The first time I had an encounter with death, I was eight years old. I was the first born of my father and I was expected to be strong for my three younger siblings. Despite my age, I didn’t quite understand the severity of the situation. I had heard the term death being uttered but I never knew how serious it was until I was told that my father was dead.
How did he die? No one would tell me. They said I was too young to understand. I didn’t understand how I was too young to understand death but not too young to be shouldered with taking care of three children aged six, four and two years old while my mother wailed. 
At that age, I had thought she was being unnecessarily dramatic and loud. She never liked my father, they fought all the time. She used to call him a bastard and he used to beat her until she was bleeding all over and yet she put on a performance for all who came to visit. When I said that to my uncle, he slapped me across the face and told me never to utter those words again or they would think my mother was a witch.
At eight years old I learnt that humans were double faced creatures and I didn’t understand why we couldn’t all just be truthful. 
On the day of the funeral, I snuck into the room where the coffin was kept. I wasn’t tall enough to see inside so I stood on a chair and I looked at my father. He looked like he was asleep but he wasn’t making the usual snoring sounds that he made. I reached out and poked his cheek expecting him to smile but he didn’t.
I rushed out before anyone could catch me and that was when I overheard my mother talking to someone on the phone. At the time, I didn’t know who it was but she wasn’t using the same teary voice she used for everyone else.
“I am happy,” she told whoever was on the other line. “I cannot suffer like that again. I don’t know what happened but I am grateful.”
I didn’t know how one could be grateful that their husband was dead but all my life that conversation never left me. I never confronted her about it, but I never forgot about it either.

The day I got married to my university boyfriend, Wale, my mother was praying for me and I took her aside.
Her hair had greyed with age but she always covered it with a scarf. If you had looked at her, you would have thought she was ten years older and I always attributed it to the fact that she had slaved and sent four children to school all on her own.
She never remarried and when I asked her why, she swore that she would never do that again. She told me that marriage was a prison and that she hoped none of us encountered it. I always thought she was dramatic and when I brought Wale home, she had looked at him with scorn and hatred.
“Why are you marrying him?” she had asked me and I shrugged.
“He reminds me of baba.” I told her and she held my hands and looked me straight in the eye.
It was very unusual for my mother to look me in the eye except she wanted to slap me but this time, she whispered in a voice softer than velvet.
“Ayomide, be careful.”
I thought she was just being dramatic so I went ahead with dating Wale. He proposed to me and I said yes immediately. I could tell that she disapproved but she went along with it for my sake. She even got along with his mother and younger sister.
On the day of my wedding, she was praying for me in the same room where I heard her talking on the phone all those years ago and I turned to her.
“I heard your conversation,” I said and she looked at me with confusion.
“The day baba died, you were talking to someone here and you said that you were happy. Why would you be happy?”
I couldn’t understand how she could be happy that her husband had died. If Wale died, I would have lost my mind. All she did was smile softly.
“I pray you never understand.”
That was the last we spoke of it and even when I tried to talk to her, she refused to breach the conversation and it retired to the back of my mind. I was riding the high of my newly married life and I thought that nothing could ever break it.

That was until one year after our wedding. Wale and I had been trying for a child all to no avail. I didn’t think a year was enough time to start panicking but Wale and his family didn’t hold the same sentiments. Wale was the first born son of a first born son and they were concerned. I even overheard his uncle telling him to take another wife and when I confronted him about it, he promised me that he would never do that.
I started praying from that day because I wanted to save my marriage. I did not want Wale to leave me. I wasn’t working because he was working in an oil company and he told me he could take care of us all. If Wale left me, I would have died so I prayed to God day and night and three months later I got pregnant.
Everyone was ecstatic. Wale’s mother became my best friend from that moment. She came to visit me every day with gifts and food. She showered me with love and affection but all that stopped after I gave birth. My first born was a girl with the same button nose and lips as her father. 
My mother in law took one look at me and turned to the doctor. “Give her that extra stitch so they can start trying for a boy.”
I was shocked and insulted and more so when Wale didn’t stand up to his mother. I looked at the doctor and despite the tiredness; I made sure my voice was clear as I spoke.
“If you try it, I will make sure you never work in a hospital again.”
Everyone was shocked that I had spoken. My mother in law left in embarrassment and Wale shouted at me for the first time. He called me stupid for disrespecting his mother. I was so shocked and tired that I couldn’t even speak. 
I just allowed him shout and when he walked out of the room, I turned to my daughter in my arms who was staring up at me with eyes that looked intelligent and all knowing.

From that moment, my mother in law and I started having problems. She was convinced that I was a witch after her son’s life and Wale always took her side. I knew he was a mummy’s boy but I didn’t know it was that bad. 
To make matters worse, she was very rude to my daughter. She refused to acknowledge her and treated her like she was a plague. Eniola was two when she made a letter for Wale’s mother and I was shocked when she ripped up the letter in front of her. I was so angry that I shouted at her.
Wale was there and he didn’t say anything until his mother walked away. In fact, he didn’t say anything after that, he slapped me. I was so stunned that I blinked up at him almost stupidly.
“Did you slap me?” I had asked and he crossed his arms over his chest almost dismissively.
“Yes, I slapped you. What will you do?” he asked me. “If you talk to my mother like that again, I will kill you.”
I thought I had misheard him and I laughed. That was the most fatal mistake I ever made because he beat me within an inch of my life. I was so confused that day. I had heard of things like that happening but I could not believe that it happened to me. I thought I had hallucinated the entire thing and it wasn’t until Eniola asked me why my hand had blood that I realized that my husband had actually beaten me.
It didn’t stop that day. In fact, it just started and with any small disagreement, Wale would beat me like an animal. I fought back at first but it only made it worse. He would beat me and then ask me to get him food then still request that I serviced him at night. The love I had for him turned to hatred.
That hatred grew worse when I found out I was pregnant again. I did not want to bear his child and I confidently told my best friend that I was going to abort it. My best friend then went to tell Wale who came home and beat me despite being pregnant. While he beat me, I prayed that I would lose that child but I didn’t.
When I confronted my best friend, she told me. “Why will you leave your marital home? With your husband that has big gbola and plenty money.”
The way she said it arose some suspicion in me and I did my own investigations. When Wale was in the bathroom, I checked his phone and I saw messages between them. I confronted him about it and he laughed in my face.

“Did you think I will be faithful?” he asked as he laughed humorlessly. “Did you not see how you have stretch marks and you are fat? Bimbo does not have children so she still has a fine figure.”
I had never been so insulted in my life.
“I want a divorce.”
When I told him, he got so angry that he choked me so hard I thought I would die. I had started to see stars and black out before he released me.
“If you ever say that again, I will make sure you die and nobody finds your body.”
The vehemence with which he said it made me believe him. I knew he would kill me if he got the chance so I became the perfect docile wife.
During all of this, I had pulled away from my family because I couldn’t bear to face them. How would I tell my mother that the child she has suffered to send to school with a doctorate in business administration was being beaten by her husband?
How would I tell my siblings that their sister who fought for them to be independent and told them to be career people was now a house wife with no way to go? On many occasions my family came to visit but Wale would lock me in the room and tell them that I was not around.
I did not see my mother until the naming ceremony of my second child. I had given birth to another daughter and in the hospital, Wale’s mother had called me a witch and told me that I was eating my sons and turning them into daughters.
My mother took one look at me during that naming ceremony and she said. “Marriage is a prison.”
It was then I understood what she meant and before she left, she snuck me a torchlight phone to use to contact her as Wale had possession of my actual phone. 
That night, I refused to have sex with Wale because I was in pain and he left the house in a fit of rage. I called my mother and I told her everything that had happened and was happening. She listened patiently and she asked me where Wale was going. 
I told her I wasn’t sure but I suspected that he was going to Bimbo’s house. My mother didn’t say anything, she just told me to hide that phone and to go to sleep. I was confused but I did as she asked.

The next morning, I was dressing Eniola for school when I heard the doorbell. Wale’s mother entered with wailing and screaming. When I asked what happened, she fell to the floor dramatically.
“What has happened mama?” I asked and she let out a wail that woke my newborn in the other room.
“Wale has died,” she cried out. “A car hit him and ran away. May God punish that driver.”
She continued to reign curses on the person meanwhile all I could think was that my torment was over and my tormentor was dead.
“Wale is dead?” I asked and she nodded.
She was staring at me as if she was expecting a reaction and that was when I knew what I had to do. I fell to the ground and mimicked her screams. She held me tight and comforted me like a daughter meanwhile in my head, I was muttering thanks to my God for saving me.

The next day, my house was full to the brim with people. I did not know most of them and when Eniola asked what was happening, I simply told her that she was too young to understand. 
I locked myself in the room after my voice grew hoarse with fake screaming and fake tears. I let out a sigh of relief and forced myself to smile. Relief poured through me and then I picked up the torchlight phone my mother had given me. She picked up immediately I called her.
“I am grateful mummy,” I said to her. “You don’t know how happy I am today.”
“I understand my daughter, we are the same.”
I let out a sigh of relief and then I saw it. Through the mirror, I could see Eniola’s body by the door. She was listening to me and I knew she must have heard me. Suddenly, her form shifted and I saw myself, eight years old again at my own father’s funeral.
The phone fell from my hand and I fell to the ground and wept.
