The Blight on Easter
CHAPTER 1
We didn’t care much for Easter in my house. It wasn’t Christmas neither was it New Year so it usually just came and went most times, except this time. This Easter didn’t just come and go, it came, brought company, and etched itself into my family’s memory forever. 
I remember sitting in the living room with my mom and brothers, my dad per usual had gone to work. It used to bother me that he had to go to work even during the holidays but after a while, it became so normal that seeing him at home during Christmas or New Year was almost weird.
I was sitting on the single couch while Dammy—my immediate younger brother was sitting directly in front of the TV. I started counting down in my head to when my mom would shout at him—she really can’t help herself— reeling out her favorite words “se o fe boju eje ni” that is, “Do you want to damage your eyesight?” and my brother would ignore her. This exchange happened every time and it was one of the little things that reminded me that this was home.
I noticed Ire—my youngest brother—lying down on the couch quiet, too quiet. Ire was never quiet, Of the three of us, he was the whirlwind, while I was the still water and Dammy was the confused one. He wasn’t sure what form to take so I guess he decided to stick with the epileptic nature of Nigeria’s electricity. On some days he was calm and collected and on some, he was riotous. Ire’s quiet demeanor bothered me but I didn’t pay attention—a man called God was playing on TV, and nothing else mattered. Or so I thought.
Ire started groaning and stood up to go to his room. My mom asked me to go see what was wrong but of course, I delegated the task to Dammy. There had to be pros to being the first child.
I don’t know how the conversation went but I remember Dammy asking Ire to explain his symptoms to my mom. I remember Ire pulling up his shirt and showing my mom his stomach.
“My stomach is paining me, but I don’t want to use the toilet” was what he told my mom. 
He kept repeating those words and my mom asked me to give him ‘agbo’. 
“Don’t worry, drink this and sleep, you’ll feel better tomorrow morning. Gbogbo ijekuje na o je” (all the sugary stuff you eat is probably why)
I don’t know if it was positive thinking or she was just hoping that by some sheer miracle, she would be right. Little did we know that it was about to go down and the proverbial pregnant sky was getting ready to pop.
CHAPTER 2
Morning came and Ire didn’t get better. He became even worse, he couldn’t sit up straight and he kept asking my mom to help him. My mom had brought my dad up to speed when he returned from work the previous day. And we were all waiting for him to make a decision.
My dad picked him up and told my mom “We are taking him to UCH” 
I saw the immediate morphing of my mom’s face. It was as though she was brought face to face with her worst fear. Her baby was sick and UCH was the solution. UCH…Where sick people go and never return, at least not whole. 
My mom’s fear reached out and grabbed me in my gut. I was scared to my bones. My mind had gone into overdrive and I kept imagining the worst possible scenarios. 
Cancer? Heart attack? (Even though it was his stomach that had the issue, the mind does conjure up the weirdest things under duress)  
“Oh God, please help” was what kept my feet from failing and preventing my body from crashing to the ground. 
I knew my parents weren’t poor, we could afford the necessities of life but we weren’t rich rich. I didn’t grow up eating out or going to restaurants, what mom cooked had to be enough. So, I knew we couldn’t afford any emergency right now. Dammy was behind the door watching what was unfolding, as usual, he was confused but this time, his confusion was justified.  The adults were panicking, what was he supposed to do? I grabbed his hands and started squeezing and I kept squeezing. More for me than him.
We got to UCH and I could feel my parents default recoil as we entered the gates. Entering the gate was the last thing I remembered before we were overtaken by a flurry of tests. From MRIs to CT scans to lab and blood works, we did everything. We needed to know the verdict.
The days after the first visit to UCH, my parents stopped taking I and Dammy along. I noticed Ire started growing lean, my mom’s eyes became sunken and my dad’s gait went from confident to stooped. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong. I didn’t know what it was and even worse, there was nothing I could do.
My parents made sure we continued going to school. I guess they wanted to maintain some level of normalcy. It was too late.
Dammy grew quiet and I became angry. Angry at myself. Angry at the situation. Angry at my parents.
I was angry at myself because I was supposed to be the first child but it looked like I couldn’t do anything. No words of encouragement, no hugs of reassurance, nothing. I was just stuck. 
I was angry at the situation because it rendered my parents helpless. They were at the mercy of the results, both them and their happiness.
It also made Dammy and I be at the mercy of one of the people my mom begged to take us to school. They were not kind people. They would leave and go without us each time we were 5 minutes late even though I was preparing for my senior exams and couldn’t afford to miss school. When that happened, Dammy and I would go back home, eat our lunch in the morning, and watch TV all day while in our uniforms so our parents wouldn’t find out we didn’t go to school.
I was angry at my parents because I felt like they didn’t trust me enough to share their burdens with me. Each time I asked what was up, their response was always:
“Just face your studies” 
As though I didn’t know I was supposed to do that. That was the only thing I could do anyways. 
CHAPTER 3
I remember the night my dad dropped the bombshell like it was yesterday even though it’s been 7years. Dammy and I were sitting in the living room, not talking—at least not verbally. I noticed he kept clenching and unclenching his fists and though his eyes were closed, I could see the lids fluttering. He was disturbed and probably anxious. His birthday was in two days and he knew there was no way he could bring it up.
I remember I was sitting at my regular spot—the single couch—in shorts and a top. I kept watching the clock. 7pm, 8pm, 9pm, 10pm…
My parents returned few minutes past 10 and dragged themselves through the door. My dad was carrying Ire and my mom’s eyes were red, she had been crying.
My dad just looked at Dammy and I and said “Ire has being diagnosed with a kidney disease called nephritis and he needs surgery as soon as possible” 
My response was slow. It took my brain a while to catch up with the information. The only thing I was hearing was: “surgery, kidney disease, surgery…” the rest was muddled up.
My mom on the other hand was crumpled on the floor in a fetal position. She was crying silent tears and kept muttering…
“kidney disease how? My son is a child, he doesn’t drink or smoke, he’s a child, he’s my baby” 
Ire was sleeping on the couch, his head on my dad’s laps. Dammy simply looked lost, I bet he was thinking “what now?” 
My dad looked determined. His child needed help and he was going to get it for him as soon as possible. That night, everything changed. My mom packed Ire’s hospital bag. My dad gave Dammy and I house instructions…
“ don’t go out”
“don’t open the door to strangers”
“turn off the gas after cooking”
“wake up early to go to school”
“don’t think about anything, just face your studies”
Again with the darned face your studies. 
How can I? How can anyone in this situation face their studies? Should that even be priority? My baby brother was sick and it wasn’t fair.
Only adults should have kidney diseases. He was a child. He was just 5. It didn’t matter what I thought should have been. The reality was staring me right in the face.
Ire needed surgery and he needed it fast.
When morning came, my mom was already in the car with Ire while my dad said goodbye and told us he’d be coming to check on us every two days. 
They left and it felt like there was us and there was them against the terrible situation—separately. It should have been all of us. Together. As one. 
Nephritis took that away from us.
Dammy and I adjusted. We weren’t allowed to visit Ire in the hospital so we had to settle for phone calls and visits but they weren’t enough. I wanted to see for myself, I wanted to be there for him, for my mom, for my dad. I was his big sister and their first child after all.
Since I couldn’t get what I wanted, I channeled all of the angst to my academics and wrote my WAEC during the weeks that followed. I remember telling my dad I was done with WAEC and asked if he could allow Dammy and I come visit. 
What I didn’t say was “I’ve done what you asked, I’ve faced my studies, you should give me what I want too” 
I guess he heard my unspoken words because he sighed and said “I’ll come get you” and dropped off the call.
The day of the visit came and Dammy and I were ecstatic, it had being almost a month since we last saw Ire. When we got to his bedside, I couldn’t speak, he had lost so much weight and his stomach was swollen. 
I kept looking from my mom to Ire to try to understand the gravity of what they had experienced in the past month. My mom didn’t hug us, she just held both of our hands and asked if we were eating well. 
I didn’t respond to her question. I asked “why is his stomach swollen? Is he dying?”
My mom asked me not to say that again and that he’d get surgery very soon and he would return home. But I saw the fear flicker in her eyes.
I knew she wasn’t sure.
The visit didn’t last long before we had to leave. We couldn’t spend time with Ire either. He was too weak to speak. 
Our whirlwind had become a mere breeze.
I asked my dad if they had gotten the money needed for surgery and he said they had and the surgery was scheduled for the next two days. Dammy’s birthday.
I asked if the surgery was going to be easy and he told me the doctors were going to try to remove the affected parts of the kidney without getting rid of the kidney entirely. I was calmed.
That didn’t seem difficult. I told Dammy everything my dad told me including how the surgery was going to happen on his birthday and the only thing he said was “it doesn’t matter”
But it did. I knew it did.
CHAPTER 4
The scheduled day came and went and it was successful. Even though the day also doubled as Dammy’s birthday, we couldn’t do anything. We were both waiting on the phone throughout the day, my dad had told us that he would call to inform us how the surgery went. When he eventually did, it felt like someone had opened the curtains in a dark house to let in the light.
I could breathe easy. 
“Yes, victory at last”
Ire was discharged few weeks later and his recovery period was long, terribly long and arduous. He needed his bandages changed, weekly visits to the hospital, a medication regimen, proper monitoring, all the works. 
And that was the easy part. 
My mom watched him like a hawk, he wasn’t allowed to do anything. His meals were controlled, his water was treated, it was as though he was a bomb waiting to explode. 
He hated it. I could see it in his eyes. Every time he asked my mom if he could go out to play and she said no, he deflated literally. But who could fault her? Her child almost died. The days went by in a blur, Christmas came and the celebration was grandiose. From thanksgiving in church to testimonies with family members at home to  the variety of food, it was amazing. We were so ready for the next year.
The new year started on a good note. Normalcy had returned and everyone was fine. The worst was over. I had graduated secondary school and was waiting for my admission into the university. 
Did I say normalcy had returned? I spoke too soon. It was Easter again and though we didn’t usually celebrate Easter, my mom wanted to get rid of the terrible after taste of last year’s Easter. So she went all out. 
We were still in the middle of preparation when my mom noticed Ire’s scar was opening up again and it was producing pus. What was happening again?
My dad asked us to watch him for a few days. 
“It is probably a one time thing.” He said.
Everything would be fine. It had to. After all, they usually say lightening doesn’t hit the same place twice. But It did. This lightening more than hit us, it almost cracked us. 
Ire’s scar didn’t get better, even worse, his stomach started swelling again. The familiar feeling of fear returned. I thought I was done with that. My mom was losing her mind. My daddy was confused, Dammy was resigned. 
What’s with this family and Easter?
We went back to the hospital and this time, we were together, we saw the doctor as a family and when the bombshell dropped, it dropped on us together. The doctor told us that they underestimated the extent of damage on the kidney. Though they had tried to get rid of the damage, they didn’t get all of it. And now it had worsened. 
The solution was to remove the kidney entirely else it would affect the healthy one. And this time, he needed the surgery urgently. The infection was spreading aggressively.
My mom was wailing beside my dad, my dad was just staring at Ire, While Ire was almost looking lifeless in my dad’s arms and Dammy was sobbing hard. We sat there in the doctor’s office for a long time holding each other. My dad was the first to shake off the gloom, and he carried Ire to the ward then asked Dammy and I to step out so he and my mom could talk.
I could hear the shouting from the lobby. My mom was tired, my dad was anxious. They both weren’t in the right head space for a conversation. But the conversation needed to be had. That was one of the cons of being a parent. You had to face difficult situations even when all you wanted to do was hide under a rock. I don’t know what my dad did but my mom calmed down, sat on the ground, and started crying those silent tears that shook your body to your toes.
Another surgery needed to be scheduled and paid for. But the question on my mind was if my almost 6-year-old brother was strong enough for a second major surgery. But it didn’t matter at the time, he was going under the knife anyway. 

CHAPTER 5
The surgery was scheduled, the day came and my brother’s kidney was removed. He spent a longer time in the hospital because the doctors wanted to make sure the scar was healing up perfectly. Dammy and I were at the hospital every day keeping my mom steady and making sure my dad wasn’t bottling up everything alone. 
He was finally released to go home and the recuperation process began all over again. But this time, we were doing everything with fear.
“What if he relapses?” 
“What if the second kidney gets affected too?”
“What if he can’t function normally anymore?”
My mom was the worst of us, the hovering she did the first time was a joke compared to this time. She literally cut him off from everything he used to do before. Her 6 year old son had only one kidney and she had to protect that lone kidney with her life.
The days passed by with Ire recovering steadily. My whirlwind brother was returning back to himself. Scattering and upturning everything in his wake. As much as he was allowed to anyways.
 I missed it. I missed the unpredictability of his nature, his restlessness, his curiosity and almost annoying inquisitiveness.
7 years after, though Ire still has only one kidney and Easter still brings a terrible taste along with it, we are still together. The five of us. Strong and steady.
