“Hello?”, I whispered.
“Hello Aba; how is the situation over there?”, my eldest sister asked over the phone.
“It’s bad Soh; it’s really bad. Everyone is running for their lives…I’m currently in the church building; a couple of us are seeking succor here…”, I said.
“Oh God; that is not good. We are watching you guys on TV like it’s one of those American movies-“, Then she bursts into tears. “You should save yourself and let the government send help for the others. You are not Jesus Christ Aba; you are a normal human being for Christ's sake! You know we can’t have a wedding without a bride. The debt has to be paid-”, she said.
“Seriously? A wedding?!” I tried to contain my anger and not lash out at her. “I’m trying to get out of here alive and all you care about is some arranged wedding to save the family from debt?” 
“You’re taking this thing out of proportion. Your family cares about you; we, care about you”. I couldn’t continue with the hypocrisy. They only needed me because of what they had to gain; a fortune and the prestige of being married into a renowned family. I didn’t have time for this now. 
“Soh, I have to go; I’ll leave a message when I can-“
“But-“
“Talk to you later Sis, ‘ve to go”, With that I cut the call, replaced my phone in my breast pocket then settled on my back to catch my breath. Breath; breathing has now become a gift. Ever since the civil war started, we have just been living to see the next day.
Two weeks ago, everything was fine. Farmers traded fresh food harvested from their farms; local clubs opened at night and the Gen Z could hang out, dance, and take off the stress from the day’s work; parents attended their “njangi” meetings and kids played on the streets after school. 
All these ended the day the announcement came; a Call for separation from the French-speaking side. The world addressed them as separatists; the government called them rebels but we knew them to be Heroes; Heroes who would fight for our right to own properties, send our children, brothers, and sisters to good schools, and have the privilege to live above the average lifestyle; or so we thought...
It’s been two weeks of enduring physical assault, escaping death, dodging stray bullets, and just trying to “breathe”. 
Our nation had previously been renowned for its peacefulness. Being colonized by two colonial masters, how we co-existed in the same fatherland was a wonder. I wish I could call our living together a “good thing”, but this was far from it. Discrimination, bias, exploitation of the minority, and open disregard for human rights had become the norm. What started as a minor riot was tearing the country into two. I couldn’t bring myself to acknowledge what could happen in a year if this issue is not resolved. 
Leaning back to the reality of my environment after my sister’s call, I looked at the few people who had dared to follow me on this journey to survival; a middle-aged couple and their ten-year-old grandson, a young lady who seemed to be in her late teens and our late landlord’s seven-year old daughter. Poor little thing had watched her father be killed in front of her; the trauma was enough to make her numb. I felt sorry for her. With all that is going on, I might just adopt her when we get to safety.
“What did your sister say?” 
“Same thing Pa Munoh; she’s scared to death of what we’re going through…and she…” I couldn’t bring myself to say it.
“Let me guess;” Mrs. Munoh gently interrupts, “she’d rather you left us and saved yourself”. I tried to talk her out of the thought, but she retorted quicker. “That’s understandable; we are old and will only slow you down Abanya”
“Mrs. Munoh don’t talk like that. We’ve made it this far alive, together. We’re not leaving anyone behind; we’ll all make it to safety”, I insisted
They both shot me a sad smile. “We all know that’s not going to happen Abanya; have you forgotten the checkpoints we still have to get through before reaching the town area?”
“They’re right Aba; we may not all cross over”, the young lady said
“Don’t say that, Ebenye! Don’t!”, unshed tears stung the back of my eyes. The past week had bonded like a real nuclear family. Being surrounded by threats of death, Mr. and Mrs. Munoh had become parental figures in our lives and the thought of them dying, triggered the loss I felt when my parents died a few years ago. I had not yet gotten over their deaths. As if understanding my inner turmoil. Mrs. Munoh rested a gentle tap on my shoulder. “My dear girl, it’s all right. My husband and I, have lived our best life already…how old are you?”
“…thirty-two”
“Ever been married before?”, she continued
“No…”
“Any kids?” I shake my head. 
“Then it is settled-” Mr. Munoh put in
“But Sir-“
“No Aba, listen. Should anything happen to me or my wife, please take care of our grandson. Junior is the last of our lineage.” After much convincing, I finally gave in to the Munohs’ request. As if on cue, Enene’s tummy rumbled. Hunger had become our companion. We had just two morsels of fufu left to eat with some soup from the morning period. Enene is the youngest of us; of course, she would be the one to eat it.
I left Ebenye to feed her and Junior, then stood up to survey our hiding spot. I went around the front and got into the church building. Everything had been turned upside down. Empty bullet shells rested on the floor, broken glass crunched under my shoes as I got closer and an eerie feeling of being watched caused the hairs on my skin to rise. Who would’ve thought? These people had no fear for God nor regard for His house.
Daylight seeped through holes in the walls; holes made from bullets shot over time. I stood on the altar and made a slow turn, facing what was once the congregation. Sounds of praise and worship echo like a distant memory. What was once full of life is now deserted and left in ruins. Sad. I got out of my daydream and proceeded to look for whatever could help us in our next journey; food, water, weapons-I scoffed at my present reality; I who used to be scared of killing mosquitoes had become bold enough to kill humans if it ever came to it; what a life. I was no violent person, but desperate times called for desperate measures.
Fifteen minutes later, I was satisfied with some sharp objects in my new collection that we could weaponize. Just as I made to return and join the others, that same feeling of being watched came again. Then I heard a sound come from a dark corner. I take careful steps backward and return to join the others.
“We have to leave”, I inform them, already parking up. I didn’t have time to explain to them what I suspected but I could bet my life that we were already close to being found out. “Ebenye, get the children ready let’s move”.
The Munohs got ready and before long, we were on the move. About fifteen minutes after leaving the church arena, an explosive landed on the spot. The smoke that rose in the air told us everything had been demolished. The look on everyone’s face was a clear indication that we shared the same thoughts; run! 
Ebenye carried Junior on her back and I, Enene. We turned to escape when we heard gunshots fired in the air to stop us. As I heaved and ran, my sister’s suggestion echoed in my mind and I began to have second thoughts. Why didn’t I listen to her? I would not be here fighting for my life. 
We maneuvered several bends around what was left of the houses in that quarter. The ruin did not do much to hide us. We kept running till we came upon an intersection. This was when everything went south. It was a moment for us to either give in and surrender, or risk it and get killed on our way to freedom.
I looked at Mr. & Mrs. Munoh, Ebenye, then the kids. There was no two way out of this situation; it was going to be “a life for lives matter” if we truly wanted to get out alive. I needed to do a fast calculation. Since there were two routes, it would be wisest to distract those people by not having everyone follow the same route. 
We quickly decided amongst ourselves that we would separate and then meet close to the checkpoint. I used my peripheral view, to check the probabilities that the Munohs will survive. They were both hunched over, resting their weight on their knees. 
They reminded me of my late parents; would I have considered leaving them to die? Definitely no. My mind was made up.
“Ebenye, you and I will go left. Let Pa and Ma go with the children. We will meet up at the shed before the next checkpoint.” I turn and give direct instructions to Mr. Munoh. “Daddy, no matter what happens, please do not open the door until one of us gets there”.
“How will we know it’s either of you?” he asked, concern lacing his voice.
“Trust me, you will know”, I assured him. I turn to the children and hug them. I assure them everything will be okay and that we will see each other soon. If it were left to me, we wouldn’t go our separate ways. 
Ebenye and I waited for them to take the less obvious path and disappear before we turned away to ours. Ebenye and I began our quiet gentle steady run. We ran for a while until we realized that we had lost them. We then stopped to rest.
They say in the face of death, one’s life flashes before their eyes and they instinctively go into a mode where they only want to recall beautiful memories before kicking the bucket. I turn to Ebenye to distract myself from such thoughts.
“So, what’s your deal?”, I asked her.
“What do you mean?”
“I know you are not a tenant in our compound; that only means, you came for a visit; what’s your own story?”
We were strolling, though conscious of our environment. This was the closest and most private I was with Ebenye, ever since our paths crossed. I might as well use this time to get to know more about her. She remained quiet, I thought she would not respond.
“I discovered I was 2 weeks pregnant.” She dropped it like a bomb. Without thinking, I immediately checked if she had a bump. She laughed at my curiosity.
“I’m naturally flat; It will take months before anyone can notice”.
“You speak fondly of your situation; why are you not at home, with your family?”
“My-uh-father is a Pastor; news of this pregnancy will tear his church apart. Especially because I am unmarried…” I stopped walking.
“How old are you?”
“18.”
“You’re young”; I remarked and she smiled at it.
“I know; I get that a lot”
 “So, where do your parents live?”
“Capital.” She said. “Yes, we both have the same destination”, she added.
We resumed moving and silence hung in the air.
“You can say it”
“Say what?” I asked.
“You can judge; I don’t mind…it’s the story of my life”. If life had taught me anything about relating with people, it is that those who claim to not need help the most, really need our help. As I looked at Ebenye, I saw a troubled little girl, starving for her father’s love and needing validation after enduring a lifetime of judgment. 
Without saying anything, I approached her and hugged her small frame. We just stayed in the moment, enjoying calmness for the first time in like forever.
“We all have our skeletons in our cupboards…It’s okay. All you need do now is stay alive for your baby; you’ll be fine.”
“Thanks, Aba; I needed that-“
“I hear voices! This way!!!” A huge man flew through the thick bush shielding us, landing in our path.
I spun on my heel and fled for my life, not conscious of where I was headed. I had just one thought; to get to the shed before the checkpoint. I was oblivious to my surroundings, Ebenye, and even those rebels following us. 
I might’ve used the speed of light because, in no time, I had arrived at the shed. I hit the door and Mr. Munoh called out my name. I got in and the first question I asked was if they had seen Ebenye.
“No, my daughter; she has not yet come”, he said.
“But I left her to come here”
“She has not yet arrived…we can’t wait for her; dusk is falling and it would be in our best interest to crossover now”, Mrs. Munoh suggested.
“No! I made a promise earlier and I intend to keep it; we’re not leaving anyone behind-“
Ebenye’s scream from a distance interrupted my speech. She was on top speed to meet us and kept shouting out instructions. We couldn’t decipher what she was saying but it appeared that she wanted us to run.
Those armed rebels emerged from the bushes, chasing after her. Blood rushed to my brain; I could only see red. Everything happened so fast; Mr. and Mrs. Munoh pulled me to leave with the kids, though we could still see Ebenye running towards us. However, it was clear that she wouldn’t make it.
I was torn in-between; whether to stay and try to save Ebenye or escape with the others. The answer was snatched from me when a gunshot rang out, silencing the atmosphere. Everything stood still, Ebenye inclusive. 
Then she began to drop to the ground. That was when we noticed the blood staining her tee. I let out a pained cry. Ebenye can’t die; what about her baby? Her parents? This was not happening; no!
The others pulled me forcefully to leave the environment, hot tears blurring my vision. Those men didn’t give up. They jumped over Ebenye’s corpse and ran towards us. I picked up the older kid, Junior while Mr. Munoh took care of Enene.
Without looking back, we dashed for the intersection separating the red zone from the safe zone; we ran to the place where security was guaranteed until we reached our various destinations…we abandoned the ghosts and nightmarish experiences of where we were and ran toward the Check Point.
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