





Nothing Left to Fight For
By Pamela Erhiakeme 


If someone had told me three years ago that right now, I would be sickly and dying and unable to get up from my bed, I might’ve laughed in their face. The disbelief would’ve gone up a scale if they mentioned what would kill me, for I had always imagined that it would be something huge, something external.
I would never have even conceived the thought that what would kill me would also be a part of me. 
From a young age, I suppose I had always had ideas about death. My brother's teenage obsession was 1000 Ways To Die, so much that he’d make sure I was seated on the dining with my homework and bribe me with ice-cream so I would not tell Ma that he was focused on the television instead of helping me out. Obinna wasn’t stingy with the volume, and our dining area had a front view of the television, so sometimes I would take a break from my math sums by peeking at what he was watching. There was something entrancing about people dying in unorthodox ways; I couldn’t keep my eyes off the TV. While my brother had the liberty to verbally express his emotions, I smothered my ohs and ahs so Obinna didn’t force me to go upstairs.
I later advanced from straining my neck to peep at the screen to getting my homework done at school so I could sit comfortably in the living room and view the show from a better angle. It was something between Obinna and I; our Ma knew nothing about it. She was barely around, Papa too, so I could stay past my bedtime with no consequences and entertain myself with people in unconventional ways.
That was until the night Ma came back from her travels two days early and walked in to the sight of her two kids sitting cross-legged on the sofa, hands going in and out of a popcorn bag, eyes glued to the television screen watching as a flight attendant got sucked out from the top of plane mid-air and became shredded, suffocated, frozen and dead before her body landed into the ocean. Our sibling TV bonding time ended with a firm knock on Obinna's head (Obinna said that it made him temporarily lose his spatial awareness; I lost most of my little sister benefits as a result) and a lot of words said with a very loud and harsh tone that still hurt my ears to recount. 
Ma said she had no problem with Obinna watching 1000 Ways To Die, but why would he let me join him? I was only six years old. I could get ideas.
Oh, I got ideas all right. But not in the way Ma thought. I didn’t want to die, but I knew death was imminent and my imagination was vast, so I sometimes wondered when and how my life would end.
Maybe when I am forty on a vacation, drunk with money till my skin tingles, that my lack of swimming skills escapes my mind and I wade too far into the water. Maybe when I’m married, losing control of the car my husband got for me for our fifteenth anniversary and driving it into a tree.  Maybe as a nurse, a slow painful death over the course of several days after an infected patient coughed into my mouth. Maybe, maybe, maybe. I wanted to enjoy my youth, make lots of money and die after that. It had been impressed in my mind, a bit of reflexive thinking, that no matter the how, I was not going to die young.
Yet here I am at nineteen, dying of colon cancer.
Life has a way of saying, “Screw you.” It’s some form of black humor that I don’t appreciate.
What is killing all of me is a part of me, one I can’t reconcile with. It’s hard to comprehend, really. What do they mean by rapidly multiplying abnormal cells? Why are they abnormal? What makes them abnormal? Why can’t their growth be controlled? Why isn’t there a cure yet, despite the advances human have made in research? Why me?
Why me? 
And that’s the most painful question to ask, because you’d hear of kids being nuisances, kids raping other kids, kids getting convicted of murder, yet the kid that life decides to screw over is the one who still beats herself up for the time she unknowingly crushed a butterfly during a school field trip a few years ago because “it was just existing and it wasn’t hurting anybody and I didn’t know that it was there and I really, really didn’t mean to step on it.”
That day, I had a breakdown and was crying uncontrollably and no efforts to calm me down worked, so my teacher had to call my brother who was with his classmates, also on the same field trip. A hug from Obinna and a pack of FanIce vanilla ice-cream did the trick. Obinna would forever use that incident to mock my reasoning – how could I not flinch at watching people die on television but have a breakdown upon seeing a dead butterfly?
As much as I couldn’t understand it then, my simple explanation was that there’s a difference between the media and real life. I now know that reality is scarier to face, and it’s easy to get some sort of thrill when watching unorthodox deaths in the media, or to brush off someone’s death as a “phase in life that will happen to everyone", but when you’re the one who is face to face with death, your preconceived, flowery notions about life go out of the window.
Death hits differently when you know that you are going to die.


I have been a good kid all my life.
I thought I would never regret being good, that maybe some sort of reward would be waiting for being respectful and obedient and academically gifted.
However, just a month after my cancer diagnosis was confirmed, as I was receiving my first round of chemo and the reality of my situation really sunk in, I regretted being a good kid.
I would say my regrets are many, and it hurts even more, because they aren’t regrets about noteworthy things like drinking to stupor or sneaking out with my friends. It’s for staying within my zone, not branching out even when my friends begged me to. 
And maybe some of the activities people my age engage in are considered too much. There are things I would never have done. But there are some things I should have allowed myself to do, like going on outings with my friends, following Lola to the vacation she and her family went to in 2019, reading the note that Favour Ekene snuck into my locker instead of squeezing it and dumping in the trash, staying up the night before my end of year exams to binge-watch a Netfix series that came out that day.
At times, the pain would be so bad that it would wake me up at the night. The doctors say that diversionary therapy can help, but I can’t seem to focus on a preppy high school movie or an endless stream of YouTube shorts. I would yearn for something tangible, and I start searching through my memory stash for interesting one that I can relive over and over in my head, but there is none because I have no interesting memories.
For the early part of my life, the only interesting person was my brother. He was a typical teenage rebel, and many times my parents would have to leave work to have a meeting with our school’s disciplinary board or with another parents to apologise for their child’s tooth getting punched out by Obinna. He was eight years older than I was, and I don’t know if it was a Nigerian parent’s mentality thing, but even then, my parents always compared him to me.
I was the intelligent child.
I was the quiet child.
I was the model child.
But maybe, maybe if I wasn’t, I would cope better with the heartache I feel at night.
Obinna studied nursing, and I know that sometimes when he gives me advice on how to make the best of my situation (he believes that hope isn’t lost until it is; I have stopped being a naïve optimist years ago), I feel like he is talking as a nurse would to a patient, not a brother to his sister. I wish Obinna would understand me better, because although oncology and nephrology are two different specialties, most of the patients he cares for have terminal kidney problems, and his sister has terminal cancer, and palliative care is palliative care no matter the diagnosis.
He still doesn’t think I’m going to die. I just let him live in his fantasy. 
Obinna studied a bit of human psychology in the university, so sometimes he gives the most random, psychological advice. When we last spoke on the phone, he tried to cheer me up by telling me to reflect on what I have achieved, and from the pause after he said that, I knew he didn’t think it through, that it was the psychologist in him speaking, because what have I really achieved?
Plaques and trophies of academic honor, several certificates from being a finalist in different science competitions, seven As and two Bs in WAEC, a 324 score in JAMB – are those achievements I should be proud of?
I brought up the eventful life he lived when he was a teenager and he scoffed and said that those things he did then were stupid stuff.
“At least you lived to the age where he could say they were stupid,” I said, “but I would never live that long, so why don’t you let me think of them as youthful actions, not stupid?” Why didn’t I laugh at stupid dad jokes Ese made instead of thinking that I was too cool to laugh or hide my face in my hands when Favour Ekene winked at me from the other side of class? Why didn’t I join Lola and Ese and Temi for their weekend picnics instead of travelling across the country for the final round of a maths competition?
For what do we really have to hold on to but memories?
And I would hang up the phone on him, then feel bad immediately after, then feel worse because I get hit with a surge of pain. I would lay on my bed, staring at the ceiling, begging myself not to cry because crying leaves me drained of the little energy I have left. But the tears come anyway because there are some things I just can’t control, like the fluid supply in my eyes that never seems to run out, or the cancer that is eating up my body.


Lola would argue that I’m doing the same thing right now, withdrawing from people and living a boring life, but she wouldn’t understand. Neither she nor Temi nor Ese would understand. And it’s how, despite the many comforting words they’ve told me, even as much as Lola knows me better than anyone in the world, they’ve never said, “We understand how you feel,” because they can’t understand. I could start listing things that they do not understand – pain waking up everyday, prick of needles, dreams about death, about dying, about a corspe with brown skin, a shaved head and open, lifeless eyes – and they would start to tremble at my tone of voice. 
Lola would be shaking in her seat, Temi would be silently begging me to stop, Ese would be sobbing uncontrollably. And they would apologize over and over again. I would feel bad and go to the bathroom to cry. They would take out their phones and go to the other group chat, the one about me but without me, and there they would say the things they can’t say about me in my house.
I think they know that I know about the other groupchat. We walk on eggshells, me and my friends.
They post about outings on social media, saying that they wish I was there, although I know they don’t. It has always been like that – them going out without me. But now for an entire different reason. In the past, I thought I was too busy, felt too cool. Now, as much as I want to, I can’t gather the strength to go out. I get motion sickness easily. I’m careful about what I eat, poop through a colostomy bag. The sight of pools makes me want to throw up. I would just be a burden to them, and I think Temi and Ese are somehow glad that I don’t push going.
I’m not so sure about what Lola thinks. She might actually be sad to see me die. 
Someone once told me to be grateful that at least I know when I would die. At least, my family and friends can prepare in advance. I don’t think any preparation would be enough for dying. Most people wouldn’t even mind my death. 
I have just one family, one friend. My parents don’t count because they’ve been absent for most of my life. They might feel sad, dare I assume that my dad might shed a few tears, but doesn’t one feel a sense of loss when you lose a treasured trophy? That’s all I’ve been to them – a trophy they can flaunt, not a daughter they love.
If I could choose people I would like to stay alive for, they wouldn’t even fill up one hand.
There’s Obinna, for sure, because he’s been more than a brother. I think he would be better off without me. He wouldn’t have to worry so much.
There’s Lola, because I don’t have to convince myself too hard that she loves me. But what’s the use of her having a dying friend who has been pushing herself away ever since she got diagnosed?
There’s me, maybe. However, I haven’t found enough reasons to keep alive for me. Maybe I should keep searching. Or maybe not. Because I could gather the strength to live, and actually be willing to fight through my illness, but the illness prevails and my fight would be useless because I would eventually end up dead in a month or two.
People ask me why I’ve stopped smiling. Other people with cancer smile. There’s my life pre-cancer, and during cancer, and there is a ninety-nine point nine percent chance of there not being life post-cancer, and they expect me to pick myself up and smile and be happy about it.
And there’s people with less chances who still smile. But they’ve got friends, family.
I have only two people. Just two.
Lola tells me to keep fighting. I have been fighting all my life, even pre-cancer, that I have no strength left to continue fighting. Apart from the two people who love me, and maybe myself, there is nothing left to fight for.
