SCARS
[bookmark: _gjdgxs]The journey to Aba was hot. That kind of sticky hotness that filled the air with a kind of sickening dampness that left people looking like they soaked themselves in okuma. 
The horrid smell of garlic and crayfish coupled with the uneven breathing of a handful of bulk men wheezing like they were suffering from severe asthmatic attack was probably the reason for the uneasiness that hung heavily in the air, threatening to explode at the slightest pressure. 
The painted lady beside me adjusted her ginger-coloured wig for what seemed like the tenth time and dabbed furiously at her paint streaked face, visibly uncomfortable, suffocated and irritated by the wheezing man by her side. I looked away from her and stared outside.
     The nauseating smell of fume from rickety lorries made me pinch my nose and rest my head on my lap. I was worn out, sweaty and nauseous and we were only two hours into the journey. 
I stifled a yawn and reclined my head, closed my eyes and tried to fall asleep but my mind had reverted to its wandering. 
Five months ago I was happy, so happy I had begun to believe that fairy tales were real. But i wish I had woken sooner from my daydreaming. Now here I was on my way back to my grandmother’s house in the village, abandoned, penniless, and pregnant with a child whose father wanted nothing to do with it.

I didn't know when I had fallen asleep, but when I woke up, there was an incessant clanging in my head and my eyes felt heavy. I squeezed them shut for a few seconds and opened them again, it didn't do much for my aching head, but my eyes had lost some weight. 
The bus had stopped at a park in Aba and passengers had begun to file out. I reached for my water bottle under the seat and waited until it was my turn to get down. I climbed out of the vehicle and went behind to sort out my bags from the other bags that had been tossed out of the boot. 
The walk from the park to Mama’s house would be long, but I had no choice. The only money I had with me was a battered hundred naira note the tout that loaded my bags on the bus had given me as my change. I hoisted the heavier bag on my head and hung the other one around my arm and began to weave my way through the mud covered, market road. 
The world outside may have changed a lot, but the city of Aba was just the way I had left it six years ago. Cars struggling for space on the busy road caked with mud during the rainy season, motorists cussing at keke drivers, okada riders hurling insults at teenage hawkers who dove blindly into the crammed road to answer potential customers on the other side, pedestrians raining abuses on whoever smeared mud on them. Clothes sellers displayed their wears on maimed, weather beaten mannequins in front of their stores, market men and women who had no permanent space, positioned their goods wherever they saw dry ground, people called out different advert messages on the top of their voices at the same time. The more jovial sellers grabbed your arm and guided you towards their goods. 
The small road spread into a fork in front of me and I crossed over, took my right and continued to walk down the street.  Little children ran the length of the street barefoot, their stuffed bellies gleaming in the light of the setting sun. Mama’s compound was two more streets away from here; just a few more minutes and I would face my first nightmare. I didn’t doubt that Mama would be happy to see me, but guilt nagged at my heart. 

I had lost my parents when I was only six years old, and both of them were only children of their parents. Since mama was the only surviving grandparent I had, she had taken me back to live with her in Aba. She had spent the money she made from her stock fish business on my education from primary school until I had written my SSCE. Then one hot evening six years ago while I and Mama sat under the shade of the ube tree behind the house peeling egusi, she had told me that her friend’s daughter who had come back to village two weeks ago was going back to Kano in the next two days and needed a young girl who would go with her and help her take care of her children while she was at work. 
The thing is, Mama always believed that I belonged in the bigger world, and every day she would remind me that the world was waiting for me to claim my rightful position. So to her going to the commercial city of Kano was my first step into my beautiful future. 
That night and the night after she had told me stories of my mother as a baby and how much i took after her in beauty and character. 
At the crack of dawn the next day, mama walked me to the park where Aunty Obiageli was sitting on an iron bench waiting. She hugged me before I got on the bus, squeezed a one thousand naira note in my hand and muttered prayers for me in Igbo. I could see the tears forming at the corner of her eyes, but she didn’t let then fall. When the bus reversed and left the park I watched mama’s figure fade into the semi-darkness of dawn. And since then I had lived with Aunty Obiageli, her children and Uncle Nnamdi her abusive husband.
The first time he abused me, Aunty Obiageli and the children had left home to attend a fire conference in Sabon gari. He had come back from his spare part shop earlier than usual and asked me to serve him sliced watermelons. When I doubled over to set the plate on the stool, he brushed my breast with his knuckle and smiled.
"Who did you get this from?"
I remember standing up abruptly and almost knocking down the stool. 
The next time, was several months later, the children had gone camping in church and Aunty Obiageli had gone for a vigil. He had entered into my room and locked the door behind him. I woke up when I felt a hand fumbling with the knot of my wrapper on my waist. He pressed one hand over my mouth and put a finger across his lips. He didn't linger like the other day. He just cradled me between his thigh and undid the button on his shorts. I shut my eyes and prayed silently. 
The first intrusive thrust made me throw my eyes wide open, my nostrils flared and a shiver ran down my spine. Then I started to struggle. He shifted his weight and picked up a razor blade from the head rest and showed it to me. Then he put a finger across his lips. When I stopped struggling, he thrust again, and again. I remember the pain that exploded throughout my body, I remember how numb my legs felt and how light my head was until he lifted his weight from my body and got out of the bed. I kept my eyes fixed on the ceiling until I had the door open and close again. Warm liquid trickled down my thigh, I got up and went into the toilet and scrubbed my body fiercely with a sponge, hoping to wash away the feel of his body on mine. Then I untucked the sheets on my bed and dumped them in a bucket. In the darkness of my room, i sat curled up in a corner until the first streak of daylight filtered into my room. 
The sexual assault continued until one evening six months ago when Aunty Obiageli had returned home unannounced and saw uncle Nnamdi fondling my ear lobes while I stood washing plates in the sink. She grabbed me by my hair and pulled me away from him. I stared at her dumbfounded. She landed two slaps on my cheeks before I could gather my thought. Then she dropped her hand bag on the floor and reached for the soup spoon in the cupboard. Uncle Nnamdi had leaped out of the kitchen already. She landed the spoon on my head first then brought it down again on my shoulder. She continued the assault until she was breathless. When she was done, she grabbed me by my ear, opened the door and tossed me outside like a piece of used rag. My bags followed next. 
I sat outside bloodied and unable to move my body for a long time. And that was when I met Ifeanyi; a tall, light skinned boy with chocolate brown eyes and a mass of black hair that tumbled down in unruly curls around his head. His lips were the colour of ripe mountain apples. His eyes were tender and his smile was flirty, mischievous even, like he had something up his sleeve. Ifeanyi had walked up to me that night and carried me on his back to his house, he had even gone back to pick up my bags. I was too sore to talk and he hadn’t asked me any questions. He tended to the sores on my shoulder, my face and my arms and even got me pain relief drugs and my grieving heart had fallen for his natural charm. 
After a week, he finally asked me why I was thrown out on the street. When I explained what had happened, he had listened. When I looked up at him embarrassed by what I had just spilled, the look on his face was warm and maybe I imagined it, but I saw the spark of rage that burned in his brown eyes. I felt lighter than I had felt in years. I felt like my heart had finally found solace and when he pulled me into his warm embrace I had felt like I finally belonged somewhere in this world. From then on, he would cuddle me closely and sing me to sleep when I had trouble sleeping or when I woke up sweaty and terrified from a nightmare and naturally I fell madly in love with him. I loved the way the rich baritone of his voice floated around his one room apartment when he sang his Igbo medley, the way he stroked my hair gently on nights when I rested my head on his legs. The way he kissed me made me feel I was special. Sex with him was not like the hurried thrust of Uncle Nnamdi. He would slowly feed his eyes on my naked body and begin to savour every part of me with reverence and what he called slow worship and when we were done, we would lay awake under the sheets, our naked body entwined listening to the rise and fall of our breathe until we fell asleep. 

When I had told him I was pregnant I half-expected him to pull me into his warm embrace and kiss me until I was breathless, but the look of disgust on his face threw me off balance. 
“Who is the baby for?”
When I just stared at him, he raised his voice and asked the question again. This time his voice sounded different, like he was a stranger. His brown eyes were drained of all the warmth I was used to. I fumbled with the words in my mouth.
“You.” 
The slap I received on that night two days ago jolted me out of my day dreaming and the force of my new reality knocked me off the ground. My cheeks burned and tears stung my eyes. The next day, he took me to the park and handed me some money and asked me to return back to wherever I came from. 
As I approached Mama’s small one room apartment sitting at the end of the row of houses in the narrow compound, the smell of soaked stock fish made me drop my bags and clench my stomach. Mama lifted her head from her cooking and looked at me. A sad smile lifted one side of her lips. She walked slowly to where I stood and hugged me. I noticed that her youthful gait had left her and her shoulders were now a little slouched. Her fair skin had become many shades darker. There were many new lines of wrinkles on her face, yet you could tell she had once been a beauty to behold. And even with the traces of sadness in her smile, it still took my breath away. Enclosed in her warm embrace, I noted that she smelt of all kinds of fish and though it made me nauseous, I felt safe for the first time since I found out I was going to have a baby. She held me like that for several minutes rubbing my back and whispering repeatedly, “My baby, it is not the end of your life.” I began to sob.
She tightened her arms around me and stroke my head. I felt the first drop of her tears on my neck and then they began to pour in torrents rolling down my back. Finally she sniffed and pulled me away from her and with the edge of her wrapper she dried the streak of tears on my face.




