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 “In the beginning was the word, and the word was with God, and the word was God.’’
 “What word?” Ifunanya asked averting her direction from the new Kings James version Bible she was holding. “this is so confusing”
 “Huh?”
 I heard her the first time, but I’m hoping she doesn’t repeat the question. “They say the word was …” “Ifunanya, I would rather not answer that,” I said, before could complete her sentence, turning to meet her overly big eyes on me. The girl-child has got big eyes, and I swear they can be frightening a-times. 
“The lord shall fight for us and we shall hold our peace” Ifunanya’s voice wasn’t as doubtful as it was earlier, she read this Exodus verse like she could recite it in her sleep. “Won’t you get dressed already, the whole word can read Exodus 14:14, even while sleep.’’ Naza snapped. I watch the two kids argue over nothing. *** I stared at my reflection in the mirror, I stared for so long, long enough for me not to remember, what has really changed? Same reflection, different mirrors. It’s been ten years already and I can prove that nothing much has changed, aside my hair is longer now and my chubby checks are nowhere seen. I gaze at my reflection a few moments longer in the large mirror, I lingered a little while in the spot that had conveniently shown up this morning. I had covered it with foundation so it blended with my skin. My eyes stared back at me looming and sad, I noticed that one is slightly swollen, making it appear bigger than the other. “Who is this woman that I see in the mirror?’’  this isn’t the first time I’m questioning my own self and it won’t be the last.
 “Who are you?’’ 
 The pastors Came thundering in my ears, “Speak up! I said, WHO ARE YOU IN THIS BODY!” I heard him the first time, the second bark wasn’t really necessary, but he didn’t stop yelling. “Show yourself, you agent of darkness, queen of coast, spirit from the pit of hell!” He took a deep breath, covering the space between us he placed his sweaty palm on my head. “Speak! What do you want in this body!” He continued. My head is beginning to spin, and I’m starting to feel dizzy, but this wasn’t going to end if I keep letting the man spin me around, I’m feeling nauseous also and the urge to get away from this idiotic man is on bearable. I placed my hands on my ears to stop me hearing his screams, he kept screaming into my ears, I’m starting to get very itchy with all the happenings. I shut my eyes hoping I disappear to anywhere, away from the crazy man, from these mad people gawking. All of a sudden everyone is gone, the bald man that kept spinning and shouting at me is also gone. I’m lying on the floor, with Aunt’s wrapper covering half my body. I had closed my eyes back, I’m not sure I would want to open them again. “Cheta!” That’s my Aunt’s voice. She should be in her room. We’ve had lunch as expected, I’m supposed to be helping with the kid’s homework, which is what I’m doing right now. 
“Cheta’’ it’s my Aunt’s voice again, I heard her call the first time, for some unknown reasons my legs had refused to move from its spot. “Cheta, mummy is calling you” Naza said the second she walked into the room.    “Where’s she?” I asked. I’m trying not to forget how to breath, I don’t know what this uncanny feeling is, but I’m really hearing my heart pound against my chest, I can hear it myself. “Inside her room, with Daddy” she answered. “Okay, I’m coming” and with that, she’s gone. “Aunty you called me?” I asked, standing at the entrance of her room. She was tying wrapper loosely on her chest. “Yes, your brother wants to talk to you” I looked at my brother, who had just raised his head to meet my gaze. It’s certain ifunanya got those huge eyes from her father. My elder brother hasn’t said anything yet to me, he seemed to prefer the silence, which is killing me. My palms are getting wettish and I can barely swallow my saliva in my throat, for I feel like a strong hand is holding on my neck. I was shaking, I was in panic but I don’t want them to see that.  “What happened on Friday when you and the kids went for deliverance and prayer’’ My brother asked, his eyes still closed. “Nothing happened” I said. Unsure of what I had just said. I kept staring at the words in the sticker which is on the door, written all in bold letters “THE GOD OF CHOSEN ANSWERS PRAYER.’’  
 “Which occult group do you belong too?” my Aunt’s question came with shivers running down my body. “Is it the one that will make me and my husband poor in few months? For how long have you been there? Who would they ask you to bring ehn? “there was a moment of silence. “You can’t talk anymore?” I tried, But I kept staring at the words, I really tried opening my mouth, to say something, but nothing came out. Do you suck the children blood when they’re asleep? I know why I’m asking you all these questions. Hmm, don’t feel like I’m maltreating you” she said raising her hands in defense. “Why I’m saying all these is because Uchenna was there, he witnessed everything that happened. He told us what the pastor said Cheta, that you’re possess and you belong to an occult group.
 **** Present day. *****
 “Ughh, All day! I can’t believe it. I’m so tired”. Someone had just walked inside the house, although I’m still half asleep, I could recognize that voice. “What happened here?” Believe me when I say I know what she smells like, and it’s not magic. Ever since I’ve known her, she uses nothing but only vanilla and shea butter, In everything. If you ask me, I would say easy and predictable, and I love it.
 Grace, she has been talking the second she stepped into this room, she’s sitting in the bed closed to me, taking of her earrings and other accessories, and I’ve been staring at her moving lips wondering if I should kiss her now or not, we should be kissing. She’s saying something about her hair, or her nails? I don’t know, I can’t focus. I’m trying to hear her clearly, to concentrate, like her words are obscure. I closed my eyes for a while to prevent her from blurring away with her words.  “They should all be in jail, Bastards !!”  She roared before leaning forward to lock her lips with mine. Sweet and warm. “you’re dressed, did you go out?” She asked with her eyes firm on my face, “I dressed up too, but then ...” “But then?” “I just couldn’t figure out who I am. He kept asking” I could barely hear my voice. “When next he asks, you tell him you’re mine.” “I’m yours?” She didn’t answer immediately, I could feel her breathing against my chest. She had chosen pain over life. Pain, for that’s what I am to her and to my own self. “Yes, you’re mine, always and forever” she says that always. I listened to her footsteps retreat to the kitchen. I should tell her how beautiful her hair looks and how pretty is she, lately I keep forgetting things, I sighed lifting the duvet up to cover the rest of my body. I pray it all comes to an end soon. “You didn’t take the weed” grace asked returning with the round flowery ceramic bowl, she usually keeps the smoke in.  No, I took the pills” I said waiting for her why.  “Why?” “I couldn’t find the lighter” “Liar!” “Guiltily as charged. I’m sorry, I was just...’’   “it’s okay, you don’t have to say it” she had a slight smile on her face when she looked at me.
  “What?” 
 “Huh?’’  I mumbled, blinking my eyes away from her. 
“You’ve been staring, do you want to say something” she asked so calmly, like she can’t read my mind. “I needed to tell you how pretty you look, now.” I mumbled. “Now?” She asked, with her back on me, she’s rolling another weed. “Not now, but now included and always yeah” I stuttered, Unsure of the words I was saying, and if I had eyes at the back of my head, I could swear she’s got that smirk on her face. She’s a tease and a bully sometimes.
 ****
 Somewhere between the repetition of Sunday school lessons and the event that follows later, I lost what it felt to be happy. But I didn’t know it then, even though in my dreams I would lie with my face broken like the dolls in the pink tissue in a shoebox coffin, just like in the love Orange. For I was at the age where no one asked for my commitment or opinion. When night comes and the kids retire to bed with their mom, I would hug the pillow in my hand so tightly, so tight that when he tries to take my hands in, it would be a little difficult, but that won’t stop him from forcefully taking them and placing it inside his clothes. “Cheta,” he will whisper my name, I would pretend to be sleeping. “Cheta, are you sleeping?” He will ask. He would pull me closer to him, so close, he pulled my shirt up and would touch my eleven years kind of empty chest, he will still go ahead to suck on my nipples, I have no   idea what I was feeling but I’m sure of the fierce pain that strikes me when he puts his fingers inside me, when he shifts my panties and places his hard self on me. I can’t breathe, he is all over me, his lips, his weight. His hands are on my lips, I can’t make a noise, someone might hear.so didn’t.   The next room is where my brother, his wife and kids are fast asleep, you see uchenna and I sleep in the sitting room. I would stop struggling, I can’t prevail over him. So, I would lie quietly and close my eyes, feeling numb and hoping morning comes. “Our world waits outside, where there’s light” That’s the phrase which I used like a totem. “This will end soon” I whispered to myself So will I.  I have no idea how long I’ve I lied in there. How long does it take to break a person? To take their will and fire and spirit and crunch them beneath your fists?
 I knew a lot about death then because in my dreams I had been there, each night felt like death to me. I also know a great deal about love, I thought, was like a boy, stroking his hands on my face, telling me how beautiful I am, and gently kissing my lips, I’ve seen it a-lot in movies, despite my age. Love was like a wanting for me, maybe a gentler way of doing the things he did to me at night, but rather with light, but then I was wrong.   He wasn’t the first, there’s been a boy before, and another before him. Maybe there’s nothing wrong with what he’s doing, maybe that’s love, cause why would they all say “I love you” then.
 *******
 My girlfriend is sitting opposite to me, but I don’t understand why she’s shedding so much tears. “Cheta, why didn’t you tell anyone” she asked wiping off the liquid off her checks with the back of her palm, did I make her cry?  “Is it morning already?” She’s ignoring me, but I think its morning now, I can see a bit of light through the cotton. “You didn’t like what he was doing, did you?” I returned my gaze back to her. “No, I didn’t, I just didn’t want to die.”  “Was he going to kill you?”  “Yes, he was going too, He promised me that, and I never enjoyed his flogging.”  My voice is a croak.    I felt the sudden purge to throw up, but I suppressed it. I wouldn’t stress grace with my mess. “Also, I felt it was too early for me to die.” But was it? for that was when I died. 
 “Cheta!”
 I could hear grace’s voice echo, from the bathroom, I guess. I should get going. “Oh, you here” she said the moment she saw me enter, a smile in her eyes and a towel on her hand. “You don’t want to bath?” She asked looking me from head down to my cold feet as she hung the towel on the door. “I want too” I said, but the words came out as a whisper. I’m sure she heard. This isn’t the first time we’re both like this, but grace keeps me making me ... “shy?” Is that the word, the way she looks at me, she taking every detail of my body under the white light. “Come” she said. Extending her hand from the bathtub. I stood for a while, wearing nothing but my nakedness, I held her hands and steeped into the water -filled tub. First were my feet, followed by the rest of my slender body. The water was warm, warm enough to bring out steam from our bodies.
 I know when I’m safe, When I’m with her that’s how I feel. Under her touch lies comfort, wrapped under her I saw clearly the world that awaited. Filled with vanilla and shea butter, warm and pampering, if I could melt into her.  The comfort scent of this new world engulfs me, intoxicating and gradually pulling me out from death and damnation.  
 “Come back to me Cheta, please come back to me.’’ Grace whispered.  I’m very tired and hungry but grace won’t stop bathing me like a newborn and she kept asking me to come back, while I’m only here for her. “We should have killed him” she said hurriedly, but not so fast enough for me not to hear, because I can’t stop laughing right now, “Killed him?” I asked with a raised brow. “Yes,’’ she answered dipping her forehead into mine. “My mother would cry and mourn his death, I wouldn’t want that, I wish she won’t” “We would go see the botanist first, and get the flowers planted.” “No, the beach first” I’m laughing now, grace had used her soapy hands on her eyes and she can barely see, but she still manages to find me and now we can’t stop giggling like infants.
