
I HOPE YOU ASK GOD ABOUT ME

The sky is so dark and close that if Derin stretches her hand far enough, it’ll come away with ink. 
It’s one of those nights where Halima would’ve brightened the darkness with her laughter. Instead, Derin is alone, strolling to a boring class to listen to the most annoying lecturer on earth: Mrs Agbegunde. But at this point, Derin would do anything to not be alone with her thoughts.
Derin pries her hand away from her bag and stretches it above her head, wriggling her fingers, but there’s no ink, just empty, empty air.
A couple strolls by, smelling like improperly dried clothes. The girl whispers to the guy, pointing to Derin, and he shoots her a pitying look. After all this time, Derin is still not used to the poorly hidden stares. Rather than yabbing their stench, Derin focuses on the squish of her shoes in the wet grass. Her destination isn’t far away.
She arrives at the Joseph Babatunde lecture hall—a building that used to be flashing white. Now, it looks like someone dipped their hands in mud and rubbed it all over the building. To make things worse, walking into the hall is like walking into an oven—if an oven smells like boiled eggs and stale sweat. It’s an ugly, smelly building, period.
But before Derin can second-guess her decision to attend this class, Mrs Agbegunde croaks, “Tear a sheet of paper.” 
Well, I guess I’m doing this, Derin thinks. There was a time when writing an impromptu test would have her sweating like a Christmas goat. Not anymore. There are bigger griefs occupying Derin’s mind.
 Derin squeezes into the tiny space between the tables and her seated classmates to worm her way to the only empty seat. The metal tables jut into her thighs, and the students lean back so her bum doesn’t smack their faces. Derin ignores their annoyed looks and offers no apologies. Did they think shoving her bum in their faces was fun for her? 
She plops into the seat and reaches into her bag to switch off her phone when Desmond’s name flickers on her screen. Her heart immediately leaps into her mouth. 
The screen won’t stop flickering. 
Fifteen messages, pictures only. 
God, please don’t let it be what she thinks. 
With trembling fingers, Derin clicks the messages open. Screenshots from a video shot from an angle where that cleverly concealed bastard thrusts into her. It shows her grimace while she pretends her body doesn’t belong to her. Her nakedness. Everything. 
She immediately presses Delete All. 
The air suddenly feels like cotton wool against her nostrils. And the smell of stale sweat now sits heavily on her tongue. She has to get out. Derin hurriedly weasels her way out of the row of seated students.
“Girl in pink! If you walk out, this test is your entire CA.” Mrs Agbegunde shouts, wagging her crooked finger in Derin’s direction.
Bile rushes to Derin’s throat. If Derin doesn’t step out now, She’ll vomit. She pictures her CGPA shedding kg off its weighted points as she dashes out.
Outside, Derin swallows another gulp of air around the lump in her throat. It is sharp, like a razor blade slicing through her insides. She bends over, waiting for the ache to become dull. It doesn’t. Why is she surprised? She has been waiting since the night she walked away from Desmond, too ashamed to look him in the eyes. 
It's all Derin's fault, no matter how much she stumbles away from the truth. This whole thing with Desmond was never worth it. If she had never hidden it from Halima, maybe Halima wouldn’t have died. Things would’ve never ended up like this. Her heart lurches once more. 
Another text from Desmond chimes in: If you don’t see me before next week, the video goes live. She hurls out her lunch of fufu and egusi until there’s nothing left but dry heaves.

#
For the first time in her life, Derin is smoking. She wants the smoke to swirl whorls and whorls of ecstasy into her, but it just feels like a car’s exhaust revving into her lungs. 
The thing is, Derin is searching for doors. For those crevices between real and unreal to slip into. A place where there was never a Halima, Desmond, or her. Maybe she should try church. She had heard about people gripped by something otherworldly and falling into trances; maybe she’d be lucky today. And maybe God could make the video disappear. Maybe. Derin slips on a boubou and marches to the Chapel.
On other days, this ‘Chapel’ doubled as a party, convocation and lecture venue—which was weird, even for her. When she enters, the pastor, who walks as though his head is fused into his neck, is giving a sermon about giving, baptism or something Christianly—she isn’t paying attention. But when he makes the altar call, Derin is the first to rise. 
Shame claws at her heart as she walks up to the altar, determined. The pastor grins at her, and for a second, Derin almost believes that salvation lies within the declaration of mere words. Yet, when Derin twists her lips to say the words, they dry on her tongue. 
By the third service, she had gone for three altar calls and returned to her seat the same way. 
Then, this brightly dressed girl—with her white teeth, hideous fuschia skirt and glittering yellow blouse—walks up to Derin. Thinking she wants to pass, Derin drags her chair backwards.
“You’ve been going up there since first service. Why?” She asks, pointing at the altar.
“Go away,” Derin whispers, bending her head on the plastic chair in front of her.
Bright girl doesn’t hear word. She continues, “Once is enough. You just have to think you deserve forgiveness, for whatever you think is too big to be forgiven.”
“Mind your business.”
Bright Girl's smile dies. “Excuse me?”
Derin hoists herself from the hardness of the plastic chair, and it takes all her strength not to run from Bright Girl.
When Derin gets to the hostel, she rolls the marijuana like the skinny guy who was obviously high in the YouTube video showed her. Even though it keeps unravelling, she smoke-coughs till her throat is raw.  
She can’t ever be saved.

#
Cold tiles bite Derin’s feet as she paces the room. The deadline Desmond gave her is running out. She has two options: report to the Disciplinary Office or see Desmond. And she would rather be slow-roasted over a fire than see Desmond, so the Disciplinary office it is. She throws on sweatpants and a hoodie and hangs her tote bag on her shoulders, determined to reach the bungalow at the end of the school. 
The boys fetching water in front of the Office cause her to halt. And when these guys spot her, they begin shouting, more like barking, “Heiss, fine girl.” One holds onto his crotch and wiggles it. Derin is disgusted but barges into the building nonetheless. 
A bald, stone-faced man sits behind a peeling formica table while a fan creaks overhead. The man is so engrossed in the football blasting from his phone that it takes him a while to register her presence. 
“Yes, may I help you?” He says in a stern tone that implies he doesn't want to be of help. 
She moves closer, scared that the boys outside will hear. “I have a complaint.” 
“Yes?”
“I…the…I…em…”
He barks, “Hope you know I don't have all day?”
“Someoneisthreateningme.” Derin squeezes the words into a single breath.
He drops his phone and points at the chair opposite him. “Sit down. Threatening you with what?” 
Derin sits, looking down at her fingers. “A video.” 
“A video of what?”
“Him and I.” She whispers.
“Ehn, ehn? Talk now! What were you doing in the video?” He says, picking his teeth.
Derin forces herself to be brave. “Having sex.”
The man bursts into laughter, which makes Derin shrink into herself. Smaller and smaller and smaller.
He calls someone from behind a door Derin hadn't noticed, and a muscular woman emerges.
He talks as though Derin isn't sitting there. “See this girl o. She came to report that someone is threatening her with sex tape.” The woman joins in on the laugh, and though Derin can't understand what’s funny, she chuckles nervously.
“Don’t you know that sex is illegal on school premises?”
Derin gulps. “Sir, but—“
“Shut up!” He grasps her arm in a vice-like grip. “Show me the video.” 
Derin yanks her arm away. “Sir, I don’t have it.”
 “Open your phone; let me see.” 
“Sir, I swear I don’t have it.”
“Well, you’ll have to give me something if you don’t want me to report you to the founder.”
Her heart peels open, and with that come the tears. She lets out guttural sounds that make her stomach hurt. She can't say anything. She just keeps shaking her head.
 “If you like, cry from now to tomorrow. If you don’t give me something, we’re going straight to the founder, and you know they won't look at you twice before they rusticate you.”
She opens her bag and squeezes all her money into his hands. She doesn’t look at the muscular woman’s face.
“I’ll manage this.”
Derin nods.
“You went to collect penis. Now you’re doing innocenty. Nonsense. If I knock your head.”
Derin cries to her hostel, not caring if anyone sees her.

#
On Saturday night, Derin stands naked by the window, searching for breeze while the air is thick as a blanket against her skin. Unless a miracle happens, she has no option but to see Desmond tomorrow. Despite the heat, she shivers.
Her phone buzzes. An IG DM from someone called  @misterkay: so na you dey the video. Followed by four laughing emojis and a link. 
No, God please, no. Derin's heart rapidly hammers. She clicks the link, and her heart plunges to the ground. 
The video. It has thousands of views, with the caption: “Girl whose best friend committed suicide, seen enjoying boyfriend’s penis.” And by the time Derin finishes reading the comment section, she feels as useless as a nylon bag with a hole at the bottom. 
She switches her phone off.
The first time Derin discovered that Halima cut herself, Halima had sent her results to her dad. Through the speaker, Derin heard his shouts. Tired of his tirade, Derin came to ask Halima if she was okay. Only to see Halima hacking away at her thighs with a blade.
“Oh my God, what are you doing?”
In a split second, Halima dragged down her dress and placed her leg over the blood spots on the bedsheet. “Why is your face like that? It’s nothing.” 
“This nothing.”
Halima began crying. And Derin pulled her into her arms and just held her. That day, Derin dressed Halima’s wounds, and they slept on the same bed, huddled together.
Derin couldn’t understand the cutting then, but as she looks at the bloody smile on her wrist, she understands now. Physical pain is easier to handle. All it requires is plaster, ibuprofen, and bandages. But emotional pain? It could last a lifetime. And Derin couldn’t wait a lifetime.
The blood meanders in tiny rivulets, dripping onto her dress, and she cuts another slash. Deep enough, so it gets the job done. She calmly walks to the door, flings it open, and lies there. The sooner they find her body, the better.

#
A tight grip around the sharp pain tearing through Derin’s wrists wakes her up. Her eyes slowly open to the fluorescent lights overhead. Squinting, she takes in the drip passing into her arm, the bandages and the hard bed. She’s in the hospital. She survived. Tears spill at the sides of her face. 
To make things worse, Desmond comes in and stands at her bedside.
He places his face in his palms, shoulders vibrating, his voice muffled. “You survived.”
Derin wants to wipe her tears away, but her hands are too heavy to lift.
 “It wasn't me,” he sobs. “It wasn't me, I swear.” 
It hurts to look at him. It hurts to turn her head away. 
His words stack on top of each other. “I don't know who stole the video from my phone and posted it. I wanted to talk, and you refused to see me. So much happened to us. Then Halima died and...and…” His voice hardens. “I had to use the video; it was the only way. Only you could understand how I felt, and you were snubbing me. It was just a bluff. Derin, it wasn’t me, I swear.”
“Derin,” he says, holding her hand.
Derin weakly yanks her hand away. Tiredness, but mostly anger, bristles within her, and with all her strength, she says, “Let me get this straight.” Her voice is barely a whisper, so Desmond leans in.
She resists the urge to recoil and continues. “You knew Halima was struggling, yet you came to me and threatened to release her nudes if I didn’t sleep with you. You recorded me without my consent and sent the video to Halima.” She sniffles. “Now she’s dead, and the tape is out, and you’re saying you had no choice? Get out.” Louder. “Desmond get out.” 
“Derin,” he whispers. “I’m hurting too.”
She closes her eyes. At least if she can't turn her head, she can refuse to see him. 
Just before he leaves, he squeezes the bandages around her wrist. “You deserve to die, just like Halima.” 
That’s the Desmond she knew—vitriol hidden under gentleness. She pretends not to hear or feel. By the time she opens her eyes, he’s gone. 
Derin cries until the nurse comes to check her IV line angrily. 
Before the nurse leaves, she shoots a pointed look Derin’s way. “People in the hospital are praying for life while you’re here trying to waste yours.” Derin closes her eyes, imagining finishing up her failed attempt.


When Derin wakes up, Mom is there. She’s skinnier than Derin remembers, but it's Mom. 
“My baby,” she says, leaning into Derin and hugging her. “Why would you do this? Why would you try to break my heart like this?”
Derin cries harder. “I fucked up.” 
“Thank God the porters found you on time. What would I have done, Derin?” Her mom sobs.
“I’m sorry Mom. I’m sorry.” 
Mom touches Derin’s face, repeating, “Thank you Jesus.”
If there's anyone Derin owes an explanation, it’s mom. She takes a deep breath and begins. “Halima…she found out about me and her boyfriend, Desmond…right after they asked her to repeat 200 level. She didn't let me explain. She just stopped talking to me.” Derin tries to catch her breath. “Then, a day before she died, she forced me to tell her it was okay for her to...to…”
The piercing pain in Derin’s chest has her coughing. She clears her throat. “She said I owed her. That was the only way she could forgive me. And I said yes.” 
Mom takes Derin into her arms. “Look at me,” she says. “It's okay. It wasn't your fault.”
“No, you don't understand.
“It’s true that I don’t completely understand the story. Maybe when you’re settled, you’ll explain. But I know it wasn’t your fault, Derin. Whatever happened, I know you had your reasons.”
“The tape…” Derin looks away from Mom’s sincere eyes.
“It was released without your consent.”
Derin reels back from the shock that her mother knows. 
“I’ve contacted my lawyer. Whatever his name is, I won’t rest until that criminal is rusticated and in prison.” 
“Why didn’t you tell me what was happening earlier?”
“I was ashamed.”
“There’s nothing I won't forgive you for. There’s nothing you shouldn’t forgive yourself for.” Derin cries harder. For Halima. For Desmond. For herself.
“Come home, Derin. Come back with me to Abuja. Come and eat Mommy’s food.” She says, wiping Derin’s tears.
 For the first time in a long time, breathing doesn’t feel like a chore. Mom hugs her again, and Derin breathes in her flowery scent, wondering how she could’ve forgotten that love resided at home. She'll fight for her life for Mom, for Halima and for herself.


