Nneoma was leaving today. The hour, the minute, the second had not been decided on but it was today. She gathered their clothes, folding them neatly into the bags so they do not occupy space. There was still so much to pack. John was under the mango tree puffing on his cigarette as he stared into space. There was mass this evening but Nneoma was not going. She was making a change about almost everything in her life, including who and how she worshipped. Ifeoma was in the room too, all the while watching. She had never been one to be forward only just observing. John's phone rang and Nneoma listened. From the conversation his sister would be visiting the next day. Nothing would prepare them for the shock tomorrow, that is if John would even be bothered. The night was here already, John had left to only him knew where. Nneoma had spent the later part of the day packing up. With Oluchukwu tied to her back asleep, Chibuike on one hand, the other bags on her free arm, Nneoma told Ifeoma to carry the remaining two carryon bags as they walked out the door into the night and away from the only home Ifeoma had known for the past 10 years.
20 years later[image: ] Ifeoma watched as Nneoma sliced and diced away carrots and vegetables she was preparing for the salad. She chuckled to herself. When she was younger, she would not have gotten away with this. She remembered the several knocks on her head she had received while reading a novel or a story in the newspaper and Nneoma was cooking. She chuckled again. It was a cool afternoon and the Christmas season. Nneoma was cooking for the security men at the estate gate this Christmas and some other people she felt led in her spirit to give food to. She would often say "I may not be rich (this coming from a woman that has 2 properties in Lagos, an urban and modern city in Nigeria) but God has been good". God and hard work. These where the things Nneoma had always attributed for her success in life. Even after her retirement as a civil servant at level 13 she was still working hard, for here she was cooking by herself rather than hiring a cook. Ifeoma thought back. She couldn't even remember a time while growing up that Nneoma had hired a maid. It all fell to her and Nneoma, When Nneoma was home from work she handled things, when she was at work, Ifeoma handled things with the house, Chibuike and Oluchukwu when they were all back from school. 
Chibuike was in the kitchen assisting her. He had too. He had come home for just a week and had gotten the memo “Nneoma’s house, her rules”. No one is too grown to receive an "onwe Iu ife ne me gi Nisi " statement from Nneoma or a smack on the arm or a "bombastic" side eye. Of the three of them, when they were younger, he never used to stay in one place to receive his flogging and yet he was the stubborn one. He had Nneoma running round the house just to flog him and you would her saying " I did not kill my mother; you would not kill me" while she was ran round the house to catch him. Luckily for Nneoma she was a fit fam enthusiast, always eating healthy, used to "saying there is food at home" whenever they passed an eatery and Oluchukwu wanted “Mr Biggs” on their way home (although she made up during birthdays and the Christmas holidays. Law of demand and Supply?) and made it a point of duty to jog every Saturday morning, so Chibuike was running a lost race, literally. Chibuike was a fit fam enthusiastic now (probably years of running from been flogged? Or could it be because his work as a construction engineer needed him active?) but he still loved good food and Nneoma makes good food. Oluchukwu was on her way home. She had called saying she was in traffic on third mainland bridge. 
Ifeoma went into her room to rest even though her conscience pricked her to join Chibuike and Nneoma in the kitchen but she quelled it down with the fact she had helped prepare the stew for the jollof rice. Oluchukwu called again. A second time in 1hr 30mins. Dozie was with her. Definitely. Oluchukwu, TV show host, presenter and producer calling twice? it had to be the Dozie effect. After all is said and done, "Independent Woman", "Alpha male" etcetera, etcetera somebody would have your Mumu button. Dozie is Oluchukwuls fiancé. Ifeoma scrolled through her emails on her phone to see if she had missed anything in the last one hour. Work at the bank could be very demanding. Unconsciously her left index finger began tracing an invisible circle round the scar on her right wrist, the events of that night slowly creeping into her mind…..
Nneoma closed the door and urged Ifeoma to walk on ahead. The night was still a bit busy but it was slowly winding down as the streets were getting empty. She had asked Michael the neighbor in the next compound to assist her in taking them in his pick-up van to their new place of abode. She had been calling for an hour now and no response. She decided to get on with her journey. They had gotten to the bus stop and boarded the bus that was about moving. Nneoma carried Ifeoma in, followed by Chibuike and then entered with their bags on her lap. The journey began. Although she tried to put on a fierce look on her face Nneoma was scared to bits. Questions running through her mind. How was she going to cope? With work, with Ifeoma, Chibuike and Oluchukwu and their school? How? These questions had plagued her for so long and had hindered her from taking this step but this first step was necessary. Anything and any place were better than where they were before. She was so lost in thought she didn't notice the bus had slowed down in the middle of the road. "Driver what is happening?" some of the passengers where already asking, "Omo, fuel don finish oh". "Ah!!!" Nneoma exclaimed with some of the passengers. She quickly got down from the bus. Oluchukwu was still tied to her back but awake and was becoming restless. Chibuike was feeling sleepy as expected so she had to cross the bags with her across her shoulders and carry him in front. The other passengers were having a shout down on the driver but she couldn't wait. She started walking backwards in the hopes another vehicle would be coming. At this point she could not help but shed a few tears. What was she thinking? How did she talk herself into believing that this would work? What was her crime in life? She urged Ifeoma in front of her even as she pitied her. She knew she too would be tired. After a bit of walking with no bus in sight she decided to rest a bit. She sighted a street from the main road and a woman locking up her shop. She set their bags on the curb on the side of the road and told Ifeoma to sit and place the bags on the curb while she placed Chibuike on them. Oluchukwu had started whimpering. 

Nneoma took out the bread from her small bag and feed her while giving Ifeoma some out of it. A few vehicles had passed by so fast before Nneoma could hail them down. At some point she just got tired. Thunder rumbling, a few rain drops and the next thing a heavy down pour. Nneoma was up in a flash waking Chibuike up speedily and telling Ifeoma to run ahead into the shed of the shop she had seen that woman lock up earlier. Oluchukwu was screaming now and Chibuike was also crying. She had felt how cool the night air was earlier but she didn't see any clouds gathered in the sky, why was this happening? Ifeoma slid and fell just as she was about entering the shops shed. She screamed. Nneoma ran faster to her and saw it. A nail on the side of one of the tables under the shed was out and it had pierced Ifeoma on her right wrist. She quickly dropped their bags on the ground of the shed, put Oluchukwu on them, ushered Chibuike in to the shop shed as she started tending to Ifeoma, fetching water from the rain running from the roof of the shed to wash off the blood and trying to search through her bag for her face towel and spirit to disinfect the wound and cover it up. She too had started to cry. She searched the bags frantically for the blankets she had packed to cover up Oluchukwu as she suddenly realized Oluchukwu was on the ground shivering. Everything was happening all at once. After disinfecting the wound on Ifeoma’s wrist, She covered them all with all the blankets as the rain continued to fall. It seemed they would be spending the night here. She arranged the bags again, trying to make them in form of a make shift bed so they could lay on them while she sat on the cold ground beside them and covered them and herself with the blankets. 

lt was past midnight. It's funny how much time had passed since they left the house. She began to think she should have stayed with the passengers. She dozed off, thinking of the many things she still had to do before the weekend came to an end. She heard the chanting from a distance in her dreams but she didn't want to believe it. She heard it again. She jumped into action, moving the tables to form a "U" shape barricade around them. Of all the nights, it was the night she landed on a street that was having ORO. Oro was a ritual festival that usually happens at the death of a monarch or as at when the spiritual leaders of that area decided. She didn't have all the facts but she knew they were not supposed to be seen. What exactly was her crime? All she wanted was to take herself and the children away from her physically and verbally abusive husband and their father, John.

Was she wrong? Was John right in saying she would not last without him? Why were all these things happening? Was it okay to have just managed the beatings and the fighting rather than put herself in this situation of death on purpose? She was so lost in thought again she almost jumped when she felt a tugging on her blanket "mummy I am hungry" Chibuike said. She hadn’t notice he was awake. The chants were getting close from the adjacent street. Their only hope was for the spiritualists to continue to the opposite junction and for they themselves to remain silent as possible. How is it that Chibuike was choosing this time to ask for food by 2:30am?
"Sheeessshh, ojuju is coming", Nneoma whispered "I will give you bread later" she told him. Chibuikels eyes immediately opened wide and the fear was written across his face. He wanted to open his mouth again but the spiritualists where close now so she quickly placed her hand over his mouth and pulled him close. Time stood still for what seemed like forever. The spiritualists had stopped at the beginning of the street were the shop they were in was located. The shop was the fourth shop on the street. Chibuike was shaking, Ifeoma and Oluchukwu still asleep and oblivious to what was going on. The spiritualists began moving on again in the opposite junction. She could feel Chibuikels tears and the catarrh from his nose running down her palm. She waited. Chibuike started to struggle. Why couldn't this boy understand the dire situation they were in?" Chibuike, you want ojuju to come and carry us away?" She whispered. She checked her time, it was 3:00am. The spiritualists were now far from them. They too would be setting out soon.
She checked on Oluchukwu and Ifeoma. She let out a small cry " my God!!! she exclaimed, Ifeoma was running a temperature and Oluchukwu ls breathing sounded like that of a man that had been heavily drinking the night before. The face towel she had tied on Ifeomals wrist was soaked with blood. Her breathing was also very shallow. "No, no, no please Nne, don't give up, stay with me" Nneoma tried to compel Ifeoma as she patted her cheeks. She looked for the container containing their drinking water and soaked up another towel she had pulled out of her bag with water and placed it on Ifeomals head. No, her Ten-year-old would not die on her watch. She kept on saying it just as hot tears ran down her eyes. She checked the time; it's was only 20 mins past 3am. She couldn't wait she pushed the tables aside as she carried Ifeoma and ran to the main express road. There were usually oil tanker trucks on the road heading out to their tank farms or to their petrol stations to offload their product. "Mummy", Chibuike cried and tried to follow her, "stay there" she shouted fiercely at him and started to cry "Nnam stay there, oh biko. Please watch your sister for me, PLEASE!!! stay there Chibuike stay with Oluchukwu" she said as she ran. A vehicle was approaching, who would stop for a woman with a child in her arms, waving frantically on the express way at 3:40am in the morning? She thought to herself as she waved down the car. The vehicle stopped and a man came out with his gun ready to shoot. "Please, please help me". "Please don't shoot". "My child is dying please". "She had an injury, she was bleeding, it started to rain……”, Nneoma fell to the ground on her knees, crying with Ifeoma still in her arms. The passenger’s side of the car opened and a woman stepped out, carried Ifeoma to the back of the car. "Please my other children" Nneoma said. "Where are they?" the man asked " Mummy " Nneoma turned to see Chibuike. This child. The man urged everyone into the car as they went back to get Oluchukwu and their bags. 
…Ifeoma was jolted back to reality with a notification from her phone. It was from Oluchukwu, she and Dozie had arrived and as per usual Dozie fashion, they came bearing gifts, it was Christmas after all. The memory of that day up until when she had slept off that night in that shed would forever be etched in her memory and every other thing as per Nneoma’s memoir which she had kept over the years. The mark from that night would forever be on the right side of her inner wrist just as Oluchukwu developed asthma from the events of that night but they were all here, together and present in this time and as Nneoma had said to her when she had found her reading the memoir a few years back " You are only as strong as you allow yourself to be". So it was that they all gathered after the pleasantries, on the dinning and after grace was shared dived into the deliciousness of Nneomals food. John never bothered. I would know, I am IFEOMA.
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