
UNDER DARK CLOUDS

Happiness is ephemeral, akin to the rain drumming on the roof. Ceasing, and then starting again. It comes and goes at will, as if it’s a guest. You clasp your hands, prayer-like, and wish that this glee lingers. It does. It leaps in your heart as you stare down, once again, at the inert figure of Mama on the bed, eyes closed in peaceful sleep. 
For two years, Mama has suffered excruciating pain after her right leg was amputated. Despite the pain relief treatments, restless tossing on the bed plagued her nights, accompanied by her cries that echoed across the roof, when the ache she described as hot pins shot up her thigh. Papa’s absence compounded her suffering, a burden she has encumbered. But now, her snore reverberates through the comfort of her bedroom. 
Similarly, the anticipation of your younger sister’s—Oma’s—return home after being away stirs in you a mix of unnamed emotions. This expectancy feels euphoric and, at the same time, disquieting. It’s been three years since Oma began living with Papa’s younger sister, Silvia, a nurse in Aba. However, something about Oma’s return elicits sadness in you: a feeling you try to substitute with the hope of reuniting with her.

Last night, Silvia had called. It was unexpected; she seldom called. And whenever Mama called to inquire about Oma, Silvia would give gratifying replies about how Oma was doing great at home or her typical “Oma is fine”. She never complained about Oma; she rarely did. It was only after Mama’s insistence that Silvia would eventually pass the phone to Oma, usually when Silvia asserted that she was off-duty. Your sister’s voice, once on the line, was vibrant. 
Mama had always dreaded sending you both to live with others. She always recounted the time she stayed with her mother’s friend after her father’s demise, and her mother fell gravely ill—an experience she vowed her children would never go through. However, Oma’s situation seemed different. Her cheerful tone conveyed contentment, her voice was riddled with mirth, devoid of any hint of mistreatment. 
“Where else can one find safety if not with family?” Mama would often say as she hung up the call. 
But this time, when Silvia called, her voice lacked its usual warmth. You were with Mama’s phone when it chimed with an incoming call. There was something in Silvia’s voice that made your stomach clench. You wanted to tell her about Mama’s fragile health, her susceptibility to mini heart attacks, her vulnerability to even mild emotional triggers, and her reliance on medications lately. Being a nurse, Silvia would understand how to convey any information if it happened to be grim. But instead you asked if all was alright, and she replied, “Yes, everything is fine. I just want to speak with your mother.” 
You put the phone on loudspeaker and handed it to Mama. 
“Hello.” Mama beamed. 
“I’ll be sending Oma back tomorrow,” Silvia interjected. 
Mama’s face furrowed. “What happened?”
Silvia’s revelation shattered your semblance of happiness. She said that Oma had begun sneaking out of her house to meet with some random boy. That she got pregnant and had an abortion. 
“Ah, the devil is a liar!” 
“I can no longer keep her under my roof.”
“Oma won’t kill me o!” Mama’s scream lanced the air. She clutched her chest and then flung her hands apart, pushing away one of her crutches. It clattered to the floor. “Give her the phone let me speak with her!” 
“You will speak with her tomorrow when she returns. I would have brought her back myself, but I won’t be able to because I will be on duty, and my husband is out of town. First thing tomorrow morning, I’ll put her in a bus.” With this, she hung up. 


You stand by the window in the living room, peering through a gap between the clusters of louvers, hoping to catch a glimpse of any vehicle veering into the compound. It’s past noon; the sky wears a heavy frown, sealed with dark clouds as if it’s almost nightfall. The rain is intense; its sound against the roof grows loud like pebbles being flung on a surface. Your gaze drifts to Mama’s mini kiosk—which situates at the entrance of compound—and to the pawpaw tree swaying in the wind beside Papa’s grave.  Your heart sinks.
On rainy days like this, you and Oma would sit in the living room telling each other stories or lay on the bed, listening to the rain’s gentle cadence like a soothing symphony, lulling you both into bliss. But now, nothing excites you about rainfalls. That allure has dimmed, leaving only emptiness within. Like the paradox of satiation—when what once brought one pleasure becomes the very trigger that reminds them of their own melancholy. 


It was on a rainy day, four years ago, that your family went through a dark time. You were sixteen, while Oma was on the cusp of thirteen and was about entering her senior class. You were both telling stories as usual when a woman, Angelina, Mama’s friend, ran to the house to inform you that Mama had called. She said Mama and Papa were involved in a ghastly accident on their way back from Silvia’s marriage introduction ceremony. 
The following day, you all visited the hospital. You and Oma bawled your eyes out at the sight of Papa writhing, his limbs and face swathed in bandages. Mama sat beside him, hale, except for a conspicuous blotch on her right foot which you, alongside everyone else who came to visit, dismissed as a minor scratch. 
Mama said that the tyre of the bus they boarded had a blowout, resulting to series of somersaults. She and some fellow passengers were flung away into the bushes nearby. She called it a miracle. The windscreen and windows shattered. Shards of glass even pierced the eyes of one of the passengers sitting at the front. The driver survived, but had a gash on his head, while Papa was found wounded, unconscious, trapped beneath the overturned bus. 
The blotch on Mama’s foot began to widen like a spider web as the days passed. She insisted she felt no pain, though. “It’s nothing,” she often said to anyone who asked, waving them off. “I’m treating it with hot water.” 
In contrast, Papa’s condition was deteriorating. Mama began to succumb to the blotch after Papa breathed his last. That fateful night, you were in the restroom when her scream tore through the door’s gaps, flooding the entire premises. “Papa Ola, please don’t leave me!” She was weeping, slamming herself against the concrete floor of the hospital ward. When a nurse covered the corpse with a blue sheet, Mama let out a heart-wrenching scream, as if reality just dawned on her. You and Oma stood by the entrance of the ward with soggy eyes, watching as the nurses carried Mama out of the ward. Mama fought, and screamed, and wailed.  
Mama’s health declined rapidly after Papa’s funeral. Within days, she was hospitalized, and her right leg had to be suspended in the air for several months. The doctor said that Mama had internal bleeding which wasn’t properly treated. He said it had damaged the blood vessels in her leg and that to prevent the infection from spreading, the affected part was to be amputated. It was a month after the amputation that Silvia and her husband came to visit and offered to take care of Oma.


It’s five-twenty p.m. It’s still drizzling. You’ve just finished from the kitchen and returned to the living room when the buzz of a motorcycle swerving into the compound permeates the air. You peer through the louvers. 
“Is it Oma?” Mama’s voice reaches you from the doorway. She’s hobbling on her crutches, the sound of metal clicking against the tiled floor as she makes her way to one of the sofas. She pauses upon reaching the larger sofa, adjusts her grip on the crutches, and then eases herself onto it with a soft sigh.
“Yes,” you say, turning the doorknob and sauntering out. 
The gloom in your heart fritters away with the sight of Oma alighting from the motorcycle. She’s different in some way—thinner, with her skin now a shade of burnt plantain-chips. Oma’s skin used to be lighter. Her cornrows are disheveled, with loose strands sticking out. You’re appalled by the jagged scars on her arms, neck and legs. Her stomach appears slightly swollen. 
“Sister Ola,” she calls out, her voice still carrying that familiar lilt. 
“Omalicha.” You beam, holding your arms out. She sinks into them, her head resting heavily on your shoulder. She’s taller now, her body full-figured, her chest brushing against yours. You’re worried about the scars marring her skin. When you reach out to touch her arm, she winces and flinches away. “Who did this to you?” you ask, taking the holdall from her. 
“Aunty Silvia,” she responds, letting out a sigh. 
As you made your way inside, you observe the way she totters along the corridor, as though a nail pierced her feet. 
In the living room, Mama’s mouth is already twitching with the need to spout something condescending, to upbraid Oma. You’re familiar with the look. As her eyes are on Oma. Her face, a grimace. Like you, her attention is fixated on the scars on Oma’s body. She doesn’t give Oma a chance to greet before firing off the question, “Who did this to you?”
“Aunty Silvia.” Oma sits.  
Mama is silent for a while before lashing out, “Why won’t she beat you eh? Since you’ve decided to be an ashawo—”
“Mummy, she just arrived,” you say. “Let’s discuss this tomorrow.”
“Ola, respect yourself!” Mama glowers and wags her index finger at you before turning to face Oma. “Who got you pregnant?”
You sink on the sofa next to Oma, observing the despondent look melding on her face like alloys of steel. She keeps her head down, her eyes marking the tiles designs. Oma has always been the type with a quiet reserve. Her reticence once irked you. She has always been this slow river, while you’re a ragging torrent. You’ve always wanted her to be bold. You even hoped that her being away from home, she’d learn to speak out for herself. But nothing seems to have changed.   
“Are you not the person I’m asking?” 
“Mama, there’s no boy—” 
“Shut up!” Mama snaps at her. “Are you calling Silvia a liar?”
The electric power is back now. The ceiling fan starts to spin.  
 “How did you get pregnant if there was no boy?” Mama scowls at her. “Are you now the Virgin Mary?” 
Oma breaks into a low-toned sobbing that causes her body to quake.
 “Crying won’t help you,” Mama scolds. “Who’s he—?”
“It’s Fred, Aunty Silvia’s husband,” Oma breaks, tears streaming down her cheeks, her face resting in her palms as if it has become too heavy. 
The clock hanging over the television seems to tick louder, echoing in the heavy silence enveloping the room. You gape at Mama, whose lips are hanging open. She clutches her chest, as if her heart is about to burst out of her ribcage. The disbelief in her eyes is palpable. 
“Fred?” Mama stares wide-eyed at Oma.
Oma begins to recount the events. You imagine what she says in vivid detail, each scene unwrapping in your head. You want to ask her how Fred stole into her room at night, if he crept in or he stormed in boldly like the owner of the house; if he ripped her clothes apart and shoved her to the bed, cutting off her protests with his large palm clamping over her mouth. But you don’t ask. Instead you watch the mucus dripping from her nose, down her chin, and into her mouth as she cries and speaks. Anger like a string of jagged needles pulls up from your stomach, pierces your heart, and shoots through your veins. This hot, sharp thing twisting your body into a knot. Your fists clench and your teeth grind together. 
Uncle, please, you imagine Oma imploring, her voice muffled by the weight of his body, his balloony stomach. You imagine Fred heaves and thrusts with ragged breath, his body crushing hers, his visage contorting into an ugly mask, Oma wincing and sniffling. You imagine Fred blowing a threat at her, his voice as sharp and chilly as a serrated blade, causing Oma to shiver: If you tell anyone or your Aunty, I’ll kill you and nobody will know about it!
“It happened three times while Aunty Silvia was on duty,” Oma says. She narrates how Silvia found out after she fainted one morning; how tests were conducted; how when the result was out, Silvia’s fury erupted; how Silvia lashed her with a belt, demanding to know who was responsible; how she told Silvia the truth; how Silvia confronted her husband who accused her of being the cause—for starving him of sex when he demanded it, and for her infertility; how Silvia called her a witch, a home breaker. Oma narrates how Silvia took her to the hospital during her night shift and made her lie on a bed and worked metals into her; how the metals slithered into her body and she felt them churning her stomach, pain like electric current rippling through her spine. “My stomach still hurts,” she says.    
Was this the reason Silvia refused to bring Oma home herself? You’re wondering. Your heart is a cauldron of seething inferno.  
Cries slip from Mama’s lips, her hands on her head as she mutters, “Ola, call Silvia! Call her o!”
You dial Silvia’s number and put the phone on loudspeaker. The phone rings but no answer. You redial it, but the call is busied. On the third try, it’s switched off. 
“I think she switched off her phone.” 
“God, are you quiet?” Mama’s voice quavers, as you help Oma up and take her into the room. She slaps her chest and begins to cry. 

It’s past eleven p.m., and the rain has started again. As you enter the room after finishing with your night study, you pause to observe Oma lying curled up on the bed. You wonder how she endured all these years without you, without Mama. You’ve so many questions to ask. But it won’t be tonight. Perhaps, tomorrow—when your anger allays. 
Your eyes, for a moment, fixate on the electric bulb dangling from the ceiling and the moths hovering around it. Approaching the bed, you notice her shivering like a leaf tossed by the wind. When you touch her skin, it’s hot like a pot on fire. You panic. You hesitate to call Mama, considering her health and the evening shock. Instead, you hurriedly fetch a bowl of water, a kerchief, and Mama’s fever tablets sprawled on the table in the living room. 
	When you return, you find Oma convulsing, blood crawling down her thighs, staining the white flower-pattern bed sheet. Your heart drums frantically, your temples pulsating. You don’t remember when you fly to the bed; you don’t know when a scream escapes your throat. You don’t know when you begin to shriek “Oma! Oma!” while cradling her head in your arms. You don’t care if your voice is loud, if it awakens Mama or disturbs the neighbourhood. 
You’re weeping, still cradling Oma, when the door swings open. You hear Mama’s crutches clicking against the floor. You hear Mama’s inquisitive voice. “What happened? Why are you—?”
“I think Oma has stopped breathing.” The words tremble from your lips. 
“Oma—” you hear Mama say, and then a thud follows. She slumps.
Another scream rips from your throat, your heart lurching painfully in your chest. The world around you stills. Your eyes are burning. 
You’re torn between helping Mama and cradling Oma. When none of them responds to your efforts, you dart into the night, stumbling through the rain, under the sky shrouded with dark clouds, your heart pounding in your chest, your legs splashing through puddles. 
You bang on neighbours’ gates, crying for help. But no one answers. Perhaps, they think the incessant bangs might be from a burglar, a hoodlum—or something menacing. And when nobody answers you, you return to be with Mama and Oma, and wait for what took them to take you too.         
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