                                                 No light at the end of the tunnel
"Hell is not the befitting place for my mum. She deserves a place deeply worse than that." Oku said out loud, talking to the only person who listened to her. Herself. 
She walked into her dark little room, which had no room for anything other than a 6foot-spring bed and her wooden crooked standing wardrobe that could only stand if there was just the right amount of weight on it.
She drew out her worn out black little diary from under her bed. With the pages turned brown from age. She turned it slowly to her last entry titled "No light at the end of the tunnel"
Whoever said that there would be light at the end of the tunnel lied. A fat and ugly lie. A lie that looked just like me.
A drop of tear fell on the page,several other drops followed. They didn't stop even after she wiped them off with the back of her hands. They only attempted to when she used the hem of the "Adieu Papa" white T-shirt she was wearing.
The 19 year old Oku has seen, felt, and experienced misery that the combined misery of 10 soldiers from the 1967 Nigerian civil war couldn't even be compared to.
Oku didn't know her father. His name. How he looked like. If he was still alive. Nothing. One time she was brave enough to ask her mum. Her mum startled her shouting, "How dare you? You are a fat, ugly bundle of mistake! You want to know your dad? He raped me and I never saw him again. Now, I have you to remind me every single day!" She had deeply regretted it. Or not.  At least she knew one thing. They both didn't know her father. 
When Oku was 9, she already had a routine that went on every day. Her mum would barge into her room unfailingly by 4:30am with a shout "Wake up, you bastard!" and would proceed to pour a full iron bucket of icy water on her. She had a deep baritone. Too deep coming from a slender woman. All the chores would be done by Oku and had to be done to utmost perfection. She got to be fed only once a day, a cold meal of slimy beans and rice on most days. Other days she would be given bread that had fungi growing healthily on it. Her mum made sure of that because she sat down facing her as they both had their meals. They didn't share the same meal. Her food was the kind made for a king. A three course meal. Nutritious and wholesome. Meals made by Oku. One time, Oku threw up right in front of her mum after eating very cold okra soup with a few dead ants in it for protein. She was made to bend like a dog and lick it up. She cried while doing so and threw up again. This got her mum so upset that she was dragged by her hair to the toilet and stripped naked. She was made to lie on the wet and cold dirty tiles while her mum flogged her with all the strength her body could muster. A lot of strength from such a slender body. 41 strokes. Mum sweating and panting. Blood and brown water. Oku almost dead.
At 11pm everyday, Oku gets to go back to her room and pick up "Oku". Her diary.
Oku didn't have friends of any kind. She wasn't allowed to. Everytime she was sent on an errand by her mum, she would have to go through her mum's self examination which was the most dreaded time for her. 
She would be expected to take off all her clothes and sit on the floor with her legs wide open. Her mum's index and middle finger clasped together will be inserted into her vagina. Deep inside. Oku would close her eyes. After she was done. She would say, "You didn't let anyone go in. Don't let anyone ever go in or I'll kill you when I find out." This started when Oku was 11. It has happened every time since then.
Oku woke with a start. Beads of sweat dripping from her forehead down to her face. She had a nightmare like every other day. She picked up "Oku" and continued to read the entry she had started to.
...Or maybe if you were very, very rich, then you would bask in the light for a couple of moments. Or you had to be God's favourite to be given access to that light."
Oku had thought of running away. Everyday. She just hasn't brought herself to. 
"If I were to believe that there would eventually be some sort of light at the end of the tunnel, why does the long, excruciating journey in the tunnel have to be dark? Why can't there be little bulbs placed at different corners just so we could see properly in this tunnel? "
Oku wished her mother death and slept right after. That sort of made her feel better.
 The next day, while she drudgingly washed plates, a ceramic plate slipped from her hands and broke to pieces. Her mum, with her wrapper loosely tied around her waist and her hair packed up in a ponytail yelled at her saying, "You are truly a bastard! You come into people's lives and destroy it, just like your dad did. You must have taken up his ugly genes. Count the pieces". She bent down with hot tears that stung disobediently escaping from her eyes despite willing it not to. After counting, Oku said "22 pieces" Her mum said, "take your clothes off." She slowly did while begging, "I am sorry, Mma. It was a mistake. I didn't mean to." She replied, "I am sorry too. You are a mistake. I didn't mean to have you". She picked each of the pieces and made a straight line mark on her back. A different piece for each mark.
That night, as she picked up "Oku", she winced while she wrote,
"I believe I was born to be the only one who never sees that light at the tunnel end. A wild irony for someone whose name means light."
There was the day Oku would never forget no matter how she willed herself to. She was sent by her mum to take some grains to the woman who grinds by the junction not so far from her house. It was 6:54pm. Three days to her 20th birthday. On her way, Aye, a lean twenty year old who would pass for a sixteen year old who normally went on her errands with her joined her this time and they went together.
As soon as he saw her, he exclaimed while laughing "Oku, you look as pathetic as the last time I saw you. How do you do it?" She replied while giving him a playful punch on his arms "You get more annoying every day. How do you do it?" 
They bantered on their way and while they waited for their grains to be grinded, he told her of his plans to leave town before the year ended to his uncle's residence in Port Harcourt. To start over. Maybe school.
 Work. Anything. They listened to the women talk of the reoccurring robberies in the neighborhood. They described ruthless behaviors of the perpetrators. And how reckless it was that the police claimed to know nothing helpful about the gang.
 On their way back, they decided to follow the shorter route back home because they were already running late and it was getting quite dark. The moon wasn't full. Crescent shape. The sound of her worn out rubber sandals slapping the slightly muddy path filled the silence. They both walked briskly holding hands. She suddenly stopped and said, "Aye, did you hear that?" Aye stopped and looked around and said, "Yes, did you say "I will miss you"?" with a grin plastered on his face. She retorted, "Aye, I am serious! Let's hurry up." Aye faced her while slightly tightening his grip on her hand and said, "There's something I really need to tell you. I really care about you and I wish we could run away together. I will definitely come visit. If you need anything, let my brother know." Oku, with tears, in her eyes dropped her bucket and gave him a hug with her hands around his neck. She whispered into his ears, "If you don't visit, I'll come find you and make life terrible for you." She suddenly saw a silhouette of a man walking towards them. She immediately picked up her bucket and shouted "Aye, Run!" but in a split second, she felt two strong hands pull her back and she fell to the ground and the bucket of grains scattered on the path. She felt Aye on the ground leaning on her back. She counted five men around them and she started to scream but was immediately slapped very hard that one of her top front tooth fell off with blood gushing from her mouth. She started to cry and beg. They asked for money. They couldn't give what they didn't have. The shortest of them had a carving knife. Wooden handle. 4 inch blade. With a voice close to that of a soprano singer. If he wasn't holding a knife, Oku might have laughed. He made Aye lie down flat on his back and sat on his upper chest and slowly inserted the knife into his mouth till the full length of the blade was in his throat and he twisted the knife's handle. Blood. Lots of it. They all stared. Loud defeaning silence. A splatter movie. She threw up on the other side immediately and the hot sting-like tears were the very least expression of the intense fear, disgust, anger and sadness that she felt. She was shaking uncontrollably. 
One of the men who had a strong Igbo accent said "What do we do with her?" 
The man who pulled her down to the ground replied, "Let's kill her." The fifth man came closer to her face and held her chin up and he had a gut-wrenching odor that almost made her puke on his face. He said with a smirk on his face "Let's go a few rounds with her and see how long she lasts."
They all agreed. The odour man was the first to slowly unbottun her yellow and white floral cotton shirt. He whispered in her ear "You might actually enjoy it." The odour oozing from his mouth was so intense that it stinged her eyes. She used her hands and all of the might she had left and held his face with both hands and bit his cheek so hard that a bite of flesh and blood hanged between her teeth. He was filled with rage and he roughly gripped her neck and opened her mouth and spat in it and placed three of his fingers in her mouth. She wriggled but couldn't break free. He tore off the clothes left on her and he inserted his penis inside her while his hands were still on her neck. After he was done, he bent down and whispered, " Say hi to your mum for me, okay? Tell her I miss her."
He took the longest time. She had no tears left to cry. She had no strength left to fight. She never thought a day would come that she would prefer her mum's self-examination. 
The others took turns and when the fifth barely stood up from her, she faintly heard a gunshot and the men all fled in different directions. She closed her eyes ready to meet Aye.
                                                                              
Fortunately as people might say, but unfortunately for Oku, she didn't die the day she got raped. She was immediately taken to the clinic and treated. Apparently, she wasn't treated well enough because she still felt wounded. Deeply wounded. It's been 50 days since the rape incident and she couldn't just swipe it off her mind. There was something else she couldn't wrap her head around. It was a message that popped up on her mother's phone while she was asleep. Oku quickly went through the text, it read, "She tastes way better than you do. I did as you asked. I am shocked she's still alive." Odour man! "Say hi to your mum for me,okay." "Tell her I miss her."
Oku looked at the clock and it was 6:12am and It was unusual not to have heard her mum's dreaded voice disrupting the peace and quiet in the house yet.
She figured her mum just wanted to be by herself. Probably take a break from being the devil's favourite errand girl. Or she was probably sick and dying. That would be the best thing. 
Oku closed her eyes and willed herself to sleep back but she couldn't. She thought of how life would have turned out differently if she was born under different circumstances. A better one.
Oku lay that way for two hours and she began to feel restless at the eerie silence. She walked up to her mum's room which was directly opposite the locked kitchen and gently pushed open the door and walked in. She said, "Mma?" Silence answered.
 The room was still dark. She opened the windows and let the sunlight chase the darkness away. On the bed was a rumpled,old,black sheet that reflected the state of the owner's heart. The owner wasn't on it. The toilet door was standing ajar. She walked up to the door and slowly pushed it open. She swatted the flies that welcomed her. She held her nose and mouth as she took in the sight she saw. Her mum's chopped head with her eyes opened was placed on the toilet tank with blood trickling down to the lever and body, to the ground. Red? She genuinely thought it was black. Blood trickled down the brown and white tiled wall. Her legs and hands were chopped into round pieces and dropped in the toilet bowl with the toilet seat unconvered. All her other parts were deeply soaked in blood in the iron bucket she used to wake her everyday. It was overflowing with blood onto the faded white tiles. She saw a piece of white paper on the bathroom sink just beside the faucet. She picked it with hands shaking and read the note that seemed to have been scribbled quickly with a faint black pen. On it was a note that read, "She deserves a place worse than hell. For Aye."
Oku stepped outside the toilet. Outside the room. Outside the house. Away from the veranda. Directly underneath the warm morning sun to exhale. She didn't realise that she had been holding her breath. She had been looking forward to this day. The day her mum would be gone to the place she truly deserves to be. A place worse than hell. The day had come. The best day of her life. The day her mother died. 
She smiled. Something she had forgotten how to do. She looked at the sun and said, "Maybe I'd see the light at the end of the tunnel now."
