






‘THE UNFORGETTABLE TASTE OF BURNT STEW’

The morning Bose turned twenty, she didn’t know she had been raped until she woke up in her boyfriend’s bed. She had looked down upon her naked body and been startled by her confusion. Her memories of the party the night before contained little to no drinking and definitely no drugs. Her boyfriend was snoring fast asleep beside her as her heartbeat increased with each passing moment.
Bose always assumed that it would be traumatic. 
Hard and fast. 
Painful and unforgettable.
She didn’t expect that it would be lonely.
Quiet and cold. 
Numb and vulnerable.
She stood at the edge of the bed and stared down at the man still sleeping soundly. The man that was supposed to be in love with her. Bose stood at the edge of the bed and tried to find her anger, her righteous indignation. To her surprise, she came up empty, she realized sadly, that she had nothing left to give.  
“Good morning baby.” His soft voice jolted her out of her musings. 
His dark soft hands reached out for hers, stepping back she carefully avoided his grip. “Last night was so crazy, you were so wasted baby.” He continued, oblivious. Was he though? 
Oblivious. 
She stared down pointedly at the stain of blood against the sheets of white. It painted a gruesome picture.
Innocence lost. 
Virtue stolen. 
What would God make of this virtue-less woman? Who would he punish? 
The thief or the whore? 
On noticing her stare, he let out a soft dark chuckle. “Oh don’t feel self-conscious baby, that’s how it happens.” Bose didn’t need him to mansplain the process of ‘devirgination’, she needed him to explain why she couldn’t remember any details of it. Why it had happened, when he knew that she was hesitant about it happening in the first place. 
Bose found some courage, “I thought we discussed that I wanted to wait till-“
“Hey,” he started. sitting up, “I know you were worried about it, but I took care of you and you had fun, remember?”
Bose did not remember.
Bose had no memory of the experience.
Bose should have said no, she should have picked up her clothes and cursed him out. 
“Yes.” She let out softly instead, such that when he gave her a sweet smile, the butterflies that kissed her heart were her reward. He reached out for her hand, and this time Bose let him hold her.  
“This is my special birthday gift for you baby, I love you. You know that, don’t you?” Bose nodded as she betrayed herself.
His eyes glinted in victory, “And oh by the way, you’re welcome.” 

The moment Bose first saw Wole, she decided that this man was the one of her. His eyes pierced her when they met hers, like for the first time in her life, she was seen, like for the first time in her life, she was understood.
His humble smile was the icing on this figurative cake. A beautiful yet humble Yoruba man?  The oxymoronic nature of it was thrilling. His charisma wrapped around her senses like a cloying perfume, it overwhelmed her.
He overwhelmed her and when he smiled, Bose wanted to hide.
He was more beautiful than her.
He was too beautiful for her.
That fact had filled her with envy and a need so desperate she feared for herself. For she knew that in that moment she would have given up her own soul to be loved by him. 
To be chosen by him. 
Looking at those same handsome features now, Bose wondered if she had maybe given up her soul. Maybe that’s why she felt so empty, she had already given up the only thing of importance she had left. 
So with a soft smile she responded, “Thank you love.”
Surprisingly enough, that morning, no matter how hard she brushed, she couldn’t get the taste of burnt stew out of her mouth.

The taste of burnt stew was one that carried memories too bitter to swallow. 
One that reminded her of feelings too painful to ignore. 
Like a father’s rejection that would eventually become a staple of her life.
For a ten-year-old, it was an experience still unfamiliar. 
However, this twenty-year-old suffered it with quiet humility. 
Bose was beautiful, it was a fact well known, however, it always felt like her father resented her for it. 
“If you like become an ashawo, they will rape you” He would scream at her. 
The neighbours would scoff and laugh. “Baba Bose, take it easy na.” They would say.
However, they will not disagree, they will not dispute.  No one could.
For everyone knew a beautiful woman was an entitled man’s prize. 
Bose, who carried the scars of beauty, couldn’t escape her father’s prophecy.
A beautiful woman's cruel destiny.  

The night Bose turned twenty-two, she didn’t know she was in an abusive relationship until her partner insulted her during her dinner party. 
Her eyes remained on her hands, as she refused to meet the gaze of her friends. 
“Don’t be stupid baby.” 
The words seemed to hang in the air minutes after he uttered it and the endearment that he chose to use instead of her name,  grated her nerves. As if employing the use of ‘baby’ would somehow nullify the insult.  Her hands clenched the edge of the dress Wole had purchased for her, the same way he bought her dignity. Her eyes were open but she couldn’t see anything, and if she wasn’t sitting at a restaurant table, she would have thought she was drowning. 
Drowning in her own silence. 
“You shouldn’t talk to her like that.” The voice of her long-time best friend Belinda startled her, causing her gaze to flicker up. 
Finding none other than his. 
His gaze was punishing, with cruel intentions sitting behind his beautiful irises. There was anger in them, fury hidden under the feigned indifference. Wole didn’t like to be scolded, it embarrassed him and he abhorred being embarrassed. He would say that it was a matter of respect, however, Bose knew it was all about his ego. He would not stand for feeling diminished, his sense of self hinged upon the acquiescence of others. Anyone that acted contrary to his desires were immediately and immaculately dismissed as well as condemned. 
“It’s fine Bels,” Bose started in an effort to contain the situation, in an effort to misdirect his wrath from her friend back to her, “it was pretty silly of me.”
“No, baby, if you're okay with your friend disrespecting me like this, then I am leaving.” Wole announced, standing up and walking away from the table. 
Bose eyes trailed after him and then finally fell back on her hands still clenched on her dress.  She could feel Belinda’s gaze on her, she could feel her judgement disguised as concern. 
“I should check on him.”
“Bose!”
Bose’s hands began to tremble at the sharp edge of Belinda’s voice. 
“You are being ridiculous, I am fine.” Bose insisted as her fingers scratched against the dress. 
“You are not fine!” Belinda let out a soft sigh then repeated with a softer tone, “you are not fine babes.”
“Bose, he is abusive.”
At this, Bose’s gaze flew back up to meet hers, resentment rendering her gaze frosty. 
“I am not having this conversation with you. The details of my relationship are none-” 
“What are you saying?” Belinda interjected, “He just demeaned you in front of me, he made it my business!” 
“Belinda, please I don’t want to talk about this.”
“Omo, babes you have to learn how to stand up for yourself.”
“Belinda.” Bose persisted emphatically. 
“I’m not going to let you stay in a relationship where you are clearly not respected.” She pushed, unwilling to listen to Bose’s pleas. “You deserve better than a lowlife misogynistic abuser that only-”
“Belinda!” Bose’s uncharacteristically sharp stone caused Belinda to falter and then fall silent. 
“He chose me.” Bose said, her sharp tone dulled by the pain in her voice, “he wants me. I’ve never known what it’s like to be wanted or chosen by someone.”
Bose’s eyes fell back to her hands, embarrassed by the need displayed so brokenly in her words.
“I’ve been so thirsty for someone to love me, for someone to choose me. Why on earth would I ever give that up because he calls me stupid sometimes?” She rushed out at the end fully aware of the foolishness in her words.
Fully ashamed of the foolishness of her love. 
“Bose.” The pity in Belinda’s voice was like salt on wound, it inflicted more pain on her festering heart. So, she stood up and said her goodbyes, for this twenty-two-year-old couldn’t take being a disappointment anymore.
So, she stood up and fled after the love of her life, for a ten year old that was never good enough. 
That night Bose dreamt she died. 
Like a helpless prey, she sat pretty as he walked towards her. 
Death, in his utter glory seemed almost delighted as excitement shone in his eyes. 
He was beautiful, painfully so, as death should be. 
She knew she would die with a kiss. 
Knew he would steal her breath with his lips. 
God help her. 
She wanted him to. 
She put on a brave front, but he could always see through it. 
See right through her. 
He would tilt his head and pick apart at her defenses. 
He would smile as she crumbled. 
And with a joyous chuckle, he would scatter her pieces. 
She closed her eyes in resentment.
She closed her eyes in reverence. 
Death crouched right in front of her, his breath came cold against her face. 
His dark eyes roved over hers, with ownership and glee. 
Slowly he raised his slender fingers to her face, and ever so lightly brushed them against her skin. 
“I have come to collect.” His voice was sweet and soft. 
Her eyes met his in defeat.
Slowly she stood up from the cold hard bed, looking right at him, she removed every piece of clothing on her. She shed off all the layers, until she stood naked before him. 
She watched his eyes take in the entirety of her, lust etched into his cold features. 
His eyes were so victorious.
Whilst she shivered with loss. 
Closing her eyes once more, for what felt like the last time.
She fell back on the bed in acceptance and surrender.
As she let him kill her. 
The next morning when Bose woke up, she rushed to the toilet and vomited.
As she washed the acrid taste out of her mouth, she realized that she couldn’t get the smell of burnt stew out of her nose.

The smell of burnt stew is one she will never forget. 
Her mother's words were hazy but clear, 
Her dejected visage, a never-ending song in her heart. 
“Never look for love in others, you will find nothing but disappointment.” Her mother said, her dark eyes watching her pot of stew burn.
Looking back, she wondered how a ten-year-old girl was meant to process such words. 
For that ten-year-old had little to no understanding and so had paid no heed to them. 
And so, this twenty-two-year-old paid dearly for it. 
Many times again.  
Mother was beautiful, it was a fact well known.
Bose would stare at herself in the mirror her mother would admire herself in. 
She would turn to her side and study her features.
She would look away when she would only find her mother. 
She would look away when her mother was all she could see. 
Mother was beautiful, it was a fact well known.
Her father would boast about it every chance he got. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]“Iya Bose is the most beautiful woman in this compound.” The neighbours would scoff and laugh. 
“This man you have started again!” They would say and make fun. 
However, they would not disagree or dispute. 
No one but Bose.
Bose who watched her mother weep over a pot of burnt stew. 
Who saw her mother abandoned by the husband that boasted of her beauty. 
Bose, who carried the scars of her father’s rejection, couldn’t find the beauty in her mother. 
And so, Bose refused to see the beauty in herself. 

Bose didn’t know she had fallen out of love with her ex until a month after she turned twenty-five. She stared at him as he stepped out of his car and walked confidently towards her. 
“Hey baby.”
The words that would once upon a time leave her boneless steadied with a quiet rigidity.
Bose gave him a sad smile, “How are you Wole?” 
He tilted his head and stared at her curiously, “I’m fine darling, how are you?” 
“I’m grateful.” She shrugged. 
They were seated at a cafe somewhere in Ikoyi, her hands fidgeting against her dress, however, she was surprised to see his fingers tapping against the table. 
Anxiety was not an emotion Wole displayed freely. 
“Happy belated birthday.” He started with a smile. 
“Thank you.” 
“I saw the posts-”
“Wole,” Bose interrupted him, “I’m sorry, I really have a tight schedule, please can we rush through this as quickly as possible.”
He didn’t show it, but Bose knew Wole was taken aback. 
Typical of him to assume that he still had sway over her after so long. 
“Calm down babe.” 
His voice that once filled her with euphoria now left her with an anger so deep it hurt.
Her fidgeting fingers clenched into a fist,
Smiling, she said, “Alright, go ahead.” 
“I know you’ve seen the posts on twitter lately claiming that I’m... some kind of sexual predator or abuser and-” he started and for the first time his eyes were not piercing hers.
For the first time they were downcast.
For the first time she didn’t feel seen. 
She stared at his face as he narrated his tale of woe, she stared at his beautiful features that were once etched upon her soul. 
Her gaze traveled over his deep-set eyes, his long lashes and his soft lips. 
His strong chiseled jaw was tightened with tension. 
And his nostrils flared with embarrassment.
He was still so beautiful.
He was still so sad. 
Bose stared at him and for the first time his charisma wasn’t overpowering hers. 
For the first time his smile didn’t move her. 
And it wasn’t until she looked away, that she realized that she had been found.
Bose had always assumed that self-realization would be like a crescendo.
Profound and powerful.
Rather, it was a quiet shift. 
A soft becoming.
Like the lingering notes at the end of a song. 
Such that when he had finished, Bose had nothing but laughter in her mouth. It insulted him, it disrespected him and she revelled in it. 
“Look, all I’m asking you to do is to narrate your own side of the story, we parted on good terms. if it’s coming from an ex-girlfriend of mine, they’ll be more inclined to believe it.” 
Bose tilted in her head in shock, “We parted on good terms?”
“Well-”
"You broke up with me after I aborted a child for you," she declared, her voice laced with a mixture of anger and disbelief.
“Baby-“
“Bose! My name is Bose.” She snapped in annoyance then letting out a sigh, she continued, “If everyone is calling you a narcissistic predator, maybe it’s because you are.” 
His blatant surprise at the venom in her voice had her scoffing in disbelief.  
Bose raised her eyebrow, “What did you think would happen here? How did you think this would play out? Do you lack such little self-awareness?” 
Wole looked away from her, falling silent at her questions.
For someone who always had a lot to say, his silence gave her all the answers she needed. 
Bose stood up, at the intersection of her past and her present, facing the man who had once held her heart captive. Her words hung in the air like a heavy fog, obscuring the cafe around them.
“I would wish you well, but that would be a lie. I hope you get everything you deserve and more.”
And as she left the cafe in Ikoyi, she realized that she could longer remember the smell and taste of burnt stew.


