Barefooted.
Love /luv/: To feel and show kindness and charity to somebody.

How do I tell a well structured story when my mind is an absolute chaos?
My mother’s frail body sprawled on her hospital bed, her yellowed eyes studied the ceiling intently. I wasn’t sure what to say as I walked in.
I cleared my throat loudly and stood  awkwardly. Her eyes fell on me, it was my first time seeing her since she woke up from her coma. She was without her smile, she stretched her hand towards me.
 I walked to her bed-side but didn’t take her hand. 
“Karama…please” her voice was soft, I almost missed what she said.
“You promised” I whispered. “You promised that you would stay with us, with me! He should be the one here not you”  
I buried my head in her opened palm and allowed myself to break.

*
Someone once asked me what I am most afraid of, and my brain sent me back to 4 years ago. 
…………
“Hey! Let mama rest in peace ” I yelled at my sister, as she used our mother’s body as a punching bag. 
It was Friday, the mosque beside our house had just begun to call for their evening prayers. My father was supposed to walk in exactly 10 minutes later holding fast to his laptop bag, while my younger sister, Leah, would greet him first and he would ask about her day before handing her whatever treat he bought after which I would stand up to offer my own greeting with head bowed and knees bent forward like a flamingo. Then mama would do the same but in our dialect, before collecting his bag. Then, she would stand behind him and watch him sit on his reclining chair and begin to undress, leaving his socks, shoes, tie in a crumpled heap . She would pick them up silently while he complained loudly about the state of Nigeria and how civil servants were not getting the pay the truly deserved, then talk about a relative that called to ask for money for bride price. He and mama would then proceed to the dining table for dinner. Mama and I knew he had already given the money, this is just his way of letting her know that he had emptied his pockets to the relatives and so for the next few weeks she wasn’t allowed to request for any extra money. Even if our meter started to wail and blink red-siren like lights or she started vomiting clots of blood again.
         But today, the Imam had cleared his throat and began to call for prayers in his almost soprano voice, our gate keeper and several other Muslims had crowded the tap and started their routine of body washing while some just walked straight into the mosque.
Leah stood on a side stool anxiously looking out. Twenty minutes later, she smacked her lips and came down.
“Daddy is not back”  she announced to no one in particular. I looked at Mama but her face was expressionless. She caught my eyes and looked down at her fingers.
My father had only come home late once, it was years ago. After hours of waiting, Mama had received a call that he had an accident. His Honda had been squashed like a rotten udala fruit. 
“Leah go and sleep”  a pause “it’s late already” . She looked at Mama.
“I said go to your room now!” 
“Go, you have school tomorrow” Mama finally said. As she walked out, mama rose to her feet and turned off the TV.
“Take the food  to the kitchen, but leave the plates”
“Aren’t you going to eat?” 
“Just do what I asked you to do”
*
“Your expectations belongs to you and you only” My mama would always tell my sister and I. Maybe that was why she never questioned my father about the recent development of coming home hours after the Muslims had prayed and exchanged pleasantries.
        Things at home still remained same. My younger sister returned home from school earlier than me and dumped her uniform in the woven basket that sat on the corridor leading to Mama’s room. I got back from school exactly when Mama locked up her shop for the day. We would walk together, while I spoke non-stop about how school was putting too much pressure on us or how two girls were fighting over a not-so-cute boy in my class or how a teacher discovered a love letter in a student’s locker. She would laugh and tell a similar story from her days as a school girl. By the time we got home, my sister would have finished her assignments and chores. Mama would change into her black bubu  gown and get busy in the kitchen, while I washed the dirty uniforms.

* 
I weaved mama’s hair during the weekends.
         I watched her sit in between my legs as she laid her head on my thigh ready to get her hair woven. Her skin felt warm and clammy. I noticed her movements had been slow and calculated, head nods rather than talking and when she spoke, it sounded like a whisper. 
My mama had a beautiful, full and lengthy hair, one of the good genes I inherited from her. Whenever my father narrated how he met her, he would say “She was slim, tall and graceful and her hair very long just like yours”. His narration made me feel giddy and excited that I had a resemblance with my mama. He would go on “She was always happy and had a very beautiful smile…I was so shy I asked a friend to talk to her for me”.  
He said my mama was beautiful, but not like other village girls. He said she was beautiful by the way she thought, the sparkle in her eyes whenever she talked about something she loved, for her ability to make others smile even when she was sad, he spoke of mama’s beauty as though it was some sort of mystery, but it’s just mama in her black bubu gown her dried palms clasped together in delight. He would say she wasn’t beautiful for something as temporary as her looks, she was beautiful deep down to her soul.
As she sat, I massaged a generous amount of shea butter into her scalp. 
“Mama, your hair is pulling out” 
She fiddled with her fingers for a bit and heaved.
“I’m sure it just normal breakage, maybe you should make your hand tighter”
I tightened my grip and she winced in pain.
“Mama, when will you talk to daddy”
“Is there any thing to talk about? Karama, your father is an adult and he can make decisions for himself”
“Not if that decision affects you…us!”
“It’s not what you think, it’s not that deep” a pause “and I’m not complaining”
“Haba mama! You go to bed late fah, still have to wake up early to get I and Leah ready”
“Marriage is all about sacrifices and if your father requires that I change my routine…why not? He is my husband and I love him”
“But mama we both know that daddy is ch…”
“If you will not plait my hair without talking tell me let me stand up”
I knew she meant it. My mama once explained love to me as the “cross”, then she said in human standards it was she and my  father, like peas in a pod, they were made for each other. 
         She said it was an instant clicking of souls separated in lifetimes beyond this one. It was as though, they saw each other and picked right back from where they left off. They fit effortlessly, their small talks transporting her to laughter filled lands or them holding hands and crying together about storms. It was the comfort and assurance of knowing you had someone whom you could count on to always be there, and when you lean back they are always there even on the hardest days, a rush of comfort knowing she would always be there for him. 
“Mama what if I can’t love my husband the way you love daddy? What if I can’t stay up late waiting for him to come home late or sacrifice my career to own a corner shop?”
“Karama…love calls for sacrifice”.
This was the first time mama and I spoke about my father’s new character development. We both knew the truth about what was happening but somehow we avoided that conversation and spoke about other things whose answers we already knew. Countless nights, when I woke up to ease myself I would hear my mama crying in her room, even If I wanted to walk into her room and console and maybe tell her Baba was a foolish man for not seeing her worth, I feared she would reach out and slap me with the urgency of reaching reaching for the pepper shaker in the kitchen. 

*
       When my father began to fall out of love for my mother, I thought it would mean he would beat her everyday, leaving her eyes with a purplish patch that resembled an egg plant, or he would throw us out with one box like the men in Nollywood  did whenever they wanted to make their girlfriend happy because she was tired of  being deprived her rightful home.
He still ate at home on weekend mornings though family time had dropped or an “emergency” at the hospital desperately needed a nurse else the patient would die. 
       Every night after dinner would be ready, and the Imam in the mosque had begun to call prayers, my mama would wait for my father to arrive before she would start eating. When my father fell out of love for my mama, he started coming home later. Sometimes four hours later or six hours later. After a while my mama started to loose so much weight and the bags under her eyes were more and more visible because she refused to eat or sleep until he returned home, even on nights he didn’t. 
An hour after my sister and I would go to bed, I would sneak back into the kitchen pretending to drink water, I would then peep at her sitting in the living room the street light giving her a ghostly appearance, while the Imam recited away into the night in his alto-soprano voice as though sharing in her grief.
“Mama, go and sleep…I will wait for daddy for you” I finally said to her one night. She laughed that quiet laugh people did whenever the other party was talking nonsense.
“Karama, you are still little…you don’t have to carry the weight of the world on your shoulders”  I sat on the floor beside her and placed my hand in her’s.
“Go and sleep” she would gently say. I knew she wanted company, not mine though. I knew after aunty Atinuke our neighbor had come to tell her that my father was part of the men in our street that took the young girls of our neighborhood who made bright colored attachments that didn’t fit their skin, constantly wearing round hoops and very tight skirts that did not allow their legs open properly when they walked giving them a duck like appearance, out for a night of eating pepper soup and beer or malt, the men arguing loudly amongst each other while the girls caressed their chests, then later check into a cheap hotel. My mama was left shaken but calmly asked aunty Atinuke to leave our house, while the woman booed at my mama asking her to go and check herself to be sure her husband did not give her HIV .
 I also had evidence of my own. Twice, I had caught my father hungrily stripping a middle aged women of their clothes. The first time I had forgotten my fine arts paper mache assignment at home, and devil Mr Kola made everyone who forgot theirs go home and get it. The door was unlocked and I heard screams that sounded like broken gramophone coming from my parents room, I tiptoed and pushed the door open and there he was. Atop her with her naked long twirled around him like a snake, my father’s buttocks as black as the pot my mama used to fry yam quivered like badly made akamu, she saw me first and shrieked. She grabbed the bedsheet and covered her sweet potato looking breasts, my father dragged another cover and led me to the living room, begging me to not mention a word of it to my mama. He didn’t have to worry about that, I was already scared I had seen my father’s nakedness and a curse had been placed upon me so I could possibly die before my next birthday.
“Mama…with all these happening, can’t you just leave daddy, take us with you…divorce and collect all his money”
“Karama…that your father became a bad husband doesn’t mean he is a bad father. He loves you and Leah very much”  a pause “everything he has done and will do in life is for you and your sister to have a better life”
My mama often said my father was her safe space.
*
“I need to tell the both of you something important ” my mother said that afternoon. 
“I need to tell you both something very important”  I froze, was she going to tell Leah that our daddy no longer enjoyed our company?
She cleared her throat weakly “ I have been seeing a doctor for a while, I’m not well”
“It’s stress mama…the whole waiting for daddy thing is beginning to affect you” I replied without looking at her.
“It’s a little different”
“What do you mean?” I could feel my heart racing, I was getting scared already.
She inhaled deeply.
“I have cervical cancer”. 
For the first time I noticed how pale my mama looked. I left the living room.
*
“Mama, are you going to die?” Leah asked mama as they lay on the floor on the balcony.
“Yes” 
“Are you scared?”
“A little…”
“Don’t be scared mama, I know magic…so even if you can’t see me I will always be there”
Mama cupped her face in her hands crying.
“Okay baby”. I joined them, while Leah went Into the house to watch her show. I carefully laid my head on my mama’s chest.
“You can’t hold on to relationships too tight. Sometimes they work, sometimes they don’t…there’s only one way to approach them, just keep loving no matter what”.  
      I was no longer scared of the dark, I was scared of loving someone and they stopped loving me back.

*
“Hey mama, Rest In Peace” I whispered as I lay on my mama’s grave. The world continued without my mama. The earth still revolved around the sun, the moon still changed, life went on. But my light had left my world.



