources, while my mother is a part-time secondary school teacher. He covered the major household expenses while she managed the day-to-day running of the home. Together, they worked as a team, raising their four children until we all grew up and moved out.

      It’s no surprise that the dynamics of my non-traditional family setup with Iriah throw them for a loop. They struggle to grasp the fact that my wife owns the home we live in, that her family funded our wedding, and that I have no financial responsibilities in our household.

      “Well…” He exhales, pinching his lips in disapproval. “That’s not how it’s supposed to be. Adịghị eme ya eme. Things aren’t done that way.” He pauses, then looks at me intently. “Listen, my son, I have nothing against your wife. She’s a lovely and respectful young lady. But her background is far different from yours. Could this be a sign that she’s not the one for you?”

      I swallow, my throat dry. “Or that I’m not the one for her?”

      He shrugs, his eyes holding something softer now, something like reluctant concern. “Maybe we should call her family. Sit down together and figure things out. That’s how we handle marital discord in our culture. We need to know what the future of your marriage looks like.”

      Without waiting for a response, he reaches out, gives my back a firm pat, and walks back inside the house, leaving me standing there, alone with my thoughts.

      I take a slow, shaky breath, the weight of his words pressing down on me. Are my parents right? Is a family meeting the best way to approach this? Would Iriah or her family even agree to one?

      As I slide into my car and turn the key in the ignition, a suffocating pressure settles over me.

      I love my wife with an unwavering certainty, and I know she loves me, too. Our connection is undeniable, a perfect blend of chemistry and deep-rooted friendship. We are both successful, healthy, and in many ways, we have built a life that should flow effortlessly, like a stream fed by an endless, pure fountain.

      And yet, something feels off.

      There are forces, both within and beyond us, that seem determined to pull us apart. It’s as if we’re caught in an invisible struggle, one we never signed up for but can’t seem to escape. The pressure builds, unrelenting, like we’re trapped inside a pressure cooker, sealed tight, the heat cranked to its highest setting.

      An explosion seems inevitable. And the truth is, I don’t know how much longer I can hold it back.
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      Iriah

      
        
        Maybe it’s time to try something different,

        something outside your comfort zone—Unknown

      

      

      

      Applause erupts around the boardroom the moment I conclude my presentation. The sound is loud, deafening even, a chorus of approval that tells me I’ve done well.

      I stand by the large televised monitor, grinning from molar to molar, my heart swelling with pride. After weeks of battling a storm of emotions, I somehow pulled through this morning, delivering my best work yet.

      Completing the 3D perspective concept sketches and the detailed floor plan of the proposed shopping mall on schedule is a personal triumph. And from the approving smile on our client Philip Adamu’s face as he claps, I know my efforts were worth it.

      “That’s a great job, Iriah. Well done,” he says, leaning back in his seat at the end of the round table. “I’m sold. I’ll discuss it with the rest of my team, but I’m pretty certain they’ll go with your plan.”

      I nod, my heart still racing. “Thank you, Mr Adamu.”

      He chuckles. “Call me Phil. I’m so proud to see a young and brilliant architect from my hometown. “Óbhé ówó.”

      His commendation in our native Bini language warms me. “Ose,” I reply with a smile.

      He rises from his seat. “I’ll get back to you before the close of the day.”

      “I look forward to hearing from you,” I say, watching as he strides out, the sound of his polished shoes echoing against the hardwood floor.

      With a sigh of relief, I sink into the nearest chair, turning to my colleagues—four senior partners and one junior partner like myself. Being the only female partner often makes me feel isolated, constantly aware of the invisible pressure to blend into the boys’ club.

      I’ve learned to endure their crude jokes, their offhand remarks that sometimes sting. The first time I voiced my discomfort, an awkward tension settled over our meetings, making them unbearably formal. So, I adapted. I smiled through the sexism, laughed at the jokes, and pretended they didn’t bother me. It’s a small price to pay for success, I tell myself.

      “Finally!” I exclaim, grabbing a bottle of water and twisting off the cap. “Weeks of hard work finally over.”

      “Well done, Iriah,” Mr Mahmoud, one of the senior partners, says. “You were precise and thorough.”

      Nods of agreement and approving murmurs follow his remark. I smile in response.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Seriously, Iriah. We’re very lucky to have you at Highlander’s,” chimes in Uncle Ade, the most senior partner and my mentor. “I’ll tell Andrew you’ve most likely won us another multi-million-naira project. Maybe then he’ll stop gallivanting around the world and actually do some work.”

      “He’s not just gallivanting, sir. He’s learning photography,” I say, instinctively defending Andrew.

      The first and only son of Chief Adewale Cole, my father’s close friend and business associate, Andrew and I have a long history. We grew up together, attended the same private schools, and became inseparable. Our parents pushed for a romantic relationship, hoping we’d end up together. For a while, we tried. Huge mistake.

      Andrew isn’t monogamous, nor is he interested in marriage. He’s a wild card, untamed and unapologetic, and I respect him too much to try to change him. After a series of betrayals, we mutually agreed to remain friends. Looking back, I’m grateful we didn’t let a failed relationship ruin our bond.

      “Photography?” Chief Cole scoffs, rising from his chair with a grunt. His agbada sways as his protruding belly jiggles. “What kind of career does he want to make of that? Instead of joining the family business and being productive? I swear, I’ll cut him out of my will and leave everything to his sisters.”

      I chuckle as I rise, slowing my steps, waiting for everyone to filter out so that only Uncle Ade and I remain.

      “Ifedayo and Mosunmola are more than capable of taking over from you, Uncle Ade.”

      “They’re women…” he sighs. “Can they run my businesses properly?”

      I shake my head. “That’s the problem with the world. Underestimating women. Uncle, you should focus on training your daughters instead of trying to force Andrew into a role he doesn’t want.”

      He drapes an affectionate arm around me. “I wish you had married my son instead of that husband of yours,” he mutters. “You and Andrew would have made a perfect team. A power couple running an empire.”

      I stiffen, the mere suggestion making my stomach churn. For the past three weeks, since I walked out of my home, out of my marriage, I’ve been questioning myself. Had I acted too rashly? Had I let my anger cloud my judgement?

      But then, I remember the waiting. The countless chances I gave Udoka to prove I mattered. And the countless times he failed me.

      He moved out the same day I left, as if he were the one who had been abandoned. According to Anuli, whose husband is still in contact with Udoka, he has moved back to his parents’ home.

      How ironic. Both husband and wife running back to their parents like children. The thought should amuse me, but it only makes me angrier.

      “Uncle Ade, Andrew and I are better off as friends. We tried and failed as a couple, remember?”

      He squeezes my arm and sighs. “You can’t blame an old man for hoping. I would’ve been thrilled to have a daughter-in-law like you. It’s a bonus that your father and I are close friends.” He shrugs. “I really hoped…”

      “Well, sorry to disappoint you, but I’m happily married,” I lie, forcing a smile.

      His gaze flickers to my bare left hand. “No wedding ring for weeks. Can I dare hope?”

      I exhale, lifting my chin. “It’s being redone. A gift from my husband. It’ll be back. Bigger and better.”

      He places a hand over his chest in mock defeat. “Ah! Such a loss. Such an enormous loss.”

      I chuckle, leaning in to kiss his cheek. “Andrew will surprise us all, Uncle Ade. Just wait.”

      He beams at me. “I hope so, my dear. I really hope so.”

      I nod. “He will. See you later, Uncle Ade.”

      “Later, my dear. And congratulations again on an excellent pitch.”

      “Thank you, sir.” I wave and head to my office.

      Minutes later, I sink into my executive chair with a ragged breath. Squeezing my eyes shut, I swing my seat from side to side, willing the tears to stay put.

      I should be ecstatic. Thrilled. Over the moon.

      I’ve just secured a massive account for our firm. One of the biggest wins of my career. This is the kind of achievement people celebrate with champagne toasts, victory dances, and heartfelt congratulations. But as I sit here, my heart feels heavy, and my stomach twists into knots.

      Because there’s only one person I want to share this moment with. Only one person I would have called immediately, my voice bursting with excitement, eager to bask in his pride and affection.

      I open my eyes and scan the office, my gaze landing on the explosion of colours that has overtaken the space. So many flowers crowd every available surface. Lilies, roses, sunflowers, daffodils. Almost a different species delivered daily for three weeks, each one arriving with a carefully handwritten apology.

      At first, I ignored them. Then, I told him to stop. Rudely. Because apologies mean nothing when the behaviour never changes.

      This cycle is all too familiar. The grand gestures, the remorse, the promises. And then, inevitably, the relapse. I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve been here before, standing at this exact crossroads, wondering if maybe, just maybe, this time will be different. But I already know the answer. It never is.

      Leaning forward, I dig into my handbag and fish out my phone. The screen lights up, revealing our wedding photo, the one we took on the beach, golden sunlight kissing our faces, love and promise shining in our eyes. I linger on his image. Tall, slender, and effortlessly handsome. The man with a heart of gold, a quiet presence that could fill a room, and a sense of humour that only those closest to him ever got to see.

      The man who has hurt me more deeply than I ever thought possible. I unlock my phone and check his Instagram profile for the hundredth time.

      Udoka has never been one for social media, despite his constant proximity to celebrities due to his job. He barely maintains an online presence, limiting himself to Facebook and Instagram. And yet, here I am, obsessively scrolling through his feed, searching for something … anything that might explain the growing chasm between us.

      My stomach tightens as I take in his most recent posts. He was at a listening party for his latest client last weekend. There are several pictures of him laughing, surrounded by musicians and industry elites. In every shot, he looks at ease, his smile wide and unburdened, as if nothing in his life has changed. As if he isn’t married to a woman who has spent the past few days curled up in bed, crying over what she believes to be the end of their marriage.

      My chest aches as I scroll further. He simply doesn’t care.

      Then, I see it. A photo of Udoka with his arm draped casually around Funmi Alade. They’re both smiling at the camera, a picture of effortless camaraderie. Rationally, I know there’s nothing going on between them. He’s worked with her before; this isn’t new. But logic does nothing to soften the sharp pang in my chest. Seeing him like this, relaxed, comfortable in the presence of another woman, a famous musician at that, while our marriage disintegrates, makes me sick to my stomach.

      A storm of emotions churns inside me. Anger. Hurt. Frustration.

      I exit Instagram abruptly and open his contact profile. My fingers fly across the keyboard, my fury manifesting in clipped, emotionless words.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I’m moving back home this weekend. Do you want anything of yours from the house so I can pack it up for you and leave it in the garage?

      

      

      

      

      

      I press send and shut my eyes, bracing myself. I know this kind of message will irritate him. The cold detachment and the transactional nature of it would piss him off no end. But I don’t care.

      Why should I, when he clearly doesn’t care about me?

      A response comes almost immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        Udoka: Yes, please. I need more clothes. I’ll come by on Saturday to get them. Thank you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I exhale slowly, my heart sinking. His words are polite, distant. Too distant. It’s as though I’m just a favour he’s requesting, a task on his to-do list. No warmth, no acknowledgement of what’s happening between us.

      As I stare at the screen, three dots appear.

      He’s typing.

      I freeze, holding my breath.

      Seconds pass. Then more.

      The dots disappear.

      No follow-up message. No explanation.

      Disappointment knots my gut. I blink back tears, my vision blurring as I type out a single-word response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Okay.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hit send.

      That’s it, then. No fight. No effort. Just this unbearable silence.

      A fresh wave of tears spills down my cheeks.

      The concept of love languages is quite intriguing. Mine is quality time. I don’t crave expensive gifts, extravagant gestures, or poetic words of affirmation. I just need him. His presence. His attention. His willingness to put me first. I’m not asking for him to do it always or obsessively, but enough that I never have to question my place in his life.

      Yet, that’s the one thing Udoka has never been able to give me. His time. His focus. His undivided presence.

      I swipe at the tears that have started to slip down my cheeks, even as I hear the echoes of other people’s voices in my head. The questions. The comments. The judgement.

      “What exactly did he do that was so bad?”

      “Did he hit you?”

      “Did he steal from you?”

      “Did he lie? Cheat?”

      They don’t understand.

      From Miranda, my secretary: “Honestly, Iriah, I don’t see it as such a big deal. At least he’s not cheating.”

      From Andrew Cole, a close friend: “You just need better communication, Iriah. At least he’s not abusive. It’s nothing to break up over. I was way worse to you.”

      From Uwa, my first cousin: “You’re lucky he’s ambitious. My own boyfriend just mooches off me, zero ambition. All he wants to do is have sex and smoke weed all day. At least your husband is a hustler. I need an Igbo man, abeg.”

      They don’t get it.

      They don’t understand how the repeated absences chip away at me. How sitting alone in restaurants, on special occasions, waiting for a man who never shows up, erodes my confidence. How missing milestone moments—celebrations, victories, even just quiet nights on the couch—makes me feel unimportant. Unseen. Unloved.

      Nobody understands.

      Except Anuli.

      With a sigh, I scroll through my contacts until I find her name and press dial.

      The phone barely rings once before she answers.

      “Hey, sis,” she greets me with a cheery voice. “Don’t tell me you’re calling to cancel our lunch date?”

      I chuckle despite the tears brimming in my eyes. “No, I’m just calling because …” My voice falters, and before I can stop myself, a sob escapes.

      “Oh, Iriah … I’m so sorry. Do you want me to come over? I don’t have any clients until after lunch.”

      I shake my head quickly, wiping my face. Anuli is a busy psychologist. She has more important people to help than a heartbroken woman crying over a man. “I’m fine … I’m fine,” I lie. “It’s just … I miss him. And I can’t shake this feeling that I made a mistake.”

      “Do you want to call him? Sit down and talk things through?”

      “No. We’ve been down that road too many times.” My voice turns sharp, anger simmering beneath the surface. “It always ends the same way: an apology, a promise to do better, and then, back to the same cycle. His actions speak louder than words, and the fact that he prioritised his clients over me on our wedding anniversary tells me everything I need to know. He doesn’t value me.”

      Anuli sighs but doesn’t say anything. I take it as my cue to keep venting. Talking to her is easy. She listens without judgement, without offering unsolicited advice. She’s been my sounding board through all of this, and I love her for it.

      “And now, to find out he moved out? Of our house. Our home!” My voice wavers again. “That’s a low blow. It tells me he never really saw our home as his, as ours. That hurts, Anuli.”

      She clears her throat, a familiar hesitation. A non-verbal cue that she’s holding back.

      I catch it immediately. “What?”

      “Nothing…”

      “Anuli. Say it. Now.”

      She exhales. “I just … I understand why he wouldn’t want to stay in a home you own after you moved out. It could feel … off. Like he’s living off you.”

      I swallow hard. “But he’s not! We’re supposed to be a team.”

      “I know that, Iriah. We both do. But it’s not that simple. A lot of men, especially those from more traditional backgrounds, struggle with this. It’s how they were raised.”

      “Traditional background? What is this, the 1950s?”

      “No, but we’re still Nigerians. And he’s an Igbo man. Letting go of those deeply ingrained beliefs takes time, conversations, and self-reflection.”

      I huff. “Well, that’s not my job. I’m tired of massaging his ego. It’s not my fault I’m an only child. Not my fault my parents could afford to buy me a house, to give me this lifestyle.”

      “You’re right,” Anuli agrees. “And that’s why I have a suggestion for you and Udoka.”

      I sit up straighter. “What suggestion?”

      “I’ll tell you at lunch.”

      I want to press her, demand she tell me now. But I hold back. Some things are better said face-to-face. And I need to see her expression when she tells me exactly what she thinks could fix my marriage.

      A few hours later, I step out of my office and pop into my secretary’s office. She’s at her desk, about to take a bite of the pastry in her hand.

      “Hey, Miranda. I’m off to lunch with Anuli. I’ll be back in an hour.”

      “Okay. Do you want me to pass any specific calls to you?”

      “Only if it’s from Philip Adamu or any member of his team.”

      “Will do. Enjoy. And say hi to Anuli for me.”

      I nod with a smile, then take the lift down to the ground floor. Slipping on my sunglasses as I step into the sunshine, I make my way to the car park and get into my G-wagon.

      The Abuja sun can be brutal at this time of the year, but thanks to my vehicle’s powerful air conditioning, which kicks in immediately, I barely feel the blazing March heat as I navigate through Maitama to Area 8.

      I park in an empty slot at Avida and head inside. The restaurant is on the first floor of a three-story building housing several businesses. Its interior boasts sleek, minimalist décor with warm ambient lighting and polished wooden tables. Floor-to-ceiling windows allow natural light to flood the space. Plush, comfortable seating and a stylish open-concept bar create a sophisticated yet inviting atmosphere.

      Anuli is already seated at a table by the window. As soon as she sees me, her face breaks into a wide smile, and I grin in response.

      She rises as I approach, and I pull her into a hug. I always love seeing her. She looks sharp in her plain black trouser suit. Our styles couldn’t be more different. She prefers neutral, understated tones, while I lean toward bright, flashy colours, like the slightly above-the-knee yellow dress I’m wearing today. Our physical differences are just as stark. She’s light-skinned, slimmer, and three inches shorter than me at five foot six. When we’re together, we tend to attract attention. Several of our mutual friends jokingly call us “words and opposites.”

      I met Anuli years ago at the University of Port Harcourt under the most unfortunate circumstances. I’d accidentally stepped on her with my three-inch stilettos while we were stuck on the endlessly unmoving registration queue after a guy in front of me stumbled backward and pushed me.

      My heel pierced through her sandal and injured her badly enough that she started bleeding and had to be rushed to a nearby clinic for stitches. Horrified, I stayed by her side, apologising repeatedly. Convinced she would hate me, I nervously visited her hostel the next day to apologise again. Instead, she laughed it off and teased me for dressing so fashionably just to register for classes. I can still hear her saying, “Who the hell wears Louboutin pumps to stand in a queue?”

      I was so charmed by her easy humour that I offered her a free place to stay in my off-campus apartment. Thrilled at the chance to escape the overcrowded hostel accommodation, she accepted. We quickly became roommates and best friends, often spending term breaks at each other’s family homes.

      That marked the beginning of a friendship that only deepened over the years.

      Once we settle into our seats, we place our orders. Anuli opts for rice and beef stew, while I choose a chicken salad, my latest attempt at shedding the belly fat I’ve gained from indulging in junk food since I left Udoka.

      “So, sis, I’m eager to hear how you plan to fix my marriage,” I say as soon as the waiter walks away. There’s no point in letting this topic linger. I’d rather get it all out in the open so we can move on and enjoy our lunch.

      Anuli exhales sharply, as though she would have preferred to ease into the conversation. “I never said I could fix your marriage. I just want you both to try harder.”

      “I’ve done the best I can. How many ways can you tell someone to choose you? How many times?”

      “I get it, Iriah. I do. But is giving up really the best option? You clearly love each other, and I can see it’s hurting you both to be apart.”

      “I don’t think he’s hurting enough. He moved out. He’s still posting on Instagram with his superstar clients.”

      I shake my head bitterly, recalling the latest pictures on his Instagram. The way Udoka was at the listening party for Rudeboss, drink in hand, grinning like his life depended on it. Clearly, my leaving hadn’t affected him at all. His life carried on, business as usual.

      “He isn’t himself at all, Iriah. Etim has visited him several times, and he’s losing it.”

      I stiffen, my entire body going rigid. I’m desperate to hear more, to know how Udoka is really doing. Does he miss me? Is he as miserable as I am? Or is he coming to terms with our separation, thinking about divorce? Although I’m the one who left, the one who told him not to contact me, I’m terrified that he might actually want to make our separation final.

      “He’s lost weight, Iriah, and you know he was slim to begin with,” Anuli continues, amusement in her voice. “He’s popping antacid meds like candy because his stomach constantly churns. He hasn’t been to the gym in weeks. And you know that’s his safe space. He’s miserable.”

      For some reason, hearing this comforts me. It lessens the pain in my chest. At least I’m not the only one suffering.

      “I just think you guys should seek professional help before you throw away a five-year relationship that means so much to you both.”

      “Professional help? Like therapy?” I ask, sceptical. Anuli knows how I feel about psychoanalysis. She may be a clinical psychologist, but I’ve told her countless times what I think of her profession. An indulgence for people who refuse to take responsibility for their actions. A stranger who knows nothing about my life can’t fix it.

      “Yes, Iriah. Couples therapy for you and Udoka. I have⁠—”

      “No. No, no. You know I don’t believe in that nonsense. How is that supposed to help us?”

      “Listen, Iriah, don’t knock it before you’ve tried it. I’ve been doing some research, and I found a program for you and Udoka.”

      “A program? As in a church program? That’s even worse. You know all they do is promote patriarchy in church.”

      “It’s not a church program. And it’s not religious. At all.”

      “I still don’t see how it can help. Udoka has made it clear time and time again that I’m not his priority. It’s best to let him go⁠—”

      “Without one last fight? Come on, Iriah! You’re used to getting your way. Maybe it’s time to try something different, something outside your comfort zone.”

      Left speechless by her cutting remark and the conviction in her voice, I reach for the bottle of water on the table, pour myself a glass, and take a sip, staying silent. She’s right. I come from a family where my parents indulged my every whim. I’m not used to compromising. The irony is, the only person I’ve ever compromised for is Udoka. And he’s the one who appreciates me the least.

      “Listen, Iriah, I’m only trying to help. That’s why I’ve been researching this.”

      “So, what’s this program?”

      “It’s a four-week retreat on Bonny Island. A secluded stay with therapists, a married couple who nearly divorced themselves and are now committed to helping others through their struggles.”

      I scoff, but Anuli presses on.

      “They have a 70 percent success rate because there are no distractions. Couples stay there and are forced to interact with each other. Openly and honestly.” She reaches for her bag and pulls out a folder. “Here’s the brochure and the different options. You and Udoka can choose between group or private therapy.”

      I open the folder and glance at it. The price makes me laugh. “4.5 million bucks? These so-called experts think they can fix my marriage for that?”

      “They’re not quacks, Iriah. They’re highly trained relationship therapists, and I’ve gone through their reviews on YouTube. If you really want to save your marriage, I think you and Udoka should give this a shot.”

      Sliding my gaze from Anuli to the brochure in front of me, I shake my head. It all sounds too good to be true. Could a month at a resort, talking to a stranger, really fix what five years of communication with my husband couldn’t?

      Dare I believe this could work?
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      Udoka

      
        
        The best way to make amends is to show up

        differently than you did before—unknown

      

      

      

      I switch off the engine and turn sideways, my heart pounding as I stare at the house. It’s only been four weeks since I left, yet it feels like a lifetime. I can’t believe I’m about to see Iriah again after what feels like endless, agonising years apart.

      I should be excited. And I am. But a part of me dreads this moment. I don’t want to see the pain in her eyes when she looks at me, or worse, the cold detachment that stings more than her perfunctory text messages, as if I were a stranger rather than her husband.

      How did things change so drastically? So dramatically? Just weeks ago, I was booking a romantic cruise for the two of us. Now, I’m here to pack my belongings out of the house we’ve shared for two years.

      “Want me to come with you?”

      I turn to the passenger seat, where Etim watches me carefully. He’s the one who planned my wedding to Iriah, but that’s not why we’re friends. Our wives are best friends, and through them, we became close. He’s been my rock throughout this ordeal, and for that, I’m grateful.

      If we’d met under different circumstances, I doubt we would have hit it off. He’s too laid-back, too free-spirited. His interests and style are completely different from mine. With an Irish mother and a late Nigerian father, he has thick, curly hair, a snake tattoo on his neck, and a wardrobe straight out of a fashion magazine—tight shirts, ripped jeans, designer sneakers. Meanwhile, I’m the quintessential Abuja guy who prefers traditional kaftans and leather slip-ons.

      But as I got to know him, I let go of my initial impression that he was just a pretty face with no substance. He’s a good guy. And he loves Anuli deeply.

      Anxious about coming here and possibly seeing Iriah, I called him last night, and he instantly volunteered to come with me. Now, seeing him beside me, I’m grateful. I already feel like a wreck, and I haven’t even stepped out of the car.

      “No, thanks,” I say, shaking my head. The last thing I need is a third party witnessing whatever awkward, painful exchange awaits me inside. “Just wait here. I’ll grab my stuff, and we’ll leave.”

      Etim reaches out and pats my shoulder. “Guy, don’t look so worried. Everything will be okay.”

      “Will it?” I scoff. “She wants me to take my stuff out of the house. That means she’s done with me. She wants me out of her life.”

      “Or maybe she wants to see you,” he counters. “Maybe that’s why she asked you to come today.”

      I shake my head. “No, man. She told me she put my stuff in the garage. That’s a pretty clear sign that I’m not the one she wants to see.”

      Etim exhales sharply. “I don’t believe it’s over between you two. You love each other. It’s obvious.”

      “I do love her. I’d do anything for her.” My voice drops. “But I don’t think she feels the same anymore.”

      “She does,” he insists. “Trust me. Anuli says all she talks about is how much being without you hurts.”

      I drag a hand down my face, frustration bubbling inside me. “Then why this? Why is she pushing me away?”

      Etim shrugs. “I don’t know, man. You two just aren’t communicating effectively. Maybe it’s time to see a therapist.”

      I shake my head vehemently. “I don’t believe in that stuff. Talking to a stranger doesn’t help anyone. Iriah and I need to talk to each other and put an end to this nonsense.”

      “Then go talk to her. Tell her how you feel. Fix this.”

      I stare blankly at my friend, seeing him but not really seeing him as I contemplate his words. If only it were that simple.

      The truth is, I know Iriah. Her disappointment isn’t just about me being late for our anniversary dinner. It’s not a simple case of anger that an apology can erase. It runs deeper. It’s a buildup of disappointments that finally erupted when I told her I’d be late that night.

      A simple apology won’t fix this. I’ve tried. It didn’t work. She’s not the type of woman swayed by gifts. She has everything. Material things don’t move her. So, I sent flowers. For three weeks straight, I practically emptied Dots & Daisy’s store, delivering flowers to her office every day, pouring my heart out in apology letters. It did no good. Her annoyed, detached text telling me to stop put an end to that.

      Iriah isn’t just pissed. She’s done. Done with a capital D. And unless a miracle happens, I fear we’re headed for divorce. The thought alone makes my stomach feel like it’s burning from the inside out. I swallow against the bitterness rising in my throat.

      “I’m scared, Etim. I really think it’s over.” I grip the steering wheel tightly, trying to stem the pain tearing through me. “Every day, I dread the moment a lawyer walks in to hand me divorce papers.”

      “Nah! Don’t even think that far, my friend. Iriah just needs time to cool off.”

      “It’s been four fucking weeks! A bloody month!” I snap, frustration making my voice sharp. “I think … God, I’ve really screwed this up.”

      Etim sighs, his face darkening with concern. “You can’t just sit back and accept this without a fight. Marriage counselling is a way to do that.”

      “How? How will talking to a total stranger help? And the fact that we have to travel miles away for it … I just don’t know.”

      “You have to invest in fixing things with Iriah. Time. Money.” He taps the folder on the armrest. “Go to the retreat on Bonny Island. My wife is a fantastic psychologist. If she says it’ll help, I believe her.”

      I glance at the green folder, pressing my lips together. Over 4 million naira for a counselling retreat in Rivers? It seems like a waste. Especially since I don’t believe in therapy. I’m a private person. Opening up to strangers has never been my thing. Taking a whole month off work for something I don’t even believe in? I just don’t know.

      “Just think about it, bro. That’s all I ask. There are other counselling services in Abuja.” He taps the folder again. “But I trust Anuli. She knows the best in the field. And I suggest you listen to her advice. She does this for a living.”

      Without responding, I reach for the bouquet of lilies in the backseat and push open the car door.

      There’s no point arguing with Etim about therapy. He believes in his wife’s work, and that’s fine. But for me, it’s different. I’m old school. If you have a problem, you talk to each other. No need for outsiders. The fact that Iriah’s parents—and now mine—know about our issues already grates on my nerves. Bringing another stranger into our business? Even worse. No. If we need to talk, we’ll do it the good old-fashioned Igbo way. With a family meeting.

      “Let me get my stuff,” I say, stepping out of the car. “I’ll see you in a bit.”

      “Okay, Udoka. See you in a bit.”

      My pulse pounds against my temples as I make my way toward the main gate of the estate. I could have driven in with my security pass, but I don’t feel right using it. Not when I don’t technically live here anymore. It would feel like a violation of Iriah’s privacy.

      Or maybe that’s just an excuse. Maybe I haven’t used it because the grand entrance, the meticulously maintained driveways, and the sprawling mansions all whisper of a wealth and privilege that feels profoundly distant, a quiet opulence that’s always left me feeling like an outsider, a stranger in a world that isn’t mine. Using that passcode now, when I no longer have a claim to this place, would only cement what I already feel deep down: that I am an outsider. An imposter.

      Behold, the man using his wife’s keys to enter his wife’s house.

      I shake my head. No.

      After security contacts Iriah and gets her permission, the gate slides open. I step through the pedestrian entrance, gripping the bouquet of lilies in my hand like a lifeline. I force myself to walk at an even pace along the curved pathway leading to House 2, but my stomach knots tighter with every step.

      Then I see it. Parked inside the compound, gleaming under the afternoon light, is a teal-green Hummer. A car I’ve seen before. Andrew Cole’s car.

      A wave of nausea rolls through me. My hands clench involuntarily. Him. The one man whose existence gnaws at my sanity. Iriah’s ex. The man everyone thinks is better suited for her.

      He’s wealthy. Good-looking. The only son of her father’s business partner and closest friend. The kind of man who can give her extravagant things, things that would take me years to afford. If ever.

      When they were together, he once sent a private jet to fly her to Italy just for gelato. For ice cream. I’ll never forget that story. When Anuli told me, I lost sleep for days, tormented by the thought of competing with a man who could casually drop that kind of grand gesture. Meanwhile, I had spent weeks saving up to buy Iriah a simple pair of earrings for her birthday.

      And now, this bastard is in my house? With my wife? When I’m not here?

      A growl rumbles in my throat as I march toward the front door and press the bell. I could use my keycard—I still have it—but fear stops me.

      Because what if I walk in and find them in some compromising position? What if she’s already chosen him?

      My chest tightens. My breath turns shallow. Air slips past my lips, but it doesn’t reach my lungs. My heart is racing so fast it echoes in my head.

      Then the door swings open. And there she is.

      The blood drains from my brain, leaving me lightheaded. God, she’s beautiful. Devastatingly so.

      She’s wearing black leggings that hug her hips just right, accentuating her thick, firm thighs. A cropped top exposes smooth brown skin, a flat stomach, and a slight fupa that makes me want to drop to my knees, grip her waist, and press my lips to her belly button. She’s got no makeup on, her hair wrapped in a scarf, and she looks effortlessly stunning. Relaxed. Home.

      And then, there’s the warm, inviting aroma of food drifting from inside. She’s cooking. For Andrew?

      No. Bloody. Way.

      A surge of irritation spikes through me. “What the hell is he doing here?” I snap.

      She blinks, unfazed. “Who? Andy?”

      Andy. My teeth grind at the way she says his name—soft, syrupy, like it’s second nature. It only aggravates me more.

      “Yes! Why is he here when I’m not?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Udoka, stop with the jealous routine. You know there’s nothing going on between me and Andrew.”

      “I don’t know that!” My voice rises, frustration clawing at my throat. “Is that why you’re trying to end things with me? Because of him?”

      “No! And you know it!” she shoots back. “This has nothing to do with Andy. But instead of looking inward, you’d rather blame everyone else.”

      I grit my teeth. “If you think I’m just going to stand by while he comes in and takes you away from me⁠—”

      “He isn’t taking me away from you,” she interrupts, her voice sharp now. “Nobody is.” She exhales, her eyes burning into mine. “You did that yourself. Every time you prioritised others over me, you showed me exactly how you felt.”

      “I was at work! I wasn’t out partying or chasing women … I was working for us. For our family.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Please, Udoka. Spare me that bullshit. I’m sick of that excuse. You know damn well I don’t need anything from you. You made your choice about what’s important to you. And now, I’m making mine.”

      “Andrew? Is he your choice?”

      “Stop.” She points toward the garage. “Your stuff is in there. There’s no point in this conversation.”

      I ignore her, my eyes moving past her shoulder into the house. “Andrew! Come out here! Stop hiding. Face me like a man! She’s my wife, not yours!”

      “Is everything okay?” Andrew’s voice comes from behind Iriah. “Do you need my help with this?”

      “No! She doesn’t need you!” I snap, my blood boiling. I want to knock his teeth out, to smash something—anything—to fight off the dread gripping my windpipe like a murderer’s hands around my throat.

      She turns her head. “Andy, stay where you are. I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure?” His calm tone only fuels my anger.

      “Yes!” I snap. “She’s safe with me. Not you. You’re the one who put her in danger by cheating on her! By treating her badly. Now, she’s my wife.”

      Andrew’s face comes into view above Iriah’s head as he steps closer. For a second, I brace myself to lunge at him. If he touches her … I’ll yank him through the door and punch his lights out.

      But he doesn’t. Instead, he glares at me, the air thick with tension, as if daring me to make a move. And then, without a word, he turns and walks back inside.

      “Coward!” I shout. “Come back here! Let’s handle this like men. Let’s see who’s stronger.”

      “Stop!” Iriah’s voice is exasperated, fed up. It cuts through my fury, cooling my rage in an instant.

      I exhale, releasing the tension in a ragged breath. I know Iriah and Andrew aren’t together. They have a more sibling-like relationship than romantic. I know because I know Iriah. She would never take him back after the way he treated her. I’ve heard all about his affairs, how they broke up vowing to never risk their friendship again by trying to make it something more.

      My jealousy doesn’t come from the fear of them rekindling something. I recognise it for what it really is. Inadequacy. Andrew Cole is the man everyone expects Iriah to end up with. He fits seamlessly into her world of wealth and privilege. I’m the man she settled for. The one she’s realising she’s better off without.

      “What do you want?” she asks, her gaze flicking to the flowers in my hand. “Your stuff is in the garage. You didn’t have to ring the bell.”

      I look down, only now realising I haven’t even given her the flowers. My throat tightens as I lift them toward her. “For you.”

      She takes them. “Thank you, Udoka. But there’s no need for all this. It’s too late.”

      “Too late? What does that mean, Iriah? That you want a divorce?”

      She shrugs. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe?” My soul feels like it’s slipping from my body at the quiet resignation in her voice. She’s considering ending our five years together. For real? I know I messed up, but is it truly unforgivable? Is this really the end of the road for us?

      She sighs, the sound heavy with sorrow. “I don’t know yet what I want. But I know what I don’t want. And that’s to keep going in circles with you about our life together. About what truly matters for us as a couple. I’ve had enough.”

      I take a step back, her words like a spear to my chest, knocking the air from my lungs. Breathing suddenly feels like a task as I stand in front of my wife, hearing the words I’ve dreaded for weeks.

      “Just get your stuff and go, Udoka,” she says softly, retreating slightly into the house. “I packed everything I think you’ll need. If I forgot anything or if you want something else, text me, and I’ll send it.”

      I remain frozen, my chest burning with agony. I feel sick, like I need to throw up. A part of me wants to drop to my knees, beg her to forgive me. To promise I’ll quit my job, never miss another important moment. But I know I won’t. I still have my pride. My job is a vital part of me. A passion I had long before I met Iriah. One I can’t just abandon. There’s no point in lying, pretending I’d change. Yet, I know I’m wrong, that I messed up. In doing what I love, I neglected the person I love. I lost the balance.

      “If you…” I clear my throat, struggling to hold back tears. “If you want a divorce, we have to do it the Igbo way. We need a family meeting first to confirm irreconcilable differences before they agree to accept the bride price back and make it more … official.”

      She nods, her face unreadable. “Okay. I’ll tell my parents to set it up.”

      I don’t respond. Her curt reply shatters me into tiny pieces. It’s like she’s already checked out of this marriage, completely given up on us. And that realisation breaks me. Had she ever truly loved me? How could she, when she’s so willing to let go?

      “Okay. Thanks for the flowers.” Her voice is barely above a whisper. “I’ll let you know when they pick a date.”

      Then she shuts the door in my face. A deliberate goodbye.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, my head buzzing, my body trembling. I should not have confronted her like this, all riled up after seeing Andrew’s car. Maybe I pushed her even further away. Maybe I made things worse.

      I shake my head. Why did I let jealousy turn me into a madman tonight? I could have handled this differently, stayed calm, played it smart. Instead, I acted like a raging bull, and now she’s arranging a family meeting to dissolve our marriage when that’s the last thing I want.

      With slumped shoulders and a heavy heart, I turn toward the garage to collect my things. I can’t believe I’m losing the most important woman in my life, and I can’t seem to do anything to stop it.
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      Iriah

      
        
        Sometimes we don’t appreciate the moment

        until it becomes a memory—unknown

      

      

      

      A ragged breath escapes me as soon as I close the door. Squeezing my eyes shut, I press my back against it, tears streaming freely down my face.

      I hate this, the way things are between Udoka and me. It pains me that we’ve reached this crossroads where the only path forward is in separate directions. But I’m at my wit’s end. There’s no point in trying to mend what’s broken if the other person isn’t willing to put in the work.

      We’ve been here before. Had serious arguments about his absence, his distance, his failure to prioritise me over his job. It never changes. So why should I believe he’d change now?

      I grit my teeth, my body trembling with sobs. Seeing him today has shaken me. No matter how much I tried to convince myself that I could handle it, deep down, I knew I couldn’t.

      Just one look at him, and I crumbled. Almost faltered in my resolve to end our relationship. He looked so good. And he smelled even better. That woody, earthy fragrance of his cologne that had drawn me in from the moment we met.

      Dressed in a casual t-shirt and jeans, with his usual slip-ons, he was a reminder of our undeniable physical attraction. My weakness for him. How easy it would have been to fall into his arms and forget that the fundamental issues between us were still unresolved. I could have easily slipped back into the rollercoaster we’ve been on for the past five years, no buffer to protect me.

      And that’s why I called Andrew. I needed someone whose presence would stir enough conflict to keep me from giving in to my weakness for Udoka. Someone who was firmly on my side even if he didn’t fully agree with my decision. Andrew is that person.

      Anuli would have stayed with me, supported me if Udoka showed up. But deep down, I suspect she thinks I’m making a mistake ending my marriage. I can feel it, that quiet disapproval, the unspoken belief that I should try harder, do better.

      But why does it have to be me? Why am I the one who always has to try? Why am I the one constantly compromising?

      If Udoka truly loves me the way he says he does, he would go above and beyond to make things right. He would put in the work, shift his priorities. But he doesn’t. If he does, he wouldn’t be suggesting a family meeting to discuss our separation. He’d be fighting to fix what’s broken.

      “Are you okay?”

      Andrew’s voice crashes through my thoughts. I open my eyes to find him watching me, concern etched into his features.

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “Oh, Iriah,” he says, stepping forward and gathering me into his arms. “I’m so sorry.”

      I melt into him, allowing myself to be held, letting my emotions pour out in the warmth of his embrace.

      We’ve always had each other’s backs. Right from childhood, we were the two people whose similar backgrounds often left us misunderstood, dismissed as privileged and lacking depth.

      We were always outsiders, constantly trying to prove that despite being born into wealth, we were down-to-earth, fully aware of how the world really worked. From primary school, we became allies, standing up for each other against bullies, navigating a world that never quite knew what to make of us.

      I understand why our parents are so desperate for us to be together. We’d make a power couple. A striking pair. Andrew is tall, light-skinned, with long locks that fall to his shoulders. He’s undeniably handsome. A catch by any standard. But he isn’t for me. Our disastrous attempt at a relationship proved that much. We’re better off as friends. We should never have crossed that line. Andrew might have been the simpler, more acceptable choice for me, but the truth is, we would never work.

      Being with Udoka showed me exactly the kind of man I want. A loving, faithful, kindhearted man. A man who values hard work, family, and making a difference in the world. But somewhere along the way, he lost himself, buried beneath the desperate need to provide for me—money I never even needed from him.

      “I just don’t know how we got here,” I whisper, my tears soaking into Andrew’s t-shirt. “We were so happy before we got married.”

      Andrew leans back, studying my face with a wry smirk. “And people wonder why I don’t want to get married?”

      I swat his shoulder. “We’re talking about me, not you.”

      He brushes a tear from my cheek with his thumb. “That man loves you, Iriah.”

      I shake my head. “Not enough.”

      Andrew exhales, shaking his head. “I disagree. The man nearly had a heart attack when he saw me at your front door.”

      “Jealousy isn’t love.”

      “Sometimes, it is. At the very least, it means someone isn’t ready to let go.”

      I scoff. “And yet, he keeps doing the same thing over and over. Late for our anniversary dinner? What kind of man who truly loves his wife does that?”

      Andrew shrugs. “Sometimes … men don’t make the best decisions. And I’m not excusing him. It was shitty. I’m just saying⁠—”

      “Sounds like an excuse,” I cut in, unwilling to hear yet another person downplay the weight of my pain. Sitting at home, waiting, knowing my husband didn’t think our milestone was important enough. That pain ran deeper than words.

      “You’re right, Iriah.” Andrew squeezes my hand. “I’m not trying to excuse him. I just hope you two can find your way back. I see the love you have for him, and I see his love for you. That has to count for something.”

      I swallow hard. Love is not always enough. My parents love each other, would do anything for each other, but they live separate lives. That’s not what I want for my future. I want a man who is present with me, who shares the highs and lows, who chooses me.

      “And if it doesn’t work out,” Andrew says in his deep voice, “It’s not the end of the world. You’ll find someone who’s everything you need.”

      Someone who’s everything I need. I thought Udoka was that person. But I was wrong.

      “Hey, cheer up,” Andrew says, brushing a gentle hand across my jaw. “Let’s eat before the food gets cold, so I can tell you all about my stint in Vegas.”

      I stretch my lips into a faint smile, grateful for the distraction. Listening to Andrew’s escapades always takes my mind off my problems. Hopefully, it will help me forget how torn I feel after seeing Udoka today.
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        * * *

      

      Five weeks have passed in complete radio silence from Udoka. No calls, no texts, no attempt to reach me at all.

      I know this is what I wanted. Space to think. But it’s making me anxious. Especially given the way we left things last time. I’d practically slammed the door in his face in the middle of an argument.

      Now, sitting in my office, my stomach twists as I scroll through his Facebook. His latest post was two days ago. It’s a picture with his client, Lucy Eke. He’s all smiles as they pose for a photo, the actress signing a multi-million-dollar endorsement deal with a hair product company.

      How can he look so happy? How is he carrying on with work, with life, like nothing happened, while I feel like I’m falling apart? Do I even matter to him?

      A lump rises in my throat as I fight back another wave of tears. We’ve been separated for over two months, yet one simple picture of him still reduces me to this. Meanwhile, he’s out there, laughing, working, living like our relationship never even existed.

      Then, a thought crashes into me, making my heart plummet.

      Is he seeing someone else?

      The idea alone makes me feel sick.

      What if he moves on? What if he finds someone new?

      Can I handle letting him go?

      Can I handle seeing him with another woman?

      I close his Facebook page and comb through his Instagram posts, scanning for any woman who constantly likes his pictures, any woman showing him too much attention.

      There’s a picture of him shaking hands with Chief Omoregie, the owner of a chain of hotels, and a comment below from a woman that stands out.

      
        
        Chichi O: Looking good as always [image: fire]

      

      

      My heart drops. Clearly, she’s talking about Udoka. Not the pot-bellied, balding, and short chief. My Udoka looks good to her? How dare she?

      I search for her comments on his other pictures, and I find a few.

      
        
        Correct guy [image: raising hands, medium-dark skin tone]

      

      

      
        
        A go-getter [image: thumbs up, medium skin tone]

      

      

      What’s up with her always using those lame emojis? I suck my teeth and keep scrolling. She’s so desperate, always leaving comments under a married man’s posts. Udoka is clearly wearing his wedding ring in every picture. He still hasn’t taken it off. Not even now that we’re separated.

      The sight of it stirs mixed emotions in me. Annoyance, because he seems to think I’m just acting up. That like all our arguments about this very issue, I’ll cool off and change my mind soon. Which is far from the case. I’m more than just angry and hurt. I’m devastated. Shattered.

      However, deep down, his refusal to remove that ring brings me an unexpected sense of comfort, a security I can’t quite explain. Maybe it’s that he’s holding onto hope that touches me. I’m not quite sure. Whatever the case, I’m relieved that he’s still wearing his wedding band. 

      
        
        Baller. Na you, biko [image: woman dancing, medium skin tone]

      

      

      That’s the one under a picture of him throwing a basketball toward a hoop.

      “Thirsty bitch!” I huff, shaking my head.

      All her comments under his posts irritate me, but the one that pisses me off the most is the one under a picture of him and Etim at the gym.

      
        
        Tall, dark chocolate [image: face savoring food]

      

      

      Hmmm. She can’t be referring to Etim—he’s light-skinned. So again, it must be Udoka she’s drooling over. My Udoka. A married man! What a loser.

      Who the hell is this Chichi O? Her profile picture is just an avatar, so I can’t even tell what she looks like.

      I click on her profile. Private. Shit.

      I grunt in frustration. Clearly, this woman has a thing for Udoka. But does he have a thing for her? Are they together? Is he cheating on me? Is that why he’s always at work?

      I close my eyes and shake my head. No. Stop it. Now, my mind is spiralling. I know Udoka. He’s not a cheat. He’s the most honest man I know. Not the type to sneak around behind my back.

      But can you be so sure?

      Doubt scratches at my skin, echoing in my head. No. No way.

      The intercom buzzes, shattering my thoughts. I open my eyes, lean forward, and press the button.

      “What’s up, Miranda?”

      “Your mum is here to see you.”

      I freeze. My mum? Why didn’t she call?

      “Send her in,” I say to my secretary.

      “Okay.”

      Within seconds, the door opens, and my mother strides in, bringing with her an air of arrogance, her high-end perfume clouding the space, her long curly wig cascading over her shoulders, and her red Dolce & Gabbana gown making a statement, as always.

      I suppress a smirk. This woman is dressed like she’s walking a red carpet, not visiting her daughter at work.

      “Mum.” I force a smile as I rise to my feet. “What are you doing here?”

      She quirks a perfectly arched brow. “And what a wonderful way to welcome your mother.” She air-kisses me before pulling out a chair and sitting down. “Can’t I visit my daughter whenever I want?”

      Still confused about her sudden appearance in my office, I settle back in my seat. “Of course, you can,” I say. “It’s just that you usually call … and I’m at work.”

      She flicks a loose strand of her wig behind her ear, revealing a dazzling diamond stud.

      “This couldn’t wait. I had to see you right away.”

      Instantly, my stomach tightens. “Why? What’s going on?”

      “Imagine the audacity of your husband’s mother,” she scoffs, shaking her head. “She had the guts to call me, inviting me to a family meeting to discuss your marriage to her son. Imagine!”

      My heart plummets.

      God. Udoka is really ready to call it quits. He’s now pushing for the family meeting. Why? Could the thirsty Instagram bitch be the reason? Is he eager to end our marriage and move on with her?

      When he brought up the D-word, I was taken aback. Divorce. A word I had been avoiding, unwilling to even think about. Then he mentioned a family meeting to start the process of ending our marriage, and I agreed, out of reflex, as a defence mechanism. My way of proving I wasn’t shaken. That I was ready to let him go.

      However, after he left, I stalled, didn’t tell my parents about his suggestion, unwilling to make any formal decisions. Because the truth is, I’m not quite ready.

      A meeting with his family would change that. It would make things official. It would mean we’re past the point of fixing things ourselves.

      It would mean the beginning of the end.

      “What does that woman take me for?” My mother’s voice cuts through my thoughts, sharp and indignant. “Does she think I’m as jobless as she is? That I have all the time in the world for her shenanigans?”

      “Stop it, Mum,” I snort. “That’s my mother-in-law you’re talking about.”

      “I don’t care about that. Who does she think she is?” Mum exhales sharply, frustration evident in every breath. “The woman has a chip on her shoulder. Always frowning when she sees me. I’m not the source of her problems. She needs to focus on fixing her poor fashion sense instead of giving me attitude every time.”

      “Mum!” I protest, my irritation rising. Why can’t my mother and mother-in-law get along? From the moment I introduced them, there’s been an unspoken tension simmering between them. At family gatherings, they’re polite but distant, responding in clipped tones and monosyllables.

      “What did she ever do to you? Why do you dislike her so much?”

      Mum twists her lips. “I don’t dislike her. I just don’t like the way she judges me. Like I’m less of a woman because I don’t slave away in the kitchen or have multiple children like she does.”

      “Goodness, Mum. She has never said that to you.”

      “Oh, she doesn’t need to. It’s in the way she insinuates things. I’ll never forget how she took over supervising the caterers at your wedding. A wedding your father and I paid for, by the way. As if the expensive chef we hired needed her oversight.”

      “Lord!” I run a hand over my face. “She was only trying to help. It was her son’s wedding too. She needed to contribute something.”

      “Well, we didn’t ask her. It made me feel inadequate, like all I know how to do is spend money. Which isn’t true.”

      “You’re just reading too much into things. She’s actually a sweet woman, just a little rough around the edges.”

      “Sweet, my foot! Is that why she called me, demanding my presence to discuss your marital issues with her son? Why does she want me involved? Why can’t she let you both sort it out like adults?”

      “Mum, it’s the Igbo culture. We can’t divorce without a formal meeting. Not traditionally, anyway.”

      “That’s not my cup of tea. It’s not my culture. And they can’t shove their customs down our throats.” Mum clicks her tongue. “The woman irritates me so much.”

      I roll my eyes, trying not to dwell on the implications of this meeting. Bringing our marital issues before both families could be a disaster. Udoka’s mother and mine barely tolerate each other. They’ll likely be at each other’s throats.

      But what if it actually helps?

      Udoka and I have always kept our problems between us, never involving anyone else. Maybe that’s why he doesn’t hear me. Could having others there make a difference? Maybe his parents will understand my point of view and convince him to see things differently.

      “Is divorce what you want?” Mum asks, her voice hesitant, thick with concern.

      I meet her gaze, unsure how to answer. The immediate response would be no. But honestly? I don’t know.

      I’ve done everything to show Udoka that being with him is what truly matters. That his presence is more important than any financial security he’s chasing. But he seems consumed by something deeper, something beyond me.

      How much longer can I endure being alone at home until midnight while he’s chasing deals? How many more impromptu overseas trips for clients? Cancelling plans last minute for work. Babysitting grown ass men and women because he’s their manager instead of being with me. How much more of this life can I take? A life where I feel like an afterthought?

      I want more. I deserve more. And even if it breaks my heart, I’d rather let him go than lose myself in this marriage.

      “I don’t know,” I answer honestly, a sob rising in my throat. “I don’t know what I want, Mum. Is that weird?”

      She shakes her head, pity in her eyes. “No, it’s not. I’ve been there before, torn between the life I wanted and the life I needed.”

      “You mean living with Dad while being in love with someone else?”

      She shrugs. “I love them both. Your father and Vivian. But I made the decision that made my life easier. The easy decision. And sometimes, the easy way isn’t always the right choice.”

      I raise a brow. “Do you regret staying with Dad instead of following your heart?”

      “No. It just means I could have had a different life, maybe even a happier one if I had chosen Vivian. But I also know it would have come with challenges I wasn’t strong enough to face.” She pins me with an intense look. “Making a decision about your marriage won’t be easy. Whether you stay or leave, it will be difficult. What matters is that you do it with no regrets. With your full chest. Either way, it won’t be a walk in the park.”

      I nod. She’s right. No matter what I choose, my heart will break.

      If I stay with Udoka and give him another chance, what happens when he misses another anniversary? Another family function? What if we have children and he does the same? Prioritises work over their school activities, never truly being there?

      My father was like that, always on the road, expanding our family’s banking and finance empire. My mother was equally busy, always occupied with her chain of luxury boutiques. I was raised by nannies, and I swore I’d never do that to my own children.

      How does Udoka expect us to build a family when he’s never around?

      Ending our marriage now would shatter me. But wouldn’t it be worse if I waited until we had children?

      “My daughter, I’ll support whatever decision you make. I’ll even go to that silly family meeting if it will help,” Mum says softly, reaching for my hand. “Whatever happens, remember, your father and I love you very much. You’ll always have our support.”

      I swallow hard, my heart swelling with gratitude.

      For all their flaws—my father’s affairs, my mother’s secret life—they love me deeply. And knowing they’ll stand by me, no matter the outcome, gives me the strength to make a decision.

      “Okay,” I exhale. “I’ll tell Udoka we’ll set up the meeting. I want to host it so it’s not a financial burden on his family.”

      Mum nods. “Alright. Let me check my diary for a date.” She scrolls through her phone. “Your father and I are free the last Saturday of this month. Does that work?”

      “That sounds good. I’ll ask Udoka if his parents are okay with it.”

      As I type a message to Udoka, my fingers tremble.

      I release a harsh breath as soon as I press send. I can’t believe I’ve just set in motion what might be the beginning of the end of my marriage to a man I’ve loved for five years.

    

  

Book made for oyidiaronto@gmail.com

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Udoka

      
        
        When you have exhausted all possibilities,

        remember this: You haven’t—Thomas Edison

      

      

      

      I shake my head as I sip my coffee. It’s Monday morning, and I’m sitting in the lobby of Okoye & Co., waiting to see an entertainment lawyer about finalising a movie deal for one of my actors.

      It’s well past ten a.m., and Kehinde Martins is already over twenty minutes late for our scheduled nine o’clock meeting. Again. To think this is his first major role since the scandal of his affair with his wife’s sister, an ordeal that took me months to contain with my best PR team.

      Sometimes, I wonder if the money I make is worth the stress of managing these entitled clients with their overinflated sense of importance.

      My passion for talent management started back at the University of Nigeria, Enugu Campus. One night, I went to a club and heard a young man performing on stage. He was incredible. His saxophone skills flawless, his voice almost otherworldly. Right then, I imagined a future where I could introduce him to top producers, pull him out of that small club, and turn him into a global star. But as a business administration student with no industry connections, it was nothing more than a pipe dream.

      After graduation, I worked at a bank for a year, but the job quickly became mind-numbing. That was when I started revisiting my dream of becoming a talent manager. Then, by sheer luck, I ran into Aristar, the same musician I had seen performing years before. He had become a well-known highlife artist by then. He introduced me to his manager, who offered me an internship at Globcom Management. That was my foot in the door. I learned the ropes, gained experience, and eventually branched out on my own. Now, my company, Starz, is one of the leading talent management firms in Nigeria, and I have my sights set on international expansion.

      Unfortunately, that ambition comes with its fair share of headaches, like dealing with clients like Kehinde Martins. Not only is he late for a meeting that could revive his dwindling acting career, but he’s also switched off his phone, making it impossible to reach him.

      My relentless drive to succeed has also come at a personal cost—my marriage. And I have no idea how to fix it.

      With a sigh, I pull my phone from the pocket of my white kaftan and unlock it. My eyes widen.

      A hundred messages from the family group chat. The topic? My marital problems.

      Oh no.

      Coming from a big, close-knit family is wonderful. It has its perks. Growing up, I never felt lonely or isolated. There was always someone around to play with.

      With two younger brothers and two older sisters, I’m the middle child, the one my sisters dote on but also the one who can boss around my younger brothers.

      Some people say the middle child is the most neglected, but not in my family. If anything, I got the most attention. Maybe because I’m the first son, or maybe because I was the one closest to my mother and sisters.

      My younger brothers, Ahanna and Obioma, who are twenty-eight and thirty, have always been more outdoorsy than I am, less likely to be around the women in the family, so they usually missed out on being pampered by our parents. They both live in the UK. Obioma works as a dentist, while Ahanna is an emergency medicine physician. Obioma is still single, but Ahanna got married last year and is expecting his first child.

      My sisters, Mma and Nneoma, are twins. Mma lives in Lagos with her husband and four sons, while Nneoma is in Port Harcourt with her husband, a son, and a daughter.

      The best thing about having so many siblings is that I always have someone to talk to when I’m feeling down. Knowing there are several options and perspectives I’d get by calling any of them whenever I want advice on anything is such a blessing to me.

      But there’s a downside too—too many people in my business. Especially when they’re as opinionated as my siblings, with no sense of boundaries whatsoever.

      And now, thanks to my mum’s blabbering, word of my marital problems has spread through the family. My phone is blowing up with messages from the family WhatsApp group chat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mma: Oh, goodness! Udoka I just heard you’ve been separated from Iriah for three months! Three months! Why didn’t you say anything?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Nneoma: I suspected something was wrong when I called the house and found him there three times in a row. I kept wondering. Why isn’t he at his own house?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mma: Wait. Hold on. Udoka, did Iriah kick you out?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Nneoma: Well, it’s her house. I’m sure she did.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Obioma: And that’s exactly why a man should never move into a woman’s house. Women are too temperamental. The moment there’s a problem … bam! They kick you out. It’s an abomination.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mma: Oh, please, Obi, stop talking nonsense. If anyone is known for throwing their partners out, it’s men, not women.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ahanna: That’s the way it should be. A man should own the house. Not the woman.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Nneoma: I actually agree with the guys o. A man should have more authority than his wife. It’s what the Bible says.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mma: Oh, for heaven’s sake! Are you all from the dark ages? A marriage should be a partnership. Equal authority, equal respect.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Dad: Not according to the Bible. The man is the head of the home.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mum: Exactly. And when a woman has more money than her husband, this is what happens. He ends up getting kicked out of his own marriage.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mma: Abeg, I don’t agree. Ahanna, didn’t you and your wife mortgage a house together in Milton Keynes? Are you telling me you’re any less of a man because she’s paying half of it with you?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ahanna: That’s different. We own it together. She can’t kick me out.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mma: Mess up first and see if she can’t. Remember, you’re in the UK, not Naija.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Nneoma: Please, enough of this rubbish argument. Udoka, how are you? What happened? Why are you and Iriah even fighting?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mum: He missed their wedding anniversary dinner. That’s it. Is that enough reason to send your husband packing? Women these days don’t understand the sacredness of marriage. Everything is divorce, divorce, divorce.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mma: But why would you miss your anniversary dinner, Udoka? Don’t you know how to treat a woman? That’s an important day.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mum: He was at work! So what? Should he quit his job just because he’s married to a spoiled girl?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Dad: He was wrong to miss the dinner. But let’s be realistic. This can’t be the only reason for a separation. Something else must be going on. Udoka, tell us the truth.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Mum: We need to find out what the real issue is. A family meeting is necessary. I’ve already called her mother to arrange one.

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart plummets as soon as I read that message from my mother. I flip my phone over, unwilling to read any further.

      God. I am not ready for this. Not for the interrogation. Not for the judgment. Not to have my marriage laid bare before my family like a case in a courtroom, dissected until every last piece of it is exposed.

      I can already picture it—sitting in the middle, surrounded by elders, uncles, aunts, cousins, in-laws. Voices raised, opinions flying. My life turned into a spectacle.

      Why the hell did I even suggest it to Iriah?

      I know why. Because I was stupid. Because I let jealousy get the better of me when I saw Andrew Cole with her. I let my pride take over, let my mouth run without thinking. And now, here we are. On the path to what feels like an inevitable divorce.

      I’ve never been to one of these family meetings before, but I know how they go. My father once attended one as a representative for his late brother’s daughter. The meeting didn’t resolve anything. Instead, it shattered what little hope was left in her marriage. After that, divorce was only a matter of time.

      Will that be my fate too?

      My phone vibrates. I turn it over and my heart somersaults. It’s a notification. From Iriah. The timing is eerie, like my thoughts summoned it into existence.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wifey: My parents have agreed to a family meeting. Is the last Saturday of this month okay? 1 p.m.? They’d like to host it. Please let me know if that’s fine with your parents. Thank you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Bloody hell.

      She’s really doing it. Setting the date. Laying the groundwork for what could be the official end of our marriage.

      My chest burns, my head feels foggy. Like my brain is being stuffed with cotton wool. The pressure in my temples is unbearable.

      The office door swings open, and Kehinde Martins strolls in, late as usual. Any other day, I would have torn into him for his tardiness. Today, I barely register his presence.

      Like a zombie, I shove my phone into my pocket and square my shoulders. The pain will have to wait. My personal life might be in freefall, but right now, I have a job to do.

      And if I can’t negotiate peace with my wife, at least I can still negotiate the hell out of this deal for my client.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As the date for the family meeting approaches, my anxiety coils tighter around my chest, suffocating me in its grip. I find myself doubling my dose of antacids, but they barely take the edge off. It feels as if the lining of my stomach has been stripped raw and doused in molten lava, each wave of acid another painful reminder of the storm brewing inside me.

      Panic attacks have become my new normal. They creep up on me at random moments—while brushing my teeth, while trying to sleep, while pretending to listen on work calls. The mere thought of seeing Iriah again, of sitting across from her in her family home with a room full of relatives weighing in on matters that should be private between us, is enough to send me spiralling.

      My siblings have already bombarded me with endless phone calls, each one packed with intrusive questions and unsolicited advice. Have you tried couples’ counselling? Are you sure there’s no one else? Maybe if you just apologise…

      It’s exhausting. And worse, it makes everything feel real.

      No more pretending. No more hoping this is just a temporary rough patch. Everyone knows now. I’m separated. I’ve moved out of my marital home and back into my parents’ house like a man stripped of his dignity. My marriage is slipping through my fingers, and divorce is no longer a distant, unthinkable possibility. It’s staring me in the face.

      And it’s fucking terrifying.

      For weeks, sleep has been a stranger to me. I barely manage four hours a night, and even those are restless, haunted by memories and nightmares. Food has lost its taste, and my clothes hang looser on my frame. I’ve lost nearly five kilos. Every day feels like I’m merely existing, operating in survival mode with no clue how to escape the misery that has swallowed me whole.

      So, it’s no surprise that when the dreaded day finally arrives, I wake up with bile burning the back of my throat. The nausea is instant and relentless. I barely make it to the bathroom in time, lifting the toilet seat and retching violently.

      Nothing but acidic, stale alcohol erupts from my mouth, the stench so vile that it triggers another round of heaving. When it finally subsides, I sag against the wall, pressing my forehead into my palm, taking slow, deliberate breaths as I wait for the dizziness to pass.

      After what feels like an eternity, I flush the toilet, rinse my mouth and brush my teeth, then step into the shower. There’s no point in letting my nerves eat me alive. No matter how much fear claws at my insides, I have to pull myself together. I have to remain calm. I have to fight for my marriage.

      I tell myself this over and over as I get dressed in plain black kaftan with silver embroidery at the nape, matching trousers and black leather shoes. The routine is mechanical. I comb my hair, splash some cologne on my neck, and stare at my reflection in the mirror.

      On the surface, I look fine. Presentable. But beneath the crisp lines of my clothing and the carefully groomed exterior, I am falling apart.

      I can’t help but wonder, does Iriah still want this marriage? Does she still want me?

      She has been so distant. On social media, her life looks untouched by our separation. If you didn’t know any better, you’d think she was thriving. Blooming without me. I’ve relentlessly combed through her Instagram and there are several photos of her out and about with Anuli, Andrew, and some of her work friends, laughing and glowing like she has no care in the world.

      Meanwhile, I’m drowning.

      Every smile I force for work commitments feels like a fresh betrayal of my own emotions. I hate that my job requires me to be around people constantly, that the celebrities I represent are always looking to show out when all I want to do is shut down.

      There’s no space for grief in my world. No room to pause, to process, to breathe.

      My clients expect me to be on full alert at clubs, parties, events. Networking. Scouting for more talent. Rubbing shoulders with industry elites. It’s an endless sea of faces, forced smiles, and feigned laughter, and I can barely keep my head above water.

      But today, none of that matters. Today, I have only one goal. To face Iriah and do whatever it takes to bring her back home. Where she belongs. Where we belong.

      A knock at the door interrupts my train of thought. I inhale deeply, exhaling slowly before saying, “Come in.”

      I don’t need to look up to know who it is. My mother. She’s been watching me waste away over the past few weeks, helpless, unable to intervene as I spiral. She’s seen me staring into space for hours, skipping meals, drowning in alcohol more than I usually would. She’s worried, of course. How could she not be? She knows the one thing I wish I could control is the one thing I can’t. My crumbling marriage.

      “Just wanted to check if you’re ready. We don’t want to be late,” she says as she steps inside.

      I glance at her outfit. It’s a simple yet dignified Ankara wrapper and blouse, paired with a matching scarf wrapped around her head. For a moment, an irrational urge creeps up on me to ask her to change into something more eye-catching, something that wouldn’t make her look so modest next to my mother-in-law, who will undoubtedly be dressed in designer from head to toe. But I bite my tongue. The constant and unwarranted desire to prove my worthiness to Iriah’s family feels like a suffocating noose around my neck. I don’t have to involve my parents in that madness.

      “I’m ready,” I mutter, adjusting the cuffs of my kaftan. “Believe me, being late is the last thing I want to do. It would completely destroy any chance I have of reconciling with my wife.”

      My mother steps further into the room, standing beside me. She’s much smaller than me. Five foot four to my six feet. But she’s never been one to be intimidated. I got my height from my father, but my mother? She’s always carried herself like a giant. She knows what she wants, always has. She’s never let life dictate her path, even when it would have been easier to surrender to her circumstances. She grew up poor, but that never defined her. She worked as a hairstylist while putting herself through university, and she hasn’t stopped grinding since.

      I suppose that’s why I fell in love with a woman like Iriah. Women who know what they want, who refuse to let anyone dictate their futures immediately catch my attention. But now, that same trait—the thing I admired most—is the reason my anxiety is through the roof. Because if Iriah has made up her mind to leave me, there is absolutely nothing in this world I can do to stop her.

      “You really want your wife back?” Mum asks softly. There’s concern in her voice, but also something else, something protective, almost wary. She reaches out, brushing imaginary dust from my kaftan.

      “Yes, Mum,” I say without hesitation. “I love her.”

      She frowns. “But why? After the way she’s treated you like trash she can toss aside? Kicking you out of your own home, treating you like you’re less than a man?”

      “Mum, please,” I sigh, rubbing a hand over my face. “For the last time, she didn’t kick me out. I left. She went to stay with her father, and I figured giving her space was the best thing to do. And honestly? I get why she’s upset. I’ve been absent for so many things that mattered to her. I even missed our anniversary dinner, one she went all out to prepare. I’m not surprised she’s livid.”

      “But she can’t blame you for working hard. She can’t blame⁠—”

      “Mum,” I cut her off, my voice firm but pleading. “This meeting is about reconciliation. I need you to bring positive energy, not resentment. Please, don’t bring this up when we get to Iriah’s house. I need my marriage back.”

      I reach for her hand, squeezing it lightly. “Please, Mum. Just play nice.”

      She doesn’t respond right away. For several long seconds, she simply stares at me, her lips pressed into a tight line. Then, finally, she nods.

      “Okay, my son. Let’s go. I pray God’s will be done.”

      The answer doesn’t satisfy me. But at this point, I’ll take it. It’s better than the fire and brimstone she usually unleashes when she’s pissed off.

      “Amen,” I murmur.

      God’s will. I just hope it involves fixing my marriage and bringing my wife back to me.

      Ten minutes later, we’re in the car, heading to Asokoro. I’m behind the wheel, my mother in the passenger seat, and my father in the back. He’s dressed in a kaftan shirt and trousers made from the same Ankara material as my mother’s outfit. Another faux pas. My in-laws will likely see it as tacky, too provincial, too pedestrian. But I’ve learned to pick my battles. Telling them to change would only make things worse. They deserve to be themselves. My priority right now is fixing the mess I’ve made of my marriage.

      Mum’s phone rings just as I switch lanes onto Nnamdi Azikiwe Expressway. She picks up, and from the corner of my eye, I see it’s a video call from my sister, Mma.

      “Mma! How are you, my dear? How is Lagos?” Mum greets cheerfully.

      “I’m fine, thank you,” Mma sighs. “But this heat is killing us. And there hasn’t been light in our estate for the past three days. Something about the transformer blowing. I’m praying I don’t die of heat stroke before they fix it.”

      I chuckle. “Mma, hi. God forbid! You won’t die in Jesus’ name.”

      “Amen, my brother! Amen! May God deliver us from APC.”

      Dad tuts from the backseat. “As if APC is the reason for the electricity problems in this country. This started with PDP.”

      “Daddy!” Mma exclaims. “PDP may have messed up, but APC has dragged this country straight into the pit.”

      “Abeg!” Dad scoffs. “APC, PDP, Labour … all the parties in Nigeria are the same. I’m tired of the lack of structure in our politics. None of them inspire hope.”

      “Please don’t add Labour to that list,” I interject, indicating left to move to the fast lane. “Peter Obi is the only hope this country has.”

      Mum shrieks dramatically. “Jesus Christ is my only hope o! I can’t place my trust in any man.”

      The alarm in her voice makes everyone burst into laughter. Even I laugh, a genuine, chest-rumbling laugh that momentarily lifts the weight from my shoulders.

      Then Mma brings me right back to reality.

      “So, how are you feeling about the meeting today?”

      I sigh. She means well. Of all my siblings, she’s the only one who has supported my marriage from the beginning. Even when I hesitated about dating a woman wealthier than me, she was the one who told me my fears were outdated.

      “You’re a hardworking man, and you’re not in it for the money,” she had said. “You love her. So go for her.”

      It was also Mma who convinced me to sign the prenup Iriah’s parents presented to me. A way to prove to Iriah’s family that I wasn’t after their wealth. They welcomed it with open arms, and I signed it without hesitation, ensuring I had no legal claim to any part of Iriah’s trust fund.

      To this day, Iriah doesn’t even know I did that. She hates the idea of prenups, but I wanted to protect her from the doubts that came with her status.

      At least now, no one can ever accuse me of marrying for money. Never!

      “I’m nervous. But hopeful,” I admit, my voice tight with the tension in my chest.

      “It is well, my brother,” Mma reassures me, her tone soothing. “I prayed for you this morning. God will lead and direct you. His presence will guide you to peace with your wife. It will bring a complete resolution to the conflict, in Jesus’ name.”

      “Amen!” I say, a surge of gratitude flooding me.

      Mma’s voice grows even more earnest. “The God of love will fill your hearts with love and forgiveness, because what God has put together, no man can put asunder.”

      “Amen!” I repeat, this time my throat tight with emotion, my chest swelling with hope.

      Dad echoes the “Amen” quietly, his voice carrying a weight of his own unspoken thoughts. Mum, however, remains silently distant.

      “Unless it’s God’s will,” Mum mumbles under her breath.

      “Mummy, biko, be supportive,” Mma interjects, her tone sharp, an edge of reproach. “You need to go there with a spirit of peace.”

      Mum huffs but nods reluctantly. “Okay … okay … I will.”

      “Thank you, Mma,” I say, the relief in my voice obvious. She’s always been my ally and today is no different. But it’s her ability to steady Mum, to tame the storm that brews behind her wary gaze, that I’m most grateful for.

      Because as much as I love my mother, her resentment toward Iriah’s family threatens to spill into today. Mum, the woman who taught me kindness and humility, now can’t hide her bitterness. It twists her, makes her cold and curt, especially when Iriah’s mother comes up. I used to think that it was pride, but it’s deeper than that. It’s wounded pride. A belief that she is being looked down on, dismissed.

      But today can’t be about that. Today is about healing.

      “Just remind Mum to stay calm,” I say, almost pleading. “I need today to go well.”

      “I’ve heard,” Mum replies, her voice low, but I catch the slight quiver. She’s trying. And that’s all I can ask for.

      Mma clears her throat. “Don’t worry, bro. It is well. It’ll be fine.”

      I nod. “Thanks, sis.”

      Minutes later, after a few muted exchanges, Mma rings off. The quiet that follows is suffocating. The air in the car grows thick as we approach Nelson Mandela Street, the gilded gates of Iriah’s family home rising before us like a monument to everything I hope one day to achieve for my own family.

      The gates swing open. Beyond them, the estate sprawls endlessly. An expanse of manicured lawns, floral hedges, and polished marble. The house itself is a fortress of glass and stone, gleaming under the midday sun. Every time I see it, I’m reminded of the chasm between our worlds. My parents’ modest duplex, with its slightly cracked walls and weathered gate, has never felt smaller.

      Mum clicks her tongue. “I wonder why they didn’t want to have the meeting at our place,” she mutters, stepping out as I hold the door open. “Another way for them to look down on us.”

      “Nobody can look down on us,” Dad mutters as he slams the car door shut. His annoyance is palpable. “We’re hardworking people who earn an honest living and don’t borrow from them or anyone else. If they want the meeting here, there’s no reason to object.”

      Mum harrumphs but falls silent, her dissatisfaction hanging in the air. I’m thankful for the quiet, though, as my stomach is a tight knot of nerves. The uncertainty of this day is making me feel like I might suffocate under the pressure.

      I lead the way through the security checkpoint, the cool air doing little to calm the nervous sweat gathering at the back of my neck. My black kaftan top clings to me, and I’m grateful for the dark colour. At least, no sweat stains to embarrass me when I see Iriah.

      Dad rings the doorbell. I brace myself, fully expecting one of the housemaids to open it. That’s how it always is—a rotating cast of impeccably dressed staff, each one more polite than the last. But today is different.

      The door slides open.

      And there she is.

      Iriah.

      The air is sucked from my lungs. It’s like I’ve forgotten how to breathe.

      She stands before me, bathed in soft light. Her crimson dress clings to her curves, the silk fabric cascading down like a river of blood and fire. It moulds to her body in ways that feel both delicate and powerful, commanding attention without needing to ask for it. Her skin glows, the rich undertones of her brown complexion enhanced by the deep hue. Her hair falls in perfect waves, dark and lustrous, framing her face like a halo. Every brush of makeup is intentional, from the soft shimmer on her lids to the subtle blush that kisses her cheeks.

      She’s devastatingly beautiful.

      I feel an overwhelming surge of both admiration and guilt. How did I get so lucky to have someone like her? A woman so beautiful, so powerful, so out of my league. I was just a hustling, skinny Igbo boy with too much to prove, yet somehow, she said yes to me. How could I have messed up so badly and let this incredible woman slip away? How could I have fumbled the gold I was given on a silver platter?

      “Welcome, Udoka,” she says, her voice soft, almost breathless. There’s a warmth in her demeanour, but also caution. She has created a wall between us. One that wasn’t there before.

      I clear my throat, but it still feels like shards of glass are lodged inside. “Th-thank you, Iriah. It’s good to see you.”

      “Likewise,” she replies quietly, her gaze locking with mine.

      We stand there, the air thick with words unsaid, each of us locked in the other’s gaze. In this moment, it feels as if no one else exists. There’s nothing but the two of us, the world outside fading into nothing. A part of me wants to step forward, pull her into my arms, beg her to come back to me. The impulse to drop my pride, to throw away every fear, is almost overwhelming.

      But then, Dad’s voice breaks through, cutting the moment short.

      “Good afternoon, my daughter,” he says, his voice polite but firm.

      Iriah turns to greet him, bending slightly in the traditional gesture of respect. “Good afternoon, sir.”

      A wave of respect for Iriah washes over me, leaving my skin flushed and warm. It speaks volumes that despite everything happening between us, she still offers that reverence. Another reason I love her. She believes in preserving relationships and avoids actions that might permanently damage them.

      She turns to Mum next, repeating the gesture. “Good afternoon, ma. Thank you all for coming.”

      Mum greets her warmly, and to my surprise, her tone is not cold or stiff. There’s a pleasantness in her voice, a welcome I didn’t expect. I can’t help but feel a wave of relief. If Mum’s starting off like this, maybe this meeting won’t be as disastrous as I’d feared.

      Iriah steps aside, motioning for us to enter. “Please, come in. Let me lead you to the guest living room.”

      As she moves to the side, I catch a whiff of her perfume. The floral notes of jasmine and lavender fill my senses, and for a moment, I’m drowning in it. I can’t even remember when I first became so attached to the scent, but I do remember that after she left, it drove me crazy. I couldn’t sleep for days, the longing to smell that fragrance again gnawing at me. I even bought the perfume—Joy by Dior—to spray on my pillow, just to fill the void she left behind. It never did. Only made the ache worse. But still, I couldn’t stop.

      And now she’s wearing it.

      My body reacts instantly. The craving for her, for everything she represents, overwhelms me. I want to take her hand and pull her out of this house, escape with her, somewhere quiet, away from everything. Somewhere we can be alone, just the two of us.

      But I reel in the impulse, forcing myself to focus. Today is about fixing my marriage, saving what we’ve built. I can’t let myself get distracted by my physical longing. That can come later, if I can somehow make things right.

      As we follow her inside, my eyes are drawn to the curve of her hips and the switch of her ample bottom as she moves. My breath hitches in my chest, and I steel myself, forcing my gaze away.

      Focus, Udoka. This is not about desire. This is about redemption. Today is my chance to fight for my wife. And I can’t afford to mess things up now.
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        Trying is the first step toward triumph—Unknown

      

      

      

      Golden light from the chandelier floods the sitting room, its crystals gleaming like scattered stars. Plush cream sofas, embroidered with gold thread, form a perfect semi-circle, framing a glass coffee table. On it, a crystal decanter of deep red wine sits beside a silver tray piled with garden eggs, cashews, and skewers of barbecued meat. Everything looks perfect. My parents did a fantastic job organising this family meeting. It should be calming, reassuring. Instead, it’s suffocating.

      I shift in my seat, the crimson silk of my dress clinging to my skin. It’s the colour of defiance. A deliberate choice. If Udoka wants to end our marriage, I’ll show him all he’ll be missing. No woman would ever love him the way I do, looking as fabulous as I do. And that’s on Mary had a little lamb.

      I cross my legs as I turn sideways, giving him the view of my firm and shapely calves, a part of my anatomy he loves to touch, aware of his eyes on me.

      To my right, my mother sits tall, her purple silk boubou flowing around her like royalty. Her chin is high, her pearl earrings catching the chandelier’s lights. She has the composure of a woman accustomed to wielding power, every flick of her wrist and tilt of her head a reminder of her status. My father, ever the calm counterbalance, wears a crisp white shirt and dark trousers. He leans forward slightly, hands clasped together, as though bracing for impact.

      Across from us, Udoka’s family mirrors our arrangement. His mother’s Ankara blouse and wrapper are a brilliant blue, a colour that seems to demand attention. Udoka’s father, dressed in a matching kaftan, holds the same air of composed authority. But it’s Udoka’s mother who commands the room. Every movement she makes, from the slight tug at her wrapper to the careful arch of her brow, radiates disdain.

      The resemblance between Udoka and his father is undeniable. They have the same broad shoulders, the same proud stance. But even so, it’s Udoka who seems smaller in this moment, his jaw clenched tight, his hands gripping his knees.

      I dart a furtive glance his way to find his gaze still on me. My heart flip-flops, a frantic rhythm against my ribs. His eyes, dark and stormy, betray the weight of what’s to come. I can’t tell if he’s angry or just upset about being here, but an intense aura, thick with barely contained emotions, emanates from him. It’s both disconcerting and strangely exciting. My lower abdomen clenches as I look away again.

      We both knew this day would come. This meeting was never about reconciliation. It was about pride. About blame. A pointless ritual designed to make his family feel they have done everything in their power to intervene. I know it. And so does he. This won’t resolve anything. It’s likely to only make things worse.

      The customary pleasantries remain necessary, so our parents exchange greetings with practiced smiles and polite nods. Lighthearted chitchat ensues, punctuated by bursts of forced laughter that do little to mask the underlying stiffness in the air. The conversation ebbs and flows until, inevitably, it stumbles into an awkward silence.

      Udoka’s father is the first to break it. He exhales heavily, shaking his head as if burdened by an invisible weight. “This heat,” he mutters, his voice laced with fatigue. “It’s unbearable.”

      “It’s like the sun is punishing us,” my father agrees, though his smile is faint. “Every day hotter than the last.”

      “Even the nights offer no relief,” Udoka’s father adds. “And with the unstable electricity these days, my generator has been working overtime.”

      “Ah,” my mother says, tilting her head sympathetically. “The heat wave has made life unbearable. And with the fuel scarcity—” She pauses, as though the thought alone is exhausting. “It’s the worst possible time for this.”

      Udoka’s mother nods stiffly. “We’ve had to cut back. Fuel is not easy to come by these days.”

      “Or affordable,” Udoka’s father interjects. “Queues that last for hours, and when you finally reach the pump, the price has doubled.”

      My mother’s expression brightens, the gleam of opportunity flashing in her eyes. She leans forward slightly, her silk boubou rustling. “You know,” she begins, her voice dripping with well-practiced warmth, “We have connections. If you ever need fuel, just let me know. I can arrange something. We use solar panels here. I can help you install them in your home too.”

      There it is. The offer wrapped in generosity, but not without the subtle reminder of influence. My mother never misses a chance to assert her position. Even now.

      Udoka’s mother smiles, but it’s tight, forced. “Thank you, but we are managing,” she replies with rehearsed politeness. “We wouldn’t want to trouble you.”

      “It’s no trouble at all,” my mother insists, her voice light. “Truly. I’d be happy to help.”

      “We appreciate the offer,” Udoka’s father says, his tone even. “But we’ll be fine.”

      The refusal is clear, though it’s delivered with a veneer of civility. My mother’s smile falters for a fraction of a second before she settles back into her seat, her hands smoothing over the folds of her boubou. The air grows heavier.

      A moment passes. Then Udoka’s father clears his throat.

      “I’m sure you know why we’re here today,” he says, his voice low and deliberate.

      My father’s fingers drum lightly against the armrest of his chair. “I do,” he replies, though his tone remains neutral. “But I must admit, I don’t see why it’s necessary. The people involved are adults. They can deal with their issues themselves.”

      Udoka’s father nods thoughtfully, though the tension behind his eyes betrays his disagreement. “That may be true,” he says. “But in our culture, family matters are never just between two people. They involve us all.”

      He pauses, as though waiting for my father to respond. But before he can, Udoka’s mother’s voice cuts through the air.

      “Young couples must learn to respect their elders,” she says, her words sharp and pointed. Her eyes find mine, the accusation unspoken but deafening.

      My spine stiffens. I see it now, the spark igniting beneath her composed exterior. The polite mask is slipping.

      My mother’s lips curve into a tight smile. “Respect must be earned, not demanded,” she replies, her voice gentle, but razor-sharp.

      Udoka shifts beside me. His fingers tap against his knee—a barely concealed frustration. But neither of us speaks. Not yet.

      “My son is a good man,” his mother continues. “A hardworking man doing his best to look after his family. Does he deserve to be kicked out of the house for working hard? To be treated like a homeless fellow?” She shakes her head bitterly. “I raised my son well. But not all daughters are raised with the same values.”

      The words hit like a slap, though her tone remains even. I swallow the retort that rises in my throat.

      “Are you implying something, Mrs Adindu?” My mother’s voice is steady, but I hear the challenge beneath it.

      “I am not implying,” Udoka’s mother says, her eyes gleaming with satisfaction. “I am stating a fact, Mrs Ozah. Iriah is spoiled. Controlling. She does whatever she pleases with no regard for her husband’s position. That’s not how a good wife should behave.”

      I turn to look at my father, eyes pleading with him to intervene. He promised me earlier he would do his best to keep the meeting civil. I hope he can.

      Picking up the cue, he clears his throat, attempting to steer the conversation away from the inevitable. “Perhaps we should⁠—”

      “Oh, let’s not pretend,” my mother cuts in, her voice like ice. “Your son is no saint. If anything, he lacks the strength to handle a woman like my daughter. My Iriah deserves a capable man.”

      Udoka’s father straightens, the lines around his mouth deepening. The air thickens, sharp and electric.

      “There’s no need for this,” he says, his voice low, but firm.

      But the words have already sunk their teeth in. There’s no reeling them back.

      “Your daughter wasn’t raised properly, and it shows,” Udoka’s mother snaps, her voice trembling with barely restrained anger.

      “And your son is weak,” my mother fires back, rising to the bait without hesitation. “If he had any backbone, he would have control over his home.”

      Udoka’s fists clench. His shoulders are tense, the muscle in his jaw twitching. Still, he says nothing.

      “Iriah treats Udoka as if she is the head of the home,” his mother snickers, her voice thick with disdain. “She refuses to take his last name. Throws tantrums when he’s out working. Tell me, is that how a woman should behave?”

      My mother’s scoff is sharp and bitter. “At least my daughter is successful. What has your son done that is so remarkable? Apart from marrying into money?”

      The words hang in the air like a slap. Udoka’s father tenses, his lips pressing into a thin line. My father rubs his temples, as though the gesture alone could erase the mess unravelling before him.

      “Enough,” Udoka murmurs under his breath. But the word is swallowed in the storm.

      “You dare insult my son?” Udoka’s mother hisses.

      “And you dare insult my daughter? In my house?” my mother retorts, her eyes blazing. “Who do you think you are?”

      The shouting escalates. My mother rises to her feet, her silk boubou billowing with each furious gesture. Udoka’s mother matches her energy, her voice slicing through the room like a blade. The men try, futilely, to calm them. But no one is listening. The air crackles with years of resentment, of unsaid words and bitter truths finally unleashed.

      And then I can’t take it anymore.

      “Enough!” The word bursts from me, sharp and commanding.

      The room falls silent. All eyes turn to me. My pulse hammers, but I refuse to shrink beneath their stares. I keep my chin high, my hands trembling only slightly.

      “I want to speak to my husband,” I say, my voice clear and unwavering. “Alone.”

      For a moment, no one moves. The demand lingers in the charged air. But no one dares to challenge me.

      Udoka meets my gaze, and something unspoken passes between us. Without a word, he rises. I follow, the crimson hem of my dress trailing behind me.

      The silence follows us down the long marble hallway. Whatever comes next, whatever truths remain unsaid, we will face it together. But not in front of our families. We’ll do it ourselves.

      I push open the door to one of the guest rooms downstairs and step inside, my pulse hammering. I wait for him to follow before shutting the door behind us.

      Peace. At last.

      And solitude. True solitude. Alone, with my husband. A man I haven’t been alone with in over three months.

      We don’t speak. For several moments, we just stand there, breathing hard, gazes locked. The air crackles between us, thick with everything unsaid.

      There’s too much noise in my head. Too many voices. His mother. My mother. His father. My father. Our friends. Our families. Everyone has an opinion. Everyone thinks they know best.

      But the only voices that should matter are ours.

      Are we done? Is this the end? Or do we fight for what we once were? What we could still be?

      Even now, I feel the chaos clinging to me, the echoes of venomous words flung between our mothers. Accusations, ultimatums, endless interference.

      Are they right? Would it be easier if we just walked away?

      I exhale shakily, my shoulders slumping. “Your mother hates me,” I murmur.

      He lets out a sharp breath. “Your mother thinks I’m weak.”

      Something inside me snaps.

      A fierce, undeniable need for him erupts in my chest. A hot, desperate, primal need to prove everyone wrong. To prove to him that he is strong. That he is the strongest man I have ever known.

      His gaze drops to my lips, then lifts, locking onto mine. I see it in his eyes, the same explosion of hunger, of pent-up emotion.

      Before I can think, before I can process, we collide.

      Our mouths crash together in a kiss that is anything but gentle. It’s raw and hungry, fuelled by longing, by pain, by something almost angry, almost violent in its urgency.

      A moan rips from my throat as I fling my arms around his neck, pulling him impossibly closer, tilting my head to deepen the kiss.

      God. Nearly sixteen weeks without his taste, his touch, the searing heat of his possession. How the hell have I survived?

      It has always been like this between us. Fire. Never lukewarm. Never perfunctory. Even when we fought, there was always this—this unrelenting, all-consuming passion.

      But now?

      Now, I am burning.

      Flames lick at every nerve ending, incinerating doubt, reason, restraint. I’m helpless against it, clinging to him, drowning in him, needing more.

      “Oh, God, I’ve missed you,” he rasps against my lips, his hands roaming my body with a desperate, fevered hunger.

      Our mouths move together in an erotic dance as old as time. As inevitable as us.

      He slides his broad, commanding palm down my back, his touch burning through the thin fabric of my dress, until he grips the curve of my ass. A sharp squeeze. A possessive tug. He tilts my hips forward, aligning my body with his, pressing my core against the rigid heat of his arousal. A desperate sound rips from my throat—half gasp, half moan—as the friction sends a pulse of aching pleasure straight to my centre.

      “Udoka,” I cry out, breath hitching, my body trembling at the contact.

      His response is a groan, low and guttural, vibrating against my lips as he deepens our kiss. “My wife,” he murmurs between feverish kisses. “My wife.”

      In one swift motion, he lifts me like I weigh nothing, holding me tight against his chest as he strides toward the nearest wall. It never fails to astound me, the sheer effortlessness with which he handles me, the way I mould so perfectly against him.

      My back meets the cool, unyielding surface, but his body is molten against mine, searing and demanding. His lips descend to the curve of my neck, teeth grazing my skin before sinking in. A sharp nip, a delicious sting.

      “Oh!” I gasp, pleasure and pain blurring into something electric, something primal.

      My fingers tangle in his hair, tugging, needing—needing him to take me, to devour me, to claim me and make me forget every doubt, every fear.

      “Please…” The word slips from my lips, barely coherent, my mind drowning in want.

      He doesn’t need me to say more. He knows. He feels it just as fiercely as I do. I sense it in the way his fingers slide between my thighs, in the way his thumb finds the damp heat beneath my panties, teasing, stroking, sending waves of unbearable pleasure crashing through me.

      “Ahhh…” I whimper, head falling back, body arching, breath shattering.

      “You’re so wet,” he murmurs against my lips, his voice thick with hunger. He kisses me again. Deep, drugging, as though he’s tasting my surrender. His mouth traces a scorching path along my jaw, down to the hollow of my throat, while his fingers work a slow, torturous rhythm against my clit.

      I can’t think. I can’t breathe. I can only feel. I’m dizzy with need, lost in the whirlwind of his touch, of the dark, commanding way he possesses me.

      “You’re mine,” he rasps, his voice rough, his breath uneven. His thumb circles again. Faster, firmer, driving me to the edge of madness. He captures my earlobe between his lips, flicks his tongue inside my ear, sending a violent shiver down my spine.

      “Mine,” he growls. “Say it. I want to hear you say it.”

      My lips part, but no words come. Only gasps, only needy, desperate sounds as the pleasure coils tight, tighter, ready to snap.

      “Say it,” he demands, his strokes turning merciless, relentless, forcing me higher, pushing me over the edge.

      Oh God. Oh God. I’m going to⁠—

      “If you don’t say it, I’ll stop.”

      A broken, tortured moan rips from my throat.

      “I’m yours!” I cry out just as the pleasure detonates inside me. Hard, fast, blinding.

      A sharp bite at my jaw, his teeth claiming me as I shatter, my body writhing, trembling, pulsing against his fingers, against the heat of him. I cling to him, open-mouthed, struggling to breathe as my world tilts and spins, as wave after wave of release crashes through me.

      And then, his voice is there, cutting through the haze, anchoring me back to reality.

      “You’re mine,” he says again, softer now. “And we have to fix this. We have to fix this marriage. End this. Now.”

      The words slam into me like a bucket of ice water.

      My pulse stutters. My pleasure-clouded mind clears. Post-nut clarity hits like a freight train.

      My hands push against his shoulders, urgency and mortification coursing through me. “Put me down.”

      He hesitates—just a second—before obeying, sliding my legs down his body until my feet touch the floor.

      Shame scorches through me, hot and humiliating. My face burns, my skin prickling with the sting of realisation.

      What the hell just happened?

      God, I’m weak. For this man, I am weak. Powerless. Incapable of resisting the pull of him, the way he shatters my resolve with a single touch.

      How did I let this happen?

      How did I give in so easily?

      Sex isn’t the solution to any of our problems. It never has been. That’s the one thing we’ve never struggled with. Our bodies still respond to each other with the same desperate hunger, the same undeniable need. This very moment is proof of that. But beneath the heat, beneath the passion, lies a tangled mess of wounds we haven’t healed, conversations we haven’t had, and truths we’ve been too afraid to face. If we slip back into each other’s arms without untangling those knots, we’re only setting ourselves up for more pain.

      I avert my gaze, swallowing against the tightness in my throat. With trembling hands, I pull my gown back down, smoothing my palms over the silk, but no amount of smoothing can erase the evidence of what just happened. My hair is a wreck, the delicate tresses of my extensions scattered in disarray, a testament to the way Udoka’s fingers gripped and twisted through them while we kissed. He always touched me like he was afraid I might slip through his fingers, as if holding on tight enough could fix everything.

      I force myself to look at him, to meet his intense, questioning eyes. My heart hammers in my chest, but I steel myself and push the words out.

      “I…” My voice falters. I clear my throat, willing strength into my tone. “This was a mistake.”

      Udoka’s jaw tightens, a muscle ticking at the side of his face. His voice is low, taut with controlled emotion. “A mistake? Making my wife come is a mistake?” He lets out a sharp breath, his eyes dark with frustration. “What the hell is going on, Iriah? What do you want from me? A divorce? Is that what you really want?”

      The pain in his voice is like a knife to my chest. I shake my head, pressing my palms against my face as if I can block out the suffocating weight of this moment. “I don’t know, Udoka. I don’t know.”

      He exhales harshly, the sound rough with exasperation. “Well, I do. I don’t want a divorce. I want my wife back. I want you home. Today.”

      I drop my hands, my eyes burning with unshed tears. “And what will that solve? How will moving back in fix this … this thing between us? The thing that makes it impossible for you to trust me? To believe me when I tell you that what we have together is enough? That there’s not something out there bigger and better that I wish I had? That quality time is more than anything else you think I need from you.”

      His nostrils flare, and for a moment, he looks ready to argue. But then he stops, closes his eyes, and exhales slowly. When he opens them again, something in his expression shifts. “What do we do, then? How do we fix this? How do we fix us?”

      I hesitate, my pulse pounding. There’s only one thing we haven’t tried. One thing people keep suggesting, though I’ve resisted the idea for so long.

      “Anuli told me about a couples’ retreat,” I say hesitantly. “On Bonny Island. She said it could be good for us.”

      His brows draw together in surprise. “Etim mentioned it too.”

      Encouraged by his response, I continue. “At first, I thought it was just another gimmick, but I looked into it. There are real testimonials, real couples who swear it saved their marriages. There are videos on YouTube⁠—”

      His eyebrow lifts. “You believe those? Could be a scam. An expensive scam.”

      I shrug. “Maybe. But if there’s even a small chance that it could help, isn’t it worth trying? I think 4.5 million to save our marriage is a fair price. I’ll pay if⁠—”

      “Stop right there.” His voice is sharp, his hand shooting up like a traffic warden halting a speeding car. His gaze locks onto mine, unyielding. “This is one of our problems, Iriah. Do I look like a man who can’t pay for his own damn marriage retreat?”

      I swallow. “No.”

      His eyes flicker with something unreadable before he exhales. “Good. Then let’s do it.”

      I blink at him, caught off guard. “Really? It’s four weeks, Udoka. No phones, no television, no social media. Completely cut off from the outside world. Can you take that much time off work?”

      His gaze burns into mine, steady and sure. “To fix this marriage? To fix us? I’ll do anything. Anything.” He stretches out a hand toward me. “Let’s book it.”

      I stare at his outstretched hand for a long moment, my heart hammering. Then, slowly, I slip my palm into his, warmth spreading through me at the familiar, grounding contact.

      “Okay,” I whisper.

      His lips twitch into the ghost of a smile. “Good. Now let’s go tell our families to butt out of our marriage and fuck off.”

      A startled laugh bursts from me, breaking through the tension like sunlight piercing through storm clouds. “That’s the best thing I’ve heard all day.”

      His smirk deepens, and for the first time in a long while, my heart flips at the sight of it. I’ve missed this. Missed him.

      Hand in hand, we step out of the room, walking toward the sitting area where the sound of raised voices and heated arguments fills the air. As we enter, silence slams into the room like a physical force. Four pairs of shocked eyes land on us, scanning our clasped hands, our dishevelled appearances.

      My father’s gaze drops to my neck, and I instinctively reach up, fingers brushing against the tender mark left by Udoka’s mouth. Heat floods my face.

      His lips twist into a smirk. “We’re wasting our time arguing over these two,” he mutters, shaking his head. “They’ve already made their decision.”

      Udoka lets out a huff. “You’re absolutely right, sir. We’re working on our marriage. On our own terms. No more interference.”

      I nod, squeezing Udoka’s hand. “Yes. This meeting is over. Thank you all for your concern, but this is our fight, and we’re going to do it together.”

      The silence stretches for a beat too long. Then, out of nowhere, laughter erupts. Loud, genuine, uncontrollable laughter.

      My mother laughs. My father chuckles. Udoka’s parents shake their heads, grinning. And then, just like that, Udoka and I are laughing too.

      And for the first time since everything fell apart, hope blooms inside me.
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      Udoka

      
        
        Plans are nothing; planning is everything—Dwight D. Eisenhower

      

      

      

      I’ve heard it said that the first step to emotional healing is acknowledging that a problem exists in the first place.

      For the longest time, I resisted that truth. I convinced myself that Iriah was simply overreacting, that her anger over my absence at the anniversary dinner was just another instance of her being dramatic, and that like all the previous times, she’d calm down eventually. But now, finally, I’ve let myself see what I refused to before. There are deeper fractures in our marriage, cracks that won’t simply seal themselves with time.

      And for the first time in a long time, I’m willing to do something about it.

      That’s why I’m here, seated at Vanilla Restaurant and Lounge, waiting for my wife and our friends, Anuli and Etim. Tonight, we plan to book a date for our stay at a couple’s resort on Bonny Island. A step, however small, toward rebuilding what we lost.

      Ideally, I would have preferred to do this alone with Iriah, to have this moment just between the two of us. But she wanted Anuli to be here, since it was her best friend who recommended the therapists in the first place. I can’t argue with that. If having Anuli around makes Iriah more comfortable with this process, then so be it.

      I lean back against the raffia chair, letting my gaze sweep over the restaurant. On a Saturday evening like this, the place is alive with energy, couples sharing intimate conversations over candlelit tables, groups of friends laughing over glasses of wine, waiters moving gracefully between them with trays of steaming dishes.

      The air is thick with the rich aroma of grilled meats, spices, and freshly baked pastries, an aroma so tantalising that my stomach rumbles in response. A smile tugs at my lips.

      It’s been a while since I’ve felt this light. Since the moment I decided to commit to therapy with Iriah, it’s as if an invisible weight has lifted from my shoulders. The family meeting that should have been a complete disaster wasn’t. We didn’t emerge unscathed, but we came out of it with something more valuable than a perfect resolution—hope. She’s willing to try again. And right now, that’s all that matters.

      Yes, she still doesn’t want me to move back home, and though I don’t entirely agree with her reasoning, I’ve decided not to fight it. If she believes that living apart will give us the space to focus on fixing what’s broken, then I’ll respect that. What matters is that she’s willing to put in the effort. She hasn’t given up on us. And for the life of me, neither would I.

      My phone buzzes, snapping me from my thoughts. I glance at the screen, and my smile widens as I read the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wifey: Just got here with Anuli and Etim. Sorry I’m late. Had to pick them up, and the traffic is mad [image: face with diagonal mouth]

      

      

      

      

      

      I instinctively check the time. They’re sixteen minutes late, but I hadn’t even noticed. I’m in such a good mood that nothing has fazed me all week. The mere thought that my marriage stands a chance is enough to dissolve every trace of irritation.

      I quickly type out a response, grinning like a kid who just got handed a bag of candy.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: No wahala, babe. See you soon [image: two hearts]

      

      

      

      

      

      Seconds later, she walks in. And my breath catches.

      It doesn’t matter how many times I see her, she always has this effect on me. The quiet, staggering disbelief that this woman, this breathtakingly beautiful woman, chose me. That of all the men in the world, she decided I was the one worthy of her love.

      I know I should work on it, this feeling of inadequacy that creeps in when I look at her. Most of the time, I manage. But when it comes to Iriah, confidence has always been a little harder to summon.

      Tonight, she looks like she stepped off a Parisian runway, wrapped in a sparkly gold single-sleeve gown that clings to her curves in a way that makes my mouth go dry. The fabric shimmers under the restaurant’s soft lighting, every step she takes a mesmerising sway of elegance and power. Her hair cascades in glossy waves down her back, and on her feet are black and gold stilettos that look as expensive as they are lethal. Her makeup is flawless, as always, enhancing the warm undertones of her skin, the sharp symmetry of her features.

      Two people flank her, but my eyes are only on her.

      I rise to my feet, pulse pounding in my throat. “Hey, babe,” I say, leaning in to press a kiss to her cheek, though every cell in my body is screaming for more. I want to pull her into my arms, to hold her so tightly that she never slips away again.

      “Hi,” she murmurs, smiling in that shy, almost hesitant way that drives me insane. Because I know better. I know she is anything but shy.

      I stare into her almond-shaped eyes, losing myself in the depths of them, in the quiet spark that just one look from her ignites in me.

      “My man!” Etim’s voice shatters the moment, dragging me back to reality.

      I turn just in time to see him striding toward me, grinning like he just won the lottery.

      “Etim!” I greet, clasping his hand and pulling him in for a firm hug. “Good to see you, my guy.”

      “Yes o!” He leans back and winks. “I’m so glad you’re back to your normal self.”

      I scoff. “I was my normal self.”

      He throws a knowing glance at Iriah before turning back to me. “Nah. And you know it.”

      I do. But I won’t give him the satisfaction of admitting it.

      “Abeg, shift joor, let me greet your more sensible wife,” I tease, nudging him aside. Then I lean in and press a light kiss to Anuli’s cheek. “How are you, my dear?”

      She chuckles. “I’m fine, thanks. And you?”

      “We dey,” I reply, slipping into easy banter. “Just hustling, as usual. That’s what this country has turned us into. Hustlers.”

      Iriah harrumphs. “Mr Man! Life isn’t only about money. Learn to relax.”

      I laugh. She’s right, of course. But it’s easier for her to say. She was born into wealth; she never had to worry about struggling to make ends meet. For someone like me, who has had to fight for everything, learning to ‘relax’ isn’t that simple.

      I don’t point that out, though. The last thing I want tonight is another argument. Instead, I flash her a wry smile and say, “I’ll try. It’s hard, but I’ll try.”

      The restaurant buzzes with a quiet, elegant energy, the low murmur of conversations blending with soft jazz playing in the background. A gentle breeze drifts in through the open windows, carrying the flavours of grilled seafood and exotic spices. We are seated at the table opposite the entrance with a view of the garden outside.

      We order quickly: fish pepper soup to start, followed by jollof rice, gizzard dodo, and chicken for the main course. As we wait, the conversation flows easily, laughter peppering our words as we catch up on each other’s lives. The warmth of companionship wraps around me like a comforting blanket, but something feels … off.

      Across the table, Etim and Anuli exchange glances. Furtive, charged, almost as if they’re holding back a secret. My brow furrows.

      “What?” I ask, setting my drink down.

      Etim blinks. “What do you mean?”

      “You two keep giving each other these … weird looks,” I say, narrowing my eyes. “Like you’re trying not to spill something.”

      Anuli shakes her head with a small, knowing smile. “No. We’ll wait until we’ve booked your stay at Bonny Island before we talk about it.”

      Iriah, sitting beside me, shoots a sharp glance at her friend. “Talk about what?”

      Anuli hesitates, then waves a dismissive hand. “Tonight is about you two. We’re here to support you guys, not talk about ourselves.”

      Silence. Then, a sudden gasp from Iriah. Her palm flies to her mouth, eyes wide with realisation.

      “Oh my God. You’re pregnant.”

      Etim and Anuli exchange another look, this time their joy barely concealed. A slow, radiant smile spreads across Anuli’s face as she nods.

      “Yes,” she says softly.

      “Yep,” Etim echoes, his grin stretching ear to ear.

      Iriah lets out an excited squeal, pulling Anuli into a fierce hug.

      My heart swells, warmth spreading through my chest like a rising tide.

      “Wow!” I exclaim, clasping Etim’s hand in a firm handshake. “I’m so happy for you, man. This is amazing.”

      And it truly is. They’ve been married for just over a year, and I know how much they’ve been hoping for this. Etim and I have spent countless nights talking about our struggles, about the disappointment, the waiting, the quiet fear that maybe it wouldn’t happen for us. Now, here he is, on the other side of that uncertainty. And me? Still in limbo.

      I glance at Iriah. She’s practically vibrating with excitement, her gaze locked on Anuli. “When did you find out? How far along are you? How did it happen?”

      Anuli chuckles at the flurry of questions. “So many questions! Okay … first, I found out ten weeks ago.”

      “Ten weeks?!” Iriah exclaims, swatting Anuli’s shoulder in mock horror. “And you didn’t tell me? We’re best friends!”

      I blink. Ten weeks? So all this time, while I was dumping my marital frustrations on Etim, he was sitting on this incredible news? A twinge of guilt settles in my gut.

      Anuli sighs. “At first, I wanted to wait. You were going through so much with Udoka, and I didn’t want to seem insensitive. But then … the ultrasound showed a concern about one of the babies, and I⁠—”

      “Wait. Babies?” Iriah cuts in, eyes wide.

      A nervous chuckle escapes Anuli as she nods. “Twins. We’re having twins.”

      Iriah lets out a delighted shriek, clapping her hands. “Oh my God! That’s amazing!”

      “A boy and a girl,” Etim adds, pride shining in his voice.

      Emotion tightens my throat. I blink rapidly, swallowing the lump that forms. This is incredible. My good friend is having the perfect set—a son and a daughter, a family unfolding right before our eyes. It’s everything they wanted.

      And yet…

      The unspoken longing gnaws at my chest. This should have been us. Iriah and I met before them, married before them. We should be the ones sharing news like this, celebrating this milestone together. Instead, our marriage is hanging by a thread, our future uncertain.

      I steal another glance at Iriah. Her face is alight with joy, but deep in her eyes, something flickers, something only I would notice. Regret. It’s fleeting, but undeniable.

      Does she feel it too? The same ache, the same quiet fear that we’re running out of time?

      I shift in my seat. We haven’t been intimate in months. Not since the separation. Unless she’s been with someone else—a thought that rips through me like a jagged blade—she can’t be pregnant.

      Is she blaming me for this? For the distance, for the missed chances?

      I want to ask her. I want to reach for her hand, draw her close, and bridge the silent space between us. But before I can, two waitresses approach, carrying steaming plates of food.

      The rich aroma of spices fills the air, momentarily distracting us. The fragrant fish pepper soup is served first, its steam rising into the cool night air. Then the jollof rice, vibrant and steaming, followed by crispy gizzard dodo and perfectly grilled chicken.

      We dig in, the conversation shifting back to Anuli and Etim’s exciting news. They talk about their due date. February next year.

      “Seems far, but the months fly by,” Etim muses, rubbing a hand over his jaw. “I’m already thinking about everything we need to do to prepare for their arrival.”

      “You guys will be fine. And if you need any support, call me and Udoka. Aunty and Uncle will step in instantly.”

      Iriah’s words send a jolt through me. She’s just predicted a future where we’re still together. A future where our friends can call us for help as a unit. Aunty and Uncle. Not Aunty or Uncle. Both of us. As a team. The way we should be. The way we once were.

      She must realise what she’s just said because, as soon as the words leave her mouth, she glances at me. And that’s when I see it in her eyes.

      Fear.

      She’s afraid this future she speaks of might not happen, afraid that our lives together may not turn out the way she’s hoped.

      A lump rises in my throat, thick and heavy. I swallow hard. My resolve solidifies. I need to book this couple’s therapy session as soon as possible.

      “Speaking of which, Aunty and Uncle want to know the details of this couple’s retreat you recommended first,” I say, scooping up some rice with my fork. “I’ve skimmed through the brochure and have the general information, but would like to know more. Like how often do they run? When’s the next session?”

      Anuli leans back in her chair, picks up her phone from the table, and scrolls for a few moments before holding the screen out to me and Iriah.

      “The next one is in two weeks. I spoke with the therapists, Dr and Dr Amadi, and they can fit you into their group therapy program.”

      “And if we want private sessions instead?” Iriah asks, her fingers tightening around her cutlery.

      “That would be in three months,” Anuli answers. “They prioritise group therapy because those fill up quickly.”

      I glance at Iriah. “What do you think?”

      She shrugs, stabbing a piece of grilled chicken with her fork. “Three months is too far. I would have preferred private therapy, though.”

      Anuli picks up her drink. “The group sessions aren’t bad. According to Dr Charles Amadi, there are shared group activities, but plenty of private sessions for each couple. And only three couples are booked at a time.”

      “So it’s just me, Iriah, and two other couples?” I ask, needing clarification.

      “Yes.”

      “And can we know who the couples are beforehand?” Iriah asks, slicing into her chicken. “So we at least know who we’ll be spending four weeks with in the middle of an island without communication with the outside world?”

      Anuli shakes her head. “Unfortunately, no. It’s confidential. In fact, the entire retreat is confidential. You’ll sign an agreement that prohibits you from sharing anything from the sessions. Otherwise, you’ll be liable for prosecution.”

      I shoot a look at Iriah. She seems just as taken aback as I am.

      “It all sounds so secretive. And scary,” I admit.

      “I know it does, but it really isn’t,” Anuli says, her tone gentle but firm. “Think about it. What if someone leaked a therapy session? Imagine your personal struggles splashed across social media. You don’t want that, do you?”

      The thought makes me shudder. Privacy would be crucial. Iriah and I already have enough to deal with without strangers dissecting our marriage online.

      “Ah. I see what you mean,” I say, nodding.

      “Makes sense,” Iriah says softly.

      “Besides,” Anuli adds. “The therapists say having others around can be beneficial. There’s value in seeing other couples navigate their challenges. And having a third-party perspective could help.”

      I nod slowly, the logic sinking in. Etim catches my eye and gives me an encouraging look. He’s been my anchor through this storm. He’s been calm, rational, the ideal person to confide in. Unlike my family, who are too quick to defend me without considering Iriah’s side. I love them, but their advice often leans toward separation. Except for Mma, whose empathy bridges the gap.

      But Etim? He listens. He offers solutions, not ultimatums. Four weeks without communication would be tough. God knows I love being with my wife. I enjoy her company thoroughly, but knowing there will be others to talk to? That’s reassuring.

      “So, four weeks. Just me and you, and a bunch of strangers. No phones, TV, or radio…” Iriah exhales, tapping her fork against her plate. “Do you think we can do it?”

      I hold her gaze, searching for the answer in her eyes.

      Four weeks is a long time. It means stepping away from my job, my clients, the unpredictable nature of business deals that can close in an instant. I’ve already briefed my second-in-command, Lanre Martins, to step up in my absence. He’s reliable, but not as relentless as I am. The thought of losing potential multi-million Naira deals gnaws at me.

      But then I look at Iriah—really look at her.

      My wife. The woman I love.

      The woman I’m on the verge of losing.

      I can’t afford to lose her.

      Reaching across the table, I take her hand in mine, feeling the warmth of her palm, the delicate strength in her fingers. I give it a gentle squeeze.

      “We can,” I say, my voice steady. “And we will.”

      Her lips part slightly, surprise flickering across her face before a slow, hopeful smile blooms. The kind of smile that makes my stomach flutter. The kind of smile that reminds me of why I fell in love with her in the first place.

      It would be wonderful to erase all the past hurts and disappointments, to start afresh. Just me and her.

      So, as we continue our meal, we put into motion the plan that will take us out of Abuja, the federal capital territory of Nigeria, all the way to Bonny Island in the east, where trained therapists will help us fight for our marriage.
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      Iriah

      
        
        Most people don’t realise that a strong relationship takes constant work

        and communication. It’s not just love; it’s effort, patience, and the

        ability to forgive over and over—Unknown

      

      

      

      Udoka is already waiting when I step out of the car. He stands just outside the sleek glass entrance of the private terminal, hands shoved into the pockets of his jeans trousers. Even without trying, he looks good. The expanse of his broad shoulders beneath a crisp white shirt, the top buttons undone, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, give him a laidback sexy vibe. Like a younger Maurice Chestnut. All suave and full of swag. But his jaw is tight. I can see it from here.

      I sigh. This again.

      “Hey,” I greet softly as I approach, hoping the warmth in my voice might ease the tension.

      “Hey,” he replies, though his eyes flick toward the tarmac behind me.

      The Gulfstream G650 sits there, gleaming under the mid-morning sun. A crew member stands at the base of the stairs, poised and professional. Udoka doesn’t say anything about it, but I know he’s thinking it. This is unnecessary. Extravagant. I can almost hear the words.

      We’d argued. He wanted us to fly commercial, like everyone else. But Bonny Island isn’t just another destination. After the flight to Port Harcourt, there’s the boat ride which is unpredictable and, depending on the time of day, risky. My parents wouldn’t hear of it. And I hadn’t wanted to argue with them, so I argued with Udoka instead. He called this private jet indulgent. I called it practical.

      “It’s just a flight,” I say now, as if that will somehow smooth things over. “Come on.”

      He doesn’t argue. Not anymore. Just presses his lips into a thin line and follows me inside.

      The terminal is pristine. Cool marble floors, plush cream chairs, everything designed for comfort. It’s quiet too. No crowds. No announcements blaring. I can feel Udoka’s discomfort grow as the attendant leads us through with impeccable politeness. But once we step onto the tarmac, the hum of the engines and the rush of the breeze drown everything else out.

      The stairs feel impossibly short. Within moments, we’re inside.

      The cabin is a haven of soft leather seats and polished wood. Golden accents gleam under the subtle lighting. Large oval windows flood the space with natural light. It’s luxury, undeniable.

      I hold my breath, stealing a furtive glance at Udoka. This is his first time aboard my family’s private jet. No matter how many times I’ve invited him to join us on our family vacations, he has always refused, opting instead for commercial flights. His reasons have always seemed unfathomable to me. But I’ve never argued, knowing that accepting my parents’ generosity makes him uncomfortable. After all, it’s their plane, their money.

      Without a doubt, I know he isn’t here because he truly wants to be. No, his presence is an attempt at compromise, a step toward strengthening our relationship. I wanted us to take this trip to Bonny Island together, and I knew how much of a hassle the commercial flight and boat transfer would be. When my parents offered the jet, I was thrilled. Udoka, however, was hesitant.

      Still, even though he’s here reluctantly, I can’t help but hope he will relax and enjoy the luxury that comes with being with me. We’re married, for goodness’ sake! What’s the big deal?

      Udoka lowers himself into one of the wide seats, his movements stiff. He’s not saying anything, but his fingers tap lightly against the armrest. The awkwardness thickens. I take the seat across from him, adjusting my dress as I settle in. The engines rumble to life, and the slight vibration beneath my feet signals our impending departure.

      For a while, neither of us speaks. The tension sits between us like an unwelcome guest. I busy myself with the seatbelt, staring out the window as the ground crew waves us off.

      Then, just as we lift into the sky, I hear his voice. Soft. Tentative.

      “Remember our first date?”

      I blink, turning to him. A question so out of the blue. Why? Is he thinking about simpler times, a time when we just loved each other without all the extra baggage?

      His gaze is steady now, and the ghost of a smile tugs at the corner of his mouth. He doesn’t look upset anymore. Maybe I’m reading too much meaning into this.

      “Of course I do,” I reply.

      “You were terrified,” he says, the memory lighting his dark eyes with amusement.

      “I was not terrified.”

      “You clung to that poor horse like your life depended on it.”

      I can’t help but laugh. “Maybe a little. But horse riding on a first date? Who does that? I was expecting the typical dinner and a movie.”

      Udoka winks. “But you had fun. So much fun, in fact, that you wanted to go back.”

      I grin. “I did. It was different, unexpected. You definitely got my attention with that.”

      “And you got mine,” he says, his gaze warm. “I loved how you were such a great sport about it, even if you were a little scared.”

      My lips twitch. He’s right. I was terrified of the horse at first. But somehow, knowing Udoka was right behind me, holding on to me, made me feel safe, like everything would be okay.

      “You, on the other hand, were so calm,” I say. “Like you’d done it a hundred times.”

      “I had,” Udoka says with a grin, his shoulders finally relaxing. “But what I liked most was that you trusted me. You let me take care of you.”

      Something about the way he says this makes my breath catch. His voice is gentle, but there’s an unspoken weight beneath his words. Has that changed? Have I stopped trusting him to take care of me? Is that how he feels?

      My mind drifts back to that first date, the way he had reached for my hand, steadying me in the saddle. How natural it felt to lean into his strength, to trust him without hesitation. It had been wonderful to be with someone who wanted to protect me, who wanted to look after me, not for what I could give him, but simply because he cared.

      That was rare in my world.

      Before Udoka, I had only known men who saw me as a means to an end. Men who wanted my lifestyle, my wealth. Never me.

      Kator Gowon, my first boyfriend, had been my study partner in secondary school. I thought he loved me. But love doesn’t look like a boy using the money I gave him to buy gifts for his other girlfriend.

      John Osunbo had been worse. I was hopelessly in love with him in university, blinded by the intensity of my feelings. He drove my car, lived in the self-contained apartment my parents rented for me, ate my food, all while engaged to someone else.

      Then came Andrew Cole. My parents approved of him. He was financially stable, well-connected, a safe choice. And for a time, I convinced myself that love didn’t have to be passionate or consuming, it just had to be steady. But even Andrew betrayed me. He cheated, again and again, until I had no choice but to walk away.

      After him, I stopped trying. I spent months happily single and casually dating, unwilling to go through the cycle of disappointment again.

      And then I met Udoka.

      He was different. A man who wanted to woo me, who wanted to take me out, buy me flowers, talk to me, make me a priority. With him, I wasn’t a trophy or a financial investment. I was his. It was so easy to fall in love with him.

      That first date sealed everything for me. I had known, with utter certainty, that I wanted more of him.

      “And you didn’t laugh at me,” I say softly, meeting his gaze. “Not once.”

      His eyes soften. “I wouldn’t dare. I was already imagining us together forever, so I had to get a second date.”

      A smile tugs at my lips, and after a moment, he smiles, too. The tension that had been hovering between us eases, dissipating like mist under the sun.

      The jet vibrates steadily beneath us, but I barely notice it now. We’re somewhere above the clouds, floating in a space that feels lighter than before.

      Udoka exhales, his fingers finally stilling against the armrest. “Maybe flying private isn’t so bad,” he murmurs, looking around.

      I reach across, brushing my fingertips against his. A silent offering. A reminder. “Thank you for being here with me.”

      He nods, a smile spreading across his face. “No where else I’d rather be.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We arrive at the resort a little over two hours after a smooth ride.

      As soon as the taxi rolls to a stop, I push open the door and step out, my breath hitching the moment my feet hit the ground.

      My mouth falls open in an unguarded gasp. Wow!

      Rekindle Resort is breathtaking. Bathed in the golden rays of the late afternoon sun, the Finima beachfront stretches endlessly beyond a row of elegant bungalows, all uniformly designed, nestled among swaying palm trees and lush flowering plants.

      Each building is painted a soft orchid hue, its triangular gable-style thatched roof lending an almost storybook charm. Sliding glass doors open into private gardens, their green hedges sculpted to perfection.

      It’s even more beautiful than I imagined.

      Beside me, Udoka steps out of the car, dragging our luggage onto the sandy pavement. He exhales sharply, taking in the scenery.

      “Gosh. It’s stunning,” he murmurs, his voice laced with awe.

      I turn to him, a grin tugging at my lips. His expression mirrors mine—wide eyes, slack jaw, that rare look of wonder I haven’t seen in a long time.

      “I know, right?” I say, nodding vigorously. “I thought the brochure made it look good, but up close?” I shake my head. “Damn near breathtaking.”

      Udoka’s lips curve, and before I can react, he slings an arm around my shoulders, pulling me into his warmth. I sink into it instinctively, my body remembering a time when this kind of easy affection was normal between us.

      “It’s like paradise,” he murmurs.

      I sigh, pressing closer, willing myself to believe that this place, this slice of heaven, can mend what’s broken between us.

      “Yes,” I whisper. “I hope it brings us healing.”

      He squeezes my shoulder. “I hope so too.”

      The moment lingers, fragile but full of something unspoken. Then, reality nudges its way back in. Udoka settles the taxi fare while I adjust the strap of my handbag, and together, we head toward the main reception.

      The front desk is staffed by two women in matching uniforms of red blouses tucked into crisp black skirts. We approach the one on the right, a woman with neat, thick cornrows and a practiced, ever-present smile.

      “Hello, Mr and Mrs. Adindu. Welcome to Rekindle Resort.” Her voice is smooth, with a distinct valley-girl lilt, like someone who’s watched way too many Kardashian episodes.

      Suppressing a smirk, I glance at Udoka. His lips twitch, his eyes dancing with amusement. I know exactly what he’s thinking because I’m thinking it too.

      That shared humour, that subtle, silent connection. We used to have so much of that. A flicker of hope ignites in me. Maybe, just maybe, we can find our way back.

      “Thank you,” I say, turning back to the receptionist. “We’re here to check in for the couple’s retreat.”

      She nods, tapping away at the computer. “Of course. Mr. Adindu, you’re in Apartment3B, and Mrs. Adindu, in Apartment1B.”

      I freeze. “What?”

      She lifts her gaze, still smiling, as if she hasn’t just shattered my entire expectation for this retreat.

      “We’re not staying together?” Udoka asks, frowning.

      The receptionist lets out a small, polite laugh. “No, sir. It’s outlined in the brochure. The men stay at one end of the resort, and the women at the other.”

      I exchange a stunned look with Udoka. Did we seriously just overlook this? Granted, we skimmed through the fine print, but it was a fifteen-page document, one we had to sign immediately to secure a spot. If not for my best friend Anuli pulling strings, we wouldn’t even be here.

      “But … what’s the point of therapy if we have to be apart?” I ask, incredulous. My mind scrambles to adjust. I’d pictured us in the same room, having late-night talks, rekindling intimacy, maybe even having overdue, much-needed sex. But now? Separate quarters for an entire month?

      The receptionist shifts slightly, looking apologetic but unwavering. “It’s all in the retreat guidelines. This is a space for emotional connection, free of distractions.” She lowers her voice. “That includes … physical interactions.”

      My stomach drops.

      “Wait, hold on,” Udoka interjects, his irritation creeping in. “You mean to tell us that we’re not allowed to⁠—”

      “Have sex,” I finish bluntly.

      The receptionist’s smile never wavers. If anything, it grows even sweeter, like she’s amused by our naivety. “I’m sorry you’re just realising this now. But yes, that’s part of the program. No physical intimacy allowed. If you break the rules, you’ll have to leave the retreat.”

      Udoka scoffs. “That makes no sense. This is supposed to help couples.”

      “Fifteen pages,” I mutter, shaking my head. “How do you expect anyone to read all that?”

      “I understand your frustration,” the receptionist offers. “You’re welcome to discuss your concerns in therapy.”

      “Oh, we will,” I snap, exasperated. “Now can I have my key, please?”

      As she slides me the key card, disappointment settles in my chest like a heavy stone.

      I’d envisioned romantic walks on the beach, late-night conversations, waking up beside Udoka and remembering why I fell in love with him in the first place. But we’ll be living like strangers in a boarding school for married couples.

      “This is some bull,” Udoka mutters as the receptionist hands him his own paperwork. “Feels like boarding house.”

      Despite myself, I laugh, my annoyance momentarily dissolving. I nudge him playfully. “Maybe we can get creative. Like in boarding school.”

      He winks. “Ah! The good old days of sneaking into the girls’ hostel.”

      I scoff, crossing my arms. “I don’t want to hear about you and other girls.”

      He chuckles. “I never did that. I was a good boy.”

      I arch a brow. “Good boy, my foot.”

      With a laugh, he signs his form and slides it back across the counter. The receptionist glances over it, then hands him his key.

      “Have the other couples arrived?” I ask.

      Her smile tightens. “We’re not allowed to disclose that information. You’ll find out when you reach your quarters.”

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “Fine. Thank you.”

      Two men in pristine white uniforms approach. One takes Udoka’s luggage, the other mine.

      “We’ll escort you to your rooms,” one of them says. He’s young, maybe early twenties, with an easygoing demeanour.

      I nod. “Thanks.”

      Udoka catches my hand before I can step away, tugging me close. Before I can react, he presses a quick, lingering kiss to my lips. It’s brief, but it means something.

      “I’ll see you soon,” he murmurs, his voice thick with something I can’t quite name.

      I hold his gaze for a moment, my heart hammering. I nod. “See you soon.”

      And then, we separate—me heading east, him west, luggage in tow.

      As I walk away, a lump forms in my throat. Is this going to help us? Or will it drive us further apart?

      Maybe we should just ditch this place, check into a hotel, and actually spend time together.

      But then I remember the resentment simmering inside me, the way he always chooses work over me, the way I feel like an afterthought. A vacation would be a temporary band-aid.

      No. We need this.

      Even if it means sleeping in separate beds.

      My room is like a dream. Absolutely stunning. It’s spacious and elegantly furnished, with a plush queen-sized bed at the centre, a private bathroom with a rainfall shower, and a cosy study nook tucked into the corner. Perfect for journaling or quiet reflection. The large sliding doors open to breathtaking views of either the ocean or a lush tropical garden, depending on where one is housed. Mine faces the rich blue waters. Excellent! Waking up to this view would be amazing. The minimalist décor, soothing earth tones, and soft lighting all combine to create an atmosphere of pure tranquillity.

      Impressive.

      As someone who has travelled extensively and stayed in some of the world’s finest hotels, I always relish the rare pleasure of being pleasantly surprised by equally excellent accommodations in Nigeria. It’s a stark reminder that the country has the potential for grandeur. If only corruption didn’t stifle its progress.

      After a quick, refreshing shower, I slip into a flowing floral boubou and a pair of flip-flops. I gather the long, silky strands of my weave into a high ponytail before stepping out of my room, ready to meet the other women.

      The therapy sessions officially start on Monday. It’s Saturday now, which gives us two full days to get acquainted before the real work begins.

      I stop in front of Apartment 1A and knock, anticipation tightening my chest. Who will these women be? Strangers now, but soon, possible confidantes.

      Seconds later, the door slides open, revealing a petite woman with fair skin and neatly braided hair. She has a freshly scrubbed face, the kind that doesn’t need makeup to shine.

      “Hello,” I say with a warm smile. “I’m Iriah Ozah. Just arrived and thought I’d introduce myself.”

      The woman’s lips stretch into an easy, welcoming grin as she shakes my hand. “Hi, I’m Ego Nworgu. That’s really sweet of you.” She steps aside, gesturing for me to enter. “Come in, come in. I’m here with Simi sef. She’s the other woman in our group.”

      “Oh, great,” I say as I step inside. “Nice to meet you both at the same time.”

      As I follow Ego into the suite, I quickly notice that our rooms are identical in layout and design. Not a single variation. A clever move by whoever organised this retreat, avoiding unnecessary competition over ‘the better room’ is a smart way to prevent tension among us.

      On one of the sofas, a woman sits with her long legs crossed at the ankles. She’s wearing denim shorts and a simple white t-shirt, her hair styled in thick twists piled into a bun. She’s effortlessly stunning, with a striking, model-like presence—tall, slender, and with features so sharp they seem sculpted by an artist’s hand. A chiselled jawline, full lips, high cheekbones. A face one wouldn’t forget in a hurry.

      She rises smoothly, a smile forming as she walks toward me. “I overheard you talking to Ego. Nice to meet you, Iriah. I’m Simi.”

      “Hi, Simi,” I respond, accepting her friendly hug. “So good to meet you both. Honestly, I was so nervous about being here. Thought I’d be stuck with much older women, married for, like, twenty years.”

      They both burst into laughter.

      “Same here!” Simi admits as she settles back into her seat. “I was nervous too. First time even considering therapy.”

      I sink into the sofa opposite her as Ego gestures for me to sit. Since there are only two sofas in the room, she pulls out the tea table and perches on it instead.

      “My first time too,” I confess. “Honestly, I never even believed in therapy before this.”

      “This is my second time,” Ego reveals. “The first was a disaster. My husband filed for divorce afterward, so this time around, it’s a family intervention. My mother-in-law paid for it. The woman doesn’t want me to leave her son.”

      I lean forward, intrigued by the hint of drama in her voice. What exactly went wrong in her marriage? But before I can ask, Ego smoothly changes the subject.

      “Would you like something to eat or drink?” she offers.

      I shake my head. “No, thanks. I’m on a diet. I’ll wait for dinner.”

      Ego glances at her watch. “Dinner’s in thirty minutes anyway.”

      “Just like boarding school,” Simi says with a small smile. “Timed eating. It’s funny and strange at the same time.”

      “I know, right?” Ego laughs. “But honestly, I just pray we all leave here victorious.”

      “In Jesus’ name!” Simi exclaims dramatically. “Because I am TIRED of all the drama.”

      Again, another hint at marital struggles. I wonder what these women are dealing with. Infidelity? Abuse? Addiction? Am I surrounded by women with far worse problems than mine?

      Would they judge me if they knew the reason I was here? Would they scoff and say, That’s nothing! Would they laugh at me for separating from my husband simply because he doesn’t show up for dinners, parties, anniversaries?

      I’ve battled with my own guilt for a while now. Maybe I am overreacting. Some women have it far worse—husbands who cheat, beat them, or emotionally, physically, sexually, and financially abuse them. Udoka is none of those things.

      And yet … he has hurt me. Repeatedly. Consistently.

      Does my pain matter less because it isn’t extreme?

      “So, how long have you been married?” Ego asks, lifting a mug from the floor beside her and taking a sip.

      “Two years,” I reply.

      Her brows lift in surprise. “Only? What could have possibly gone wrong in just two years?”

      I chuckle nervously. The judgment in her tone stings a little. I open my mouth to explain, but Simi beats me to it.

      “Oh, come on, Ego! Every relationship is different. A lot can happen in just one year, heck, even one month! That can break a person.”

      “I get it,” Ego says, holding up a hand. “It’s just … I was so happy two years into my marriage. I never would’ve guessed things would fall apart a few years later.”

      “We’ve been together for five years, though,” I clarify, not willing to let her make me feel childish for seeking help so early in my marriage.

      “Don’t mind Ego,” Simi says playfully. “She’s just nosy. She bombarded me with personal questions before you got here.”

      Ego groans. “I’m sorry! Forgive me for being annoying.”

      I smile. “Forgiven.”

      “I’ve been married ten years. Three kids,” Ego volunteers without being asked. “And Simi for six. No kids. Yet.”

      Simi rolls her eyes. “Thanks for putting my business out there,” she says with a teasing laugh.

      I chuckle, already sensing that Simi and I will get along just fine.

      “Anyway,” she continues, “six years … but we’ve been together since we were teenagers.”

      My jaw drops. “Wow. That’s impressive.”

      “Yes, o! Wale is my first everything. First love, first sex, first husband. First everything.” She sighs. “It’s such a shame we’re at an impasse now.”

      Again, I want to pry. To ask more. But I hold back. If I push, I’ll have to be open about my issues, too.

      And I’m not ready for that. Not yet.

      So instead, I lean back against the plush cushions, listening as Simi begins to recount how she and Wale first met.

      For now, I’ll keep things light. Surface-level. Trust, after all, is something that has to be earned.
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      Udoka

      
        
        Love is something you do for someone else,

        not something you do for yourself—unknown

      

      

      

      The last of my clothes tucked away, the suitcase shoved neatly into the wardrobe, I take a slow glance around the room that will be my home for the next four weeks. It’s beautiful, breathtaking, even. The kind of place that should make a person sigh in contentment.

      The large bed I’m sitting on cradles me in its plush mattress, the crisp white bedding soft beneath my fingertips.

      Across from me, there’s a dressing table with an oversized mirror. The inbuilt mahogany wardrobe stands tall in the corner, rich and elegant, its deep brown a striking contrast to the neutral tones of the room. A small study table sits by the window, minimalist yet inviting, as if waiting for someone to sit down and pen their thoughts.

      Even the bathroom, which I’d inspected earlier, exudes luxury. White tiles, a sleek walk-in shower, a pristine mirror above a stylish cabinet, everything about this space screams sophistication, like a suite in a five-star resort.

      It’s the perfect place to relax. To unwind. To breathe. Yet I feel none of that.

      Instead, there’s a restlessness thrumming beneath my skin, a jittery energy I can’t seem to shake. I stretch across the bed, staring at the ceiling as the cool air from the AC brushes against my skin, yet it does nothing to soothe me. There’s an emptiness settling in my chest, a strange, aching loneliness that grips me with an almost suffocating intensity.

      Without my phone. Without my work. Without Iriah in the room.

      I feel like I’m stranded, isolated on an island, which, in a very literal sense, I am. Except I’m not here for a vacation. I’m here to fix my marriage.

      I let out a slow breath, turning my head toward the sliding glass doors that open to the vast, endless blue of the ocean. The view is serene, mesmerising. Waves rolling in a rhythmic dance, the sun’s radiant reflection over the water’s surface, the soft breeze swishing the palm tree leaves—it should bring me peace. Should evoke a sense of tranquillity within me. But all I feel is anxiety.

      The rule about no phones, no personal devices is maddening. I hate that I can’t reach out to anyone unless I go downstairs to use the communal phone in the lobby. It’s frustrating, suffocating.

      But I get it. Because if my phone were here, I wouldn’t be lying on this bed, wrestling with these thoughts. I’d be working. I’d be calling my admin team, checking in with clients, arranging meetings, closing deals. I’d be doing what I do best—building, securing, winning.

      A low groan slips from my lips as the unease tightens its grip on me. My fingers twitch with the phantom weight of a phone that isn’t there. What if work is all I have? What if it’s the only thing tethering me to any sense of purpose? And worse, what if this is exactly what Iriah wants me to let go of?

      Can I do it? Can I truly step away from the one thing that gives me a rush, the one thing that makes me feel alive?

      My throat tightens as the thought settles, heavy and unshakable.

      Is it normal that the thrill of sealing business deals excites me more than anything else? That the simple fact of being unreachable, cut off from my work, is enough to make my stomach churn with unease?

      What if everything collapses in my absence? What if Lanre, my assistant, fumbles a crucial deal? What if opportunities slip through our fingers because I’m not there to secure them?

      I shake my head, annoyed with myself. This isn’t why I’m here. I’m supposed to be focusing on my marriage, on my wife, on salvaging what we still have. Yet here I am, spiralling into a pit of worry over work, as if my career is the only thing that defines me.

      A dull burn rises in my stomach, a familiar discomfort I’ve grown too accustomed to ignoring. Sighing, I reach across the nightstand, grab the bottle of antacids, and pop one into my mouth. The chalky bitterness lingers as I chew, a stark reminder of the stress I carry with me like a second skin.

      When did this happen? When did work become more important than my family? When did my career overshadow my marriage, my wife, the one person I don’t ever want to lose?

      Why is it that I’m here, on a stunning island with the woman I love and all I can think about is my job?

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      A sudden knock at the door shatters my spiralling thoughts, yanking me violently back into the present. My heart lurches. Could it be … Iriah?

      A flicker of hope ignites in my chest, burning bright and dangerous.

      I remember the documents we signed at the front desk; the ones printed on dull grey paper with that sterile, institutional font. “No members of the opposite sex in personal quarters,” they had said. Strict. Cold. Unyielding.

      If Iriah’s here, it means she’s breaking the rules. On the very first day?

      The thrill of that possibility sends a rush through my veins, sharp and sweet. I swing my legs off the bed, the cool touch of the shiny hardwood floor beneath my feet grounding me for a heartbeat. I slide into my flip-flops, the soft slap of rubber on wood echoing in the silence of the room. My fingers tremble slightly as I reach for the door handle, heart thudding like a war drum.

      What if it is her? My wife. In this room. In my arms.

      I inhale deeply, steadying myself, and unlock the door.

      But it isn’t Iriah.

      Two men stand there instead. One is towering and broad, his skin the rich, deep tone of midnight, eyes bright with mischief. The other is lighter-skinned, a few inches shorter, with a more reserved energy radiating from his posture.

      I blink, the image of Iriah dissolving like fog in the morning sun. My brows knit together. Who are these guys?

      Before I can ask, the taller one flashes a grin so wide and white it almost startles me.

      “Hi,” he says, voice smooth and warm like melted chocolate. “I’m Wale Balogun.” He extends his hand, his grip firm and confident. “You must be guy number three.”

      A soft chuckle escapes me as understanding dawns.

      “Guy number three?” I repeat, laughing more freely now. “That’s one way to say it.” I shake his hand. “Udoka Adindu. Good to meet you, man.”

      He nods. “We saw you with your suitcase earlier. Figured we’d give you time to settle before barging in.”

      “Appreciate that.”

      I turn to the other man. He offers a polite smile, his eyes kind behind silver-rimmed glasses.

      “I’m Lucas Nworgu. Guy number two,” he says, voice a bit more restrained but still warm.

      I grin, shaking his hand. “Nice to meet you, Lucas. Come on in.”

      I step back, motioning them into the room. The air feels warmer now, less sterile. Less lonely.

      As they enter, I catch a glimpse of my dishevelled bed, an unopened duffel bag tossed to the side. My cheeks flush slightly. Despite my work which includes a heavy dose of rubbing shoulders with celebrities and attending glamorous parties, I’m not the outgoing type. Truth is, I’m more comfortable behind the scenes, observing rather than mingling. It hadn’t even occurred to me to go knock on their doors. If they hadn’t come, I might not have met them until the first group therapy session. That would’ve been awkward. Sitting in a circle, listening to strangers bare their souls, without even saying hello first.

      Lucas eases onto one of the sofas in the small sitting area, his movements practiced, like someone trying to feel at home in a place that isn’t.

      “The rooms are basically carbon copies,” he says, glancing around.

      “Really?” I ask, pulling out the tea stool and slumping into it. I gesture to the other sofa for Wale. “That’s pretty cool.”

      Wale hesitates. “I don’t mind the stool,” he offers politely.

      I wave it off. “Nah, you take it. I’m good here.”

      He nods and settles into the couch, stretching out his long legs. I’m a tall guy myself. Six-foot-one. But Wale has me beat by at least three or four inches. And where I’m lean, he’s built like a damn Zulu warrior. Muscles stretching his T-shirt like it’s one size too small. Commanding. Unapologetic.

      “You guys want anything to drink?” I offer. “Tea? Coffee? Juice?”

      Lucas shakes his head. “Nah, man. Sadly, no alcohol allowed either.” He pulls a face, adjusting his glasses with exaggerated annoyance. “It’s like a bloody school hostel.”

      Wale and I burst out laughing. Lucas’s dry delivery, mixed with his mock indignation, is hilarious.

      “I swear! No alcohol, no sex, no smoking, no phones, limited TV in a communal space … No bloody fun. Just love, light, and therapy.” He sighs dramatically. “I hope I survive this place.”

      I lean back, laughing. “Thank God I’m not the only one feeling this way.”

      “I’m so not a therapy guy,” Lucas adds, shaking his head. “I don’t even believe in this shit.”

      “Come on now,” Wale interjects, a teasing tone in his voice. “Don’t knock it till you try it.”

      “I’ve tried it,” Lucas mutters. “Couples therapy. Made me angrier than I already was. I filed for divorce right after. Waste of time.” He kisses his teeth. “I’m only here to appease my mum. She’s convinced therapy will fix everything if I just try. But I’m done. My marriage is over.”

      The room stills. His words land like a slap across the face, sharp and heavy. The casual warmth evaporates, replaced by a thick, uncomfortable silence. I glance at Wale, unsure how to respond.

      Lucas, though, doesn’t seem to notice or care. His jaw is tight, his eyes a little too bright. He’s not just venting. He’s unravelling.

      “How long were you married?” I ask softly, trying to gently shift the mood.

      “Ten years,” he replies without missing a beat.

      I exhale sharply. “Wow. That’s … impressive.”

      Lucas scoffs, lips curling bitterly. “Is it? What’s the point of ten years when most of them are filled with lies and secrets. With arguments and mistrust?” His voice cracks slightly. “Sometimes it’s better to walk away than to stay with someone who’s become a stranger.”

      His words hang in the air like smoke.

      He keeps talking—venting, really—about the collapse of his marriage, though never naming the core issue. It’s all implied in the way his voice wavers, in the ache that colours each sentence. I listen, struck by how broken he sounds. How raw. His pain seeps into the room like a slow, cold fog.

      Beside him, Wale watches with quiet empathy. I say nothing. Just listen. Because really, what could I possibly say?

      I think of Iriah. Of how different things feel between us now. But still, we haven’t crossed the lines we swore we never would.

      Infidelity. Physical violence. Financial sabotage.

      We talked about deal breakers one humid night in a sauna, the air thick with steam and soothing vapours.

      “Physical violence,” I’d said. “That’s it for me. I’ve never hit a woman, never will, but I’ve had an ex hit me. Repeatedly.”

      Her gasp was immediate. “No.”

      “Yeah. Amara. When she got angry, she’d smack me. Slap my head. She took advantage of the knowledge that I’d never retaliate. It was crazy. Once, she even pulled a knife. That was the day I left for good.”

      Iriah had looked at me with those bright, determined eyes. “You’ll never have to worry about that with me,” she said. “I’m a lover, not a fighter.”

      I laughed. “What about you? What’s your line in the sand?”

      “Infidelity,” she replied instantly. “You cheat on me, I’m out. After I beat the girl’s ass to a fucking pulp, of course.”

      I’d laughed so hard I nearly cried. “Ditto, babe. You never have to worry about that. I’m not a cheat. And besides, why should I? No one holds a candle to you.”

      I meant it then. I still do.

      But she left anyway. Even though I never crossed the line of no return.

      The thought crashes over me like a rogue wave, dragging me back to the now. To this room. This therapy retreat. This strange limbo.

      The laughter is gone now. Replaced by something else. A shared silence. A moment of quiet understanding between three broken men, each carrying stories they haven’t told yet.

      And it’s only day one.

      “Are you there?” Wale’s deep voice breaks the moment, laced with a soft chuckle, almost amused.

      My eyes blink rapidly, dragging my thoughts back from the pit they had just fallen into.

      “Sorry, what?” I ask, startled.

      “I asked how long you’ve been married,” he repeats, more gently this time. “Twice.”

      “Oh.” I shift in my seat, suddenly aware of how quiet I’d gone. “Sorry. I do that sometimes.”

      Wale waves it off with a warm smile. “No wahala. You’re allowed to zone out once in a while. So … how long have you been a responsible husband?”

      “Two years,” I reply, trying to sound casual, but Wale’s glance at Lucas makes my stomach twist. There’s a flicker of something between them. Amusement? Pity?

      “I mean, me and my wife have been together for five years,” I add quickly, a little too defensively. “We were solid before marriage.”

      “Ohhh, okay,” Wale nods, settling deeper into the couch. “That makes sense. Sometimes it’s the marriage part that complicates things, you know?”

      I furrow my brow. “Why do you say that?”

      He leans back, stretching his arms above his head like he’s unwinding a long-held thought. “Because it’s true. So many relationships flourish until someone signs on the dotted line. Then suddenly, expectations come out of nowhere. Love turns into obligation. Fun turns into … roles. Husband. Wife. Duty. It’s not the love that changes. Nope. It’s the framework we lock it into.”

      “I don’t agree,” Lucas interjects sharply. “Marriage is beautiful. Or at least, it can be. With the right person, it’s … everything.”

      I find myself nodding. “Yeah. I actually agree with Lucas.”

      Wale raises his hands in mock surrender. “Guys, hear me out. When you’re dating, there’s space to breathe. To just exist and grow. But marriage? It’s like slipping on a uniform. Suddenly, everyone expects you to act a certain way, be a certain kind of man. You lose the spontaneity. You stop being you and start being someone’s husband, someone’s future father. And sometimes, that shift … it suffocates everything.”

      I pause, chewing on his words. Did things change between me and Iriah after we said “I do”? Did we unknowingly slip into roles, lose the ease we used to have?

      Wale’s voice grows softer, more pained. “I’ve been with my Simi since high school. That’s twenty-one years. We knew everything about each other. We had fun, man. We used to travel on a whim, binge-watch anime, camp on beaches, laugh at nothing. But now? We’re married. Six years in. And somehow, we’re … actors with a script. Expectations. Pressure. We were never supposed to be like this.”

      His hand rakes through his closely cropped hair, jaw clenching. “I just want to feel free again. To live how we used to. Without pretending. Without ticking off some bloody marriage checklist.”

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Lucas mutters, smirking as he adjusts his glasses. “Marriage isn’t the problem. People are. Betrayal is. I loved being married. Loved it … until I found out something that shattered everything.”

      His words hang heavy in the air like smoke.

      Silence.

      It’s like a stone has been dropped into still water, slow ripples of discomfort spreading outwards.

      I try to lift the tension. “Marriage can be tough, I know. But isn’t it also beautiful? Knowing that no matter what, there’s someone who chooses you? Who stays? Someone you trust completely with your life?”

      Lucas turns away slightly, the tightening of his jaw betraying his reaction. My words have touched a raw nerve. The word trust doesn’t sit well with him. Not anymore.

      “You don’t need a piece of paper to have that,” Wale says, his tone low but firm. “Before we got married, we were just fine. Now there’s pressure. From family, from society. First comes marriage, then babies, then the perfect house with the picket fence. It’s all … bullshit.”

      I nod slowly. “I get what you’re saying. But I wouldn’t call it just a piece of paper. It’s more than that. It’s commitment. It’s legal. It’s spiritual. As a Christian, I believe it’s ordained by God.”

      Lucas perks up slightly. “As a fellow Christian, I second that. Udoka’s right. Marriage isn’t just tradition. It’s a vow. A covenant.”

      Wale raises an eyebrow. “So, then, isn’t divorce a sin? According to your Bible?”

      His voice isn’t mocking, just curious. Testing the waters.

      Lucas doesn’t flinch. “No. Not always. There are biblical grounds. Infidelity, for one.”

      That one lands like a slap, even though no one says the word directly. The unspoken truth vibrates between us. His wife cheated. The hurt is too fresh, too visible in the tightness of his voice, the distant look in his eyes.

      I swallow hard, imagining what I’d do if Iriah ever crossed that line. My mind flickers to Andrew Cole. I know he’s her friend and nothing more, but I don’t trust him. The man always smiles too easily around her. It’s like he is waiting for a signal from Iriah so he can strike, swoop in and take her away from me. My gut tightens. I hate thinking about the possibility.

      Wale shrugs, clearly unfazed. “All I’m saying is: if there’s no marriage, there’s no divorce. Life’s simpler without that legal chain.”

      “Yeah,” Lucas mutters bitterly. “But without marriage, you’d have more broken homes. Less stability. A marriage certificate makes walking away harder. That’s a good thing.”

      “Or a bad thing,” Wale counters. “Shouldn’t love be enough to keep you? Why should anyone stay because of a piece of paper?”

      “It’s not just paper!” Lucas and I say at the same time, voices raised in perfect harmony.

      Wale freezes, eyes wide in mock alarm. Then we all burst into laughter—loud, genuine, warm.

      The tension breaks like a wave crashing onto shore.

      A few minutes later, someone mentions last week’s UEFA Champions League match, and just like that, the conversation veers into safer waters. Penalties, fouls, underdog wins. But even as I laugh and nod, something twists inside me.

      These men, Lucas with his pain, Wale with his quiet resentment, have real cracks in their marriages. Deep ones. Do I really belong here?

      Is my problem serious enough? Or are Iriah and I just … confused, overwhelmed?

      Maybe we’re fine. Isn’t it possible for us to just work through this ourselves?

      Maybe we should just leave. Before the real therapy starts. Before I’m forced to say things out loud that I’m not ready to face.
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      Iriah

      
        
        Couples therapy is not about fixing the other person, it’s about

        uncovering the patterns you’ve both unconsciously created—Esther Pere

      

      

      

      This setting is hilarious in a surreal kind of way, like a scene straight out of some offbeat Nollywood movie where people are being secretly inducted into a cult.

      The couples’ retreat has us arranged in a semi-circle, three separate love seats forming a horseshoe, all facing the therapists, who themselves are cozied up together on a plush burgundy loveseat like relationship royalty presiding over our collective mess.

      I’ve already met the other two couples during the weekend, shared awkward laughs over communal meals in the dining area, exchanged a few polite pleasantries, and silently judged each other’s dynamic from across the buffet table. That brief interaction was enough to sketch out some impressions.

      Simi and Wale Balogun are the picture-perfect couple. They’re both tall, stunning, and almost intimidating in their effortless chemistry. They look like they belong on the cover of a lifestyle magazine: matching blue denim and black shirts, curled into each other on their red loveseat as if therapy was just a formality before a lunch date. Their fingers are intertwined, their bodies angled towards each other like magnets in sync. It’s hard not to like them. Their banter is light, affectionate, almost musical in its rhythm. Watching them feels like watching a romcom, one where you’re rooting for the couple from scene one.

      From our chats over the weekend, I learned Simi is a Creative Director at a marketing agency, and Wale runs his own IT consulting firm. They live in the UK but flew all the way here to Nigeria for this retreat because of its rave reviews. Honestly, looking at them, I can’t for the life of me figure out why they’re here. If these two are in therapy, what hope is there for the rest of us?

      Then there’s the couple seated right beside Udoka and me. Lucas and Ego Nworgu. They look like they’d rather be anywhere else in the world than on that loveseat together. There’s a chasm of space between them, their bodies turned ever so slightly away from each other like magnets forced together by sheer will.

      Lucas is in a crisp shirt and tie, every inch of him wound up like a spring. Ego, on the other hand, is stunning in a multicoloured Ankara dress that clings delicately to her petite frame. Her arms are folded tightly across her chest, her face an unreadable mask of cool disdain. The tension radiating off them is palpable. They haven’t spoken more than a few stilted words all weekend, and honestly, if either of them filed for divorce right now, I wouldn’t be surprised.

      I instinctively reach for Udoka’s hand, lacing our fingers together. His skin is warm, slightly damp with nervous sweat. Still, he’s beautiful. Tall and lean, in his usual black kaftan and trousers, he cuts a dignified figure, his simple attire somehow elegant.

      When we first started dating, I’d tried to get him to wear more “modern” stuff like designer jeans, slim-fit shirts and Timberland boots, but thank God he didn’t listen. He owns his style now, and I’ve grown to love it. It suits him. It suits us.

      He gives me a quick grin, the corners of his mouth lifting just enough to make my heart flutter. God, I’ve missed that smile. I smooth my other hand down the front of my bright yellow gown, suddenly feeling shy, almost girlish.

      We’ve been surprisingly civil this weekend, talking like old friends instead of the broken couple we came here as. Maybe—just maybe—we’ll be okay. Maybe we only need one day of therapy and we’ll find our way back.

      Then again, his sweaty palm is a dead giveaway. He’s just as anxious as I am. Still, he’s here. We’re here. That has to count for something, right?

      A sudden voice snaps me out of my wandering thoughts.

      “Thank you for your minute of silent meditation.”

      Na wa o! What’s wrong with me? I should have been centring my soul or something, not nosily dissecting other people’s relationships.

      I turn toward Dr. Ebere Amadi, one half of the therapist duo. She’s seated upright, legs crossed, her expression unreadable. She’s likely in her early-to-mid fifties, slender and sharp-featured, her braids pulled back into a no-nonsense bun. The only makeup she wears is a slick of nude lip gloss. Everything about her says I don’t play. And I believe her.

      Her husband, Dr. Charles Amadi, is more relaxed in vibe. He’s older, probably in his sixties, and dressed in jeans and a simple t-shirt. His head is completely bald, and his salt-and-pepper beard gives him a wise, almost mystical aura. But the real showstopper is the eye patch over his left eye. I’d seen it in their brochure photo and wondered about it then. Now, seeing him in person, I’m dying to know the story behind it. Pirate turned therapist? Eye injury from a former patient’s flying wine glass? The possibilities are endless.

      “Welcome to the first day of Rekindle Retreat’s group session,” Dr Ebere Amadi continues, her voice suddenly warm. The faint smile that lights up her face softens her features, making her seem ten years younger.

      A scattered chorus of “thank you” floats around the room.

      She leans forward slightly, hands folded. “Before we begin, I want to set a few ground rules. As you all agreed on the contracts you signed, confidentiality is our top priority. Whatever’s shared here stays here.”

      Dr Charles Amadi picks up from her, holding up a shiny silver ball. “Second rule: no interrupting, no shouting, no physical aggression. This…” He raises the ball. “…Is your talking stick. Only the person holding it can speak. When your time is almost up, someone might raise a hand. That means you’ve got two minutes to wrap it up and pass the ball. You can write your thoughts down if you don’t want to forget them.”

      His voice is deep, booming, and for a second, I’m thrown back to the movie Coming to America. He sounds just like King Jaffe Joffer, ruler of Zamunda. The absurdity of the thought almost makes me laugh out loud. I bite my tongue.

      “The third rule,” Dr Ebere Amadi says, adjusting her glasses, “is that no one leaves the session early, no matter how upset you get. The group therapy is one hour long, once a week. Your private couple’s therapy will be two hours. We’ll also have some bonding activities and individual feedback sessions sprinkled throughout the retreat.”

      “Any questions?” Dr Charles asks, scanning the room.

      I shake my head, stealing a glance around. No one else speaks up either. There’s something so surreal about all of this, like we’ve stepped into some hyper-aware reality where every word and glance means more than it should. The room adds to that effect. It’s moderate in size, with soft white walls and a clean ceiling. Potted plants sit like sentries in each corner, giving it a serene, almost spiritual vibe. Gentle instrumental music plays in the background, and motivational quotes like “Love is not a feeling, it’s a decision” are framed on the walls in elegant fonts.

      Dr Charles clears his throat. “Alright then. Let’s begin.”

      He turns to Simi, who now holds the silver ball like it’s suddenly become too heavy.

      “You’re up first. Tell us why you’re here. What do you think brought your marriage to this point?”

      Simi shifts, her fingers tightening slightly around Wale’s. She looks at him, searching his face for something. Permission? Courage? The green light to finally speak her truth?

      Whatever it is, she finds it. She exhales slowly, her voice low and trembling with emotion.

      “I want a baby,” she says. “And Wale doesn’t. It’s the one thing I need from him right now, and he won’t give that to me.”

      The words drop into the room like a pin into still water.

      “I’ve begged. I told him I’d raise the child myself, handle the finances, the emotional labour, everything. He wouldn’t have to lift a finger. And still … he says no.” She pauses, blinking rapidly. “How can you say you love someone and deny them the one thing they need most?”

      My heart clenches. I find myself holding my breath, my grip on Udoka’s hand tightening unconsciously.

      Wale sits frozen, jaw tight, Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallows hard. His body is stiff, coiled like a wire about to snap. There’s no eye contact, just silence and raw, unfiltered pain.

      This is so much more intense than I expected. So real. So vulnerable. Is this what we signed up for? To lay ourselves bare in front of strangers?

      Jesus. What the hell did I get us into?

      “Thank you for being honest, Simi,” Dr Ebere Amadi says gently, her voice calm and measured like a lullaby meant to soothe a wound. “Please pass the ball to Wale. We’d like to hear his perspective.”

      Simi’s fingers tremble as she hands the cool, metallic therapy ball to her husband. He receives it silently, turning it slowly in his palms like he’s trying to conjure the right words from its surface.

      “You can answer the same question, Wale,” Dr Ebere Amadi encourages.

      Wale inhales deeply, chest rising beneath his fitted black shirt, then exhales with a slow shudder. The soft instrumental music in the background suddenly feels loud, almost jarring in the emotionally charged silence of the room.

      “I don’t want a child,” he says finally, voice low, pained. “I’ve never wanted children. It’s the one thing I can’t compromise on. We agreed on this, right from the beginning.”

      “But I’ve changed my mind,” Simi bursts in, her voice sharp with frustration. “Am I not allowed to change my mind at thirty-six?”

      “Please, Simi,” Dr Ebere Amadi lifts a firm hand, the smile gone from her face. “No interruptions. You’ll need to raise your hand for the ball.”

      Simi leans back, jaw clenched, arms folded across her chest. She’s a storm barely held in check, her body tense with everything unsaid.

      Wale taps the ball softly against his knee, the rhythmic sound like a countdown. “We both agreed,” he says again, quieter now. “We said it wasn’t for us. That we’d live child-free, travel, focus on our careers, on each other. That’s what I signed up for. I married you for that.”

      “And I married you, Wale,” Simi snaps, raising her hand.

      He passes the ball to her without hesitation, like it’s burning in his hands.

      Simi grabs it and holds it close, her eyes searching his face. “That’s not fair, Wale. I’ve compromised too. I moved to Manchester for your job. I put up with that dog you had to have, even though I hate animals. I’ve been flexible for you. Why can’t you give me this one thing?”

      She tosses the ball back at him, her movements impatient, jagged with hurt.

      He catches it, but says nothing. Just stares down at the object in his lap like it’s a grenade waiting to explode.

      Simi sighs, withdrawing her hand from his. “See?” she says bitterly, blinking hard. “He won’t even talk to me. He has no reason, none whatsoever, to deny me a child. He clearly doesn’t love me enough.”

      Wale looks up at her then, eyes red-rimmed and glassy. “I do, Simi,” he says, voice cracking. “More than anything in this world. You just … you don’t understand.”

      She snatches the ball from him again, fiercely. “Then make me understand.”

      She thrusts the ball back into his chest. The entire room holds its breath.

      “I just…” Wale’s lips tremble. “I just can’t be a father. Not to anyone.”

      “Yes, you can,” Simi says quietly. “Your sperm works just fine. We tested.”

      Wale closes his eyes for a beat. “Physically, maybe. But emotionally … I can’t. I can’t explain it. The idea of fatherhood terrifies me.”

      Simi’s breath hitches. Tears glisten on her lashes. “This is hopeless,” she whispers, shoulders sagging, voice hollow. “This is … hopeless.”

      The room falls silent. The kind of silence that wraps around your lungs and squeezes. I grip Udoka’s hand tighter. My pulse is racing, and not just from second-hand heartbreak. I liked them. They seemed so solid. So sweet. So in love. What the hell is happening?

      Why doesn’t he just give her what she wants? Can’t he see it’s not just about biology? They have love. They have stability. Isn’t that enough for a child to thrive?

      “Thank you for sharing, Simi and Wale,” Dr Ebere Amadi says after a long pause, her voice filled with earnest compassion. “Nothing is hopeless. Not yet. Not while you’re both still showing up. I hope that through this process, you’ll uncover truths about yourselves and each other … and find a resolution that brings you peace.”

      Her husband, Dr. Charles Amadi, stands and walks toward them. The leather of his sandals creaks slightly on the tiled floor. He takes the silver ball from Wale’s lax fingers and turns to Ego and Lucas.

      He offers it to Ego, who recoils slightly and jerks her chin toward her husband.

      “Let him go first,” she says coldly. “He’s the one who filed for divorce.”

      Lucas snatches the ball like a soldier accepting a weapon. He doesn’t even blink before launching into a confession so explosive I feel the room shudder around us.

      “My marriage is in crisis because my wife cheated on me,” he says, voice flat and bitter. “And not once. Not even with different men. No. All three of my children … they’re not mine. They have the same father. Our so-called friend, Gabe. The same man who introduced us. A colleague of hers.”

      Gasps echo softly around the room. I feel Udoka stiffen beside me, and my mouth falls open. Even Simi, still wiping tears, jerks her head up.

      Only the therapists—and Ego—remain unshaken. She’s calm, like she’s heard this speech before. Too many times.

      Lucas continues, unable to stop himself now.

      “Last year, I did a DNA test on our son, our firstborn, just out of curiosity. Social media had been flooded with all these paternity stories, and something told me to check. He wasn’t mine. So I checked the others. Not mine either.”

      He laughs bitterly. “Three children. Three. None of them mine. How can I move past that? How can I stay married to someone who’s lied to me like that?”

      The silence returns, heavier now, thick like fog. Ego raises her hand. Lucas tosses the ball at her without looking.

      She catches it. Her voice, when she speaks, is soft, cracking. “I didn’t sleep with Gabe, Lucas. I didn’t cheat on you.”

      Lucas scoffs but doesn’t interrupt. Dr Charles Amadi nods at him approvingly.

      “I found out,” she continues, “that you had azoospermia. You can’t father children. You were devastated when I brought up going for checkups. You said you didn’t even want to test. So I did it quietly … and got the results. I couldn’t tell you. You were already struggling with your confidence. I just … I wanted to protect you.”

      She dabs at her eyes with a tissue. “I asked Gabe to help. Yes, he gave me sperm, but it was clinical, Lucas. We didn’t have sex. I just wanted children. We wanted children. I still believe I did it for us.”

      Lucas explodes, snatching the ball. “Then why didn’t you tell me? Why lie? Why hide the test results and forge new ones? Why give me three children who weren’t mine and let me believe, make me believe they were?!”

      His voice rises with every question. “I should sue you. I should sue him. After I divorce your miserable ass!”

      Dr. Charles raises a calming hand. “We agreed: no insults. Let’s keep this civil.”

      “Fuck that!” Lucas is on his feet now, fists clenched. “This is a fucking joke. This therapy is bullshit. I can’t stay married to a liar. A manipulator.”

      He storms toward the door. For a moment, we all think he’s leaving. But suddenly, he spins around and storms back to his seat.

      “You know what? I will stay. So you can’t tell anyone I didn’t try. So your mother, my mother, the whole damn church and every judgemental auntie and uncle won’t say I didn’t give you a chance.”

      He slumps into his seat, shoulders shaking with rage. The ball lies forgotten on the floor.

      I’m stunned. Utterly and completely.

      Looking at Ego now, the petite, graceful gynaecologist with her calm exterior and radiant skin, you’d never imagine the kind of secrets she’s carried. The kind of betrayal that could crack the foundation of any marriage.

      This is deeper than I expected. Rawer. More real. I don’t know if I’m ready to spill my own secrets. Not after hearing all this.

      Again, what the hell did I sign up for?

      I glance at Udoka. He’s already looking at me. His eyes lock with mine and, in that silent exchange, I know we both feel it. The weight in this room is unbearable. God! It’s thick with heartbreak, betrayal, quiet rage, and unspoken dreams shattering like glass. We don’t belong here. And yet … maybe we do.

      “Thank you for coming back,” Dr Ebere Amadi says, her voice calm and unshaken, like smooth river stones beneath running water. You’d never guess she’d just witnessed an emotional earthquake. “And thank you both for sharing so openly.”

      Dr Charles Amadi rises slowly, as if giving space for the tension to settle. He bends to pick the worn therapy ball from the floor where Lucas had thrown it in his rage. Then he walks across the room, steady, measured, and places it gently in my hands.

      I take it awkwardly, stiffly, as if it were heavier than it looks. My fingers clutch it tight, like it might keep me grounded. I feel like a ghost among these couples with problems far more tragic, more complicated than mine. How do I speak of emotional distance when others have dealt with infidelity, betrayal, even paternity fraud?

      Still, I breathe. Close my eyes. Let it all rise to the surface—the ache, the years of disappointment that festered silently in the cracks of our marriage. I summon the memory of every time I stood alone at family events, smiling through loneliness because Udoka was “with a client,” or “closing a deal.” How many anniversaries, birthdays, holidays did I spend alone pretending?

      When I open my eyes again, they sting.

      “I think … I think my husband is competing with me,” I say, my voice trembling like the ball in my hands. “Because he resents me, hates that I make and have more money than he does.”

      There’s a shift beside me. Udoka’s hand, which had been resting near mine, slips away, swift, sharp. Like a cut.

      I press on. “He chooses work. Strangers. Deals. Anything that makes him feel important. Anything that helps him feel like a man. Like he’s better, above me.”

      Silence. I can’t believe I just said that. Out loud. To strangers. But there it is, out in the open. My truth.

      I pass him the ball. Slowly. Carefully. Like I’m handing him my heart, cracked and raw.

      He holds it for a long while. Doesn’t speak. His eyes are wide. He’s shocked. Wounded. Betrayed.

      “I…” he starts, his voice rough. He clears his throat, tries again. “I had no idea … I’m not competing, Iriah. I don’t resent you.”

      He shakes his head slowly, as though trying to scatter the weight of my words. I want to reach out. Tell him it’s okay. Take what I said back. But I don’t. Because it’s true.

      Dr. Ebere Amadi tilts her head gently, her eyes soft. “Udoka, please tell us … why are you here?”

      He looks at her, then down at the ball. His fingers tighten around it. He’s not breathing right. I can tell.

      “I’m scared,” he says finally. His voice is barely above a whisper. “That one day, she’ll leave me … for someone like Andrew Cole.”

      My mouth drops open. What?

      I reach for the ball, snatch it from his grip. “You know there’s nothing going on between me and Andrew. Don’t use him as an excuse. Just be honest, Udoka. Please.”

      He holds my gaze for a beat before sighing deeply. “I am being honest, Iriah. I live in your house. I drive a car I spent over a year saving for, just to feel like I fit into your world. I flew here on your private jet. Yours.”

      He stretches out his hand for the ball again. I hesitate, startled by the intensity in his voice, then pass it back.

      “How am I supposed to feel in control in this marriage? How do I stay confident when I’m constantly reminded that I’m … not enough? Not wealthy enough, not powerful enough … not the man your world says I should be.” He pauses. “Maybe I should just stop fighting this separation. Maybe it’s better that way. Because Andrew Cole? He is a better man. At least, better at giving you what I can’t. You can fly in his private jet. You’ll never get it because you’re a spoiled rich girl used to getting your way.”

      I gasp. “Spoiled rich girl? How dare you say that?”

      “How dare I?  Because it’s true! You’ve never had the experience of being told, or made to feel you don’t belong. Because guess what? You belong everywhere. Some understanding of your privilege is all I need. Just some empathy.”

      Silence follows, so heavy it almost rings in my ears.

      My heart twists painfully. I feel exposed. Misunderstood. And yet, I see it finally on his face. Not anger, not pride. Fear. A deep, aching fear of not measuring up.

      And in that moment, I realise our problem wasn’t just absence or an abundance of money. It was shame. Quiet, insidious shame that had been living between us all this time.

      “Thank you both for your honesty,” says Dr Charles Amadi gently. “This is why we begin with a group session. Not just to share, but to see that no marriage is without struggle. No couple is completely alone.”

      He scribbles something in his notebook, then looks up. “My wife and I began this retreat many years ago after nearly ending our own marriage. And if I may share something personal…” He taps the patch covering his left eye. “This? A reminder that life is short. I nearly died in an accident, angry, stubborn, unwilling to forgive. And I realised I didn’t want to die without trying again. Without begging the woman I loved for another chance.”

      Beside him, Dr Ebere Amadi places her hand gently over his, eyes glistening.

      “Our healing wasn’t fast or easy,” she says. “But we fought for it. Every day. Fifteen years later, we’re still fighting. Still growing. And helping others do the same.”

      Dr Charles Amadi lifts their joined hands. “We are here to help you fight. Through conversation, conflict, reflection. Whether you decide to stay together or part ways, you’ll leave knowing you gave it everything.”

      My throat tightens. My eyes blur.

      I turn to Udoka. His face is unreadable. But his gaze … his gaze is locked on mine, intense, searching. And behind the storm in his eyes, I see it. Determination.

      Maybe we do belong here after all. Maybe we’re not as far gone as we thought.

      And maybe … just maybe… we’ll make it.

      Together.
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        You can’t fix someone else. But if you’re both willing to fix yourselves

        together, the relationship has a chance—Unknown

      

      

      

      Throughout the rest of the day’s planned activities, I can’t concentrate. My mind keeps circling back to that group therapy session. Those words exchanged between Iriah and me, sharp as splinters beneath the skin.

      Her accusations still ring in my ears.

      Envy. Resentment. Competition.

      How can the woman I love more than life itself believe I feel any of that toward her?

      We sat through a meditation session for an hour after that, a slow, reflective breathing exercise that was supposed to centre us. I don’t remember a damn thing except the tightening in my chest. Then came the marriage workshop, with speakers droning on about conflict resolution and healthy communication.

      All I could think about was Iriah’s voice from earlier, trembling, accusing. My own voice, raised, cutting.

      After lunch, we were given an hour to rest, but Iriah slipped away before I could catch her. And since I’m not allowed in the female quarters, I couldn’t follow her.

      It’s driving me insane. This place feels like a glorified boarding school with its rigid schedules and overly structured programs. I don’t want to watch another damn instructional video on communication. I want to talk to my wife. To understand how we got here.

      We’re now seated in the evening symposium, watching a video play on the big screen in the conference room. A pair of actors pretend to be a couple navigating conflict, modelling various responses, some mature, others disastrous. I’m barely aware of what’s being said. I can’t focus.

      My gaze keeps drifting to Iriah. She’s seated across the table, facing the screen with unnerving focus, as if nothing’s wrong. She won’t look at me.

      She’s taking this whole thing seriously. She always does. Listening with rapt attention, nodding at the right moments, like she’s here alone and not with me. Like we didn’t fall apart in front of strangers this morning.

      “So, which response do you think is best?” the session leader asks. She’s a woman in her fifties, dressed in a stiff black pantsuit, hair wound into a severe bun that makes her look like a school principal rather than a therapist.

      The room responds in unison, “B!”

      The sudden chorus startles me, shattering the spiral of thoughts in my head. I glance at the screen, clueless. I hadn’t heard a word.

      I just want five uninterrupted minutes with my wife. But here, even talking is regulated, timed, and supervised. It’s maddening.

      Iriah has been avoiding me ever since the therapy session. Not a single glance, not even by accident.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have snapped. Maybe yelling, “You’re a spoiled rich girl” wasn’t the best response to her vulnerable admission.

      But she called me envious. As if I resent her for the life she had before me. For the money. The ease.

      I don’t. I never have.

      As the clock ticks on, I count the minutes until this agonising day winds down. If I don’t talk to her soon—really talk—I feel like I might combust.

      Finally, after dinner, the couple’s lounge opens up. We get two precious, unsupervised hours to relax. Watch TV. Breathe.

      It’s not much, but it’s the only crack of light in this claustrophobic therapy maze.

      I spot her slumped on the sofa next to Ego, one leg draped lazily over the recliner. She looks drained.

      I approach and gently tap her shoulder.

      She turns to look at me, and I see it instantly, that flicker of wariness in her eyes. She’s still angry. She wishes I’d go away. But I can’t let that happen. Not tonight.

      “Can we talk?” I ask quietly.

      She glances sideways at Ego, who has been steering clear of me too. That woman has clearly checked out of her own marriage, and frankly, I don’t want her toxic resignation rubbing off on Iriah.

      Out of the three couples here, Ego and her husband Lucas feel the most far gone. Simi and Wale, for all their mess, still try. They’re talking now, at the far end of the room. Lucas hovers awkwardly nearby, third-wheeling the hell out of their conversation.

      Iriah clenches her jaw. I can see she’s about to say no. But then she lets out a breath and leans over to whisper something to Ego.

      “I’ll be right back,” she says.

      Not if I can help it, I think, offering her my hand. She hesitates, then takes it.

      We’ve only got two hours before the damn curfew kicks in. Yes, a real curfew. For grown-ass adults at a couple’s retreat. I’m not wasting another second.

      We move in silence, neither of us speaking a word as we step out of the lounge and into the open evening air. The silence stretches between us like a taut string, delicate and pulsating with the weight of everything left unsaid.

      Outside, the world is painted in twilight. The sun has already set, leaving the sky cloaked in a soft, smoky grey that blurs into the horizon. Palm trees sway gently in the warm breeze and there’s a hush in the air, broken only by the rhythmic rustle of leaves and the distant roll of waves.

      The waterfront lies just ahead, glistening under a line of discreet pathway lights. The ocean mirrors the darkened sky, waves curling slowly, gracefully, like the strokes of a sleeping giant’s breath. It’s stunning. Mesmerising. Almost too beautiful.

      If we were here on vacation, I’d pull her into my arms and kiss her until neither of us remembered the disastrous therapy session from earlier. Until the only thing we can feel is us, real, raw, and still in love.

      “Let’s walk by the beach,” I say softly, unsure if she’ll brush me off.

      “Okay,” she replies, her voice just as soft, but touched with something else. Resignation, maybe. Or quiet exhaustion. Like she doesn’t want to fight either.

      For a moment, I want to reach out and hold her hand. Like I used to. Like we always did when we walked together. But her body is tense, her arms folded close to her chest, and I don’t want to break the fragile thread that’s keeping us side by side.

      We reach the edge of the waterfront and stop. Neither of us speaks. We just stand there, gazing out at the water, our silhouettes lit faintly by the low glow of nearby lanterns.

      “It’s beautiful,” Iriah whispers, her voice floating over the soft hush of the waves. “Magical.”

      I nod, eyes still on the horizon. “Yeah. The perfect romantic spot.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see her turn to look at me. I feel the weight of her gaze on my skin, a heat that tightens my throat, but I keep looking ahead. The words are hard to find, stuck somewhere between guilt and longing.

      There’s so much to say. Too much.

      “I’m sorry about this morning,” I finally murmur. “I didn’t mean to call you spoiled.”

      “Yes, you did,” she says immediately, quiet, but firm.

      I turn to her, eyes searching her face. “No, I didn’t. I swear, I didn’t. It came out wrong. I was angry. Frustrated. But that’s not how I feel about you.”

      She crosses her arms more tightly over her chest. “You usually say what you mean, Udoka. I know you. So my question is why did you say it? Because I was honest about how I feel? Like the therapist said I should be?”

      I don’t have a response. Nothing that doesn’t sound like an excuse. And it kills me that she really believes it. That she thinks I resent her for who she is, for where she came from. That thought alone shatters something inside me.

      “Let’s sit,” she says quietly, nodding toward a bench facing the water a few feet away.

      I nod and fall into step beside her, each of us silent as we walk across the stone path. My thoughts churn like the waves, the realisation settling deeper. Before this morning, I thought we were mostly okay. A few bumps. A few moments I wasn’t there when she needed me. But now, I see the fracture lines beneath the surface, raw and aching.

      She sits first, folding into the curved edge of the metal bench. I lower myself beside her, not too close, not too far, and we just … sit. For a few minutes, we just are. No expectations. No arguing. No defences.

      Just two people who used to be so in tune with each other, sitting with the question of whether they still are.

      “Remember our first kiss?” I ask, my voice breaking the silence, gentle and wistful.

      She turns toward me, and for the first time today, a faint smile touches her lips. It’s small, but real.

      “You mean the first time I kissed you?” she asks, the corners of her mouth lifting with quiet amusement. “I literally had to force you.”

      I laugh, a deep, surprised laugh that tumbles out of me like a forgotten joy. She’s right.

      “I was trying to be respectful,” I say, chuckling. “I googled it. Everyone said the third date was the best time to kiss. So I waited.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I couldn’t wait. After that spa date and the champagne and the food … come on. You don’t treat a girl like that and not expect her to tongue you down.”

      Her laughter joins mine, and for a moment, something light breaks through the heaviness.

      Then she gasps, eyes widening. “Wait. Is that why it took so long before we had sex for the first time?”

      I toss my head back, groaning in embarrassment, and cover my face. “Yeah … I read online to wait three months.”

      She lets out a shocked laugh. “Three months? Three? Are you serious? I thought you weren’t attracted to me! I wore that see-through dress to your apartment and you barely kissed me goodnight. I was ready to scream.”

      “Oh, I remember. I couldn’t sleep that night. You in that dress? I was on fire. I wanted you so badly it hurt. But I didn’t want to mess things up between us. I wanted a future with you.”

      She leans back, shaking her head with a soft, disbelieving laugh. “I wish I knew. I thought I was doing something wrong. That you didn’t find me attractive enough. It messed with my head.”

      I look at her now. Her hair is tucked beneath a floral silk scarf, with soft tendrils falling around her face. She’s wearing a simple T-shirt and shorts that gently cling to her frame, white clogs on her feet. And yet, she’s radiant. More beautiful to me now than ever. Because she’s her. The woman I fell for. The woman I still crave.

      “You’re the sexiest woman alive,” I say, my voice low and steady. “Your face, your curves, your fire, your heart … everything about you turns me on. Always has.”

      She blushes, her gaze dropping. But I keep going. She needs to hear this.

      “Iriah, you’re everything I’ve ever wanted in a woman. In a partner. In the mother of the children we’ll have. The first time I saw you, I felt it. The day you asked me out, I knew. By our third date, I believed it.”

      I take a breath, the ache in my chest swelling, painful and real.

      “It breaks my heart that you think I resent you,” I whisper. “That you believe that. There’s nothing about you I would ever trade. Nothing I wouldn’t fight for.”

      She looks at me then, really looks at me. And for the first time all day, I see the wall crack. The hurt is still there, yes, but so is the love.

      She doesn’t answer me right away. For what feels like an eternity, she stays silent, her eyes distant and clouded with thoughts I can’t read. The silence presses in, heavy and thick, and for a moment, I wonder if she’s going to ignore me altogether. I almost expect her to walk away, leave me sitting here in this storm of words unsaid.

      Then, finally, she sighs, a deep, tired breath that seems to carry all her frustration. “If you owned the private jet or the house we live in, would you expect me to just go with the flow? No questions asked? To travel with you in it, to live with you in it, without any problem?”

      Her voice shakes, vulnerable in a way that takes me by surprise. The question isn’t sharp or angry. It’s soft, almost like she’s just trying to understand something that’s been weighing on her. And the way she asks it hits me right in the chest, knocking the wind out of me.

      My first instinct is to answer yes, to tell her that I’d expect her to go along with it, to adjust, that it’s how it should be. But as the thought forms, I feel the hypocrisy of it. I don’t know how to respond. So I stay silent.

      “Exactly,” she continues, her voice quieter now, but no less sharp. “You would expect me to move into your house, to fly around with you in your jet, and never bat an eye. But when it’s me, when I’m the one with the means, why does it feel different? Why is it different because I’m a woman?”

      Her words land like a punch to the gut. She’s right. There’s no denying it. The truth of her questions gnaws at me in a way I wasn’t prepared for. This isn’t something I’ve thought about consciously, but the discomfort in my chest grows heavier with each passing second.

      The idea that my wife, this strong, beautiful woman, doesn’t need me in the same way that I’ve always expected her to, the way I need her, shakes something deep inside me.

      I wasn’t raised this way. I didn’t grow up in a world where the roles were blurred. My father was the provider. He paid the bills, bought the house, paid for our school fees. My mother worked too, but her money was hers, used for the small things, the personal indulgences. I never saw a dynamic where a woman could be so independent, so self-sufficient. So when Iriah does things like buying whatever she wants, going wherever she pleases, without ever needing my approval or even a second thought, it unsettles me in ways I can’t explain.

      It’s not that I resent it. But sometimes, in the darkest corners of my mind, it makes me feel useless. Like an appendage, a part of her life that doesn’t quite fit, doesn’t quite move, but can’t be removed. And I’m ashamed of it.

      I try to work through it. To bury it in the grind of my career, in the constant need to achieve, to be more, to make more. If I can just do that, if I can just provide more, maybe I’ll feel like I matter. Maybe I’ll feel like I’m needed.

      But how can I say any of that now? When her question exposes the double standard buried deep inside me? How can I defend it?

      “I never did that ‘Coming to America’ thing with you,” she says, her voice softer now, more reflective. “Unlike Prince Hakeem, I didn’t try to throw you off with some fake humility. From the start, I told you who I was. I told you about my family. I didn’t borrow Anuli’s car like she told me to on our first date. I came in my Lamborghini. Dressed how I always do. In expensive clothes, jewellery. I had bodyguards with me that day for Christ’s sake.” She inhales deeply, as though trying to steady herself. “I didn’t want to pretend to be something I’m not. I wanted to show you the real me. The actual me. And I thought you were okay with that. I thought you were fine with me being who I am … but … I guess I was wrong.”

      The words catch in my throat. I want to reassure her. I want to tell her that I love her just as she is, that there’s nothing about her that I would change. But somehow, I feel the space between us growing wider, filled with all the things I don’t know how to say.

      “I am fine with it,” I say quickly, the words tumbling out in a rush. “I do love you for who you are. It’s just … it’s hard to explain.”

      “Well, try,” she insists, her voice more determined now. “I’m still the same woman I was when you met me. I’ve always been like this. You knew about my trust fund, my salary. You knew who I was and what I came with. And you still chose me. So what’s different now? What’s changed?”

      I feel the pressure rising in my chest. This is the hard part. This is where I have to admit something I haven’t been willing to face.

      “Well, now you’re my wife,” I say, my voice unsteady. “And it’s not easy to see my father-in-law controlling … my home. Our home.”

      She sits up straighter at that, her eyes narrowing. “He doesn’t control our home.”

      I scoff, the frustration in my voice cutting through the calm of the night. “Yes, he does. He paid for our wedding, even though I begged him not to. I wanted something smaller. Something I could afford.”

      She shakes her head, a look of disbelief crossing her face. “Oh, come off it. What about what I wanted? I dreamt of a destination wedding in Europe. Since I was a little girl. But I compromised. I settled for one in Abuja. And you still wanted it small? Come on.”

      “If it’s something I can afford, what’s wrong with small?” I counter, but I already know it’s not a fair response. It’s not really about money.

      “You forget it was also my wedding. What I can afford should count too, Udoka.”

      I feel the sting of her words, but I keep going, my voice low and strained. “Okay, let’s forget about the wedding. Yes, I accepted the money from your father. But what about the house, Iriah? We live in a house that he bought. Don’t you see something wrong with that?”

      She lets out a frustrated breath, her eyes flashing. “He may have bought it, but it’s mine. The house is in my name. It’s mine, Udoka. Mine.”

      “I know,” I say, but the words taste bitter. “But … I would have preferred that we moved into our house. Not your house.”

      She sighs heavily, her body language weary, like she’s been carrying this weight for far longer than I realised. “But if it was your house, would it be fine for me to move in? Would it be more acceptable if we lived in your house in Garki?”

      The question hangs in the air like a thread waiting to snap.

      “Well, yes.”

      “So, it’s okay for me to move into your home but not for you to move into mine? Why?”

      “I’m your husband. That’s different,” I say, but my words are hollow. I know it’s not different. Not really. I know I’m just scrambling for an answer that makes me feel better, that doesn’t expose the truth.

      “How?” she presses. “How is it different?”

      I trail off, the truth sinking in. I can’t answer. Because she’s right. I do wish it were different. I wish it were me who had the power. The control. The money. I wish I were the one who didn’t need to blend into her life, her world. I wish she were the traditional wife, the one who needed me to provide, to care for her. But I’m not allowed to say that out loud.

      “You can’t answer me because I’m right,” she continues, her voice soft but cutting. “You wish I was a more traditional wife. You wish I didn’t have all this power, all this money. You wish I would be the one who would move into your house, fly your private jet, and need you. But I’m not that woman, Udoka. I can’t be. And I’m not going to pretend to be.”

      Her words hit me like a cold wave. But instead of sinking into them, I press on, my voice thick with emotion. “I’m not asking you to pretend, Iriah. I’m not asking you to give up anything. I knew who you were when I married you. But … do you know who I am? Do you know what I need?”

      I pause, swallowing hard as the words rise in my chest. “I’m a man who likes to take care of his woman. To protect her. To provide for her. To give her my all. And maybe … maybe I can’t give you what you have. But I need to feel like I’m important to you, that I’m needed by you.”

      She doesn’t respond at first, but I can see the tears welling in her eyes. The weight of everything unsaid, everything unspoken, between us. Her voice cracks as she lets it out.

      “But provision isn’t what I need from you, Udoka,” she says, her voice trembling, raw with emotion. “I already have all of that. The money. The job. The connections. I have a life where I lack for nothing, at least, not in the material sense. But what I do need … is you. I just need you. I need your presence. Your time. Your heart. I need to feel like I matter to you, like I’m not just an afterthought.”

      She draws a shaky breath, her eyes shimmering.

      “I need you to show up for me. To make me a priority. To not miss our anniversary dinner because you’re buried in your work, chasing a future that’s starting to feel like it doesn’t include me. I don’t need anything from you, Udoka. I just want you.”

      Her words hit like a blade, sharp and unflinching, and I feel it, this slow, crushing ache in my chest. Because that’s where we’re different.

      I don’t just want her. I need her. I need her in a way that leaves me breathless, in a way I can’t even begin to articulate without falling apart. So when she says she doesn’t need anything from me, all I can hear is that I’m … replaceable. Expendable. And that wounds me deeper than anything else ever has.

      But this moment, I know she’s right. There’s nothing in this world I can give her that she can’t get for herself. And the truth is, I need to figure out how to be the man she wants … before I lose her. For good.
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      Iriah

      
        
        Love is not just looking at each other, it’s looking

        in the same direction—Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

      

      

      

      The day is finally here. My first private couples therapy session with Udoka. And I’m nervous as hell. No, scratch that. I’m terrified.

      For three days now, I’ve coasted through group therapy sessions and communal activities at this picture-perfect retreat, hiding beneath the drama of other people’s crumbling marriages like it’s a weighted blanket. One I didn’t ask for, but needed.

      Simi and Wale are in complete disarray, teetering on the edge of separation, both too stubborn to meet halfway. Lucas and Ego can’t speak without screaming—shouting matches so loud they drown out even the therapists’ calm, practiced interjections.

      And then there’s us. Me and Udoka. We’re … talking. But not really talking. Words are exchanged, but not what matters. The things that hurt stay hidden under politeness and surface-level civility. Our issues seem small compared to the volcanic eruptions of the others, but that doesn’t make them less real. They sit quietly under my skin, festering.

      I smooth my trembling hands over the red and black silk of my Dolce & Gabbana gown, trying in vain to wipe off the sweat pooling in my palms. The fabric is too smooth, too expensive, too slippery for that. Still, I press my palms down harder, needing the motion, the distraction.

      Wearing this gown isn’t vanity. It’s survival. It’s my armour. I do this when I’m spiralling. Dress myself up like the world isn’t caving in around me. Distract myself with luxury, with sheen and gloss. Buy something new. Wear something bold. Go someplace high-end. Wrap myself in the safety of wealth, the comfort of knowing that no matter what breaks around me, my parents’ money will never run out. It’s not something I’m proud of, but it’s familiar. It’s a part of me.

      Udoka never understood that. Still doesn’t. To him, money is a scoreboard. A symbol of power, of pride. To him, it’s competition. To me, it’s a security blanket.

      Like today. I’m dressed like I’m attending a gala, but really, I’m just trying not to cry.

      The thought of sitting across from him, just the two of us, no one else to shift focus to, scares me in a way I can’t explain. The idea of peeling back the layers, of speaking my hurt aloud, of letting strangers see how much I still need this man who’s been drifting further and further away … it tightens my stomach into a hard, aching knot.

      There was a time when talking to Udoka was effortless. When sharing my feelings didn’t feel like walking barefoot across broken glass. But after months, years, of saying the same things, begging for the same presence, and being met with excuses and silence, I stopped trying.

      He doesn’t choose me. Not when it matters. Not over his clients. Not over his work. And I’ve let that truth settle in the marrow of my bones.

      I stand, legs unsteady, and reach for the folder resting on the nightstand. The glossy A1 sheets inside rustle as I flip through them, checking, double-checking. Everything’s there. The assignment.

      Dr Charles and Dr Ebere Amadi asked each couple to write about the moment they chose one another. A reflective task. A painful one. But I did it.

      Even though I’m not feeling especially loving toward Udoka, not after our argument by the waterfront. Not after he once again refused to admit the chip on his shoulder. The way my family’s legacy makes him flinch. He won’t say it aloud, but I know he feels less-than. Like he has to be more before he can be enough.

      And that resentment? It’s been poisoning everything.

      If only he could be honest. If only he could say, “Yes, I’ve been a bit envious, uncomfortable that you have more than I do. And yes, I’ve let it get in the way.” Then maybe … maybe we’d have a shot.

      But he won’t. He just deflects. Minimises. Gaslights. Not today. Today, I’m not holding anything back. If this is the last chance we get, I’m walking into that room with the truth. All of it.

      Starting with the moment I knew I wanted to spend my life with him. Because people love to say men choose women, but that’s not the full story. Especially not in our culture. Yes, a man pays the bride price. But it’s the woman who decides who gets to pay it.

      It took everything in me, but I found that memory. I wrote it down. And now … I’m going to let him read it.
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        * * *

      

      The therapy room is a warm blend of tradition and intention. Earth-toned walls, a diffuser emitting soothing fragrances into the air, soft instrumental music playing low in the background.

      Drs Charles and Ebere Amadi sit on a plush purple loveseat, dressed in contrasting Ankara prints with bright, unapologetic patterns that command attention.

      I inhale deeply, then freeze. Udoka’s already here. He’s early.

      My breath catches in my throat. It’s been months since I’ve seen him somewhere before me, before I’ve called, or texted, or asked where he was.

      He looks up. Smiles. It’s hesitant. A crooked stretch of lips that tremble at the corners. He’s nervous too. I can see it in the tightness of his jaw. The way his fingers tap against his knee.

      For the first time in days, I let myself smile back. A small one. But real.

      I walk over and sink into the loveseat beside him, my dress whispering around my thighs. I feel his warmth just inches away, but it may as well be a mile.

      “Sorry I’m late,” I mumble, adjusting my posture, legs crossed at the ankle like my mother taught me. “Had to use the restroom.”

      “No worries at all,” Dr Ebere Amadi says, glancing at her watch with a gentle smile. “We’ve only lost five minutes.”

      I nod, fingers clenched in my lap, heart pounding like a drum in my ears. My entire body feels like static, sweaty, twitchy.

      Why am I so scared?

      “A minute of quiet meditation before we start,” Dr Charles Amadi announces. “Close your eyes. Be here. Let go of the rest.”

      I obey, eyes fluttering shut.

      Inhale.

      Exhale.

      I picture myself on a still lake, the water smooth and undisturbed. No work. No family. No wounds. Just breaths. Just me.

      By the time I open my eyes, the static is quieter. Not gone, but manageable.

      I glance at Udoka. He’s still breathing slowly, his eyes closed, his chest rising and falling like he’s trying too. We’re both trying. A great start.

      W456“Ready to begin?” Dr Ebere Amadi’s voice is soft, but carries authority as the final seconds of our silent meditation tick away.

      I nod. Mutely. I can’t speak yet, not without my voice cracking.

      Beside me, Udoka clears his throat. “Yes,” he says, low and clipped, almost like the word fought its way past his uncertainties.

      “Good,” she says with a kind smile, turning to me. “Welcome to your first private therapy session. Iriah, let’s start with you. How did you find the first assignment?”

      I freeze for a beat, suddenly hyper-aware of the weight of every eye in the room. Udoka’s. The therapists’. Even my own self-consciousness feels like a separate presence, staring at me with folded arms, daring me to mess this up.

      The silence stretches.

      I clear my throat, forcing words to find shape. “It was…” I hesitate, then push through. “Hard. Really hard. Trying to go back to a good place in our relationship when I’m not … in that place right now. It felt like pulling light from a memory when all I can feel in the present is fog.”

      Dr Ebere Amadi nods, her eyes kind. “Thank you for your honesty, Iriah. That’s a courageous thing to admit.”

      I don’t feel courageous. I feel exposed. Like I’ve just peeled back a layer of skin.

      She turns slightly. “Udoka? How was the exercise for you?”

      I turn to him instinctively. His jaw tightens. The pulse at the base of his neck flickers. Fast and irregular. He’s rattled. My words have hit something tender.

      For a split second, I feel guilty. And then I push it away. Not today. Today, I need to be heard. Really heard. Not minimised. Not brushed aside with a quick fix or another promise he doesn’t keep.

      Udoka breathes in through his nose. “It was easy,” he says. His voice is steady, but his eyes betray him. They’re shiny, swimming with emotion he’s trying not to show. “I’ll never forget the moment I knew I wanted Iriah in my life. It’s burned into me.”

      My stomach flips. His tone isn’t just nostalgic, it’s wrecked. Like he’s reliving it. Like it still holds power over him.

      Dr Ebere Amadi raises a brow, exchanging a glance with her husband. “Beautiful,” she says, then to Udoka, she adds, “Since it came easily to you, would you mind handing Iriah your notes so she can read them aloud?”

      He nods and reaches for the folder by his side. His fingers move with practiced ease. Neat, efficient, no hesitation. He pulls out two pages, stapled and numbered. I suppress a tiny smile. So Udoka. Organised even when unravelling.

      He hands them to me, and our fingers brush for the briefest second. A spark, not romantic, not sexual, but human. A reminder that we once built a life together with these hands. With these hearts.

      I steady my breath, then lower my eyes to the page. His handwriting is smooth, careful. Each letter like a prayer folded into paper.

      I begin to read.

      

      My Dearest Iriah,

      The therapist asked me, “When did you know she was the one?” And I laughed because the truth is so simple, so quiet, I almost missed it.

      There are so many times I’ve looked at you and known, without a shadow of doubt, that you’re my forever. So many tiny, glittering moments:

      When I see you first thing in the morning, hair wrapped in that silk scarf you insist you can’t sleep without, your face bare, your eyes still full of dreams. I look at you, and I know we belong together.

      The way you kiss me. The way you love your people with ferocity. The way you fuss over dinner, asking me fifteen times if I liked it even though I always do. You’re an incredible cook. And even though you could hire five chefs if you wanted, you still insist on making the meals yourself. That matters to me.

      The way you dance? My God. Like you’re channelling every song into your body. Wild and unfiltered. You don’t care who’s watching. And even though I’m stiff, awkward, and often self-conscious, I find myself wanting to dance just because you are. Because you pull the rhythm out of me.

      You’re always stunning. Always put-together. Even your worst days come with red lips and perfectly lined eyes. I love walking into a room with you. I love the way heads turn. I love knowing you’re mine.

      You’re bold. Fearless. Messy in the best way. You drag colour into my grey. Without you, life would be … flat.

      And God help me, the way you argue … Jesus! You shout up a hurricane, but when it passes, it’s gone. No resentment. No scorekeeping. You forgive like it’s a gift. You’re slower to say sorry, sure, but you always find your way back to peace. Usually by sitting on my lap, making funny faces, tickling my ears until I’m laughing and forgetting why we fought in the first place.

      Too many reasons I’d choose you over and over again. Just too many.

      

      I pause, my throat thickening. I glance up at him.

      He’s staring at me like I’m the only person in the room. Like he’s reading the words through my voice. Like he’s remembering.

      I look back down and continue.

      

      So when I had to find the moment, the moment I knew you were my forever, it was easy. I just had to go back.

      It wasn’t a dramatic moment. There were no fireworks or movie-score violins playing in the background. It was just us, on that sticky-hot Tuesday afternoon, stuck in traffic for what felt like an eternity on that dusty stretch of Aminu Kano Crescent road. Over an hour of inching forward like snails in molasses, with the sun glaring down like it had a personal grudge against Abuja.

      I was already cranky. My AC was doing its best, but the heat still found a way in. The keke drivers were weaving like they had nine lives, and the guy selling gala and La Casera had come to my window at least five times, acting like I’d changed my mind.

      But you … you were sitting in the passenger seat with your bare feet on the dashboard, singing along to Asa, your voice a little off-key but so full of joy that even the car seemed lighter.

      At some point, you reached into your bag and pulled out those soft puff-puffs wrapped in old newspaper, the ones you had bought that morning on your way from the hair salon.

      You handed me one like it was a gourmet delicacy, and when I raised an eyebrow, you just laughed and said, “Don’t frown. Puff-puff is happiness in ball form.”

      Then you broke one open and fed it to me. Right there, in the middle of Abuja’s traffic, the sunshine piercing into my car, the chaos of street hawkers swirling around us, and my shirt sticking to my back because despite the cracked up AC, the heat was unbearable.

      I felt peace. Not just peace, but that bone-deep warmth that tells you you’re home.

      You leaned your head on my shoulder, warm and light, and said, “If we’re going to be here till the rapture, we might as well make a plan. Let’s imagine we have one chance to bring a dead musician alive. Which would you choose? Mine would be Fela.”

      I looked at you, confused. “Fela?”

      You nodded solemnly. “Because he predicted the future of our country in his songs accurately. Obviously, I’d want him to predict my own future too.”

      I started laughing, and then you did too, and the sound of it, our shared laughter, felt like music made just for me.

      I turned to you, and you smiled at me like you had all the time in the world, like you weren’t hot or frustrated or tired, but exactly where you wanted to be.

      That was when it hit me like a quiet thunderclap in my chest. I thought, God, I want to do traffic with this woman for the rest of my life.

      That was the moment. No grand gestures. Just you, turning an ordinary Tuesday into a memory I’ll never stop carrying.

      With all my love,

      Udoka.

      

      The silence stretches, warm and electric. My throat is tight, and no matter how many times I swallow, the lump refuses to move.

      How did he remember it all? Every detail. Every flicker of light. Even the puff-puff.

      I can still feel that moment too. I didn’t know it had meant so much to him. To me, it was just one of those silly things I did to make the wait bearable. But to him … it was a turning point. The beginning of forever.

      My heart twists, somewhere between ache and awe.

      Dr Ebere Amadi’s voice cuts gently through the thick air. “Iriah?” she says softly, not pushing, just inviting. “What are you feeling right now?”

      I look up. My eyes land on her, then shift to Udoka. His expression is unreadable, but his eyes … they’re wide open. Waiting. Hoping.

      I blink. The tears fall. I don’t bother to wipe them.

      “I … I didn’t expect it to hit me like this,” I whisper, my voice cracking. “That memory … God … it was so simple. So us. Before everything got so damn complicated.”

      Dr Ebere Amadi nods once, encouraging. “Tell us more.”

      I let the words come, unfiltered. From the softest, most tired place in me.

      “It’s just … back then, it was easy. We didn’t have a plan. We didn’t need one. There was no wedding checklist, no cultural pressure, no ‘who’s bringing what to the table,’ no family expectations weighing down every decision. It was just … joy. And traffic. And puff-puff.”

      I let out a shaky laugh. “I’d give anything to go back to that car. That heat. That song playing. His hand brushing mine without all this weight between us.”

      I glance at Udoka. He’s staring at me like he wants to speak but doesn’t dare interrupt.

      “When I think about us now,” I continue, “It feels like we’re always trying to prove something. That we’re strong enough. Compatible enough. Perfect enough to deserve each other. But back then? We just were. I didn’t have to wonder if he’d show up for me. I didn’t have to second-guess every word I said. I didn’t feel like I was being tested or weighed or constantly preparing to be a wife. I was just … a girl in love. Full of jokes and puff-puff and a wild hope for the future.”

      I look down at the pages again, fingers gripping the edge. “And hearing him talk about it like that, seeing how clearly he still carries that memory … it breaks me a little.”

      Dr Ebere Amadi leans forward gently. “Why does it break you, Iriah?”

      I close my eyes. “Because I miss her. That version of me. The one who didn’t carry so much resentment. Who laughed more. Who didn’t keep score. Who didn’t feel like love had to be earned every second of every day.”

      The room goes still again.

      “I loved him so easily back then,” I say. “And I think … I think I still do. Somewhere under all the pain. Somewhere in between the disappointment and the distance. I hear that memory, and I remember—really remember—that we had something real.”

      Udoka lets out a shaky breath beside me. I don’t look at him.

      “I just wish we could go back,” I whisper. “Not to avoid the hard parts, but just to sit in that car again and remember what it felt like when love was light. When it was just us.”

      My voice breaks completely. I clutch the pages in my hand and exhale, shaky and full of longing.

      Dr Ebere Amadi lets the silence linger for a moment longer before speaking. “Thank you, Iriah,” she says gently. “That was deeply vulnerable. And powerful. You’ve both just reminded each other, and all of us, that love doesn’t start with perfection. It starts with presence.”

      She leans back slightly. “Now … would you like to share your memory with Udoka?”

      I nod. Slowly. Wiping my face with the back of my hand. “Yes. I’m ready.”

      I fumble through the disorganised papers in my lap, scattered, messy, ink-smudged and wrinkled. Unlike his neat pages. But it’s all mine. It’s raw and real.

      Just like the love we once shared.
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      Udoka

      
        
        Knowing how your partner receives love

        is as important as knowing how to give it—Unknown

      

      

      

      Dr Charles Amadi turns to Iriah and says, “Please, can you give Udoka your notes so he can read out loud?”

      Iriah nods slowly, her expression unreadable. She hands the folded sheets to me with a look that’s both gentle and cautious. Like she’s giving me something fragile.

      I take them from her, hands steadier than I feel.

      The first line swims before my eyes, and I have to take a breath before I read aloud.

      

      “When did you know he was the one?”

      That was the question the therapist asked me.

      And the answer came faster than I expected, though it wasn’t glamorous. It wasn’t some perfect, slow-dance-in-the-rain kind of moment.

      It was actually terrifying.

      It was the year I got Covid.

      I tested positive at a time when the fear around it was still sharp, still new. When people were sanitising their fruits and singing “Happy Birthday” twice while washing their hands.

      I was alone in my apartment in Asokoro, quarantining. Sweaty. Anxious. Feverish. Scared. The silence in that flat was suffocating. Time moved like glue. My brain wouldn’t stop spiralling.

      Then one afternoon, there was a knock at the door. When I opened it … there you were. Mask on. Bags in hand. Eyes already apologising for what you were about to say.

      “Udoka,” I gasped. “What are you doing here?!”

      You just shrugged and said, “I brought mangoes, pawpaws and watermelons. Fruits that would hopefully increase your immunity. And a portable Bluetooth speaker because that silence in your house must be driving you mad.”

      “You need to leave. Right now. You can’t be here. Are you crazy?”

      “Probably,” you said. “But if I’m going to get stuck in any house in the city, I want it to be yours. If I’m going to get sick, it might as well be beside you.”

      I didn’t know whether to scream or hug you. So I cried. You remember that?

      I turned away from you and sat on the floor like gravity had given up on me. And you just walked in, closed the door, set your bags down, and sat right next to me. Didn’t touch me. Just sat there.

      Quiet. Present.

      

      I pause here in the therapy room, and my voice dips slightly. I remember that day now. I hadn’t thought she’d want me there. I just … couldn’t stay away.

      I keep reading.

      

      The days that followed weren’t a love story. They were messy. Fever. Brain fog. Delivery delays. You trying to make egusi from scratch with too much pepper and not enough melon seed. You singing Chinyere Udoma’s “Jesus Surprise me” off-key in a thick Igbo accent while pacing the sitting room, pretending you were on a work call just to make me laugh.

      But the moment I knew?

      It was four days into my quarantine. I was lying on the couch, wrapped in three blankets, watching the ceiling, wondering if I’d always feel like my lungs were full of needles.

      You walked in from the kitchen with a small brown paper bag and said, “I know you don’t have an appetite, but I ordered your favourite.”

      I looked at you like you were out of your mind. “Suya?”

      “You used to call it the meat of life,” you said, grinning, holding it up like a peace offering.

      “Udoka, you could’ve stayed home. Ordered anything for yourself without exposing yourself to my disease.”

      “I’m not interested in eating food alone,” you said. “I just … I wanted you. To be here with you.”

      I couldn’t stop crying.

      

      At this point, my own eyes burn a little. I blink fast and breathe through it.

      

      We sat on the floor that evening, legs tangled together, sharing that suya like it was a five-star meal. You kept wiping my mouth with tissue like I was some fragile butterfly.

      I leaned on you and said, “Aren’t you scared?”

      You looked at me and said, “Terrified. But I’m more scared of not being near you.”

      You caught Covid a few days after that. Mild symptoms, thank God. But I watched you sweat and cough, and it killed me to think I brought that on you. I kept apologising, and you kept saying:

      “Shhh. If this is what it takes to stay beside you, I’d do it again.”

      That was it. That was the moment I knew.

      Not a fancy gift. Not a fancy date night with glitz and glamour. Just a quiet act of ridiculous, reckless love.

      Just you, standing at my door when everyone else stayed away. Just you, saying yes to the risk because I was worth it.

      And that was when I knew you’d be the man I’d choose over and over again, in every storm, every virus, every moment of my life.

      

      I finish reading and lower the pages slowly, like they’re still warm from her hands.

      I don’t speak at first. I can’t.

      All I can do is look at her, really look at her, and see not just the woman across from me in a therapy room, but the woman who cried on the floor of her apartment, and still let me in.

      Dr Charles Amadi’s voice is gentle. “Udoka. What does hearing this letter bring up for you?”

      My voice is hoarse when I finally answer.

      “I don’t think I realised … how deeply that moment stayed with her. I knew it was a big thing for me. But I didn’t know … she saw it too. Felt it the same way.”

      I look at Iriah, throat tightening.

      “You say I risked everything to be near you. But the truth is, I was already yours. Being near you wasn’t the risk. Being without you was.”
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        * * *

      

      The session ends several minutes after I finish reading her letter. Neither Dr Charles nor Dr Ebere Amadi ask for more. They know we need to sit with what’s been said.

      As they shuffle out, Iriah and I linger behind, both pretending to take our time collecting our things. Our eyes don’t quite meet, but the silence between us is different now. Less sharp. Quieter.

      I clear my throat. “Want to sit outside for a bit?”

      She looks at me, surprised. Then nods. “Yeah. Okay.”

      We walk out into the small courtyard behind the therapy centre. There’s an iron bench tucked beneath a palm tree. It’s quiet here. The perfect place for us to talk.

      We sit. Not too close. Not too far. Close enough to still feel the pull.

      I glance at her, then back at my hands.

      “I didn’t know you held on to that memory,” I say softly.

      She lets out a little laugh. “It’s not exactly the kind of thing you bring up over breakfast. ‘Hey, remember when you potentially exposed yourself to a deadly virus for me?’”

      I smile despite myself. “Well … technically, I brought mangoes amongst other fruits. So, really, I came bearing fruit.”

      She chuckles. “And suya.”

      “Best suya in Abuja, too.”

      There’s a pause. A comfortable one, for once.

      She looks up at the sky through the leaves. “Sometimes I think … it used to be so easy, you know?”

      I nod. “Before marriage became this … looming expectation. Before timelines and pressure and everyone else’s voices got louder than ours.”

      She turns to me. “Do you remember how we used to just be?” Her voice dips, almost a whisper. “Just wake up, talk for hours about nothing, arguing about one silly thing or the other.”

      “Yep,” I say. “We used to stay up late at night too, eating Indomie in bed⁠—”

      “Ramen. Get it right, you Igbo man. Not all noodles is Indomie.”

      I throw back my head and bark out a laugh. “Whatever … but you get my drift. We used to have so much fun, eating … Ramen, listening to music, pretending we knew how to dance salsa in the kitchen…”

      “Ah … those days when I would shake what my mamma gave me.”

      “Good God. I loved watching your ass bounce. A great view, but damn, you were always off beat,” I tease.

      She glares playfully. “I was expressive.”

      “Wild,” I say, grinning.

      “Free,” she corrects.

      We laugh, and the sound feels like coming home.

      Then she grows quiet again.

      I glance around. The sun is already high, spilling brilliant light across the resort grounds like molten gold. The manicured gardens around us glisten with dew, hibiscus flowers wide open, their red and pink petals catching the light like stained glass.

      The ocean is somewhere behind the trees, but I can still hear its lazy hush-hush rhythm, like it’s breathing with us. Somewhere nearby, birds chirp noisily, alive with their own kind of joy.

      Tucked beneath the generous shade of the palm tree over us, the light filters through its branches, casting lace-like patterns on the ground and across Iriah’s legs. Our shoulders are close, but not touching. The silence between us is soft, not awkward, just full. Like we’re both thinking, but not ready to speak yet.

      I tilt my face toward the sun, let it wash over my skin, let myself breathe. For now, the world is quiet. And she’s here. That’s enough.

      “I wish we could go back,” Iriah murmurs, voice quiet, almost like she’s confessing to the breeze. “Not forever. Just … one more day. To remember who we were. Before everything got so … serious.”

      The ache comes fast and sharp in my chest. I turn to her slowly. “We’re still those people,” I say. “Somewhere in there.”

      Her eyes flick to mine. “Are we?”

      “I am,” I say, my voice low but sure. “At least … I want to be.”

      She stares down at her hands, then breathes deep like she’s made a decision.

      “Then … let’s talk about something I’ve been thinking about since … since the waterfront fight.”

      I raise a brow. “What?”

      “You mentioned feeling like you’re not in control because you live in my house⁠—”

      “Forget I said that. It’s⁠—”

      “Nope.” Her tone cuts clean. “Let’s talk about it. Let’s really talk about it. Address it. Dive into why you feel that way.”

      She turns away slightly, looking out toward the horizon. The sea’s far off in the distance, but I can still hear it, a faint pulse in the silence.

      “I’ve never made you feel like you don’t belong,” she says. “Never treated you like a stranger. That house … I treated it like ours from the day you moved in.”

      “But it isn’t ours, Iriah,” I say quietly. “It’s yours. A decision you made. Without me.”

      “That’s not fair,” she shoots back. “You wanted to move in. You said so.”

      I pause. My jaw tightens. “Only because your father forced me to.”

      She whips her head around. “What?”

      I nod, swallowing the dryness in my throat. “Six weeks before the wedding. Your mum and dad took me out on their boat. It wasn’t a ‘let’s bond with the in-law’ kind of thing. They had an agenda.”

      Her spine straightens, arms folded, jaw tense. She didn’t know. I can see that written all over her face.

      “They told me I had to sign a prenup. And that we’d be given a house as a wedding gift. The twist, I had to agree to move in, live with you.”

      “No,” she whispers, eyes wide with disbelief.

      “Yes.”

      “And you never thought to tell me?”

      I shrug, helpless. “It was part of the deal. I stay quiet. Or I don’t marry you.”

      She pushes off the bench like the truth physically repels her. “I cannot believe this. I want to call them right now. No, I will. I’ll give them hell. They don’t get to decide⁠—”

      “Iriah,” I cut in gently. “I understand why they did it. They love you. They wanted you safe. Close to them. Gated estate. Armed security. I get it. But it still hurt that they didn’t trust me to protect you.”

      She lowers herself back onto the bench, her voice small now. “What was in the prenup?”

      The question hangs in the air between us, trembling with quiet rage.

      I blow out a breath, then look her in the eye. Now that I’ve let the cat out of the bag, I have to tell her everything. Even if I agreed with her parents not to. “I’m not entitled to your trust fund. Doesn’t matter how long we’re married. I can’t leave the country with you without written permission from them. Our kids have to be born in that private hospital in Dubai where you were born.”

      Her face hardens with each word.

      “And … I get twenty million dollars if we stay married ten years,” I finish. “Unless I cheat. Or hurt you. Then I lose everything.”

      She stares at me like I’m speaking in tongues. “And you signed that shit?”

      I almost laugh, but it’s not funny. “Yeah. I did. Not because I was tricked. I had a lawyer look through it. It’s solid. But … there were things I actually agreed with. Protecting your money? Smart. Making sure our kids are born in top-tier facilities? Great. I knew I’d never cheat or hurt you. So that wasn’t a risk. What hurt was feeling like I had no voice in it at all. That they had to pull me aside like I’m a thug to give me ultimatums.”

      She’s quiet again, her face unreadable.

      “I didn’t sign because I had no choice,” I say softly. “I signed because the alternative—losing you—felt worse.”

      She turns to me. Her eyes are shiny, but she’s not crying. She’s thinking. Feeling. Shifting.

      “I want us to move into our own home when we get back,” she blurts.

      Hope stirs inside me, thick and unexpected. When we get back. Not if. There’s a future in her voice.

      I swallow hard. “Really?”

      “Yes,” she nods, voice steady. “We’ll start looking when we return. A place that’s ours. One we buy together.”

      I don’t say anything. I’m afraid if I do, I’ll ruin it. Scare it away.

      She keeps going. “I still want to live in a gated estate. With good security. And it must be in Asokoro. Non-negotiable.”

      I grin. “Same. I’ve gotten used to watching my neighbours get chauffeured in bulletproof G-Wagons. Can’t go back to regular people drama.”

      She snorts, just a little, then adds, “It needs a swimming pool. I like to dip on hot days.”

      “Done.”

      “And a big garage. Enough space for Mandy and Mya.”

      “Of course.” My heart does a stupid little flip. The way she still calls her cars by name is peak rich-girl ridiculousness, and it makes me love her more.

      “It’ll cost a lot, Udoka,” she says, turning serious again. “So please, don’t get all macho about it. Whatever it costs, we split it. You give what you can. I’ll cover the rest. Deal?”

      I nod, my voice thick. “Deal.”

      “Perfect. I’ll get my lawyer to draft an agreement.”

      I twist my lips in amusement. “Now, look who’s talking about lawyers and agreements.”

      She wriggles her eyebrows in jest. “Don’t want any misunderstandings later on.”

      I laugh, shifting a little closer and turning toward her. “Do you really want this? Or are you just saying it because you’re angry at your parents?”

      She doesn’t answer immediately. But she doesn’t move away, either. Her hand rests on the bench, fingers tracing the edge of the metal. I set mine down beside hers, close enough to feel the heat, but not touching.

      “I do,” she finally says. “I’ve heard you now, Udoka. For real. When we were dating, we moved to our own rhythm. We lived for each other. That was when we were happiest. Then the noise came. Expectations. Pressure. Opinions. We stopped listening to us.”

      She turns her hand slightly, her little finger brushing mine.

      “I think it’s time we shut all that out,” she says. “Time we remember who we are. Together.”

      Her words hit me like sunlight through storm clouds—slow, golden, honest. Not everything is fixed. Not yet. But for the first time in what feels like forever, I believe we can make our way back.

      And maybe … even forward.

      “I don’t know what’s ahead for us, Iriah,” I say. “But today’s therapy session reminded me … I’m still the man who’d show up with suya and fruits if you needed me.”

      She swallows, her throat moving.

      “I believe you,” she whispers.

      The breeze picks up again, lifting her curls off her shoulder.

      I grow bolder, slowly lacing my fingers through hers. She lets me. Doesn’t pull away, just holds on, soft, steady, like she’s been waiting.

      And for the first time in a long time, we just sit there, hand in hand. Side by side. Not trying to fix anything.

      Just remembering.

      Breathing.

      Beginning.
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      Iriah

      
        
        True love is not about perfection. It’s hidden in flaws, late-night conversations,

        forgiveness, and showing up even when it’s hard—Unknown

      

      

      

      I can’t believe it’s already our second week at the Rekindle Retreat, and even more surprising, the therapy is actually working. Udoka and I are communicating better, really talking in both the group sessions and the more intimate, private ones. We’re finally unearthing the layers of discord between us instead of sweeping them under the rug like we used to.

      The more I listen to him, the more I begin to truly understand how his background has shaped him. How it’s made him guarded, even a little wary about being with someone like me. And honestly? I get it now. His concerns about my father’s influence, the way it looms over our relationship like an unspoken force … they’re valid. It’s something I plan to confront head-on when we return home.

      He’s also opened up about his job, how the constant chase for more money, more status, had become an obsession that slowly eroded our connection. It’s something I always felt, but hearing him admit it, call it what it is, feels like a breakthrough. He’s not justifying it anymore. He’s calling it out for the weakness it is, and, more importantly, he’s taking responsibility. For all the times he wasn’t there. For the emotional absences that left me reeling.

      And this time … I believe him.

      Things have been so encouraging lately that a part of me feels like we could pack up and go home right now. Like we’ve found our rhythm again. But we’ve still got three more weeks here, and I’m okay with that. Maybe even a little excited.

      Today is our first outdoor group therapy activity, and I’m practically buzzing with anticipation. It’s 10 a.m., and the weather couldn’t be more perfect. The rain from earlier has left the earth smelling fresh and clean, while the sun hangs gently in the sky. It’s warm, but not scorching. A soft breeze stirs the trees lining the retreat’s open field, their green leaves swaying like they, too, are ready for something new.

      There’s a relaxed energy in the air as couples gather at the grassy clearing. It’s our first non-sit-down session, and everyone looks vibrant in their team colours.

      Simi and her husband, Wale, are Team A, dressed in matching yellow tops and white shorts. Team B—Ego and Lucas—are in orange and white, standing apart from each other in a way that feels more emotional than physical. Udoka and I are Team Green, and honestly? We look good.

      I flash him a grin, my heart skipping as he takes my hand and leans down to press a gentle kiss to my forehead. There’s something grounding in the way he does that. Reassuring. Familiar. I squeeze his hand back. I’m competitive by nature, and I can’t wait to win whatever challenge the therapists have planned.

      Standing to the side are Dr. Charles Amadi and Dr. Ebere Amadi, our lead facilitators. Both are in white shirts and shorts, clipboards in hand, looking every bit the serene, supportive guides they’ve been since we arrived.

      “Welcome to our first outdoor couples activity,” Dr. Charles announces with a smile. “It’s wonderful to see all of you still engaging with the process.”

      A chorus of polite “thank yous” rises from the group, though I notice Ego and Lucas remain silent. Their body language screams exhaustion, resentment even. There’s something brittle in the space between them, something that says, we’ve tried, but this is already broken. I can’t help but feel a pang of sympathy for them. In their case, maybe healing looks more like letting go than holding on.

      Dr. Charles continues, his voice bringing us back to focus. “Today, we’re going to explore communication and the role of trust in your relationships.” He lifts the clipboard, and his tone grows just a touch more playful. “Each of you will lead your blindfolded partner through this obstacle course using only your voice. No touching, no peeking. Points will be deducted for every obstacle your partner hits.”

      I glance at the winding trail ahead. It’s marked with cones, low hurdles, and a few soft foam obstacles shaped like logs and stones. It doesn’t look too difficult, but I know how quickly things can go sideways without clear communication.

      I nod confidently, already running strategies through my head. Udoka and I are great at games like this. We dominate at charades. This? This will be a breeze.

      I catch his eye again, and we share a knowing look. He’s grinning, cocky and charming and already itching to take on the challenge. I’m trying to suppress my own smile, but I know it’s there, tugging at the corners of my mouth.

      “Simi and Wale, you’ll go first,” Dr Charles Amadi calls.

      Simi turns to Wale, plants a quick kiss on his lips, and walks over to be blindfolded. There’s a lightness in their interaction that makes me smile.

      As they prepare to start, I can feel the excitement buzzing under my skin. I love this sort of thing. Moments that test trust and bring out a different kind of teamwork. There’s something thrilling about it, and this time, I’m not just doing it for the win. I’m doing it with someone I love and trust.

      Let the games begin.

      So we all stand back, watching the first couple, Simi and Wale, glide through the Trust Walk like it was made for them.

      Simi’s blindfolded, but you wouldn’t know it. Her body sways with ease as Wale gently guides her with the lightest words. No fumbling. No awkward pauses. Just this effortless flow between them. Like a dance choreographed by years of knowing each other.

      Simi reaches the finish line, and Wale lifts her blindfold. She smiles at him like she already knew he’d get her there. He kisses her forehead. Everyone claps.

      They make it look so easy. Same thing happens when Wale is blindfolded. He makes it without bumping into a single obstacle. He’s obviously very in tune with his wife. Again, why the hell are they here? Things should be so easy for them. It breaks my heart that they can’t agree on the one thing that would keep them together.

      Next are Lucas and Ego.

      Lucas puts on the blindfold with the swagger of someone who thinks this will be a breeze. Ego stands behind him, visibly tense. The second she starts guiding, it’s obvious they’re out of sync. Her commands are unclear, sharp and belted out with irritation. Lucas keeps stepping in the wrong direction, frustration curling in the corners of his mouth.

      “Stop misdirecting me,” he snaps under his breath. “Should I go left or right? Which is it?”

      “You’re not listening,” Ego hisses back, louder than she probably meant to.

      We all stand stiffly, pretending not to hear, but the tension is impossible to ignore. Lucas bumps into a cone, curses, and tears the blindfold off.

      Ego throws her hands up. “You never let me lead. Ever.”

      “Because you’re terrible at it,” he fires back.

      The therapist gently intervenes, but the damage is already done. Ego storms off toward the water’s edge while Lucas sinks down beside the rest of us, jaw tight. “I’m no longer interested in this game,” he snorts.

      Dr Charles Amadi exchanges a glance with his wife and then nods. “Okay. We’ll give you guys a break for now,” he says. “Iriah and Udoka, you can go next.”

      I shift uncomfortably on my feet. Our turn. Time to do this.

      I let out a small sigh, trying to steady myself.

      “Let’s go,” Udoka says quietly, his voice low, calm, almost too casual.

      We step forward. I swear I can feel every eye in the group tracking us like spotlights. The grass beneath my shoes suddenly feels uneven, like the earth itself is holding its breath.

      He’s already holding the blindfold out to me. I blink in surprise and raise an eyebrow.

      “You want me to lead first?”

      He nods, a sly smirk tugging at his lips. “Might as well start with the easy win.”

      I narrow my eyes, trying not to smile. “You think I’m an easy win?”

      “Only when you want to be,” he replies smoothly.

      I roll my eyes, but there’s a flutter in my chest that won’t settle. I take the blindfold from his hand and gently slide it over his eyes. The moment it’s in place, I see his shoulders relax. Like he’s settling into trust. Into me.

      The therapist claps once, the sharp sound slicing through the air. “Begin.”

      I exhale and wrap my fingers around his hand, guiding him gently to the start line. He squeezes back, his grip warm and steady.

      The obstacle course is simple. A path with cones, foam hurdles, a few twists and turns, but something about it feels more meaningful than it should. Like I’m not just leading him through a game. I’m guiding him through the mess we’ve made, showing him that I can be steady. That I will not let him fall.

      “Turn left,” I say softly. “Two steps. Stop. Move forward—five small steps. Turn right.”

      With quiet precision, I guide Udoka around the first cone. His body responds to my words like we’re dancing. No hesitation. No overthinking. Just trust.

      There’s a rhythm to it. A quiet harmony. We move as one.

      In less than three minutes, he reaches the end. Smooth. Seamless. The therapist rings the bell.

      Udoka lifts the blindfold and grins, his eyes bright. “I knew you’d get me there. You’re my queen!”

      I laugh, a deep, unfiltered sound of joy as I rush into his arms. He catches me easily, spinning me slightly, and I bury my face in his shoulder, warmth radiating through me.

      “Of course I would,” I murmur, brushing invisible lint from his shirt. “I don’t mess around.”

      “And I’m so happy about that,” he adds, pulling back to look at me with a proud smile. Then he lifts the blindfold again. “Your turn.”

      Something twists in my stomach.

      I take the cloth with steady hands, but my pulse is racing. I slip it over my eyes, and instantly the world vanishes. Darkness swallows me whole. The safety of sight, of control. It’s gone. All I have now is the sound of his breath.

      The blindfold feels tighter than it should. Maybe it’s not the fabric. Maybe it’s the idea of surrender. I adjust it, fingers fumbling for control I know I’m about to lose.

      “You can begin,” Dr. Charles Amadi announces, his voice calm and even.

      Udoka’s voice comes next. “Okay, babe. Take a small step to the left. Just one.”

      I try to follow, but I can’t picture the space. I feel like I’m spinning in an empty room with no walls.

      “No, no, babe. Left. Left. Not right.”

      “What does that mean?” I whisper, irritation creeping in. “Do you want me to go left to right? Or just⁠—?”

      “Iriah,” one of the therapists cuts in gently, “no talking during the task, please.”

      I clench my jaw. My annoyance prickles under my skin like static.

      Udoka’s deep sigh echoes in my ears like a church bell. Too loud. Too heavy.

      “Left, babe. I said left.”

      I shuffle left.

      “Two steps!”

      I take three and immediately bump into something soft but firm. Foam, probably. But still jarring.

      “Two. I said two. Not three.”

      I let out a grunt of frustration, stepping away from the obstacle with a muttered curse under my breath.

      “Now move forward. Three steps. Small steps.”

      I count. One, two, three—bump. Another obstacle.

      “What the hell?” I hiss. “You said three steps!”

      “Small steps, Iriah,” Udoka says, his tone strained. “Not giant leaps.”

      I bite down on my lower lip so hard it almost draws blood. My temper is fraying. The blindfold is suffocating. I can’t tell what direction I’m in, can’t feel where I am. Everything is too loud and too silent all at once.

      “Okay,” Udoka tries again. “Now move outward. Right.”

      I take a step and slam into another cone.

      That’s it.

      “What the hell are you doing, Udoka? Trying to sabotage me?!”

      My fingers rip the blindfold off before I even think about it. The world floods back in, too bright, too sharp. I blink rapidly.

      Udoka stands there, unmoving, eyes wide. He looks … not angry. Not defensive. Just devastated.

      His hands fall to his sides. The silence around us is deafening. Even the other couples, Simi and Wale, and Ego and Lucas, are still. Watching.

      Dr. Charles and Dr. Ebere exchange a glance but say nothing. They don’t have to.

      “I just…” I start, then falter. The words vanish before they form. I feel raw, like someone scraped me open and left me out in the sun.

      Udoka’s gaze stays on me. Not with blame. Just … quiet disappointment. And somehow, that hurts more than anything else.

      We sit down for the debrief, and I cross my arms over my chest like armour. Everyone else shares their reflections, some sweet, some funny, some downright angry.

      When it’s my turn, I stall, trying to gather my thoughts, put them into words that would express exactly what happened when I was vulnerable out there, allowing Udoka to lead me without having to see the way myself.

      “I didn’t trust him,” I finally say, and the words hang in the air like smoke. “I didn’t trust him to get me there.”

      Udoka shifts beside me, but says nothing.

      I keep going, voice quieter now. “When I had the blindfold on, I didn’t feel safe. I felt … exposed. And all I could think about was how I needed to regain control. I didn’t want to let go. I’ve never had to.”

      The therapist gives me a small nod, prompting gently.

      “My parents never let me struggle, never really. I went to private schools, had drivers, bodyguards. If something broke, they made sure it got fixed. If I got lost, they sent someone to find me. I was always protected, always taken care of. I never had to depend on anyone else … especially not a man.”

      The silence deepens. I hear my own heartbeat in my ears.

      “I think I’ve spent so much time being protected that I don’t know how to be led. Not even by someone I love.”

      I turn to Udoka, who’s been watching me the whole time. His eyes soften, and then he speaks.

      “You know what’s crazy?” he says quietly. “That’s exactly why I work so hard. That’s why I’ve been chasing money, success, security. Because I thought maybe … if I had enough, you’d finally trust me to protect you. You’d finally allow me to take the reins and be your man, your protector, your … husband.”

      I stare at him, stunned.

      “I know you don’t say it,” he continues, “but I see it. When we talk about the future, about finances, about what we’re building, you always have a backup plan. A ‘just in case.’ And I get it now. You’ve always had one. I just … never want to be that ‘just in case.’ I want to be your only plan. I want to be the man you call first when you’re in a pickle. Not daddy. Not Mummy. Me. Your husband. The man who vowed to always love and protect you.”

      Something cracks in me. Not dramatically, but deeply, like an old tree finally splintering under the weight of years.

      Udoka is right. Absolutely, heartbreakingly right.

      Even though I’ve always loved him, I can’t deny it anymore. I’ve never truly trusted him. Not with my heart, not with my vulnerability … and certainly not with the responsibility of protecting or providing for me.

      Somewhere deep inside, I’ve always had one foot out the door, not in terms of leaving, but in terms of leaning. Leaning back. Back into the safety net of my parents. Their influence. Their wealth. Their control, if I’m being honest.

      It’s always been easier that way. Easier than surrendering. Easier than trusting Udoka to hold me when things got uncertain.

      The truth hits like a slow, cold wave. It never even occurred to me to look for a home with Udoka.

      When we got married, I simply accepted that he’d move into the house my parents bought me. It was logical, right? Bigger. Fancier. In a better part of town.

      But not once did I ask him what he wanted. Not once did I pause to wonder if he’d feel like a guest in his own life.

      God.

      I’ve made so many choices that told him he wasn’t needed. Wasn’t relevant.

      I’ve never discussed a single purchase with him, not even the big ones. A new car? I’d just buy it. Holiday plans? I’d book them without checking his schedule. New furniture, a designer bag, spa weekends, renovations. After all, it’s my money, my call.

      And I told myself it wasn’t a big deal. I told myself I wasn’t doing anything wrong. But … I was.

      I’ve been moving through our marriage like a single woman who happened to have a ring on her finger. Not because I didn’t love him, but because I didn’t trust him enough to be a true partner. To share the weight.

      I didn’t even notice how I was shrinking him, little by little. Eclipsing his presence with my independence.

      So how can I be mad at him for wanting to work harder? For chasing more money, more respect, more … power if only to feel like he mattered in a world where I never gave him room to?

      I see it now. His ambition wasn’t just about ego. It was survival. It was his attempt to carve out a place for himself next to me, not beneath me.

      And maybe I mistook his drive to provide as distance, when really, it was his desperate attempt to feel enough. To be seen. To be valued.

      “I never meant to make you feel small,” I whisper, the words catching in my throat like thorns. “I was just … afraid. That if I didn’t hold onto everything myself, it would all slip through my fingers.”

      Udoka doesn’t speak at first. Just watches me, eyes heavy with emotion. And for once, I don’t fill the silence. I let it sit. Let the air carry the weight of my confession.

      “Iriah,” he says softly, “I never wanted to take anything from you. I just wanted to build something with you.”

      His voice cracks just a little. My heart breaks a little more.

      “I know,” I say, voice trembling. “And I didn’t let you.”

      The silence that follows isn’t empty. It’s full of grief, of recognition, of something shifting between us. Something honest. Maybe even something new.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      “And I’m sorry too,” he says, his eyes bright with tears. “For all the times I should have been there and wasn’t. Now I know I need to communicate my feelings better. To do whatever it takes to show up, be the man you need me to be.”

      I nod slowly. My chest feels tight, but also … a little freer. Like I’ve said something I didn’t know was holding me hostage.

      The therapist steps in gently. “What’s one thing you’d like to take from this moment?”

      I look at Udoka intently, trying to communicate my earnestness through my eyes.

      “I want to try again,” I say. “To follow. To trust. Even when I don’t know where we’re going.”

      Udoka reaches for my hand, and this time, I let him take it without hesitation. “I want to be honest about how I feel. To let go of my pride and listen.”
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        * * *

      

      Simi’s lying on her stomach, flipping through one of the retreat journals. Ego sits cross-legged beside her, hugging a pillow to her chest like a shield. I’m leaning back against the headboard, hair tied up in a lazy bun, a throw blanket draped across my lap.

      It feels like a sleepover. Except heavier. Realer.

      Simi breaks the silence first. “You know,” she says, flipping a page, “I think we might actually be okay.”

      I glance at her. “You and Wale?”

      She nods, the corners of her mouth tugging into a soft smile. “We’ve had a rough year, yeah. But something’s shifted. He’s not shutting down like before. Today, during the communication challenge and debrief, I felt him trying. Like actually trying. Not just going through the motions. I feel we’re ready to be parents. That he’ll be happy to finally let that happen.”

      I smile, clapping in delight. “That’s huge.”

      “I know. It sounds small, but for us, that’s … massive.” She closes the journal and sighs, her voice hopeful. “I’m starting to believe we just might make it.”

      The words settle over me like warm tea.

      “I feel that too,” I admit. “Me and Udoka. We’re really communicating. Or at least starting to. It’s not perfect, but … I felt him see me today. And I think I saw him back.”

      Simi grins. “Love to hear that.”

      I smile down at my blanket, fingers absentmindedly rubbing the fabric. “For the first time in a long time, I don’t feel like I’m just performing in this relationship. I feel like we’re both showing up. Honestly.”

      There’s a pause. A quiet one.

      Then Ego lets out a breath that sounds more like a collapse than an exhale. When I glance at her, her face is turned away, but I can see the sharp rise and fall of her shoulders.

      “Ego?” I ask gently.

      She wipes at her eyes, but her hand moves too late. Tears are already sliding down her cheeks. “I hate it here,” she says suddenly, voice cracked and raw. “Every moment of it. I’m miserable.”

      Simi sits up immediately, her face softening. “Hey … talk to us.”

      Ego laughs bitterly, choking on it halfway. “I didn’t even want to come. Lucas’s mother practically forced us here. And now I feel like I’m being picked apart in front of strangers, and for what? To find out we don’t work? That we’re better off divorced?”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “It’s not like that. It’s about⁠—”

      “I know what it’s supposed to be about,” she cuts in, not angry, just … defeated. “Healing. Growth. Whatever. But all it’s doing is reminding me of how far we’ve drifted. And how much we can’t seem to find our way back.”

      Her voice cracks again, and she hugs the pillow tighter. “I feel like I’m walking into a burning house every time we try to talk. And today? During that stupid challenge? I wasn’t even mad he didn’t get me through the course. I was mad because I knew he wouldn’t even want to try.”

      Silence falls.

      Simi reaches out first, placing a hand on Ego’s knee. “That doesn’t make you weak. Or wrong. It just means you’re in a hard spot. One a lot of people don’t talk about out loud.”

      I nod, scooting closer. “And it doesn’t mean it’s over, Ego. It means it’s real. That you care enough to hurt.”

      She sniffs, eyes red. “I keep thinking I should just quit. Pack my stuff and go. But then I wonder if that makes me the villain.”

      “No,” I say firmly. “You’re not the villain. You’re someone trying to protect their heart. There’s nothing evil about that.”

      “Exactly,” Simi adds. “You’re human. And this stuff? It’s not easy. You’re doing the best you can.”

      Ego finally lets the pillow drop and leans into me. Her head rests against my shoulder, and I wrap an arm around her without saying anything else. Just breathing with her. Holding space.

      Simi reaches over and grabs her other hand.

      For a while, none of us talk. We just sit in the quiet, the sounds of the night permeating the room through the opened sliding doors.

      Eventually, Ego whispers, “I don’t know if we’ll make it.”

      I squeeze her hand. “But you’re here. That has to count for something.”

      “Exactly,” says Simi. “All we can do is put in our best and be optimistic. That’s all we can do.”

      I nod. Indeed, all that remains is determination and hope.

      Fingers crossed, it’ll be enough. For us all.
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      Udoka

      
        
        To love is to recognise yourself in another—Eckhart Tolle

      

      

      

      I’m restless. Tossing and turning in my bed, tangled in the sheets like a man possessed.

      The air conditioner is set to the lowest temperature, keeping the room cool. Just like I like it.

      Outside, the night is calm, no barking dogs, no chirping crickets, just a serene hush broken only by the occasional rustling of palm leaves swaying gently in the breeze. The mattress beneath me is plush, the pillows fluffed just right, and yet I can’t sleep. I haven’t slept a wink.

      Because my entire body—no, my entire being—is on fire with a need I cannot extinguish. A need for my wife. Not just a flicker of desire or some passing itch I can scratch away. No, this is different. This is deeper. It’s a hunger, a craving that coils itself around my chest, tightens my breath, pounds against my ribs like a wild drumbeat. A visceral, almost primal yearning to see her, to touch her, to hold her. To love her.

      And not just love her, but make love to her. Completely. Fiercely. Desperately.

      I throw off the covers in frustration, groaning softly as I sit upright on the edge of the bed. The sheets fall away, baring my chest to the chill in the air, but it does little to cool the heat surging inside me. I flick on the bedside lamp, its warm golden light spilling into the room. The clock on the wall ticks lazily in response. 2:30 a.m.

      Still the early hours of the morning. At least eight whole hours until I can see her again in the breakfast lounge. Eight hours of this aching emptiness.

      I sigh, sharp and frustrated, rubbing a hand over my face. My skin is clammy with tension, my shoulders tight. My heart? A mess of longing.

      I swing my legs down to the floor, my feet meeting the cold tiled surface. I can’t do this. I can’t wait until morning. I feel starved of her, ravenous in a way I didn’t think was possible anymore. It’s been three weeks at this resort, three weeks of intensive couples therapy, soul-baring conversations, and sessions so emotionally raw they leave me trembling inside. Three weeks of being reminded of what we once had, of what we’re trying to build again. And it’s working.

      Too well, maybe. We’re closer than we’ve been in years. Our laughter comes easier. Our touch lingers longer. Every shared silence feels sacred. And still, I’m not allowed to reach for her in the night, not allowed to hold her when the darkness feels overwhelming.

      The retreat’s no sneaking between the gender-segregated quarters is supposed to help couples reconnect emotionally before reuniting physically, to build intimacy. But what it’s built in me is a damn pressure cooker of emotion.

      I scoff aloud. What kind of rule is that? How do they expect full-blooded men and women, whose love is still very much alive, to stay apart when the fire burns this hot? It’s madness. Torture.

      Shaking my head, I stand and make my way to the bathroom. My decision is made. I can’t wait till morning. I won’t.

      I need to see her. I need to see Iriah. Tonight. Now.

      I relieve myself quickly and then step into the shower. The cold water slams against my heated skin like an electric shock, but it helps. Just enough to steady my thoughts. To remind me of what I’m about to do.

      I’m going to break the rules. I’m going to leave my room, sneak through the resort grounds, dodge security patrols, and make my way to the women’s quarters. All to be with my wife.

      A thrill runs through me. This is so unlike me. So out of character. But perhaps, it was always inevitable.

      In the past three weeks, every look from Iriah has pulled at something deep in me. Every casual brush of her fingers against mine, every hushed word, every radiant smile, each moment has been chipping away at my restraint like waves against a rock. Wearing me down, until all that’s left is raw need.

      Tonight, after our evening meditation, we shared a kiss. A brief, almost chaste touch of our lips, yet it took everything in me to pull away. I’d left quickly, because if I hadn’t, I would have broken every damn rule right then and there. But hours have passed, and I can’t stay away anymore.

      I dry myself off and wrap the towel around my waist, my hands shaking slightly, not from fear, but from anticipation, from a reckless kind of excitement I’ve never allowed myself before.

      I dress quickly, choosing a plain black t-shirt and a pair of black joggers. If I’m going to sneak around like a lovesick teenager, best to blend in with the night. Unfortunately, the only sneakers I brought are white. A glittering white. So much for being stealthy.

      I sink into the chair in front of the dressing mirror and begin to lace them up, each knot firm, deliberate. My reflection stares back at me. A man on the edge of reason. A man in love. A man willing to risk embarrassment, expulsion, even disgrace just to hold his wife again.

      I pick up the comb and run it through my short afro, an automatic motion, but my mind is elsewhere. On her. Always on her.

      All my life, I’ve played by the rules. Followed the path laid out for me. I never questioned authority, never made waves. Even in love, I played it safe, dated women from my tribe, women who shared my Catholic faith, women I knew would tick all the boxes for my family.

      And then came Iriah. Bold, unbending, and breathtaking Iriah. A force of nature from the Bini tribe, with no religious ties to bind her, just a fierce, radiant spirit that lit up every room she entered. She was elegance and fire, grace wrapped in rebellion, born into a world of wealth and influence that made my own upbringing feel humble by comparison. Everything about her defied the quiet, cautious path I was expected to follow.

      She was everything I wasn’t supposed to choose. And yet, loving her turned out to be the best decision I’ve ever made.

      My parents were stunned at first, blinking in disbelief at the woman I’d brought home. They questioned my choice. Gently, at first, then more directly. But in time, they let go. They relaxed. Because they’d always trusted me to be the safe one, the sensible one, the son who never strayed. And deep down, they believed I would never make a reckless choice.

      My brothers, though? They were another story. Wild, mischievous, constantly in trouble. My father used to scold them, “Why can’t you be more like Udoka? He’s responsible. He doesn’t get into trouble.”

      I smile at the memory, imagining the look on my father’s face if he could see me now, about to break curfew like a rebellious schoolboy.

      My brothers would laugh though. They’d finally be proud of me for showing some spine.

      I remember the time we planned to sneak out to a party when we were teens. We had it all figured out. We’d wait until our parents were asleep, gather in my room, then slide down from the window like secret agents.

      They showed up, ready and excited, but me? I panicked. Flaked out. I couldn’t go through with it. They left without me, furious and disappointed, and still tease me about it to this day.

      “Well,” I whisper, standing up, “I’m not that guy anymore.”

      Tonight, I’m breaking free. I’m done playing it safe.

      I switch off the lamp, plunging the room into darkness. I tiptoe to the door, careful not to make a sound, and ease it open. Heart thudding and pulse quickening, I step into the corridor.

      I’m going to find her. Damn the consequences. I don’t care if I’m escorted out tomorrow and never allowed back. Because something deep inside me is calling out for her. And tonight, I will answer.

      Soft moonlight slants through the narrow windows, painting silver stripes across the tiled floor of the hallway. My footsteps are barely audible, softened by the cotton of my socks inside the sneakers. I keep close to the wall, moving like a shadow.

      Every creak of the old wood beneath the floorboards makes my heart leap into my throat. I pause, holding my breath, listening.

      Nothing.

      Good.

      I start moving again, ducking beneath the archway that leads to the courtyard, a wide, beautifully manicured space dotted with benches and flower beds. The resort is built like a sanctuary, an oasis tucked into a remote part of the countryside. Everything here is peaceful. Too peaceful. Even the trees seem to stand still, holding their breath with me.

      I crouch near the low wall that marks the boundary between the male and female quarters. A faint breeze rustles the bougainvillea vines growing along the fence, the woosh-woosh from their leaves drowning the racing of my pulse.

      There are no guards in sight, but I know they patrol. I’ve seen their flashlights flickering past the windows late at night, heard their footsteps crunching the gravel.

      I wait for a moment, crouched in the shadows, watching.

      Then, I hear faint sounds. Footsteps in the distance. A figure, distant but distinct, a flashlight beam sweeping lazily across the far end of the courtyard.

      My heart pounds. I press myself lower, tucking behind a thick hedge, barely daring to breathe. The guard moves on, turning a corner.

      Now. Go.

      I dart across the open space, low and quick, like I’ve seen in the movies. My white sneakers flash in the moonlight, traitorous things, but I don’t stop. I slide behind another wall, heart hammering, lungs aching.

      Almost there.

      I know which apartment is hers. I remember. Apartment 1 B. It’s tucked beneath the shade of a large palm tree. I still recall how shocked I was when the receptionist said we wouldn’t be staying together. Well, so much for their attempt to keep us apart.

      Moving with a stealth I didn’t know I had, I make my way there, staying low, ducking beneath the cover of shadows, careful to avoid the gravel path where my footsteps might crunch.

      The female quarters are darker, the lights turned out hours ago. The women are asleep now, including, possibly, my wife.

      My chest tightens. What if she’s deep in sleep? What if I scare her? What if a guard hears me before she does?

      But then I see her window. It’s slightly open, the curtains drawn but fluttering softly in the breeze. My breath catches.

      I’m here. Finally. Soon, I’ll see my Iriah. Just behind those curtains, I know she’s there. Just a few feet away from me. Warm, beautiful, mine.

      The ache in my chest grows unbearable.

      I crouch and fumble around the base of the palm tree until I find a few small pebbles. My fingers tremble as I weigh one in my hand. I glance around one more time. No movement, no lights.

      And then I toss the pebble gently at the windowpane.

      Tap.

      It bounces softly, barely audible. I wait.

      Nothing.

      I try another.

      Tap. Tap.

      Still nothing.

      Maybe she’s in deep sleep. Or maybe she’s awake and thinks it’s the wind. My heart races as I toss a third, this one with a little more force.

      Tap-tap.

      The curtains shift. A light flickers on inside. Dim, tentative.

      I hold my breath. The curtain parts. And there she is.

      My wife. My beautiful Iriah.

      She looks confused at first, her eyes squinting into the darkness, trying to make out the figure crouched beneath her window. Her hair is tousled from sleep, her skin glowing faintly in the lamplight. My throat tightens.

      I straighten slowly, lifting a hand in silent greeting.

      Her eyes widen in recognition. Her lips part, a gasp of disbelief crossing her face. I can almost hear it.

      Iriah rushes to the window, pushing it open fully. “Udoka?” she whispers harshly, glancing left and right like I did. “What are you doing here?”

      I smile, sheepish and aching.

      “I couldn’t sleep,” I whisper back. “I needed to see you.”

      She stares at me, torn between panic and tenderness, and then her eyes fill with something warm. Her fingers reach through the window, brushing against mine.

      “You’re insane,” she breathes.

      “I know.”

      “You’re going to get kicked out.”

      “I don’t care.”

      Her hand tightens around mine, and for a moment we just stand there, our hands tangled in the quiet darkness, gazing at each other like it’s the first time.

      “I missed you,” I whisper.

      “I missed you too.” Her voice trembles slightly, emotion threading through every word.

      “I can’t stop thinking about you,” I continue. “About our talk today … about the kiss after meditation. It’s like every time we’re together, I see you more clearly. I remember more vividly what we had. And it’s … it’s killing me to be apart from you like this.”

      She bites her lip, eyes shining with unshed tears. “Udoka…”

      “Let me in,” I whisper. “Just for a moment. I won’t stay long. I just … I need to hold you. Just hold you.”

      She hesitates, her fingers still laced in mine, the weight of the rules pressing down between us like a wall.

      But then she nods. Slowly. Surely.

      She disappears for a second, and I hear the soft creak of the door unlocking. A heartbeat later, the side door to the room opens just a crack, and her face appears in the narrow gap.

      My legs are moving before I even register it. I slip inside, and she shuts the door behind me with a quiet click.

      The room is dimly lit by a bedside lamp. It smells like lavender and her, soothing and warm. Familiar.

      She’s wearing one of my old t-shirts, the one with the faded Nike logo. It fits snuggly against her soft curves, falling to mid-thigh. My heart twists at the sight.

      Without a word, I pull her into my arms.

      She melts into me like she’s been waiting all her life for this moment. Her arms wrap around my waist, her face buried in my chest, and I feel her exhale, deep and full, like she’s finally able to breathe.

      I press a kiss to her temple. “God, I missed this.”

      “Me too,” she whispers. “So much.”

      We stand there in silence, just holding each other, swaying slightly. Time stops. The world falls away. There’s only this, our breath, our hearts, our bodies pressing together like puzzle pieces finally finding home.

      After a long moment, she pulls back just enough to look into my eyes. Her fingers trace the edge of my jaw, her eyes soft with wonder.

      “You broke the rules for me,” she says, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “I’d break them a thousand times for you,” I reply, brushing her hair from her face. “You’re worth it.”

      She leans in, slowly, deliberately, her breath brushing against my lips like a whisper of silk. And then finally our mouths meet. It’s not hurried. Not ravenous. It’s reverent. A kiss steeped in longing, in memory, in quiet, desperate devotion. Weeks of yearning, restraint, and stolen glances all melt into this one intimate moment. Our lips move together like they’ve done it a thousand times, like they know the shape of each other by heart.

      This isn’t just a kiss. It’s a vow.

      I remember you.

      I still choose you.

      I will always choose you.

      We break apart slowly, breathless. Our foreheads rest together, skin damp with anticipation, eyes locked in a magnetic pull that won’t let go.

      Our breathing comes in short, shallow bursts, like we’ve both surfaced after holding our breath underwater.

      Her voice is low, reluctant. “You can’t stay here for long … if the other women find out, they’ll be upset.”

      A sharp pang of disappointment pulses in my chest, but I manage a small nod. I press a soft kiss to her forehead, savouring the warmth of her skin. “I know. I’ll go now.”

      But she pulls back just enough to meet my gaze, her eyes suddenly bright with mischief.

      “No,” she says, and her voice carries a delicious, daring lilt. She leans in again, tugging gently on my earlobe with her lips, sending shivers down my spine. “We’ll leave together.”

      My breath catches. “Together?”

      “There’s a place in the resort,” she murmurs, fingers grazing the curve of my neck before trailing down my chest. Her touch is electric. “Quiet. Secluded. I found it during one of the walks with the women.”

      Her palm flattens against my abdomen, sliding lower, teasing.

      “No one will see us there,” she whispers, her smile wicked and inviting. “We can be alone. Truly alone.”

      The words hit me like lightning. My body responds before my mind can catch up. Heat flares low and fast, blood surging downward, hardening me instantly. I draw in a shaky breath, trying to gather some shred of control, but she knows exactly what she’s doing. That look in her eyes, playful, hungry, tender, makes it impossible to think clearly.

      “Oh,” I manage, my voice barely more than a rasp.

      Her grin widens, full of promise. “Yep.” She steps back and extends her hand toward me, her fingers warm and sure. “But we have to go now,” she says, urgency threading her voice. “And we have to be back before anyone wakes up.”

      I nod, heart racing, a laugh bubbling in my throat despite the tension in my body. “Okay,” I whisper. “Let’s go.”

      We tiptoe toward the door, her hand still locked in mine, neither of us letting go. The thrill of it, the risk, the secrecy, the raw, unscripted desire makes us feel young again. Reckless. Alive!

      The moment the door eases shut behind us, we bolt, hand in hand, hearts pounding, feet flying across the soft grass. The air is cool against our skin, sharp with the night’s scent. We dash through the shadows like children breaking curfew, breathless and giddy.

      She stifles a giggle and I do the same, our joy spilling out between quiet gasps and furtive glances. We don’t speak. We don’t need to. Every look, every squeeze of the hand says enough.

      This night is ours. No rules. No therapists. No timelines. Just us. Two souls rediscovering each other under the cover of stars.
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      Iriah

      
        
        We are most alive when we’re in love—John Updike

      

      

      

      The wind is soft tonight, like a sigh brushing across my skin as we move quickly through the resort. Udoka’s hand is in mine, warm, firm, steady, and every step we take together feels like reclaiming something we lost and are only now beginning to find again.

      The grass beneath our feet is cool with dew, the distant rustle of palm fronds overhead like whispers cheering us on. The moon hangs full and generous in the sky, painting silver across everything it touches. The whole world feels quiet and in on our secret.

      He doesn’t ask where I’m taking him. He trusts me. That simple fact curls something deep in my chest. A fierce warmth, a quiet ache. For all our differences, all the ways the world has tried to tell us we shouldn’t work, he trusts me. Completely.

      We reach the edge of the resort, to the path I found days ago on one of the silent walks with the other women. It winds down through a narrow opening in the palms and spills out onto a stretch of secluded beach at the farthest end of the property. No one ever comes here. It’s too far from the usual trail. Too wild. Too hidden.

      Which is exactly why I love it. The moment we emerge from the trees, Udoka stops walking. His hand tightens in mine.

      “Wow…” he breathes, eyes wide. “You found this?”

      I nod, my heart fluttering at the wonder in his voice. I totally understand. It’s a breathtaking sight. The moon spills silver across the water. The waves move in slow, soft murmurs over the shore, like they’re trying not to wake the world. Overhead, the sky blazes with countless stars, their light shimmering like tiny diamonds scattered across a velvet cloth.

      “Yes. I wanted to share it with you. I thought … if we ever got a moment, just the two of us, it should be here.”

      He turns to me slowly, and in his expression, I see something that nearly undoes me. Tenderness, reverence, hunger, all woven into one.

      “It’s perfect,” he says softly. “But it’s not just the place.” His thumb brushes across my knuckles. “It’s you. You make this feel like a dream I never want to wake from.”

      God, this man. He doesn’t even realise what his words do to me. How they open me like a flower to sun.

      I reach up, cupping his face. “Then don’t wake up,” I whisper, and press my lips to his.

      The kiss begins as a sigh between us, soft, unhurried. We move together slowly, like dancers finding rhythm, like something sacred is being remembered. His mouth tastes like longing, like promise. Like everything I’ve missed.

      My fingers tangle in the short curls at the back of his head as he pulls me closer, our bodies aligning like they were carved to fit. The heat between us blooms gradually, familiar and new all at once. It deepens, and soon, the hunger we’ve both been holding back for weeks begins to slip through the cracks in our restraint.

      His hands roam down my back, over my hips, slow and reverent. I can feel his heart thudding against my chest, or maybe it’s mine. It’s hard to tell where I end and he begins.

      We sink down to the sand, still wrapped in each other, still kissing like we’ll explode if we stop. He lays me back gently, treating my body like a rare gem. A prized treasure.

      The stars above us blur, then sharpen, as he hovers over me, gazing into my eyes like I’m the only thing in the universe that matters.

      “Are you sure?” he whispers, his voice thick with emotion.

      I nod, smiling up at him, my voice trembling with the force of my want. “I’ve never been more sure.”

      We undress slowly, kissing between layers, taking our time. There’s no need to rush. The night is wide, and it belongs to us.

      His fingertips trace the line of my collarbone, my waist, my thighs, like he’s mapping me anew. My hands explore him with equal reverence, caressing his strong shoulders, broad chest, the firm skin at his sides where he’s most sensitive.

      The sand shifts beneath us, cool against our bare skin, a grounding contrast to the heat that pulses between us.

      His mouth is ravenous, devouring every inch of me with kisses that leave a trail of fire in their wake. His moans are low, guttural, vibrating against my skin and echoing deep within me, sending delicious waves of need pulsing between my thighs.

      He dips his head, cups one breast in his warm, broad hand, and suckles, swirling his tongue around the swollen, aching bud. I arch against him, pressing myself into his face, breathless.

      “Oh, Udoka … I like that … I like that,” I whimper, lost in the haze of desire, my mind unravelling with each touch, each sound, each flick of his tongue.

      It’s been so long since I’ve felt this … this reckless, helpless yearning to be undone. To be consumed. Claimed. Possessed.

      “Please…” I breathe, sinking my teeth into the curve of his neck. “Now…”

      “Not yet, babe,” he murmurs, voice dark and thick with restraint, shifting to my other breast and lavishing it with the same maddening, tender attention.

      God, I’m floating, weightless, trembling. My body sings with sensation, pleasure flooding every nerve.

      “Ahh, Iriah,” he groans, mouth trailing lower, kissing, tasting, biting. Every touch is a promise, every sigh a surrender. “So sweet … so sweet…”

      When he settles between my thighs, I clutch his shoulders and draw him upward, needing more, needing him.

      “I need you,” I whisper, my voice raw with longing, eyes locked with his. “Now.”

      His mouth twitches into a smile, tender and yearning. He knows how to unravel me with his lips alone. He’s made me cry out with nothing more than his tongue before. But not this time.

      This time, I need the full storm. Him inside me. Moving hard. Fast. Powerfully.

      “Okay,” he rasps. “Whatever you need, my baby. Whatever you need.”

      He claims my mouth in a kiss, a deep, consuming, endless kiss. And when he finally enters me, it’s not just a joining. It’s a return. A homecoming.

      I gasp his name into the night as he moves, slow at first, our bodies finding their rhythm again. He watches me, his eyes dark and full of emotion, and I know, really know, this isn’t just about need. It’s love. Raw. True. Fierce.

      My legs wrap around him instinctively, pulling him deeper, closer. We lose ourselves in each other, in every movement, every breath, every whispered plea.

      “God! Iriah … Best feeling in the world … being inside you … being with you,” he mutters, thrusting in and out of me with piston-like fervour, hitting my most sensitive spot repeatedly and with accurate intensity.

      A small contraction begins to build from deep inside me, cresting rapidly to the pinnacle.

      “Oh Udoka … Oh … I’m close … Don’t stop. Please don’t stop…”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, then open them wide, feeling dazed, overwhelmed with pleasure.

      The stars spin above us, and somewhere in the rhythm of our bodies, we dissolve into something greater than flesh. This is what they mean—two become one. He is me. I am him.

      When the crescendo comes, it crashes over me like a wave, powerful, consuming, impossible to contain.

      “Udoka!” I cry out, clutching him tightly, and moments later, he follows, groaning against my neck, his body trembling above mine as he calls out my name in a helpless whimper.

      And then … stillness. Only the sea. Only our breaths. Only the soft, stunned silence of after.

      He lowers himself gently onto me, burying his face in my neck. I wrap my arms around him, holding him to me, not wanting to let go. Our bodies are slick with sweat, dusted with sand, and yet I’ve never felt cleaner. More alive.

      We lie there for what feels like eternity, tangled together, hearts thudding slowly back to normal.

      His voice comes, rough and low. “I missed you.”

      I press a kiss to his temple. “I missed us.”

      He shifts, rolling to his side and pulling me with him, so I’m nestled against his chest, one leg thrown over his hip. His fingers trace idle patterns on my back.

      “I don’t care what the therapists say,” he murmurs. “No amount of emotional progress matters to me if it doesn’t bring me here. To you. Like this.”

      I look up at him, tears gathering in the corners of my eyes. “Do you know how many nights I lay in my bed, aching for this? For you?”

      He leans down, kissing me slowly. “We’re going to be okay, Iriah. I know it. Whatever broke us … we’re mending. One thread at a time.”

      I nod, swallowing past the lump in my throat. “This … this is the strongest I’ve ever felt us.”

      He smiles, brushing hair from my face. “That’s because we’re finally fighting together, not apart.”

      We stay like that a while longer, holding each other under the stars, the ocean whispering beside us like a lullaby. The night wraps around us like a blanket, sacred and silent.

      Eventually, we’ll have to leave. Slip back to our separate rooms like nothing happened. But for now, in this sliver of time, under the wide and endless sky, I am his. He is mine. And the world, in all its chaos and noise, feels distant. Unimportant. Because here, with him, beneath the stars and wrapped in love, everything is exactly as it should be.

      And then we hear it. Footsteps.

      We both freeze, our bodies tense, breath caught in our throats.

      The footsteps grow louder, crunching against the sand, drawing nearer with every passing second.

      Without a word, we scramble for our clothes, clutching them to our chests as we rush behind the boulder near the edge of the beach. Hearts pounding, skin still slick with heat, we press ourselves into the shadows.

      God, we’re both naked. Vulnerable. Exposed. If it’s one of the guards, we’ll never hear the end of it. The shame, the disgrace, being kicked out of the resort for frolicking on the beach. I shake my head, trying to clear my mind of the possible embarrassing scenarios storming my brain.

      Then we see them … sheer relief. It’s not security. It’s Ego and Lucas. Thank you, God!

      Crouched behind the boulder, I glance at Udoka. His brows lift. Mine furrow. What the hell are they doing out here together at night?

      They hate each other. The tension between them for weeks has been a storm cloud following them from workshop to workshop. Their marriage has been falling apart before all our eyes. Not even the therapists could stitch them back together.

      “Why did you bring me here?” Lucas’s voice slices through the silence, sharp and impatient.

      “I … I needed to be alone with you. To talk,” Ego says, her voice trembling.

      “Talk?” he scoffs. “I’ve got nothing to say to you.”

      “Please, Lucas. Just listen.”

      “No. This is a waste of my time. I don’t want anything to do with a woman who could deceive me like that.”

      “Then why did you come to this resort?” she demands, her voice cracking. “Why are you even here?”

      Lucas runs a hand down his face, his movements jagged, restless. “Because … damn it, Ego, because I want to understand. I want to know why. Why did you do it? Why did you lie to me for years?!”

      “I can’t give you an answer that makes it okay,” she says, voice low but steady. “But I can tell you this. I did it because I love you. I was trying to protect us. To keep our family together.”

      He laughs, bitter and sharp. “You call that love? You lied to me. You let me believe for years that the children I raised, the ones I called mine, were biologically mine when they weren’t.”

      He begins to pace, running his fingers through his hair. “I wish you’d trusted me. Trusted me enough to tell me the truth. To let me decide what I could handle.”

      “I should have.”

      “Let me finish!” he snaps, voice cracking. “What hurt most wasn’t just the lie. It was that you went to your friend for help. You used him. Used me. Manipulated me with kindness and silence. That broke something in me, Ego. Something I don’t know how to fix.”

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers.

      “‘Sorry’ doesn’t take away the nights I spent imagining him touching you. Doesn’t erase the torment of wondering what you two did to conceive⁠—”

      “I told you, we didn’t sleep together. It was artificial insemination.”

      “And I’m just supposed to believe that?”

      “Yes! I went to a fertility clinic in Lagos. I have the medical records. You can check them, Lucas. I’m not lying.”

      Silence stretches between them. The waves crash gently in the background, indifferent to the chaos unfolding on the shore.

      Lucas snickers. “You think that makes it better? That a file from a clinic justifies this betrayal? You let me love those kids under false pretences. You let me build my life around a lie.”

      “They’re your children, Lucas,” she insists, stepping forward. “He signed away his rights. You raised them. You fed them, rocked them to sleep when they were sick, stayed up helping with homework. You’re the one they call Daddy. That’s real.” Her voice breaks. “DNA doesn’t make a father. Love does. And I know without a doubt that you love Dumebi, Gozie and Nedu. With all your heart.”

      Lucas looks away, jaw clenched.

      “We both wanted children. I saw it in your eyes, the longing, the ache. When I found out you couldn’t … it shattered me. I didn’t want to take that hope away from you. I thought … I thought giving you a child, our child, was the best way to love you. To heal you.”

      “You should have told me. Given me a choice. I had a right to know.”

      “I wanted to,” she says softly. “But your mother … she told me not to, begged me not to. Said it would only break you. That it would be kinder to keep the truth from you. That it would protect the family we were building.”

      Lucas blinks, stunned. “My mother?” His voice is low now, dangerous. “What the fuck are you saying?”

      “She was there. She went with me to every appointment. She helped me through it all.”

      “So it’s her fault now?”

      “No. I take full responsibility. I was wrong, Lucas. I should’ve trusted you, not your mother. I should’ve told you the truth. And I am so sorry.” She steps closer, reaches out, but he flinches away. “Please … forgive me. Please.”

      She sinks to her knees in the sand, sobbing, arms wrapping around his waist. “I love you, Lucas. I love you. Can’t you forgive me? Please…”

      He stands there for a long, aching moment. Shoulders rising and falling. His hands clench into fists at his sides, then open again.

      “No!” His voice is guttural as he pushes her away and storms off.

      My heart cracks. I grip Udoka’s hand tightly as Ego remains on her knees, sobbing into her palms, her whole body trembling.

      I start to move, but Udoka gently holds me back. I meet his eyes. He shakes his head. Let her have this moment. Let her grieve.

      And then, just when she begins to rise, unsteady and broken, there’s movement in the shadows.

      Lucas.

      He’s come back.

      My breath catches, my heart soaring with cautious hope.

      He strides toward her in long, determined steps and pulls her into his arms, lifting her off the ground.

      “I want to try,” he says, his voice raw. “I don’t know how to forgive you yet. But I want to learn. I want to work on us. I just … I need time.”

      Ego’s arms wrap around his neck, clinging to him like a lifeline. “I understand,” she whispers. “I understand.”

      And then they’re kissing. Fiercely. Desperately. Like their lives depend on this moment. Clothes fall away. Moans rise into the night air.

      Suppressing a laugh, I slide back behind the boulder, dragging Udoka with me. We exchange a look—equal parts amusement and tenderness.

      Our fingers tangle. We grin like teenagers.

      It’s beautiful. Their reunion. Their fragile hope. A massive step forward in their relationship. And even though I’m thrilled for them, I’m not about to have a front-row view to a full-blown beachside make-out session.
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      Udoka

      
        
        A healthy relationship will never require you to sacrifice

        your friends, your dreams, or your dignity—Dinkar Kalotra

      

      

      

      The gym has always been my sanctuary. A place where the clatter of dumbbells and the steady hum of treadmills drown out the noise in my head. It’s where I come to think, to breathe, to plan. There’s something about the rhythmic motion, the pull and strain of muscle, that clears my mind like nothing else. I’ve brokered deals in my head mid-burpee, mapped entire client strategies between sets of squats.

      But not today. Today, my mind isn’t on business or clients. As I grip the 10kg dumbbells and press them above my head, slow and steady, my focus is completely on one person. My wife. My heart, my anchor. My world.

      This gym, tucked into the corner of the male quarters at Rekindle Retreat’s resort, is compact but well-equipped. Row upon row of machines, mirrors reflecting tired eyes and sweat-soaked shirts.

      It’s become a kind of sacred space for me, especially in the quiet of the early morning, after our daily therapy sessions. A place to unpack my emotions, to process the revelations of the past few weeks.

      These four weeks … they’ve changed everything between me and Iriah. Rekindle Retreat showed me just how close I came to losing her. To losing us. That thought alone sends a tremor through me stronger than any weight I’ve lifted. I can’t—won’t—let that happen again.

      From now on, I’m choosing us. Choosing her.

      I’ve spent so much of my life chasing success, pouring every ounce of myself into Starz Management, climbing higher and higher, thinking that if I just achieved enough, we’d be fine. But none of that matters if I lose the most important person in my life. I see that now, clearly and painfully.

      So, I’ve come up with a new plan. When we leave this place, things will change. I’ll delegate more. Trust my team. Hand off tasks to my assistant. I’ll stop micromanaging every little thing like the world will end if I step away for a day. That way, I’ll free up time to live. To love. To be present.

      I’m bringing back our date nights. Our quiet moments. Our silly little routines. All the things that made us us. And with no kids yet, this is the perfect time to strengthen that foundation.

      A smile creeps across my face as I lower the dumbbell, the thought of Iriah’s belly round with our child tugging at my chest. We’ve talked so much these past few weeks about our future, about being parents. And we’re aligned, finally. We both want the same thing. A home full of love and laughter, a balanced life where we’re not just surviving, but thriving. Together.

      I want to be the kind of father who’s there, really there. School runs. Bedtime stories. Saturday pancake mornings. I want to be the dad who’s present, not just the one who signs the cheques.

      To do that, I need to build a business that runs without me constantly being in the driver’s seat. And that starts now, with trust, with planning, with loosening my grip.

      I crouch, spine straight, and lift the dumbbell once more, feeling the strain ripple through my core. But this time, it’s a good kind of pain, the kind that tells me something is changing.

      I’ll never gamble with my marriage again.

      “Hey, boss! Knew I’d find you here.”

      I glance over my shoulder. Wale walks in, Lucas trailing behind. Both are in black joggers, a little damp from the morning air. Lucas is in a blinding yellow tank top, chest hair peeking out like he’s auditioning for Dancing with The Stars. Wale wears a dark T-shirt, matching mine.

      “Wale,” I grin. “As always. You know this is my morning ritual.”

      Lucas heads for the treadmill next to me. “You two have converted me. This gym thing isn’t half bad. Just a few weeks here and I’ve lost the gut.”

      I laugh, dropping the weight with a soft thud. “Come on, you never had a gut. Just a food baby.”

      Lucas pats his stomach with exaggerated pride. “Nah, man. Be kind if you want, but I’ve seen the before pics. My abs were MIA.”

      “Yeah, mehn,” Wale chimes in, grinning. “You’re glowing these days. Way more chill than when we first got here.”

      He’s right. I’ve noticed it too. Lucas has been more open lately. More playful with Ego. There’s light in his eyes again.

      Lucas shrugs. “Therapy works, I guess.”

      I hide a smile. Therapy and that beach night truce with Ego. He doesn’t know Iriah and I saw them finally reconnecting after an explosive argument.

      “Yeah,” I nod. “Hard to believe today’s our last group session. Feels surreal that we’re leaving tomorrow.”

      “Tell me about it,” Wale says. “Feels like we’ve been here for half a year.”

      Lucas nods. “No phones, no distractions, just … people. You guys are like family now.”

      “Honestly,” I echo. “I thought I’d go crazy without my phone. But being unplugged helped me realise how loud the outside world is. And how little of that noise really matters.”

      Lucas lifts a hand in agreement. “Preach. Listening to the world outside nearly ruined things with Ego. I’ve finally started listening to her. Just her. And for the first time in a long time, I think we’ll be okay.”

      My smile is genuine. “I love that for you, man. You’ve come a long way.”

      Wale nods. “That’s solid.”

      Lucas glances at me. “And you? What about you and Iriah? Think all this helped?”

      I meet his gaze, no hesitation. “Without a doubt. I’ve finally learned what truly matters. Everything else? Dust in the wind. Iriah, our love, the life we want to build … that’s the real deal.”

      “Facts!” Lucas claps. “Wale? You in the ‘therapy works’ club or nah?”

      Wale stiffens. His jaw tightens before he speaks. “My marriage has always been perfect,” he says flatly. “I love my Simi. She’s my everything. I don’t need therapy to tell me how good we are.”

      Silence. A heavy one.

      Something flickers in his eyes, something unspoken. But he doesn’t say more. Just walks over to a treadmill, flicks it on, and starts jogging.

      Lucas and I exchange a glance, but say nothing. Some wounds, I guess, stay hidden.

      I return to my weights. Lucas begins his run. The rhythmic thrum of treadmills fills the space once again.

      The gym is quiet, but in this stillness, I feel a shift, something new taking root. Hope. Resolve. Love.

      I’m not the same man who walked into this retreat four weeks ago. And when we leave tomorrow, I’ll make damn sure the man I’ve become is the one who goes back home with his wife, and with a plan to never let go again.
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        * * *

      

      The therapy room is silent, the kind of silence that settles deep in your bones. Morning light pours through the tall windows, casting long rays that stretch across the wooden floor. The chairs are arranged in a circle, three couples, two therapists. No tables. No barriers. Just open space.

      Dr Ebere Amadi leans forward, her expression calm and open, a soft smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. Her notepad rests untouched in her lap. This moment isn’t about notes anymore. It’s about truth.

      “To close out our final group session,” she begins, her voice warm and inviting, “We’d like to ask each of you to reflect on what you’ve learned, what you’re leaving behind, and what you’re taking with you.”

      Dr Charles Amadi, seated beside her, nods solemnly. “Think of this not as an ending,” he says, “but a transition point. One you choose to carry forward or not. Udoka, can you go first?”

      All eyes slowly turn to me.

      I breathe in deep, a sharp intake of air. Iriah’s hand rests gently on mine, her fingers curled between my own. It grounds me.

      “With pleasure,” I say, my voice rougher than I expect.

      I glance around the circle. First at Lucas and Ego, sitting a little too close like they’re trying to make up for lost time. Then at Wale and Simi, side by side, but for the first time, not touching each other. And finally, I look at Iriah. My anchor.

      “I’ve spent years chasing success like a man possessed. Chasing power, status, money. Convinced that if I just achieved enough, everything else would fall into place. But it didn’t. Instead, I almost lost the one person who makes it all mean something.”

      My throat tightens. “Iriah,” I turn to her fully now. “You’re my heart. You’re my beginning and my end. And I swear to you, I’ll never again let work, or stress, or anything come between us. From here on, I’m putting us first. Our marriage, our home. You’ll always be my priority.”

      Her eyes glisten, and her lips part, trembling just slightly.

      “I love you,” I add, barely above a whisper.

      She turns toward me, cupping my cheek.

      “And I love you,” she says, her voice strong with emotion. “And I need to say this, in front of everyone, because it’s the truth I’ve been avoiding.”

      She takes a breath, her eyes never leaving mine.

      “I let my family come between us,” she says quietly. “I let their opinions shape my actions. Their criticisms, their judgments … I let it all seep into our space. And I didn’t involve you in many of the decisions I made for our family. I didn’t fight for us, fight to create our own space. But I’m done with that.”

      A tear slides down her cheek, and she doesn’t wipe it away.

      “You’re my husband. You’re the only one I owe my loyalty to. I choose you. And I’m going to love you boldly, protect this marriage fiercely, and build a future with you with no more outside interference.”

      “Iriah…”

      She leans forward, pressing her forehead to mine, and we stay like that for a beat. Then she kisses me. A slow and soft kiss full of meaning. When we pull apart, the room is hushed but brimming with warmth.

      Dr. Ebere smiles. “That was beautiful. Thank you, both.”

      Lucas shifts in his seat. He rubs his palms together, exhales loudly. “Okay,” he says, sitting up straighter. “Guess I’m next.”

      He glances at Ego, who looks nervous, bracing for something.

      “I came here angry,” Lucas begins. “I came here feeling betrayed. Hurt. Certain that what Ego did was the kind of thing you don’t come back from.” His voice cracks slightly, but he pushes through. “But these past weeks … they’ve forced me to see things differently. To stop thinking in black and white. Life isn’t like that. Marriage sure as hell isn’t. There’s grey areas. There’s pain. But there’s also reasons.”

      He looks at Ego again. “I’m not excusing what happened. But I’m starting to understand why. And I’m choosing to look at that. At you. At us.”

      Ego is crying now, silent tears rolling down her cheeks.

      “I want to keep doing therapy,” Lucas says. “Not just for us, but for me. I’ve got a lot to unlearn. But I’m not giving up on this marriage. Not now.”

      Ego lets out a sob, soft and sudden, like she’s been holding her breath for days.

      “I’m so sorry, Lucas,” she says, reaching for his hand. “I messed up. I let fear control me. I let lies grow between us. But I’ll do anything to rebuild your trust. Anything. This marriage is everything to me.”

      They embrace, and Ego clings to him, her shoulders shaking. He kisses her temple and holds her like she’s something fragile he’s finally learning to protect.

      Dr Charles Amadi nods. “That’s the work. That’s the start.”

      Dr Ebere Amadi adds, “Therapy doesn’t end here. This is just the beginning of a new commitment. To honesty, to growth. To each other.”

      We all nod solemnly.

      Then the attention shifts to Wale.

      He sits stiffly, hands clasped, staring at a spot on the floor. Simi sits beside him, quiet, her back straight.

      Wale’s voice is soft, almost nostalgic. “Simi and I … we’ve been together since we were teenagers. We’ve built a good life. A peaceful life. One that’s grounded, respectful, full of love.”

      He pauses, swallowing. “This retreat reminded me how much I value what we have. How deeply I love you, Simi. That hasn’t changed.”

      She turns slightly, her brows knit.

      “But…” Wale’s voice trembles, and for a moment, it seems like he might stop. “But it also made me face a truth I’ve been avoiding because I hate to deny you of something I know you really want. The truth still stands. I don’t want children. I never have. And pretending I might change? That I’ll come around someday? It’s not fair to you. And it’s not true to me.”

      The words drop into the room like a basketball tossed into a net during a close match.

      Simi inhales sharply, her hand pressed to her chest. “You … You’re serious?”

      “I am,” he says, pain etched into his features. “If I said yes to kids just to keep you, I’d be building a life on a lie. And that would destroy everything we’ve worked so hard to protect.”

      Simi stares at him. A long, tense silence. Then she nods once.

      “I want a divorce.” Her voice is even. Final.

      She stands up, smooths her dress, and walks out of the room. Not a single backward glance.

      We sit frozen, too stunned to speak. Wale doesn’t move. His eyes stay locked on the floor, and slowly, his shoulders begin to shake. He leans forward, presses his palms into his eyes. A low, broken sound slips from his mouth. Then another. Then silence again.

      He doesn’t go after her.

      Iriah reaches for my hand, and we hold each other tightly, fingers interlaced like lifelines.

      I glance around the room, my heart aching.

      When we first arrived, I thought Wale and Simi had it all figured out. That they were the ones we were all trying to catch up to. Now they’re leaving separately. Broken.

      Life is unpredictable. Love is fragile. And I know, without a shadow of doubt, I’ll do whatever it takes to never end up like that. Never let the woman I love walk away because I was too afraid to change.

      Not ever.
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      Iriah

      
        
        It is not a lack of love, but a lack of friendship

        that makes unhappy marriage—Friedrich Nietzsche

      

      

      

      A soft tap at my door pulls me out of sleep. I jolt upright, heart racing, and squint toward the wall clock across from the bed.

      6:00 a.m. Damn. Way too early.

      Even though Udoka and I are supposed to leave in a couple of hours on the private jet, I’d hoped to sleep in just a little longer, especially after the emotional rollercoaster yesterday.

      Still groggy, I swing my legs off the bed and pad across the cool tile floor. My eyes sting from sleep as I crack the door open.

      Simi stands there, framed by the pale blue dawn. Her eyes are bloodshot, her cheeks blotchy. She’s fully dressed in a yellow and white Ankara trousers and a matching top, simple and elegant. Her small, flat pumps are dusty from the sandy footpath. She looks like a woman already halfway gone.

      “I’m leaving for the boat soon,” she says softly. “I just wanted to say goodbye.”

      Her voice trembles at the edges. My chest tightens.

      I step aside without a word and open the door wider. She hesitates for a beat, then steps in slowly, as though the weight of goodbye is too much for her to carry alone.

      The room is dim, the only light slipping in from between the drawn curtains. The quiet drone of the AC is the only sound between us.

      I reach for her, wrapping my arms around her shoulders without hesitation. She melts into me, her body fragile, trembling.

      “Everything will be okay,” I murmur, stroking her back gently, willing some part of her to believe it.

      But she shakes her head against my chest. “No. It won’t,” she whispers, her voice breaking. “I’m losing the love of my life to his fears. To his past.”

      I pull back slightly, just enough to see her face.

      “Don’t say that. Maybe … maybe he’ll change his mind.”

      But the look in her eyes tells me she’s already buried that hope.

      She wipes at her tears with the back of her hand, then sighs. “No. He won’t. This was it. Our last shot. If he still can’t see a future with children in it, then … then there’s nothing left to talk about.”

      I hesitate, but curiosity tugs at me. The words are out before I can stop them. “But why? Why doesn’t he want kids?”

      As soon as I ask, regret hits me like a punch. My face heats up. God, that’s not my place. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      She lifts a hand, cutting me off. “It’s okay,” she says, voice raw but calm. “You may as well know. I think his reasons are … silly anyway.”

      She digs into her purse, pulls out a tissue, and dabs her eyes. The way she moves, measured and composed, is like watching someone try to hold water in cupped hands. Just barely managing to keep it together.

      “His grandfather and father were abusive drunks,” she says flatly. “Men who beat their kids, terrified their families. Wale’s convinced that fatherhood made them monsters … and that it’ll do the same to him.”

      I stare at her, the weight of it settling heavily in the space between us.

      “I keep telling him he’s nothing like them. I’ve seen how he is with his nieces and nephews, always gentle, patient, fun. He’d be the best father I know. But he just … can’t believe it. He’s paralysed by this fear. And I’m tired of trying to convince him otherwise.”

      She squares her shoulders, swipes the last tear from her cheek, and smooths down her blouse. “I have to think about myself now. I’m in my thirties, and I can’t keep waiting for a man who refuses to grow past his trauma.”

      I nod slowly. She’s right. As heartbreaking as it is, she’s choosing herself. And that takes a kind of strength most people don’t talk about.

      I step forward and hug her again, tighter this time. “You’ll be okay,” I whisper.

      “You think so?” Her voice is a croaky shadow of itself.

      “I know so,” I say with quiet conviction. “And I’ll keep in touch. No matter what happens.”

      She leans back and gives me a small, watery smile. “Glad I met you.”

      “Same,” I reply, meaning it.

      I pause. “Have you said goodbye to Ego yet?”

      She shakes her head. “She’s next on my list.”

      “Let’s go together.”

      She nods, and I quickly throw on my dressing gown. The early morning air hits us the moment we step outside my bungalow. It’s slightly foggy and cold. A chorus of birds chirps somewhere in the distance, as though they too are waking up reluctantly.

      We walk quietly across the stone path toward Ego’s room, the compound still hushed in that liminal pre-dawn hour. Everything feels suspended, like the moment before an exhale.

      I knock gently.

      Ego opens the door almost immediately. She’s dressed in jeans and a fitted tee, her braids pulled back in a bun. Her eyes light up when she sees us.

      “Hey, I was just coming to find you both,” she says. “Our boat leaves in about thirty minutes.”

      Then her gaze flicks to my robe and messy hair. She raises an eyebrow. “Why aren’t you ready?”

      My cheeks flush. But before I can say a word, both women burst into laughter.

      “Private jet baby!” Ego teases, nudging Simi. “Chai! I forgot. You’re not on our level.”

      I groan, laughing. “It’s not like that⁠—”

      “You know we’re messing with you,” Simi says with a tired smile.

      Still, I offer, “You can come with us. There’s space.”

      Ego shakes her head. “Nah. Lucas and I are actually looking forward to the boat ride. It’ll be peaceful. Plus, he gets motion sick on planes.”

      Simi chimes in with a faint chuckle, “And I’d be a terrible travel companion right now. I need to be alone with my thoughts. But thank you.”

      I nod, relieved. As much as I care about them, the idea of having the jet to myself and Udoka … well, my imagination’s been getting a little carried away. After weeks of holding back at this retreat, we deserve a little fun in the sky.

      “So, last day,” Ego says, her arms wide open. “I’m going to miss you two so much.”

      My throat tightens. I step into the group hug with her and Simi, holding them both close.

      “I’ll miss you. You’re like the sisters I never had.”

      “Truth,” Simi agrees, her voice low. “We have to keep in touch.”

      I nod. “We will. This doesn’t end here.”

      Four weeks of soul-searching, laughter, late-night talks, shared tears and hard truths. These women have been more than friends. They’ve been lifelines. And I’ll make sure we keep that connection going, no matter what.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The jet’s steps lower with a gentle hiss, and I step out into the warm embrace of Abuja’s midday sun, my hand tucked securely in Udoka’s.

      The moment my feet touch the tarmac, I can’t help but smile, wide and soft, the kind that blooms when your heart is full.

      That flight … God, that flight. It was only an hour, but being alone with him, wrapped in plush leather seats and soft jazz humming low through the cabin speakers, felt like a world apart from everything. No awkward group therapy sessions. No polite dinners. Just us. Him beside me, fingers laced through mine, feeding me tiny bites of fruit, whispering ridiculous things that made me laugh until I could barely breathe. Kisses that started out slow, then turned deeper, hungrier. The way he looked at me, like I was something rare, like the woman he fell in love with a lifetime ago and still wants. The perfect journey.

      I glance sideways at him now as we walk together, his fingers still laced with mine. He looks relaxed in his white linen shirt and grey slacks, freshly shaven, sunglasses tucked into the collar. My man. I still can’t believe how far we’ve come.

      We pass through the shaded corridor into the arrivals section, the airport’s buzz greeting us with that familiar energy. Several airport staff are directing passengers, luggage wheels rolling everywhere, and voices overlapping in conversation. But none of it registers fully, not when I catch sight of her.

      “Anuli!” I cry out.

      She’s standing just beyond the barrier with Etim beside her, her face lighting up the second she sees me. I don’t even wait, I let go of Udoka’s hand and rush toward her, the sound of my heels forgotten as I practically leap into her arms.

      She laughs as she catches me. “Iriah, you’ll squash the baby!” she squeals, but she’s laughing and hugging me just as hard.

      “Oh my God, look at you!” I pull back slightly, my hands on her shoulders, then lower to her belly. “You’re showing already!”

      “I know!” she says, placing a hand protectively over the small bump beneath her flowing dress. “It’s like I woke up one morning and poof! There it was.”

      She’s glowing. Literally. Her skin, her eyes, even her energy. Pregnancy looks good on her, and I feel a rush of happiness just standing here, drinking her in. Four weeks suddenly feels like four months.

      Behind me, Udoka is already greeting Etim. The two men clasp hands and then pull into a warm, brotherly hug. There’s quiet laughter, a few words exchanged in low tones I can’t quite catch, but the affection between them is obvious.

      I turn back to Anuli. “You have no idea how much I needed to see you.”

      “Oh, I do,” she says, her voice softening. “You look … peaceful. Like something shifted.”

      I glance back at Udoka, and my smile deepens.

      “It did.”

      She squeezes my hand. “I’m so happy for you. And I want all the details. Every single one.”

      “They’re yours,” I promise, laughing.

      The four of us stand there for a moment, the kind of moment that feels stitched in golden thread. We’re reunited, our hearts whole, the world moving just a little slower. Home never felt so close.

      The heat is unapologetic. Thick and clinging to everything. Even in the air-conditioned car, I can feel it curling around the edges of the windows like it’s trying to sneak in. The sky is a pale blue with just enough clouds to hint at mercy, but none comes.

      We’re barely five minutes into the drive to Asokoro when Anuli twists in her seat to face us, eyes dancing with curiosity. “Alright, spill. Four weeks of marriage therapy in paradise! Was it worth it?”

      I catch Udoka’s glance beside me. He smirks.

      Etim chuckles from the driver’s seat. “Give them room to breathe, babe.”

      “Nope,” Anuli says, waving him off. “I’m invested.”

      I laugh. “Honestly? It was … incredible.”

      “Incredible,” Udoka echoes. “But also hard. Like, really hard. There were moments I didn’t think we’d make it through without strangling each other.”

      “You almost cursed me out during that first outdoor couple’s activity when we lost,” I say, glancing sideways at him with a smirk.

      Udoka lets out a bark of laughter. “Almost? Babe, I did curse you out. I was fuming.”

      “You were a sore loser,” I tease.

      He grins unapologetically. “True. But that loss was probably the best thing that happened to us. It forced us to stop pretending we were okay. We argued. But we talked. We needed that.”

      “Mmm,” I nod. “And considering how much you hate to lose, it was wild seeing you rein in that competitive spirit.”

      He raises a brow, mock-offended. “Rein in? Madam, I was suffering in silence. That was me at my absolute best behaviour.”

      “Please,” I scoff. “Your face was so squeezed eh. Kai! If looks could kill…”

      “Hey, you were the one who didn’t listen to instructions.”

      “Because you weren’t clear.”

      Udoka snorts. “I was distracted. Your shorts were … Anyways … My point is, we made it through.”

      I roll my eyes. “Not completely reformed, though. I know you will still squeeze your face whenever I beat you at chess.”

      “Yes o! I will,” he says proudly. “You dey cheat like no man’s business.”

      “Cheat? Just admit it. I’m better at the game than you!” I say, leaning in. “I’ll still beat you at chess.”

      Udoka tosses his head back and guffaws, loud and unbothered. “Only when you sabotage my pieces or wear that distracting lipstick.”

      I stick out my tongue at him and flip my hair.

      Anuli gasps from the front seat, clutching her chest. “Oh my God, you two are wereys!”

      Etim grins at us in the rearview mirror. “I’m loving this … My friends are back to their typical free-spirited bickering. Beautiful chaos.”

      “Hey,” Udoka says, pointing a finger. “We’re growing. I’ll call it evolved chaos.”

      “Intentional chaos,” I add, smiling. “But seriously, it was intense. There were tears. A lot of silence. Some nights we didn’t speak. But the structure helped. The sessions … the vulnerability of the other couples. Seeing ourselves in their struggles made us confront things we’d both been avoiding.”

      Udoka nods. “And when we finally let go of the blame, the ego, the defensiveness … something shifted. We started listening. Really listening.”

      Etim nods thoughtfully. “That’s rare. Most people tap out before that point.”

      “That’s why we’re grateful,” I say, turning to Anuli. My voice softens. “You could’ve just watched us crumble. Instead, you gave us a lifeline.”

      She shrugs, but her eyes shine. “You guys were always worth saving. I just handed you a map. You did the walking.”

      We lapse into a comfortable silence as the car weaves through the Federal Capital Territory of Nigeria, the city unfolding around us like a well-worn map I didn’t realise I’d missed so much. It’s a vibrant Friday afternoon, and the streets are alive with movement and colour.

      Traffic thickens as we approach the central part of the city, the air buzzing with anticipation. Worshipers in flowing kaftans and hijabs fill the sidewalks, making their way toward the National Mosque, which rises majestically near the Central Business District, just off Independence Avenue. Its golden dome glints beneath the sun, standing tall beside the bustling highway, a sacred landmark at the heart of Abuja.

      I watch as the faithful gather, flowing like rivers from every direction toward its towering gates, the sound of distant calls to prayer blending with the everyday noise of honking horns and hurried footsteps.

      Street hawkers dart between lanes, waving chilled sachets of water and packets of groundnuts at idle cars, their eyes scanning for opportunity. Schoolchildren with backpacks swing by their sides weave through the crowd, their laughter rising above the traffic like birdsong. The city’s familiar rhythm welcomes us home.

      By the time we turn off into Asokoro, the mood shifts. It’s calmer here. Loads leafier and more measured. The roads are smoother, and the frenzy of the city softens into quiet elegance. Trees line the wide boulevards, their branches swaying lazily in the breeze, casting long, dappled shadows across the pavement like sleepy arms reaching for the sun.

      As we near our gate, I feel something settle inside me, a quiet exhale, a recognition of home, even if we’re still figuring out what that word really means.

      Etim parks in front of the house and steps out to help with the luggage, but I wave him off. “We’ve got it.”

      Anuli walks around and pulls me into one last hug. “Call me so we can gist some more.”

      “Oh I will,” I laugh. “And thanks again … for everything.”

      Etim pulls Udoka in for a brief bro-hug and mutters something that makes them both laugh.

      As they drive off, waving, a hush settles over us. We’re standing in front of the house, the one my parents gifted me years ago. The one that’s seen both our happiest mornings and darkest nights.

      The sun is still blazing bright, casting a warm, golden light across the sky, like scattered jewels strewn across soft blue clouds.

      I wrap my arms around myself. “So…” I say, without looking at Udoka. “First day back. No therapists. No daily check-ins. Just us. How do you feel?”

      He doesn’t respond right away. When he does, his voice is low. Honest. “I’m a little anxious.”

      I turn to face him.

      “But also excited,” he adds. “And determined. I want us, Iriah. Even without the structure. Even when it’s messy. Especially when it’s messy.”

      That makes me smile. I reach for his hand, and he takes it without hesitation.

      “We can do this,” I whisper.

      But just as we’re about to walk in, he lets go, spins, and scoops me up in his arms.

      I shriek, startled. “Udoka! What are you doing?!”

      “Carrying my wife over the threshold,” he says like it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “New beginning, remember?”

      I laugh so hard my head falls back. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “And you’re heavy,” he grunts dramatically. “What have they been feeding you at that retreat? Emotional growth and pounded yam?”

      I smack his shoulder, still laughing. “Put me down before you throw out your back.”

      “Never,” he declares proudly, carrying me to the door like we’re in a romance movie. “Tonight, this house is ours. Tomorrow or the day after, we can go house hunting. But tonight, we’re home.”

      He sets me down gently in the doorway, his hands lingering at my waist. For a moment, we just stare at each other, the weight of everything we’ve been through dancing between us.

      Then I say, “Let’s go inside.”

      He nods, squeezes my hand again. “Together.”

      And together, we step into the quiet, into the unknown, into whatever comes next.
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      Udoka

      
        
        In true love, you don’t lose yourself. You find yourself—Unknown

      

      

      

      One week back, and I can say without a sliver of doubt, that I don’t regret a single moment of going to Rekindle Retreat. It didn’t just refresh me; it saved my marriage.

      Everything between me and Iriah has been wonderful. We’re communicating better, making decisions together, and now, even house hunting. It’s been nothing short of a revelation.

      As I push open the heavy glass door to the conference room, I can’t help but smile. I’ve been doing that a lot lately. Grinning like a Cheshire cat for no reason at all. Well, that’s not entirely true. There is a reason. I’m happy as hell. Light in spirit and finally at peace with myself.

      I step into the room and blink against the burst of sunlight streaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows, throwing long shadows across the sleek, oval mahogany table. I settle into my usual seat at the edge, running a hand over its polished surface. It feels strange to be back. Strange, yet affirming.

      A realisation settles over me. Nothing I feared happened during my four-week absence. Lanre Martins, my second-in-command, had stepped up spectacularly, securing three major deals for our clients and handling crises with a confidence I hadn’t known he possessed.

      I thought I’d return to an office weighed down by complaints from our demanding clientele grumbling about my absence, but aside from a few urgent emails, everything was fine. More than fine.

      Why on earth did I convince myself that everything had to run through me? That for things to work perfectly, I had to be constantly in control? Clearly, I had underestimated my team. And today, I intend to rectify that.

      I pull out my phone, the cool metal familiar against my palm, and swipe the screen to reveal a cherished photograph of me and Iriah standing at Finima Beachfront on Bonny Island taken on our last day there.

      She looks breathtaking draped in a red gown that could have graced a runway in Paris, paired with towering high clogs that almost bring her to my height. Her hair extensions dance in the wind, and thick sunglasses shield her expressive eyes. She clings to me, her radiant smile freezing the moment in time. The image looks like a movie poster, but to me, it’s far more than that. It’s a symbol of hope, of new beginnings.

      Smiling, I unlock my phone and click on her contact. I hesitate, knowing she’s likely tied up in a meeting, then opt to send a text instead.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Thinking of you [image: kissing face with closed eyes]

      

      

      

      

      

      Her reply arrives seconds later, almost as if she was already holding her phone, waiting.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wifey: Same here! Can’t wait to finish this meeting with my oga. Apparently, we’re pitching to design a chain of hotels. A contract worth billions. He wants me to lead the pitch.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Wow! They know what’s up. You’re the best.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wifey: Blushing hard [image: smiling face] Thanks babe [image: smiling face with hearts] How about you? How’s work going?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Fine. Finally sorted out all the emails. About to have a meeting with my staff. Some restructuring of roles, etc.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wifey: Well done! I’m sure they’ll welcome it. People want to feel useful at work. Let them earn those massive paychecks you hand out.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: For real! But honestly, they really held me down these past four weeks. I’m proud of them.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wifey: Maybe host a dinner party for your team? Show appreciation, boost morale. That might motivate them even more.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Wow! Brilliant idea! Do I have the best wife or what?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wifey: I’m not even going to be humble about it. I am the best [image: smiling face with sunglasses]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: I’m so lucky, babe. So, so lucky.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wifey: Awww … same here! When should I pick you up?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Around 3:30pm. Maybe pop into Wongs before meeting with the realtor?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wifey: Okay. But don’t you want to swing by your house to pick up the rest of your stuff today?

      

      

      

      

      

      I press my lips into a wry smile, my thumb hovering over the keyboard. I’ve been avoiding going back to my family home all week, dodging the awkward confrontation with my parents, the embarrassment of having to tuck my tail between my legs and admit how childish I was for leaving.

      Never again will I run back to mummy and daddy, no matter how heated things get with Iriah. I should have stayed. I should have fought harder.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Yes, thanks. We could drop by after viewing the house.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wifey: Great. My boss just arrived. Got to go. TTYL! Love ya! [image: face blowing a kiss]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Love you too [image: face blowing a kiss]

      

      

      

      

      

      As I replace my phone on the table, the door swings open, revealing my entire managerial staff. One by one, they file in. Lanre with his easy grin, Matilda already on a call she ends mid-sentence, Anieri scribbling into a leather notebook, Fredrick in a bold print shirt, and Onyema with that usual unreadable expression. Their energy fills the room like a quiet current, familiar and steady.

      “Morning, boss,” Lanre says as he slides into the seat to my left.

      “Welcome back, Udoka,” Matilda adds, warm but to the point.

      I nod, offering a smile. “Good to see all of you.”

      Once everyone settles, the room quiets. I rest my hands on the sleek wood of the conference table, looking around at faces that have become more than just colleagues.

      “I called this meeting because I’ve been doing a lot of thinking,” I begin, wanting to get straight to the point. “While I was away these past four weeks … off the grid, really, I had no idea how things would run without me. No calls. No updates. No way to step in. And honestly? That terrified me.”

      A few chuckles ripple around the table. I let them fade before continuing.

      “But you all held it down. You kept things moving. Clients were happy, operations didn’t collapse, and the company, our company, stayed on course. That gave me something I didn’t expect. Confidence. In you. In us.”

      I see the subtle shifts in their expressions. Anieri straightens. Fredrick nods slowly. Lanre’s grin widens.

      “That’s why I’ve decided it’s time we step into something more structured. Clearer. We’ve grown, and now we need to function like it. Defined roles, leadership, accountability … and trust.”

      I pick up the printed list in front of me and begin reading, my voice steady.

      “I’ll continue as Chief Executive Officer, steering the ship, setting the vision, and guiding the big picture.”

      I look to my left. “The Chief Operating Officer will be Lanre Martins. You’ve been the engine in my absence. Keep the daily operations sharp and smooth.”

      Lanre gives a mock salute and a wink.

      “Chief Financial Officer is Matilda Mogbo. You’ve always had an eye on the numbers. Make sure we stay smart, lean, and profitable.”

      Matilda inclines her head, already jotting down notes.

      “Head of Talent Acquisition & Development, Anieri Lelegi. You’re a people magnet. Keep scouting, nurturing, building stars.”

      Anieri beams, almost bashfully.

      “Head of Marketing & Public Relations. Fredrick Ozor. No one tells a story like you do. Let’s make our talents known across the continent.”

      Fredrick gives a thumbs-up and flashes his signature smile.

      “Legal & Compliance Director. Onyema Uzodima. I don’t think there’s a clause you haven’t mastered. Keep our house in order, legally and ethically.”

      Onyema just nods, the smallest smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

      “Everyone just promoted will have a 10 percent annual pay rise effective immediately.”

      When I finish, there’s a brief pause. Then Lanre slaps the table lightly and stands.

      “It’s about time, boss!” he declares with a grin. “We’re going to work together and make Starz the number one talent management company in Africa.”

      Applause breaks out, laughter follows, and for the first time in a long time, I feel something like a sense of liberation settle in my chest.

      This was the right call. We’re ready. And I have the best team in the world with me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Several hours later, I’m in the passenger seat of our car, cruising through the fading golden light of Abuja. We’ve just wrapped up a house viewing in Asokoro and we’re headed back to my family home in Wuse. The city buzzes with post-work traffic, brake lights blinking like distant fireflies, and the radio plays low in the background, a soft rhythm that blends with the muted sounds of the evening.

      I glance to my left. Iriah is at the wheel, one hand steady, the other lifting a lollipop to her lips. She draws it out slowly, tongue flicking it in that casual, absentminded way that makes my blood stir.

      “I swear,” I murmur, watching her, “it’s so sexy watching you lick that. It reminds me of what that mouth can do.”

      She giggles, her eyes still on the road as she guides the car onto the Abuja-Keffi expressway. “Hmm … get your mind out of the gutter, sir,” she teases, her voice sugary. “I’m just licking a sweet.”

      I throw my head back and laugh, the sound spilling out of me easily. “Just licking a sweet,” I echo, shaking my head. “You’re trouble, you know that?”

      Her lashes flutter as she shoots me a sideways glance, all innocent mischief. “What?” she says with mock innocence. “I’m not doing anything.”

      I waggle a finger at her. “You, eh…”

      She chuckles again, that light, infectious laugh that makes everything feel right with the world. My lips curve into a smile as I turn my attention to the view outside. The sun is dipping low behind the cityscape, casting warm amber hues across rooftops and treetops. Workers pour out of office complexes and side streets, the pulse of the city steady and familiar.

      But in this moment, nothing else matters. Just being in this car, beside my wife, especially after almost losing everything is the best feeling I’ve known in a long time.

      “So,” she says, breaking the comfortable silence, “You’re happy with the house we just saw?”

      Her voice pulls me gently back. I turn to her, eyes soft.

      “I’m happy with whatever house you want.”

      “I like it, Udoka,” she says, her tone growing serious. “Even though it’s a little above our budget, it’s perfect. The swimming pool, the space in the compound, the security … it’s everything we said we wanted.”

      I nod slowly. She’s right. The house is stunning—five bedrooms, spacious compound, in a quiet estate with top-tier security. It’s a dream, not too far away from where we’re currently living, but a clear step forward because it would be ours. The monthly mortgage payments? Manageable. The down payment? Not without her help.

      As if sensing the shift in my mood, Iriah speaks up again, her voice a little softer now. “See, I don’t want that worry line on your forehead, babe.”

      I glance at her and she adds, “We agreed this marriage is a partnership, remember? We’ll pool our funds. We’ll make it work. You don’t have to carry it all alone.”

      I reach over and squeeze her thigh gently, a silent thank you passing through my touch. Having a wife like this, someone who shares the load, who sees beyond ego and tradition, it’s not just a relief, it’s a miracle.

      “I love you,” I say, my voice low but full.

      She winks at me, grinning. “Ditto. We’ll be okay. As long as we work together, we’ll be great.”

      I swallow hard, emotion rising. That feeling, the deep knowing that she’s in my corner, grounds me. Fills me. And I vow, right there and then, to always be in hers.

      We pull up outside my family home and Iriah parks neatly by the gate, the engine purring before it goes quiet. She turns to me, her expression unreadable.

      “Should I come in?” she asks.

      I hesitate for just a beat before shaking my head. “No. I’ll be out in a sec.”

      Not yet. I’m not ready to subject our recent and fragile reconciliation to the weight of my family’s questions, assumptions, or unsolicited commentary. I can’t risk it. Not now.

      She nods easily. “Okay. See you in a bit.”

      “Okay.” I lean over and kiss her on the cheek before stepping out of the car.

      The air outside is cooler now, touched with dusk. I stride up to the gate and press the bell. A few seconds pass, then it swings open and the security guard beams at me.

      “Good evening, Oga Udoka!” he says with a wide smile.

      “Good evening,” I reply, smiling back.

      As I step through the gate, I glance back at the car one more time. Iriah’s still there, watching me. She lifts her fingers in a small wave. I wave back eager to return to her ASAP.

      Turning to Amos, I ask, “Mumsie and Popsie dey house?”

      He nods. “Yes, sir. Dem just return from church now now.”

      “Thank you.”

      I give him a small smile and walk through the familiar gate into the house I grew up in. It’s great to be home!

      I step into the sitting room and find my father reclining on the couch, eyes fixed on the evening news. The light from the TV flickers against his glasses. He looks up, and his face brightens with a grin that never fails to soften me.

      “Welcome back, my son! How was Bonny Island?”

      I move over to him and pull him into a hug. His body is firmer than I remember, still strong. “Thanks, Dad. It’s beautiful. They have twenty-four-hour electricity there. Can you imagine? In this same Nigeria.”

      He chuckles and shakes his head. “Ha! That one na miracle. But it just goes to show that this country can work. If our leaders have sense and put their minds to it.”

      “I tell you.” My gaze drifts. “Where’s Mum?”

      “Right here,” her voice calls out, warm and enthusiastic.

      I turn just in time to see her walking in, a burst of colour in a floral boubou, her arms already open. I step into her embrace without thinking, the familiar sight and smell of talc powder plastered on her neck instantly tugging me back to childhood.

      “Welcome back, Udo,” she says, squeezing me tightly.

      “Thank you, ma.” I kiss her cheek and linger in her hold, grateful for the steadiness of her affection. There’s always been something grounding about the way she holds me.

      But then, as she leans back, her eyes narrow just slightly, and I already know what’s coming.

      “Where’s your wife?” she asks, glancing toward the front window. “I saw you both drive in from upstairs.”

      My heart dips. “She’s in the car, waiting. I just came to grab my stuff, we have⁠—”

      “So why doesn’t she want to come in and say hello?” Her tone sharpens like the edge of a blade. “Is she too big for our house now? Or are we too small for her to greet?”

      Damn it.

      “Mum, please. Stop. I told her to wait in the car. I did.”

      “Why?” she challenges, folding her arms. “She’s family, whether she likes it or not. As long as she’s married to my son, she’s my daughter.”

      Before I can respond, she cranes her neck toward the hallway. “Joseph! Joseph!”

      “Yes, ma!” our house help rushes in.

      “Go outside and tell the madam in the car to come in. She’s our wife, and this is her home.”

      “Yes, ma.” He hurries off.

      “Mum, please.” I move, intending to intercept Joseph before he reaches the car, but my father’s deep voice stops me mid-step.

      “She should come in, son,” he says firmly. “She’s your wife.”

      I freeze. My pulse pounds with a mix of anger and worry. I’m not mad at them, not really. I’m just scared Iriah will feel ambushed. Misunderstood. Again.

      But then, the front door opens. And she walks into the sitting room seconds later bright as the sun, glowing like she owns the room. Her smile is wide, confident, and when her eyes find mine, I can see the reassurance she’s offering me.

      “Mumsie,” she says warmly, walking straight to my mother and pulling her into a hug. “It’s so nice to see you.”

      My mother blinks, a little taken aback, but recovers and returns the hug. “T-Thank you. It’s … it’s nice to see you too. I was wondering why you didn’t come in.”

      Iriah flashes me a teasing look. “Don’t mind Udoka. I wanted to come in o, but he told me no need. He said he’d just be in and out.”

      My mother laughs, shaking her head. “Men! Their sense is limited. Please, always come in, my dear. You’re welcome in this house. Always.”

      “Thank you, ma.” Iriah gives her a sheepish smile before turning to my father. She kneels slightly, offering him a hug. “Popsie, how are you?”

      He beams like a child offered his favourite treat. “I’m fine, my dear. We’re managing the heat as best as we can. I heard Bonny Island was like paradise?”

      “Yes o!” Iriah laughs as she rises. “Constant electricity. Good food. Lovely people.” She walks over to me and takes my hand, her fingers squeezing mine. “I thank God we went together. It was everything we needed.”

      Watching her stand there, effortlessly easing into my family’s space with grace and warmth, even after the constant animosity my mum has thrown her way, I feel my heart swell with gratitude and humility.

      My parents are smiling at her. She’s glowing. And the tension in my muscles eases as peace settles deep in my bones. I don’t deserve Iriah. And I’ll do everything I can to be worthy of her.

      I excuse myself and head to my room to pack, feeling lighter than I expected. Lighter and hopeful.

      A few minutes later, travel bag in hand, I wander toward the kitchen for a fruit, but slow down when I hear voices. Laughter. My mother’s and … Iriah’s.

      I stop in my tracks, just around the corner.

      “Yes o,” my mother says between chuckles. “It may sound funny, but it’s true.”

      “Really?” Iriah sounds amused. Curious.

      “His last girlfriend stole from him,” Mum says matter-of-factly. “And she was violent. The one before her … lazy, entitled. Hmph.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “What I’m saying is, my son brought women home that checked my boxes. Igbo. Catholic. Educated. But none of them made him happy.”

      I tense, unsure where she’s going with this. I want to barge in, stop her from saying anything that might hurt Iriah, but something inside me says wait. Listen.

      “Then he met you,” Mum continues, her voice softening. “And I’ll be honest … you weren’t what I imagined for him. You didn’t fit the picture I had in my head.”

      A long pause.

      “But … I’ve never seen him happier. Never seen his eyes light up the way they do when he talks about you. He’s alive around you. You bring him joy.”

      “I feel the same way about him, ma,” Iriah says, her voice trembling. “He makes me so happy too.”

      “Then protect that happiness. Guard it fiercely. Don’t let outside noise come between you. Always put each other first. Always.”

      “Yes, ma.”

      “I know we’ve had our … issues,” Mum says quietly, “but know this, I consider you my daughter now. I’m on your side. If you ever need advice … or just someone to knock sense into my stubborn son, I’m here.”

      “Ah, thank you, ma.” Iriah’s voice cracks.

      “Come here, my dear. Let me pray for you.”

      I press my back to the wall, eyes wet and chest tight. Tears fall freely down my face as I listen to my mother bless my wife, bless our marriage, her voice steady and brimming with faith.

      And me, hidden just out of sight, whispering silent amens with a heart fuller than it’s ever been.
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      Iriah

      
        
        Love is not about possession.

        Love is about appreciation—Osho

      

      

      

      The scent of caramel popcorn wafts through the living room, warm and buttery, mingling with the soft aroma of lavender from the diffuser. The curtains are drawn, the lights dimmed, and the glow from the TV casts gentle shadows on the walls.

      Our legs are tangled on the L-shaped sofa, the bowl of popcorn balanced between us like a silent witness to our Saturday evening ritual.

      Reaching across, I grab a handful and lean back, resting my head on Udoka’s lap. The comfort of his presence, the steady rhythm of his fingers trailing idly along my arm, wraps around me like a hug I never want to end.

      “Phaedra Parks can really dance o,” I mutter, popping a fluffy piece into my mouth. “I’m surprised.”

      Udoka chuckles low in his throat. “It’s her partner I give credit to. Val is so good. He carries every routine like his life depends on it.”

      “I agree,” I say, eyes flicking to the screen. “The way he moves, eh … you’ll know dancing is in his bones. It’s like he’s made of rhythm.”

      “Facts,” he murmurs, lifting my hand and brushing a tender kiss against my wedding ring—the one I slipped back on the night we came home from Bonny Island. “Though honestly, I don’t think they’ll win this year.”

      I twist to look up at him, raising a brow. “Oh? Who’s your prediction?”

      “My money’s on Ilona Maher and Alan Bersten. The chemistry, the technique … ten over ten.”

      “You’ve got a point. But me, I’m sticking with Joey Graziadei. The way he and Jenna Johnson are killing it? Top notch.”

      Udoka nods, thoughtful. “Yeah … they’ve got that extra spark.”

      We both fall into a comfortable silence, munching on popcorn as the music on screen rises and falls. The world outside could be crumbling, and I wouldn’t notice. Not when I’m here. Not when it feels this easy.

      It’s been nearly three months since we came back from Rekindle Retreat, and I say this with all the certainty in my heart. It was the best decision we ever made. That place changed everything for us.

      “I like us like this,” I say softly, turning my face slightly so my cheek rests fully on his lap. “Together. Present. Watching Dancing With the Stars on a weekend.”

      He smiles down at me, brushing a stray strand of hair from my forehead. “Me too, baby.”

      I press my lips on his thigh exposed by his white shorts, feeling content about how much our relationship has grown. We’ve gone back to being the way we were before our marriage vows changed everything.

      I believe our problems started with “I do.” That’s when everything became black and white, when roles and expectations took over, crowding out the simple, beautiful ease of just being together. We stopped prioritising us and started prioritising what we thought marriage was supposed to look like.

      But now … we’re finding our way back. We’re making decisions together again, laughing, talking, sharing inside jokes. Doing mundane things like binge-watching TV series on the couch without distractions. We’ve even chosen a new house, one we both love. And we’ll move in as soon as the paperwork is finalised.

      A fresh start. In a home that’s truly ours.

      I’ll put this one up for rent, just like he did with his place in Garki. It’s practical, a little extra income for the family. A perfect win-win.

      Since Udoka started delegating responsibilities at work and leaning more on his team, he’s been coming home on time every evening. Not just physically present, but emotionally present. Engaged. With me.

      Our evenings are sacred now. Sometimes we sit on the balcony eating dinner and watching the sky change colours. Other nights, we curl up right here on the couch, just talking or doing nothing at all. It’s been … amazing.

      And every now and then, I think of Anuli, and silently thank her for pointing us toward the retreat. Toward the therapists who helped us find our way back to each other.

      I reach for another piece of popcorn, chew slowly, savouring both the taste and the moment. “Do you still talk to the guys from Rekindle?”

      “Yeah. We’ve got a WhatsApp group. Share updates, memes, random stuff.”

      I laugh. “Same with the girls. We talk almost every day. Simi, though … she’s really struggling.”

      I feel him tense beneath me, his fingers stilling for a moment. “So is Wale. He’s … not doing well.”

      I sit up abruptly, nearly knocking the bowl over. “Not doing well? Please! He’s the one who caused this. He broke her heart and now he wants sympathy?”

      “Babe,” Udoka says gently. “You’re being unfair. Simi is the one who walked away.”

      “Because he wouldn’t give her a baby! Just one! It’s not like she asked him to donate a kidney.”

      He sighs, sitting upright, voice calm but firm. “You’re simplifying it. They agreed. No kids. That was their foundation. He didn’t change. She did.”

      I roll my eyes. “People are allowed to change their minds, Udoka. She was what, sixteen when they met? Now she’s in her thirties, staring down the clock. It’s not the same.”

      “And yet, he’s still the same man she married. Is it fair to demand something he’s never wanted?”

      “Then why stay married? Why pretend you can build forever when you refuse to compromise?”

      He shrugs. “Maybe he hoped she’d change back. Or maybe he thought love would be enough.”

      I shake my head, jaw tight. “Love without compromise is just control.”

      Udoka’s expression softens. “He’s hurting too. He’s lost weight, stopped going to work. The man is grieving.”

      “So is Simi!” My voice rises. “She’s a shadow of herself. It’s not just weight loss, it’s heartbreak. And I know, because she cries to me almost every day.”

      “Iriah,” he says quietly. “You know I hate seeing anyone in pain. But maybe this is the best outcome for them. Better to part ways than live with bitterness.”

      I nod slowly, letting his words sink in. “You’re right. Still … it hurts to watch.”

      “It does,” he says, and this time, his arms pull me closer again. I let him, resting my head against his chest.

      “Well, at least Ego and Lucas are doing okay,” I say into his shirt.

      Udoka laughs, low and warm. “They’re on holiday. He sent pictures from Cape Town. Lucas was paragliding. Ego looked terrified.”

      I grin. “It’s nice to see a success story unfold. They deserve their happiness.”

      He kisses my forehead. “So do we, babe. So do we.”

      I tilt my head up and look into his eyes, the same ones I fell in love with. The same ones that held me through our darkest moments. “We really made it, didn’t we?”

      “We’re making it,” he replies, brushing his lips gently against mine. “Every single day.”

      And in that quiet living room, wrapped in warmth and popcorn and second chances, I know he’s right. We are.

      Several minutes later, as Chandler Kinney and her partner command the screen with an intense paso doble, my phone begins to ring.

      I glance at the screen and freeze. My posture straightens instinctively, the easy calm of the moment vanishing in a breath.

      It’s Andrew. My stomach tightens as I cast a side glance at Udoka.

      We haven’t spoken since we got back from the retreat. Not for any dramatic reason. He’s just been out of the country again, off on another one of his spontaneous, reckless adventures. A part of me has been relieved by the distance. Another part … not so much.

      “Answer it, Iriah,” Udoka says, voice tight but measured. “I have no wahala about it at all.”

      I know I don’t need his permission. I can talk to whoever I want. And Udoka knows that too. But still, I hesitate.

      “You can,” he says again, more gently this time. “Really. No problem at all.”

      I exhale sharply and swipe to answer. “Hello, Andy,” I say, lifting the phone to my ear.

      “Iriah,” he breathes, as if he’s been holding his breath for hours. “Hey. What’s up?”

      “I’m good. You? When did you get back from Sweden?”

      “Yesterday.” His voice is rushed. Edgy. “I need to see you.”

      “Me? Why?”

      “I’m parked outside your house. Can you come out? I need someone to talk to.”

      I blink. My heart rate ticks up. “Oh…”

      I glance at Udoka again. We’ve been in such a good place lately. Steady. Safe. Whole in ways I didn’t think possible before the retreat. And Andrew, my friend since childhood, my sometimes-inappropriate confidant, is one of the few unresolved threads between me and my husband. Yes, Udoka trusts me. He knows there’s nothing romantic or sexual going on between me and Andrew. But that doesn’t make it any less complicated.

      “I’m at home,” I say. “With my husband. Can you come in?”

      “No. I want to see you … without him.”

      I stiffen. “No, Andrew. I’m not going to leave my husband and come sit in your car.”

      “But I need you. Please.”

      His voice breaks a little. Something raw slips through. And I feel it.

      “Andy? What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      “No. Not really.” A pause. “Please come outside.”

      I glance at Udoka again. His eyes search mine. Then he nods.

      “You can go out to him,” he mouths.

      But I shake my head. If this were three months ago, before Rekindle, I might’ve gone. Slipped outside like it was nothing. Convinced myself Udoka had no right to feel some type of way because I wasn’t doing anything wrong. But I know better now. I know boundaries matter just as much as intentions.

      “If you really want to see me, Andy,” I say softly, “you have to come inside.”

      There’s silence on the other end. A sniff. A grunt. Then, finally, his voice, hoarse and low.

      “Okay. See you in a bit.”

      I end the call and let out a breath that feels like it’s been sitting in my chest for weeks. I’m doing things differently this time around. That counts for something.

      Moments later, the doorbell rings.

      I stand and move to the door, disabling the security lock before pulling it open. The night air spills into the house, cool and quiet. And there he is.

      Andrew. And he looks a hot mess! His jeans are sagging and crusted with dirt around the cuffs. His dreads hang in tangled ropes around his shoulders, unkempt and uneven. His face is shadowed with rough stubble, and his eyes … God, his eyes … they are hollowed, dark, tired.

      “Andy…” I whisper. “What’s going on?”

      He doesn’t answer. Just steps past me and walks slowly into the living room.

      His footsteps falter when he sees Udoka. “Hey, man,” Andrew says, voice cracked at the edges. “Sorry to barge in on you like this.”

      Udoka waves a hand. “No wahala at all. How are you doing?”

      “Stressed. But … cool.” He shrugs, but it looks more like a collapse. “You?”

      “Not bad. Just prodding on.” Udoka stands, gestures to a chair. “You can sit. I’ll step out, give you both some privacy.”

      Andrew quickly shakes his head. “No. Stay, man. Your input might be needed.”

      Udoka’s expression tightens. He hesitates, then sits back down.

      I settle next to my husband, the cushion dipping beneath me. My gaze shifts to Andrew. Relief and worry clash in my chest. I’m glad he’s here, glad he didn’t make me choose between him and my marriage. But the look on his face—that haunted, broken look—worries me deeply.

      “What is it?” I ask gently. “Andy … you look like hell. What’s going on?”

      He lifts his hands, trembling slightly, and rubs his face before the words come out shaky and cracked. “I … I killed a girl.”

      My mouth falls open. I hear Udoka inhale sharply beside me.

      “What?” I whisper.

      “I didn’t really … I mean … I didn’t literally do it,” Andrew says quickly. “We were in Sweden. Doing drugs. Just messing around. And Julie … that’s her name … she OD’ed. Just like that. In my arms.” His voice breaks. “I saw the light leave her eyes, Iriah. One second she was laughing. The next, gone.”

      “Oh, God…”

      “I was arrested. The Swedish cops thought I did it. I was in jail for days. They only released me when the tox report came back. Her system was full of drugs.”

      Relief washes through me, but it’s laced with disbelief. I knew Andrew dabbled. I’d seen the occasional pills, the weed, the casual party highs. But this? Overdosing? Watching someone die in his arms? That’s not the Andrew I know.

      “I can’t sleep,” he says, voice dull now. “Can’t eat. I keep seeing her face. It’s driving me insane. I need help, Iriah. I need therapy. Rehab. Something. Please.”

      “Does your family know?” I ask gently.

      He shakes his head violently. “No. Please, don’t tell my dad. They don’t know anything. Not even about my arrest.”

      “But don’t you think⁠—”

      “No!” he cuts in, panicked. “Please, Iriah. That’s why I came to you. I need someone I can trust. Someone who won’t blow this up.”

      I nod, slowly. “So … you’re no longer in any legal trouble?”

      “No. They dropped everything. It was ruled an accidental overdose. The drugs were hers. And mine. We were both high.”

      “And you?” I ask. “Your system?”

      “Same. I’ve been spiralling for a while, Iriah. Trying to fit into this box of who I’m supposed to be. The Cole golden boy. And I failed. Over and over.” He presses his fingers hard into his temples. “At first, it was fun. Recreational. Then it was the only thing that made me feel … not like a disappointment.”

      He trails off, eyes glassy. And I realise that maybe I’ve been blind. Maybe I saw the signs and ignored them. The fidgeting. The sudden weight loss. The long silences after short bursts of energy. Maybe I’ve failed him.

      “Now, I wake up needing a fix. To think. To move. To forget. I’m hooked, Iriah. And I need your help.”

      I glance at Udoka. He meets my eyes, then places a warm hand over mine.

      “We’ll help you, Andrew,” he says.

      “Yes,” I say, turning back to my friend. “My friend Anuli Eneh is a therapist. I’ll talk to her. She might know a discreet rehab centre here in Nigeria. We’ll get you the help you need.”

      Andrew’s chin trembles. “Thank you. Both of you. Thank you.”

      And as he sits there, hollowed out and trembling, I realise just how fragile people can become. How easily the world can spin out of control. But I also realise something else. He came to me because he trusts me. Because he still believes I’ll catch him before he hits the ground.

      And this time, I won’t let him fall.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, after securing a place for Andrew at a secluded rehab centre in Jos, thanks to Anuli’s swift intervention, I find myself in the bathroom, unwinding beneath the soft glow of the vanity light.

      The house is quiet, blanketed in late-night stillness. My reflection stares back at me from the mirror. A bare face, tired eyes, and a heavy heart.

      I squeeze a few drops of snail mucin onto my fingers and begin massaging it gently across my cheeks, jaw, and forehead. The cold slickness glides over my skin like balm, but it doesn’t settle the whirlpool in my chest.

      Life really does slip by when we run from our problems. Just like Andrew. Hiding in drugs instead of facing his family’s suffocating expectations. And Wale. Walking away from his marriage rather than confront the deep, jagged fear that made him reject fatherhood. So many of us choosing escape over effort. Isolation over vulnerability. Distraction over healing.

      I twist open the hyaluronic acid serum and squeeze two glossy drops onto my cheeks, then slowly work it into my skin with upward strokes. Circles. Pressure points. Movements that are meant to calm me.

      I hope they all find healing, I whisper to myself. Every one of my friends.

      But as I step into the bedroom, my breath catches in my throat.

      Udoka is sitting on the edge of the bed, hunched slightly forward. His face is unreadable, stone-carved and rigid. His eyes flick up to meet mine, and I freeze. He’s holding my phone. And suddenly I know.

      My stomach somersaults. Something terrible has shifted.

      “What is it?” I ask, my voice quieter than I intended. A knot forms in my belly, tightening with every second he doesn’t speak.

      He lifts the phone slightly. “A message flashed on your screen,” he says flatly. “It’s from the family planning centre.”

      My heart stumbles in my chest.

      No.

      “Do you want to hear what it says?” His voice is razor-edged but eerily calm.

      I clutch my dressing gown tighter around me, knotting it like armour. “Udoka…”

      He doesn’t wait. He reads anyway. “This is just a reminder for your appointment to remove your coil on Monday.”

      I flinch. “Udoka…”

      He rises slowly to his feet, each movement taut with disbelief. “How long have you had the coil?”

      I open my mouth, but it takes a second for sound to come out. “A-about a year.”

      His entire body stiffens. He’s doing the math. I can see it behind his eyes—the retreat, the promises, the supposed trying…

      “So … even when we were supposedly trying for a baby,” he says, voice shaking, “you had a coil on?”

      I nod once. “Yes. But it wasn’t about deceiving you, I⁠—”

      “Then what was it?” he cuts in, eyes wide, disbelieving. “Why, Iriah?”

      I inhale sharply, the dam inside me cracking wide open. “Because you were never around!” I say, louder than I meant to. “You were always working, always gone, always putting everything else above me. You nearly missed my birthday, Udoka. My birthday party! I just…” My voice breaks. “I couldn’t bring a child into a home where the father is absent. I just … couldn’t.”

      His mouth drops slightly, stunned. Then it twists.

      “So you decided all by yourself?” he says. “To hell with what I wanted?”

      “No! That’s not what I meant⁠—”

      “You decided not to have a baby. And you didn’t even think I deserved a say?”

      “I was trying to protect my future child from a kind of pain I know too well.” My voice trembles, but I push through. “I was raised by nannies, Udoka. You know this. My parents were always too busy. I told myself I’d never do that to a child. Never. And back then, it felt like if I told you the truth, you’d give me another promise. And I’d believe it. And nothing would change.”

      He stares at me, something shifting behind his eyes.

      “Then what changed?” he asks bitterly. “Why now? Why remove the coil? Why? Am I suddenly worthy of being a father now?”

      “Don’t say it like that,” I plead.

      “How the hell am I supposed to say it?” His voice rises. “Explain it to me.”

      He tosses the phone onto the bed like it burns him. “I need air,” he mutters. “I need some fucking space.”

      “Udoka…” I move toward him, reaching, but he jerks back, avoiding my touch like it stings.

      “Please. Just … leave me alone.”

      “No! Where are you going?”

      He storms toward the door, rage bleeding out of him like heat from a fire. I chase after him, heart pounding.

      “You need to tell me!”

      “Like you told me about the coil?” He laughs, bitter and sharp, as he grabs his car keys.

      I dart in front of the door and plant myself there, blocking the exit. “No! You’re not going anywhere like this.”

      His jaw clenches. “Iriah. Move.”

      “No.”

      “I said, move, Iriah.”

      “Please,” I say, my voice breaking. “Let’s talk. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I am. But we need to talk.”

      He scoffs. “Talk? Now? Last night when I said I hoped we made a baby and you nodded like you believed it … were you mocking me?”

      “No! I knew I was getting it removed soon. I didn’t think it mattered⁠—”

      “Exactly,” he snaps. “You decided. Again. Alone. I’m just a guy in the background, right? Just taking up space?”

      “Don’t say that. You matter to me. You do.”

      He lets out a breath that’s more like a growl. “Then why does everything you do tell me otherwise?”

      “I thought I was protecting our future.”

      He stares at me, then slowly shakes his head. “I’m done. I’m going out.”

      “Please don’t⁠—”

      He points at the door. “Move, Iriah.”

      “I won’t. Not unless you tell me where you’re going. I need to know you’re safe.”

      He stands there, breathing heavily, his fists clenched and his eyes wild. Then finally, he exhales. “Sailors. I’ll text you when I get there.”

      I hold his gaze for a long moment, searching for something in it. Hurt, love, clarity. Anything. I find nothing. Except emptiness. An abyss.

      I step aside.

      He brushes past me, not saying another word. The front door clicks open. Then slams shut.

      I stand there, frozen, listening for the car engine. The creak of the gate. The faint hum of his vehicle pulling out of the compound.

      Only when the silence returns, dense and hollow, do my knees give way. I slide slowly to the floor, my hands pressed over my mouth to muffle the sobs.

      And I cry.

      For the secrets.

      For the timing.

      For the love we are still trying to hold together.

      Even as it threatens to fall apart all over again.
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      Udoka

      
        
        Love is an endless act of forgiveness.

        Forgiveness is the key to action and freedom—Maya Angelou

      

      

      

      I’m driving, but I may as well be a ghost. Every movement is mechanical. Steering, shifting gears, blinking at traffic lights is all on autopilot. I feel like I’m floating through space, detached from gravity, from reality, from myself. Numb. Just … unanchored.

      How could Iriah do this? How could she look me in the eye every day for a whole year and pretend we were on the same page?

      An entire year of lies. Smiling through appointments, holding my hand at the fertility clinic, nodding along as we discussed trying naturally before exploring assisted options. We celebrated the results, both of us cleared, both of us healthy. That night, we made love like we were on the cusp of creating something sacred. Over and over, as if frequency could guarantee fate.

      And yet … two months later, she went and got a coil.

      I blink hard, rage rushing into my limbs. The traffic light ahead turns red. I ease the car to a stop, but my foot twitches, itching to slam the accelerator, blow through the intersection, speed through the night like I can outrun this betrayal. Jail time would be a welcome distraction right now. A punishment that matches the boiling chaos inside me.

      The light flicks green. I drive, fast but careful, skimming the speed limit like a man gripping the last thread of sanity. Because even in my anger, I’m still me. Measured, logical, responsible. Always the sensible one. The one who never strays. Never lies.

      If Iriah thinks I’m not good enough to father her child, then what the hell does she see in me?

      We always said we wanted the same things. From the beginning, three months into our relationship, we laid our cards on the table. We talked about our dreams of marriage, having kids and a big family. I remember that night clearly, as if it happened yesterday. We were sitting at a restaurant overlooking Jabi Lake. The water shimmered beneath the moonlight, and our dreams drifted across the table like promises wrapped in silk.

      She’d told me being an only child left her feeling hollow, lonely. I told her I’d never take my noisy, chaotic childhood for granted again. I wanted the same. A house full of laughter and too many shoes at the door. We wanted the same life.

      Or so I thought.

      But now, I realise that I was the only one dreaming. While I was praying, hoping, tracking cycles, she had no intention of conceiving. None.

      A low growl escapes me as I pull into the compound of Sailors. The bar is alive, buzzing with lights and laughter and the kind of noise that drowns thought. Good. That’s what I need, something to drown me. I want to disappear inside the world of strangers, into a drink I don’t usually touch.

      I snake through the packed parking lot and somehow snag a tight spot between a Lexus and an Aston Martin. Abuja money. This place is crawling with it. But I’m not here for the scene. Sailors isn’t even my go-to spot. It’s just close. And tonight, that’s enough.

      The bass from inside thumps through the walls as I approach. Laughter spills onto the sidewalk. Perfume, cologne, sweat. A mix of temptation and regret. I pay the entrance fee without a word and slide past the bouncer, straight to the bar. I order a rum and coke, even though I’m not really a drinker. I need the burn. I need it to match the fire in my chest.

      I take my glass and retreat to the far corner of the room, aiming for invisibility. The music pounds around me, and for a brief second, I feel a sliver of relief. But then I see him. Chief Ozah. Iriah’s father.

      He’s lounging in the VIP section, as smug as ever, a woman half his age draped over his arm, giggling into his ear. I freeze. My stomach twists.

      Bloody hell. Even here, I can’t escape the Ozahs.

      I duck slightly, pressing my back to the wall, hoping the dim light cloaks me. I peek again. He hasn’t seen me. He’s too wrapped up in his little plaything to notice anyone else. Typical.

      This isn’t even shocking. I’ve seen it before. I remember that night, a year into dating Iriah. I was at a celebrity event on business, negotiating a deal, when I spotted her father with another woman sitting on his lap, whispering like she owned him. I was stunned. He didn’t even flinch when he saw me. Just strolled over and said hello, as if nothing was out of place.

      For days, I wrestled with what to do. Should I tell Iriah? Keep it to myself? Secrets aren’t my style. They eat me alive. So I told her. Expected heartbreak, maybe tears.

      But she just shrugged. Said her parents’ marriage was “different.” Said she’d found out years ago, and after the disgust wore off, she accepted it. So I accepted it, too.

      But not tonight. Tonight, I can’t pretend. I don’t want to talk to him, shake his hand, or act like what he’s doing isn’t shameful. Especially not after the fight I just had with his daughter. The deception must run in their blood.

      I hate lies. I always have. I’ve never believed in “harmless” dishonesty. I tell the truth, even when it costs me. Cheating, lying, and pretending makes me sick. And now it feels like I married into it.

      I take a sip; the alcohol cutting through my throat, leaving a trail of heat that settles in my chest. It’s strange—this little rebellion, this buzz—it feels good.

      Tonight, I won’t be the sensible one. I’ll drink. I’ll forget. I’ll bury every thought of my wife and the lie she’s wrapped around our future.

      Because if I’m not worthy of building a family with her, then what am I? Just some piece of furniture. A decoration, an unnecessary object that’s easily ignored.

      I grunt, and the pain in my chest tightens like a vice. Even in this noise, in this crowd, my mind won’t stop spinning. All I see is her face. All I hear is her voice. All I feel is the sting of betrayal, over and over again.

      What else hasn’t she told me? And how long before I realise I’ve been living alone in this marriage?

      “Udoka.”

      The voice is deep, unmistakable. My spine stiffens before I even turn.

      And there he is. Chief Ozah, my father-in-law, settling into the empty seat beside me like this is just another Sunday lunch. He’s holding a drink, his gold watch glinting under the dim, moody lighting of Sailors.

      Talk about the devil.

      Thankfully, he’s alone. I couldn’t stomach sharing air with whatever side-piece he had hanging off him earlier. Whoever she is, she’s not my concern. Not tonight.

      “Good evening, sir,” I mutter, placing my glass back on the curved mahogany table in front of me. The condensation on the glass pools into a trembling ring.

      He gives me a long, assessing look. “Hello, son.” Then he glances at his watch with exaggerated slowness. “What are you doing here? Trouble at home?”

      Straight to the jugular. Typical.

      I consider lying, shrugging it off with something about late-night meetings or blowing off steam, but I stop myself. What’s the point?

      “A little,” I admit, my voice low.

      He tuts and takes a slow sip of his drink. Whiskey, neat. Of course.

      “I thought that marriage retreat of yours worked like magic,” he says after a moment, looking out across the room. “Iriah’s been raving about it. Said it saved your marriage.”

      I don’t reply. I just stare into the dusky swirl of my drink, where truth and anger dance like oil on water. The retreat did help. Until I discovered my wife had been lying to me for an entire year. Until I found out she never intended to have my child. Until I saw that damn message on her phone.

      Chief Ozah leans back, his dark kaftan a stark contrast to the room full of trendy, loud twenty-somethings in sneakers and flashy tops. He looks out of place, a relic trying to fit into a world that’s long outgrown him. It’s sad, almost. But I won’t say that out loud. That’s not my burden to carry.

      “Well…” he says, swirling his drink. “That’s marriage for you. Tough sometimes.”

      I glance at him out of the corner of my eye. He speaks like a man who’s been around the battlefield of love and surrendered long ago.

      “You’re a lucky man, Udoka,” he adds, his tone softer now. Slurred slightly. He’s had more than a few. “I’ve never had what you have. Not even once. A woman willing to fight for me. Go to some fancy island just to save us. That’s rare.”

      I stay silent, unsure where he’s going with this. My fingers tighten around the glass. He doesn’t know the full picture. He doesn’t know how much I’m hurting.

      “I’ve had women around me all my life,” he continues. “Money brings them in droves. But not one of them ever looked at me the way Iriah looks at you.”

      He sets his drink down with a quiet clink and leans in slightly.

      “That’s why I’ll never let her mother go. She may not love me, not in the way you hope a wife should, but at least she sees me. As a man. As a human. That’s something.”

      I don’t even realise I’m speaking until the words fall from my mouth. “So why are you here, with young women instead of with her?” There’s no anger in my voice, just exhaustion. Raw, bitter honesty.

      He doesn’t flinch. “Because her heart belongs to someone else. Someone who belongs to someone else. And so the chain of hurt continues.”

      I blink, trying to make sense of that. But I don’t press. I’m too consumed by my own chaos to unravel his. Instead, I ask, “Didn’t you ever want more children?”

      He pauses. Then lifts his glass again. “Yes. Very much.”

      “So … what happened?”

      “Testicular cancer,” he says plainly. “Back in my thirties. The chemo and radiotherapy saved my life, but not my fertility. For years, I tried. We tried. Doctors. Prayers. Millions spent. But it never happened. Iriah is it. My only chance.”

      I stare at him, stunned. The revelation settles over me like dust. Soft, heavy. Unavoidable. She’s not just his daughter. She’s his entire legacy. His miracle. His control.

      “So you see,” he says, eyes meeting mine, “she’s special to me. Beyond anything. She’s the reason I still believe life gave me something worth protecting.”

      I nod slowly, the pieces beginning to align in my mind. And yet, irony presses cold and sharp against my ribs.

      “You’ll understand when you have kids of your own,” he says, swirling the drink in his glass like it holds the answer to everything. “Which, by the way, you and my daughter need to start working on. I need grandkids soon. I’m not getting any younger.”

      I feel a bitter laugh rise in my throat, but I swallow it down like bile. If only he knew. If he had even the faintest idea why I’m sitting here tonight, why my heart feels like it’s been split down the middle. If only he knew what his daughter and I argued about.

      Instead, I offer him a tight, almost mocking smile. “You want me to give you grandkids?” I ask, my voice edged with a sarcasm I don’t bother to hide. “That’s funny. I thought I wasn’t good enough for your daughter.”

      His eyes twinkle, a half-smile forming. “No one is good enough for my daughter,” he says, then leans in, his voice dropping. “But she loves you. And since I love her, that makes you tolerable.”

      I grunt, shaking my head. “Tolerable? Yet you’ve been interfering in our lives since day one. You even made me sign a prenup behind her back.”

      His smile fades slightly. “Yes, well … thanks to your little therapy trip, she told me off. Said if I ever meddled again, she’d cut me off completely. You weren’t supposed to tell her about the prenup. That was the deal.”

      I lift a brow. “Blame the therapists. They encouraged honesty. I was just trying to save my marriage.”

      He takes a long sip. “Then save it. Don’t sit here drinking a barely alcoholic cocktail looking like a rejected contestant from a war movie. Get up. Go home. Fight for her.”

      I stare at him, the music thumping distantly behind his words, the laughter and clinking glasses around us fading into white noise.

      “Don’t be a fool like me,” he continues, voice softer now, full of weariness. “Don’t wait until you’re nearly seventy, chasing women half your age just to distract yourself from the one woman who might’ve given you dependable love.”

      His words are like a heavy weight, sinking into my chest, just like the Titanic. I take another slow sip, the rum suddenly tasting a little different. Not sweeter. Just … clearer.

      I look at him. Really look at him.

      For the first time, I truly see Chief Ozah—not the billionaire, not the intimidating patriarch, not the man with opinions sharp enough to split stone. Just … a man. A father. A husband. A human being.

      Iriah’s father is the embodiment of old money evolved into new. Dynastic wealth sculpted into a modern empire. A man with everything the world worships. A private jet. Two yachts. Properties spanning continents. A name that opens every door and silences every no.

      And yet, as I sit across from him in the low, amber lighting of this upscale bar, this place filled with neon cocktails and people too young to care who he is, all I see is a face carved by regret.

      He has it all. But in this moment, under the flicker of chandelier light, all I see is a man who has nothing that truly matters.

      And I feel it. Deep in my gut. I don’t want to be like him.

      I have everything too, but a different kind of everything. I have a woman who loves me fiercely. A woman who fights for our relationship. A woman who’d fly across oceans to sit in a room with strangers just to mend what we broke. A woman who, despite her flaws, chose me again and again.

      So what if she decided to delay having children to protect our fragile, healing marriage? Maybe … maybe she was right. We were hanging by a thread not long ago. One wrong word, one more disappointment, and we might not have made it. If we’d brought a child into that chaos, it could’ve broken all three of us. Maybe Iriah saw that. Maybe she waited because she wanted to give our child something better. A safe, loving, unified home.

      Would it have hurt less if she’d told me? Of course. I wanted to be part of that decision. But deep down, I know I wouldn’t have heard her. I was too consumed by ambition. Always chasing the next win, the next contract, the next deal. I would’ve pushed for a child just to prove I could provide for one. Not because I was ready. I would have been an absent father. A distracted husband.

      But therapy cracked something open in me. It showed me that success isn’t just found in boardrooms and bank accounts. That there’s a different kind of wealth. One found in laughter shared over breakfast. In quiet forgiveness. In warm bodies tangled on a couch after a hard day. Family. Love. That’s the real fortune.

      And as I look at Chief Ozah sitting alone in his sixties, abandoned at a bar by a half-dressed woman who hasn’t even looked back since he came to sit beside me, I feel nothing but pity.

      No. I will not become him. Not now. Not ever.

      I take a slow breath. The lights blur a little, maybe from the drink or maybe from everything swirling in my chest.

      “Thank you, sir,” I say, my voice calm but full of something deeper. Gratitude. Clarity.

      He glances at me, confused. “For what?” His brow creases.

      “For showing me what really matters.”

      I push back my chair and rise to my feet. The room feels too loud now, the music too fast, the people too careless. “I have to go.”

      He nods toward my unfinished drink. “You’re not going to finish that?”

      I shake my head. “No. I’m going back home. To my wife.”

      There’s a flicker in his eyes. Wistfulness, maybe? Or envy. Who knows?

      I don’t wait for him to respond. I walk out. Fast. Almost running.

      The city air is cool against my face as I burst out onto the street, my heart pounding. I don’t care about the time. I don’t care how far I have to drive. I just need to get back to her. To Iriah. To her warmth, her stubbornness, her love. To her arms. Her heartbeat. Her voice saying my name like it’s a promise.

      I need to hold her. To kiss her. To fix this—whatever this is. To remind her and myself that no matter how we stumble, we choose each other. She’s my everything. And I love her. To the moon and beyond.
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      Iriah

      
        
        Real love is not a fairy tale. It’s not always kisses and butterflies.

        It’s fighting and staying, arguing and understanding,

        breaking and rebuilding. It’s real. And it’s worth it—Unknown

      

      

      

      I sit on the floor of our bedroom, my back pressed against the side of the bed. The room is dark, save for the soft yellow streaks of the streetlight bleeding through the curtains.

      Outside, the estate is quiet. The kind of quiet that rings louder than chaos. A few cars whiz past every now and then, headlights flashing like reminders of a world that’s still turning while mine feels like it’s cracked open.

      I clutch my phone like it’s a lifeline, tears streaming unchecked down my face, blurring the screen. My voice is barely a whisper as I speak.

      “He left, Anuli … He walked out.”

      There’s a pause on the other end of the line. I can hear her breathing, and then her voice, gentle but edged with concern, comes through. “Oh, Iriah … What happened?”

      I suck in a shaky breath, trying to form the words. “He found out. About the coil.”

      Silence.

      “I didn’t mean for him to find out that way,” I continue, words tumbling like broken pieces. “He saw the text from my doctor. The reminder about my next appointment. I didn’t … even remember they sent reminders by phone.”

      “Oh babe…”

      “He looked at me like I was a stranger,” I say, choking on the memory. “Like I’d grown horns and a tail. He didn’t even yell. He just stared at me in disbelief. Then asked me when I put it in. And when I told him the truth, he just … he left.”

      I press my hand to my chest like I can calm the ache blooming there. “He didn’t slam the door. Didn’t throw anything. That’s what made it worse. He just … wanted to leave. Like he would rather be anywhere else but around me. Like I broke something he’s too tired to fix.”

      Anuli exhales. “I’m so sorry, love. I wish I could hold you right now.”

      I let out a sob and rest my head against the edge of the bed. “I feel like such a liar. Everything we worked on, everything we rebuilt in therapy … It’s like I just took a hammer to it.”

      “You’re not a liar,” Anuli says, firm now. “You made a difficult decision under pressure. That’s not deceit. That’s fear. And survival.”

      “But I should’ve told him. I should have let him in. That’s what we promised each other. Honesty. No matter how hard.”

      “You were scared,” she says. “You’ve both come so far. And you were afraid of losing it.”

      I nod, even though she can’t see me. “We were barely holding it together last year. I kept imagining us with a baby in the middle of all that tension, all that distance. It would’ve broken me. Broken us. I just … I thought I was protecting us.”

      “From the outside, that makes sense,” Anuli says. “But you’ve got to forgive yourself, Iriah. You’re not perfect. Neither is he.”

      “I should’ve told him. I hate keeping things from him. That’s not who I am. I’ve never been that wife.”

      “You felt pushed into a corner,” she says gently. “And you’re not the only woman who’s ever made that kind of call. But now it’s out in the open. That’s something. It means there’s a chance to rebuild again.”

      I sniff and look out the window. The street below is awash with yellow lamplight. A couple walks their dog. Somewhere, a car door slams. Life goes on.

      “I think I’ve lost him,” I whisper.

      “You haven’t,” Anuli replies with quiet certainty. “I know Udoka. That man loves you deep. He’s hurt, yes. But love doesn’t vanish overnight.”

      “But what if this is the one thing he can’t forgive?”

      “Then you let him be angry,” she says. “You give him space. Let him feel it. But don’t give up. When the storm passes, you’ll both still be standing.”

      I don’t answer. My throat’s too tight. I wipe my face with the hem of my dressing gown and breathe in slowly, trying to calm myself, filling my lungs with hope. May be my friend is right. All I need is to give Udoka the room to vent. He’ll come around. Surely, he will. We love each other. This can’t be the end.

      “Anuli?” I murmur.

      “Yes, sweetheart?”

      “Thank you. For listening. For being here.”

      “Always,” she says. “You’re my girl. I’ll come over tomorrow, okay? We’ll eat ice cream and watch bad movies.”

      I smile through my tears. “You’ll bring triple chocolate, right?”

      “Only the best,” she says. “Now go make yourself a cup of tea. Peppermint. That always calms you down. Then sit down, breathe, and wait. Let him come back to you when he’s ready. He will.”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      “Love you, babe.”

      “Love you too.”

      I end the call and sit in the silence for a long minute. Then I rise, legs shaky, and make my way out of the bedroom. The hallway is dark, lit only by the moonlight spilling in from the stairwell window. I grip the banister as I descend, barefoot and unsure.

      And just as I reach the landing, the front door creaks open.

      My breath catches.

      Udoka.

      He steps in, the night air still clinging to his clothes, his shoulders slumped like the world has been resting on them all evening. His eyes find mine instantly and everything stops. The clock on the wall ticks louder than ever. My heart pounds against my ribs.

      For a moment, we just stare. Not speaking. Not breathing.

      Then he says, voice rough and thick with emotion. “I love you.”

      Just like that, the dam breaks.

      I take the stairs two at a time and throw myself into his arms, sobbing into his chest, clutching his shirt like I’m afraid he’ll disappear again. His arms wrap around me, tight, warm, familiar.

      “I’m sorry,” I cry against him. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to lie. I didn’t mean to lie.”

      “Shh,” he whispers, kissing the top of my head. “We’ll talk. But right now, I just want to hold you.”

      “I thought I lost you.”

      “You didn’t,” he says, his voice breaking. “You never will.”

      I hold on to him like he’s my anchor, like he’s my air. And in his arms, I finally breathe.

      We’re still holding each other. I don’t even realise my feet have left the floor until Udoka slowly sets me down. His arms remain wrapped around my waist, his forehead resting lightly against mine. For a long, quiet moment, we just breathe, his breaths mingling with mine, his body anchoring me like the earth after a storm.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper first. The words spill from my lips without permission. “I’m so sorry, Udoka.”

      He doesn’t respond immediately. His eyes study mine, and I see the storm behind them, the wreckage of what I caused. But then, slowly, he brushes a loose strand of hair behind my ear, his touch tender, reverent.

      “Let’s go sit,” he says gently, leading me to the sitting room.

      We settle on the couch beside each other. Not touching at first, just sitting close. Two souls finding their way back. I tuck my legs beneath me, twisting my fingers into each other until he reaches out, covering my hands with his.

      “I need to ask you something,” he says, his voice steady, but soft, like he’s trying not to startle the fragile peace between us. “And I want you to be honest with me. No more walls.”

      I nod, heart thudding.

      “Do you really want to take the coil out?” His eyes search mine. “Do you actually want children … with me?”

      I inhale slowly, the question slicing through my ribs with both guilt and longing.

      “Yes,” I say, my voice breaking. “I do. I’ve always wanted children with you, Udoka. You’re the only man I’ve ever pictured building a life with. I was scared … and stupid. But never unsure of you.”

      “Then why?” he asks, not with accusation, but confusion. Hurt.

      I blink fast, tears stinging again. “At first it was because I wasn’t sure we were ready, then after Rekindle, I knew we were close, but we’d only just started rebuilding. I didn’t want to add pressure. We were just starting to love each other right again, to understand each other better. I didn’t want to lose that by rushing into something that could overwhelm us.”

      He nods slowly, his expression unreadable. I reach for his hand. “You would be an amazing father. I never doubted that. I only doubted whether we were ready for the weight of parenthood, not whether you could carry it.”

      His lips press into a firm line, but he doesn’t pull away. “You should’ve told me. That’s what hurts. Not the coil. The secrecy.”

      “I know,” I whisper. “It was wrong. And I regret it every second. I made the decision like I was still that woman who believed she had the only voice in this marriage. But I don’t reason that way anymore. We both have a say, and I’ve finally understood that. With every therapy session, with every night we held each other, listened to each other, I should have been honest. I should have trusted you.”

      His thumb runs slowly across the back of my hand. A silent gesture, yet it soothes me more than a thousand words.

      “You still want to take it out?” he asks again, voice a little lower now. “Not because I’m asking, not because I’m back, but because you want to.”

      I nod again, firmer this time. “Yes. I want to. I’m ready. Not just for a child, but for everything … with you.”

      His gaze dips to our joined hands. “I don’t ever want to lose you, Iriah. I was driving tonight like a man possessed. Angry. Broken. But even in the worst of it, I couldn’t imagine a life without you in it.”

      My heart swells, cracks wide open. “You’re my everything, Udoka. Even when I mess up. Especially then.”

      He lifts my hand, kisses the centre of my palm. “Then let’s make a promise. No more secrets. Not even the small ones.”

      “Promise,” I breathe.

      His lips curl into a slow, mischievous smile. “Good. Now let’s go upstairs…”

      My brows arch. “What for?”

      He leans in, voice low and full of warmth. “To work hard on that baby tonight. I’m serious. He or she might even come out holding the coil in one hand, looking me dead in the eye like, ‘I’m here now, Daddy. What’s next?’”

      I burst into laughter, the sound bubbling out of me with such relief it almost turns into a sob. “Udoka!”

      “I’m just saying,” he chuckles, his arms already wrapping around my waist again. “You said you’re ready, and I’m not about to let this opportunity pass me by. Tonight, we make magic.”

      Still giggling, I rest my head against his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart, grateful beyond words. We sit like that for a while, wrapped in each other, letting the peace of reconciliation settle into our bones.

      Outside, the streetlights cast a soft golden hue across the estate road. From our window, I can see the faint shadows of trees swaying, the calm night wrapping around us like a warm quilt. The world feels still, for the first time all day.

      “Udoka,” I whisper.

      “Hmm?”

      “Thank you. For coming home.”

      He presses a kiss into my hair. “Thank you for still wanting me here.”

      He stands and pulls me to my feet, leading me toward the stairs. Our hands stay linked, like we’re afraid letting go would destroy everything we’ve just put back together.

      At the foot of the stairs, I stop him briefly. “I meant it. About you being a good father. You’re patient. Kind. Steady. You see me, really see me. Our child would be lucky to have you.”

      “And even luckier to have you,” he says. “You’ll be the heart of our home.”

      We walk up slowly, step by step, not rushing, not chasing some future we’re not ready for, but choosing it, together. When we reach our bedroom, the lights are dim. Familiar. Safe.

      He pulls me close again, one hand cradling my cheek. “I’ll never let you go, Iriah.”

      “I know,” I whisper. “And I’ll never let go of you either.”

      This isn’t a perfect ending. But it’s the perfect beginning of the life we’re finally choosing to build together.

      And tonight, we make space for hope. For forgiveness. For new dreams. Maybe even a new heartbeat.
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      Iriah

      
        
        Love is choosing someone again and again—Unknown

      

      

      

      I’m thirty-six today.

      It’s just past six in the evening, and I’m finally wrapping up what has felt like the longest day of the week. My office is quiet now, golden light from the setting sun spilling through the wide windows reflects on my desk.

      Architectural renderings are scattered across the surface, some rolled up, some still pinned open. I give one last glance at the final layout of the Alara shopping mall we pitched this morning, our biggest win yet.

      I close my laptop with a soft sigh, reaching for my purse just as Miranda, my ever-cheerful secretary, knocks lightly and peeks in.

      “Happy birthday again, Iriah,” she grins, holding a small box of cupcakes with rainbow sprinkles. “And congratulations once more. Another multi-million-dollar project in the bag.”

      I laugh, touched by her thoughtfulness. “Thank you, Miranda. You’ve been amazing through it all.”

      She walks in and places the box on my desk. “Go home and enjoy your day. You deserve it.”

      I smile. I really do. I’ve worked so hard, but more than the success, I just want to be with my husband tonight. Udoka. My love. My heartbeat.

      I take one last look around the office, my second home for the past few years, before walking out, the sound of my heels tapping gently against the polished floor. The elevator hums softly as it takes me down, and when I step out into the city, the familiar buzz of Abuja traffic welcomes me like a lullaby. Cars honk. Pedestrians shout. Buses hiss to a stop and start again. But none of the chaos gets to me.

      I’m smiling. Because I woke up beside Udoka this morning. He kissed me awake, murmuring “Happy birthday, love,” in a voice still husky from sleep. A bouquet of tulips sat on my bedside table. My absolute favourite. And a little velvet box nestled on my pillow. Inside was a delicate bracelet, gold, with our wedding date and my name engraved in elegant cursive. Mrs Adindu.

      I haven’t officially changed my last name. Work made it complicated. But in my heart, I am his wife in every way. I am Mrs Adindu.

      As I inch closer to our neighbourhood, the sun has started to dip, painting the sky in soft lavender and tangerine. My heart flutters. Not just because I get to see him soon, but because I have something to share too, something I found out this morning and have barely kept secret since. Something that makes this birthday unlike any other.

      I turn into our estate, pass the security gate, and slow down as I approach our house. That’s when I notice it. Cars. A lot of them. Parked along our usually quiet street. My parents’ white Range Rover is nestled between Udoka’s mum’s Mercedes and what looks like Anuli’s Toyota. There’s even Etim’s Black Jeep. It takes a second to register.

      What…?

      I park in the driveway, my heart already beating faster. There’s music, faint at first but growing louder as I walk around the side of the house.

      And then before I can even register what’s going on, I hear, “HAPPY BIRTHDAY!!!”

      I stop in my tracks. My mouth falls open.

      There, in our backyard, transformed into a floral wonderland, are all the people I love. Strings of fairy lights crisscross above, hanging from trees and gazebos. The aroma of warm food hits me, making my stomach rumble. A long, beautifully set table is framed by pastel balloons and cascading wisteria. Laughter and chatter fill the air like music.

      Udoka stands at the centre, looking devastatingly handsome in a navy-blue Kaftan shirt and trousers, a mischievous smile on his face. My parents are next to him, both beaming. His parents, too. My work friends, Anuli with her “new mummy” glow, Etim, Simi, even Ego and Andrew. All of them here. All for me.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper, stunned, a hand over my mouth.

      I barely feel my feet as I run across the lawn and throw myself into Udoka’s arms. “You did this?” I whisper against his neck.

      He chuckles, holding me tight. “Happy birthday, babe.”

      I pull back, eyes wide, still laughing and crying all at once. “You planned a party? A surprise party? Since when do you do surprise parties?”

      He tilts his head, his grin teasing. “Since I married a woman who deserves to feel like the most special person in the world.”

      “You’re unreal,” I whisper, brushing his lips with mine, kissing his cheeks, his nose, his lips again. “I love you so much.”

      He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, his eyes soft. “I just wanted you to know how much you mean to me. And how grateful I am that you chose me. Every single day.”

      I look around, overwhelmed by the beauty, the effort, the love. There’s a corner with photos of us through the years. Framed shots from our wedding, our first trip, silly selfies from the therapy retreat, and quiet mornings in our new home.

      There’s a warmth in my chest that blooms, expands, swells until I think I might float right off the lawn. I move from person to person, hugging, laughing, blinking back tears as they all tell me happy birthday, how radiant I look, how proud they are of me.

      Anuli grabs me into a tight embrace, swaying us slightly side to side. “You look like a woman in love and luxury,” she teases. “Udoka snapped with this one.”

      “You knew?” I gasp, swatting her playfully.

      She grins, eyes gleaming. “Of course. Who do you think helped him plan?”

      We laugh and I squeeze her hand, silently thanking her for being part of this, for being there through everything, the fights, the late-night tears, the therapy sessions.

      Simi walks up next, holding a glass of wine. “Happy birthday, boss lady. You’re glowing.”

      “Thank you,” I say, and I mean it. I feel like I’m flourishing from the inside out, like a sunflower blooming in summer.

      Even my father, in his typically reserved manner, gives me a warm side hug and murmurs, “This is a good man you married.”

      I nod. “The best.”

      And then there’s my mother, her eyes misty, holding both my hands in hers. “This is what I prayed for you,” she says softly. “True happiness, the kind of love that sees you and cherishes you. You deserve this, my daughter. You do.”

      My heart clenches. I can barely speak.

      “Thank you, Mum,” I whisper. “Thank you.”

      The evening brims with joy. There’s a small live band in the corner playing soft highlife music, and someone brings out a cake so beautiful I pause just to admire the artistry. It’s shaped like an architectural model, complete with tiny blueprints and floral embellishments.

      Udoka stays close to me all evening, always within arm’s reach, his fingers grazing mine, his arm sliding around my waist when I shiver slightly in the breeze. Every time I look at him, I remember that this is the same man I once almost walked away from. And now, he’s the man who created a whole world just to see me smile.

      As the stars begin to blink into the darkening sky, he takes the mic. Everyone quiets down.

      He clears his throat and smiles shyly. “I just want to say thank you to everyone who came out to celebrate the most incredible woman I’ve ever known.”

      The crowd cheers.

      “She’s brilliant, fierce, compassionate, and even when she doesn’t think I notice, she’s the glue that holds so much together. Our relationship hasn’t been perfect. We’ve had hard conversations, healing, forgiveness, and learning. But if I could go through every bit of it again to stand beside her tonight, I would.”

      He turns to me, his voice gentler now. “Happy birthday, Iriah. You’ve changed my life. And I’ll spend the rest of life making sure you never forget just how deeply you are loved.”

      I can’t hold it in anymore, I burst into tears. And laughter. And more tears.

      The rest of the night is a soft blur of laughter, chatter, music, dancing barefoot on the grass with my arms wrapped around my husband. I haven’t felt this whole in years.
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        * * *

      

      The house is quiet again.

      It’s nearly midnight. All the guests have gone. The garden lights outside still on, sheds amber shadows across the walls of our bedroom.

      Udoka and I are in bed, finally. I’ve showered, changed into my favourite silk slip, and now I sit close to him, cross-legged, my thigh pressed gently to his as he scrolls through the photos from tonight on his phone.

      I watch him, lit by the soft bedside lamp, and I’m filled with something I can’t quite put into words. Something bigger than love. Deeper than gratitude.

      I reach for his hand.

      He looks over at me, eyebrows lifting a little, his smile already there. “You okay?”

      I nod slowly, fingers curling into his palm. “I just wanted to say thank you.”

      “For what?” he asks, his voice low and tender.

      “For today. For everything,” I say. My throat thickens a little as I speak. “The party, the flowers, the bracelet, the way you made sure everyone I love was there. You’ve never done anything like this before. And it meant … it meant more than I know how to say.”

      He turns fully toward me now, resting our joined hands between us. “Did you have fun?”

      “I had the best day,” I say, smiling. “You made me feel seen. Celebrated. Like a queen.”

      “You are a queen,” he says, brushing his thumb across my knuckles.

      I take a breath, steadying myself for what I’m about to say next.

      “There’s something else,” I whisper.

      He blinks. “What?”

      I gently pull my hand from his, rising from the bed and walking to the bedside table. My heart pounds so loudly I can barely hear my own breath. I open the drawer, reach inside, and hold the test in my hand. It’s still wrapped in the tissue I used to hide it.

      I turn back to him.

      He sits up straighter, curious.

      I walk back slowly and place the test in his hand. For a moment, there’s silence. Then his eyes find the result. He stares. Then looks up at me, eyes wide.

      “I … wait. Is this—?” His voice breaks off.

      I nod, my heart bursting. “We’re pregnant. I found out this morning. I was going to tell you tonight. I just … I needed to find the right moment.”

      His mouth falls open. He stares at the test again like it’s a miracle in his palm.

      And then he’s on his feet.

      He lets out a laugh, a shocked, wild, and beautiful cackle, before sweeping me into his arms and spinning me around.

      “Oh my God! Iriah!” he exclaims, his voice breaking with emotion. “We’re having a baby?!”

      I laugh and cry at the same time, arms around his neck. “Yes. We’re really having a baby.”

      He presses kisses all over my face. My cheeks, my forehead, my lips, and even my nose. “I love you. I love you so much, Mrs Adindu,” he says between kisses. “You’ve just made me the happiest man in the world.”

      “I wanted to tell you this morning,” I whisper against his neck. “But then the flowers came, and the bracelet, and the surprise party and … I just kept thinking this was the perfect ending to a perfect day.”

      He holds me tighter, resting his forehead against mine. “This isn’t the ending,” he murmurs. “It’s just the beginning.”

      And standing there in the soft light of our room, wrapped in his arms, carrying his child inside me, I believe him with every beat of my heart.

      

      
        
        *the end*
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