Amina was perched on the rim of the wooden frame of her bed gingerly glancing sideways at her reflection on the mirror as one would peek over the edge of a chasm, afraid of suddenly keeling over, tumbling into the depths of the very crack of doom itself. But each time the eyes of her reflection looked back, she quickly tore her face away, terrified of being pulled into the falsehood within the mirror stylishly hung on the left side of her ochre coloured room. The colour of earth, the resting place of untested talents. 
‘’Not my fate,’’ she muttered sourly, as she craned her thin neck to cast a sad, solemn glance at the pile of fabrics in the middle of the bed. 
‘’White silks,’’ her mother, Alhaja Aisha Hassan had told her the day before. ‘’White to suggest your purity,’’ she’d even added, defiantly. 
It would be warm outside now, she imagined dully. Her packs would be out among the trees with flailing arms submitting to nature’s own thrilling will. And she was hungry for a run out in the sun with her age mates. 
A stab of pain pricked her side as she remembered Rafiatu’s words yesterday. ‘’You won’t be able to play with us when you get married,’’ the violet eyed girl of twelve had blurted out when Amina told them on the playground. She was going to be married off to a wealthy man. A man with half a dozen wives already. 
‘’But you would be a woman now,’’ Fatimeh had chimed in quickly as she too felt the stench in Rafiatu’s truth. 
Oh, why do the truth smell? 
Why do the seas churn and churn into tides that flow back?
A woman? I am not a woman. 
I am a girl.
She marshalled her heart to glance back at the mirror. Show me your truth, she thought glumly. But what she saw almost cemented Rafiatu’s words. A woman was staring back. ‘’Liar!’’ she suddenly screamed. 
She turned her face quickly to the door when it creaked open. ‘’Why did you shout out?’’ Alhaja Aisha asked, not unkindly. ‘’I heard you all the way down the corridor.’’
Amina nodded shyly. ‘’It’s nothing,’’ she said, swallowing a hard lump. 
Aisha was in her late thirties, fair of skin like a Kanuri woman, garbed in flowing silks of gold and cream. Gifts from the chief to whom she had been promised. Blood gifts, Amina called them. 
Aisha sighed, slumping down on her soft bed with a thump. She passed a massive arm over her shoulder. ‘’You should be proud,’’ she said, ‘’Mallam is so wealthy that all his younger wives drive cars.’’ She hesitated as if expecting the girl to gasp or worse swoon. When Amina treated the news with indifference, she dropped her arm limply. ‘’What’s it?’’ she asked in a snarling voice. ‘’I don’t like this gloomy face of yours.’’ 
Amina felt the urge to glance back at the mirror. It seemed a part of her had escaped her impending reality just to seek solace within the safety of the glass. She wet her lips, thinking about Rafiatu’s other words. You’d then have children! She almost gagged at the thought. The mucus sticking from the side of her mouth to the roof of her tongue was all too tempting. Aisha would surely take it amiss if she suddenly turned and spat it all on her face. Even the Holy Book has admonished children to honour their parents. But what of parents not subverting the will of their own children? 
Amina was shaking when she said, ‘’I am not ready.’’
Aisha didn’t seem to have heard her. ‘’Eh?’’ she asked, narrowing her eyes into snakelike slits. 
Amina had made up her mind to speak her own truth. Perhaps only then would that part of her soul return to comfort her. She knew it was still there in the mirror, waiting and watching her, like a spectral of a damned soul, waiting to exhale, to breathe a fresh gush of the midnight air of freedom once pulled from the shadowy depths. 
‘’I don’t want to be his wife,’’ she heard herself say in a thin, small voice. It was like a whisper from her other self trapped in the mirror. It was ghostly, yet with the soft shrill of innocence. 
Aisha regarded her critically. ‘’What would you be if not Mallam’s wife?’’ she finally asked, pursing her thin lips. 
Amina felt the sudden jolt of girlhood surge through her like gooseflesh creeping through a stunned body. ‘’I could become an architect, a doctor or even a teacher,’’ she blurted out excitedly. It was all she could say and she said it all. ‘’I could go back to school!’’ Yes!
Aisha’s eyes were like the colour of blood mixed with sunset. ‘’School?’’ she said in a stiff voice. 
Amina was hopeful. Perhaps she thought her mother would listen. She always does. Why not now? ‘’Yes,’’ she affirmed, ‘’yes,’’ she said again.
Aisha’s face went craftily pale as she willed the colour off her bright face. It was an art she possessed and Amina had often feared her for this. ‘’You’d return to Chibok to be stolen by bandits as they stole your friends away?’’ 
Amina knew she had stepped on the tiger’s throat. Removing her heel would be dangerous. She had to stamp her foot, hoping to throttle the tiger waiting to maul her dreams. ‘’No, no,’’ she objected quietly. Surely there were other regions she could go to for her education. Chibok wasn’t the only place in the North. ‘’I—’’
‘’—will do as a good girl should!’’ her mother cut her off fiercely. 
Amina was silent. She unwittingly glanced at the silks on the bed. 
Treacherous though inviting, 
pretty though more than the seeming!
‘’If you will not have me go back to school,’’ she said, ‘’I could enlist and join the Army.’’ Kudirat, the only servicewoman in her village had told her it could take months to rescue the abducted girls given the expanse of the terrain. ‘’I would gladly go after the bandits—’’
Aisha screamed out like a cur kicked by a mad man. ‘’Enough!’’
Amina had had enough too. She wasn’t going to let anyone come between her and the beauty of her dreams. If her mother doesn’t come to her senses she’d have to run away. Life as an Almajiri would be bliss compared to being Mallam’s wife, she surmised. 
She sucked her teeth. ‘’I don’t want to marry now,’’ Amina quipped. 
Aisha towered above her like a cliff. Her silks soaked in perspiration. Her hands were clenched, threatening to explode on her gentle face. 
Amina was just fourteen, the youngest of seven children born by Aisha. Last harmattan season, her school had been raided by bandits. Hundreds of her schoolmates stolen like lambs. They are still there, Amina thought. I could find them given the skill. What help am I becoming an old man’s wife? 
‘’If not school, give me your blessings to serve my country.’’
Aisha scoffed. ‘’Family first,’’ she snorted. She sat down beside her. ‘’You are still a child—’’
Amina shot a sharp sideway glance at her, trembling. ‘’That’s why I do not want this!’’
Aisha stroked her coiffure. So neatly plaited were they that they seemed like living masses of ridges woven into human scalp. ‘’Childhood is full of life’s tangles and marriage is the comb that pulls them off. Womanhood lurks behind the closet of every girl. Open it now or ten years from now, the outcome is the same.’’
Amina shook her head quite vigorously like one of her father’s large bulls. She was ready for a fight now. The fight for her fate. Her chosen fate. What makes the eyes weep if not the threat to one’s own fate? Is it sadness or the unbreakable will of one’s spirit at its snapping limit? 
Amina shook as her words tumbled from her mouth. ‘’I will not be happy, married as you would have me to.’’ She paused. ‘’Life would have no meaning for me!’’ she shrieked. 
Aisha didn’t turn a hair. ‘’What does a child know of happiness? Life is not all about running outside like heathens spun on the treadmill of thoughtless endeavours!’’
Amina gasped. ‘’But I will be happy doing what my heart desires.’’
‘’What I am doing is for your own protection. You’d be safe in Mallam’s care and you would lack nothing. The man is not miserly. His children are a testament of his benevolence.’’
Amina rose to her feet. ‘’Then let him spare my hand!’’
Aisha scowled. ‘’What?’’
Amina cast a long look at her. ‘’He seeks my hand in marriage,’’ she said, ‘’I decline. Let him find some other girl from the endless throng of the dreamless.’’ Her heart was heaving to the rhythm of her fiery outburst. ‘’I have a dream!’’
Aisha got to her feet, tired, as it were, listening to a cub she had brought forth into a harsh world of turmoil. ‘’The mother spider knows the darkness more than her spawns. What is novel to the fly is play to the spider. You will do as commanded if you indeed are mine!’’
Amina took a quick glance at the mirror. What she saw strengthened her. Her reflection held approval in its eyes. Her heart was on fire. The innocence of childhood opened the dam of her reeling soul. ‘’That’s where the old get it wrong,’’ Amina said to her. ‘’We are not chattels to be traded for silk, milk or coin!’’
Aisha studied her strangely as if a most vile and heartless bandit had stolen through the window to snatch her child’s wits away. The girl before her with the voice of an ancient didn’t seem like the kid that loved to play in the sand and in the rain. ‘’If I let you go back to school,’’ Aisha jested, ‘’you’d want to teach your own teachers!’’ She threw back her head in laughter. When she saw the girl wasn’t in the mood for jokes, she straightened. ‘’It’s not my will,’’ she said calmly.
Amina grabbed her arm. ‘’You should talk to your husband,’’ she suggested. ‘’By God, this is not my time. Marriage can wait, but dreams do not. They often fade when the dreamer doesn’t sprint after them!’’
Aisha brushed her hand away, gently. ‘’I was twelve when I was given to your father, god rest his soul. Then I married his brother as is the custom. My husband has already collected your bride price. It’s already settled. You are Mallam’s wife.’’ She turned to look at the silks. ‘’Those are yours as would be many more. The youngest wife of the oldest man in town. A proud title others pray for.’’
‘’I thought I was safe when I escaped from the bandits,’’ Amina said in a defeated tone. 
Aisha began to coo. ‘’You are safe,’’ she said, brushing her head with her palms, ‘’you are safe here. And would be safer there in Mallam’s household.’’
Amina knew her mother would not like her next words. She funnelled them all in her mouth before spitting them out like acorn seeds. ‘’Everyone believes only bandits prey on little girls,’’ she said. ‘’They must have forgotten the real bandits that turn girls into whores!’’
 Aisha slapped her right across the face. ‘’You are possessed!’’ she snarled at her.
Amina snarled back. ‘’With the demons of truth!’’
Aisha staggered back as if she had been slain by an arrow. She turned after a while, heading towards the door. She slammed it to, her footsteps echoing down the corridor. Amina drew in some air of relief as she saw the open window. There was her freedom though adorned with rails of difficulty. She went to it, feeling the iron with nerveless fingers as her mind dissolved into doves hopping between branches in rain sodded feathers, twittering the echoes of deceit. 
Fly! Was Amina’s last thought as a girl.

