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You were used to this; the waiting. The settling feeling of nausea in your chest, the saline taste in your mouth, the heat from the cramped space with people waiting in line for their deliverance, and the ushers in their denim jacket who moved around like they were special assistants to God. You watch them as you sit on a white plastic chair in the waiting room. The heat makes you sweat which induces you to itch your scalp with short twisted braids, you are scratching your hair furiously when your Aunty hits your hand. 
“Will you respect yourself?”  Although she is talking quietly, her lips barely moving as her fat hands clutch her Channel handbag, you can feel the venom dripping in her tone. She gives an usher who looks at you inquiringly a quick smile of reassurance and then draws you closer, pretending to adjust the collar of the oversized tee- shirt she got you, her pretentious smile never wavering. She was, after all, the kind of person who would eat worms before she let strangers see her out of control. 
“Embarrass me again and I will knock out your teeth when we get home.” You stare at her and see that she means every word. So you swallow and nod obediently. Remembering with startling clarity the first time Aunty Beatrice uttered those same words to you. 




 *      *     *

You met Aunty Beatrice for the first time in Okposi, one of the villages in the eastern tribe that refused to be gentrified. She had come for those yearly trips to the village people who migrated made to reassure themselves of their roots. You know the ones who  made statements like But why am I suffering in another man’s house as a tenant when I have two storey building back at home? , No air is cleaner than village air. But you indulged them as the rest of the village did because they provided entertainment from the monotony of life you were used to. You were fresh out of primary school at the time and had begun to have dreams about going to the city; to see the bridges, eat anything you wanted, and watch television like the one your best friend, Chidinma’s father bought that never came on and was more of a decorative piece, except that -and you were sure- the one in the city would be bigger and would work since they had electricity. You knew this from Aunty Beatrice, who never hesitated to tell anyone in close proximity about the city with its constant electricity, variety of food, huge buildings and all the modern amenities at her disposal. Your eyes had been flooded with light at the endless possibilities that awaited you as Aunty Beatrice spoke, it was not possible that she could lie, she was your favorite Aunty, and her husband, your uncle, Uchenna bought the freshest bread at Roban store in Abakaliki on his return and gave you five hundred naira on his departure. You were convinced that you had picked well. 

 You told your mother that you wanted to go Lagos with Uncle Uchenna and his wife on a Tuesday evening, she had been furious and you had been furious because in every scenario in which you pictured telling her, she had received the news with joy. But Mama did not want you to go to the city to stay with another family, everyone in the village had heard stories about girls like you who went to the city only to become hawkers by the roadside, house helps with ill-treatment, or even worse, pregnant for useless boys. You assured Mama that uncle Uchenna was different. After all, who went all the way to Abakaliki for Roban bread if they were not pure of heart? 

When you informed Aunty Beatrice about your intentions, she was thrilled and you were thrilled but for different reasons. She because she would finally have help with the house and babysitting, you because, well, it was Lagos. Your mother, on the other hand, remained unthrilled and wouldn’t budge until they promised that they would take care of your education up until you finished secondary school and if you wanted, the university as well. That night as you slept, your spirit hovered around Okopsi village, flew past the car park, and went all the way to Lagos with its street filled with lights and gold and twirled over the city pleading that it receive you with loving hands. Your goodbye to mama the next week was emotional but brisk. Your mother would always be there. The city was awaiting you. 

*         *            *

 The first thing that struck you about Lagos was the air. It was hard to breathe, the smell assaulted your nostrils and you felt for the first time, the nausea you would always come to associate with the air in Lagos. And then the crowd, which confused you, it seemed like everyone in the city was moving in different directions at the same time. You got hit with vertigo and if Aunty Beatrice hadn’t gripped your hands tight and instructed you to Ndidi, be sharp!  as she wadded through the crowd, you would have been lost that day at the place they called Berger.

Your uncle lived in a face me- I face you, cramped two-room apartment in Ajegunle, ikorodu. That night as you tried to find a comfortable position on the mat in the living room, you told yourself that this was just temporary, that you were in the city and your life was about to change for the better. 

You were wrong. 

Here are the things that would come to shock you about living with Aunty Beatrice;  You never ate with meat because Aunty Beatrice believed meat would make you prideful. 
You were enrolled in a local secondary school that was no different from the one in Okposi
You didn’t realize how much work you would do, in between babysitting her children you were two years older than and ensuring the house was perfect, there was no time left to explore the city. 
You would come face to face with religion and it’ll be the death of you.
You would lose your mother and would be utterly alone in this world. 


                       *         *        *

The day the  news reached you about your mother’s death, you had been grating coconut for coconut rice, you did not know it at the time but you would come to associate the smell of coconut with grief. Aunty Beatrice broke the news to you, you flung yourself on the floor wailing, your tears mixing with coconut milk. You realized quickly that you were stuck with your uncle and his wife who were your next of kin and at that time, Aunty Beatrice had found  religion and since then, she never entered  any room without first exclaiming i possess this land!  She often said words like My joy is mine, nobody can steal it. randomly and if you asked her how she was doing, her every response was I’m bouncing in the lord.
 You learned to shrink yourself as her new zeal for the lord took up space in the house and although Uncle Uchenna was hardly around, he indulged her, certain that it was just a phase and one could never go wrong with zeal for the church. 

He was wrong. 
    *       *         *
Pastor Miracle was the head pastor of Rulers of Destiny International Ministry. He was a light skinned, thin man with a raspy voice. He was also blind in his left eye, which , perhaps, was why you felt you wouldn’t be noticed the first time you met but he looked at you, standing alone in a corner of the room waiting to be called upon and with a certainty that irritated more than it scared you, called you a  Jezebel. You had stared at him in silence unsure of what to say to that. You knew who Jezebel was, that villainous woman from the Bible, You  looked towards your Aunty who was sitting next to the pastor, expecting her to come to your aid, because you’ve lived with her for five years now and she must know that your name was not Jezebel but you had been shocked at the tears of relief trickling  down her face as she told pastor miracle. “I always knew it. I always knew something was wrong with her from the first time she step foot into this house.”. 
“Aunty Beatrice, please, I’m not a Jezebel.” You hurried to say, to stop whatever this was.
“Shut up there or i’ll knock your teeth.” 
You instantly saw red, you looked to pastor miracle, imploring him with your eyes to tell her the truth; that you were innocent but he wasn’t paying attention, he was apparently, in the spirit. . 
“This matter is a serious one, I see with my inner eyes that it’s a familiar spirit, it followed this girl from the village into this family and its  from your husband’s side, in fact, we have to pray.”
“This is what we get for helping orphans from the village? I warned my husband but he wouldn’t listen, they know he has such a good heart.”
“Exactly, but what they didn’t bargain for is you. Sister Beatrice, they didn’t envision you rising up to grab your prophetic destiny and securing your household.”
“You’ve said it all Pastor miracle, I will bring her for deliverance service on tuesday. I will talk to my husband about it. We always  knew something was off about his family and things have not been fine since she came here.”
“Aunty biko, biko, I haven’t done anything I swear, please aunty.”
But they ignored you. 
“I will be expecting you, sister Beatrice, deliverance is  about to visit your household”
“Glory!”
You went for your first  deliverance service that Tuesday and the one after that and the next and the next…  



                                                      *         *        *  
                                          
 
 You were used to this; the rough calluses of Pastor Miracle’s hands as he gripped your forehead, your head turned upwards so you could see the enormous hole in the roof. Your eyes burning with tears of humiliation while you clench your fist as you silently tell yourself for the umpteenth time not to cry, not to let them win. You taste bile in your mouth and you resist the urge to vomit, your head is moving left and right frantically then suddenly, you feel stings all over your body and you can hear the deliverance team crying out for joy as more slaps land in quick succession on your back and a hand keeps hitting your stomach yelling Vomit it now! This time you do not hold back, this time you throw up. 

You were used to this; The ushers holding you tightly to break your fall, a fall you can feel them subtly pushing you towards, a fall you resist because to fall means that you’ve announced you were a witch. Imagine that you firmly plant your feet on the ground, that you try to untie the sky blue wrapper the ushers have draped you with to avoid stains on your outfit, you badly want to see but you cannot afford to open your eyes, or else the anointing oil would drip inside and it burned. Oh! How it burned. It made you wonder if they mixed it with pepper, if it wasn't a strategy to keep people’s eyes closed. You once complained about it to Aunty Beatrice, that first Tuesday, asking her why the anointing oil was peppery, She told you it wasn't and it was perhaps the evil spirits inside of you that were protesting. You never mentioned it again.

 You were used to this; The stench emitting from the pastor’s mouth as he leans towards you while he blows air into your ears. Imagine that his breath makes you uncomfortable, so uncomfortable that you fling your hands wildly willing him to go away but he restrains you and asks the ushers to hold you up even as he brings out another vial of his anointing oil, dishing out this peppery oil on your forehead in generous quantity. And to touch it, to prevent the oil from flowing means that you are conceding to being demon possessed and the only way to maintain dignity is to stand still as the oil moves from your forehead and if you are lucky, it might miss the eyes. 

You are never lucky.

 
You were used to this; your knees hurting from standing too long. You try to find a comfortable position when one of the ushers holding you misses her step. You are deeply amused by this. So amused that you start to laugh and their eyes widen as they see you laugh, Aunty Beatrice bursts into tears and that surprises you so much, it makes you laugh harder. You watch pastor miracle point his bible towards you as he commands the spirit to exeat and in that instant you stretch out your hand to him, wanting to explain what happened, that you were simply adjusting and the usher slipped and fell but as you open your mouth to speak, your world goes blurry. 

You feel trapped in your own body and although, you can feel your mouth moving, you have no control over the words coming out of your mouth. But whatever it is you're saying is making Pastor Miracle pull off his suit and prance around, his eyes wild with fear and determination. You can’t help it, you laugh harder, because how is anyone else not finding this funny? Then suddenly, you can feel yourself floating just outside of your body. Terrified,  you try to go back but you can’t, you are trapped outside. You look around alarmed and that is when you see it; Yourself. sprawled out on the floor in the church, and you watch an usher with an iron mantle of the cross stained with blood kneeling over you and crying but you don’t move. Every usher and people waiting in line dash for the exit door leaving you and Aunty Beatrice who is now panicking next to Pastor Miracle as he pours more of his anointing oil and holy water on your still body. You watch them, your terror giving way to confusion, clarity and then peace when you realize that you cannot feel anything. Not anymore. You smile as you take one final look at your still body and then make your way out of Lagos heading home where for the first time in a long time, you finally belong. 
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