
Ọmuti

	I was rudely awoken by the sound of an empty gin bottle hitting the wooden floor of my bedroom. I sat up in a daze, my clammy skin peeling from my musky sweat-drenched bedding. Reaching for a half-drunk bottle of water, I vaguely recollect ordering the excessively salted food on the bedside table it sat on the previous night. I could feel the undigested sludge in my gut. As the warm water hit the back of my dry throat, I scanned my once white shoebox-sized room that had turned brown from years of neglect and thought, disgusting. I set the bottle back down, stood up and waded through a sea of filthy clothes, empty juice cartons and takeaway boxes. My head was throbbing louder than a gangan drum. Feeling queasy, I picked up one of the cartons, unscrewed the lid and threw up in it. Some rice mixed with bile splashed onto my left foot. I hurled the remaining unpleasant stomach content violently into the small opening at the sight. Relieved, I placed the evidence of my shame in the corner next to a container of concentrated urine. I tried to recall when I had peed in the palm oil-stained bowl, wondering if I had wiped my lady parts. Disgusting. I reached for my phone under my flat pillow. My chest tightened as the familiar three missed calls stared back at me from the cracked screen. Deji…I know, I will. The phone rang, jolting me from my self-loathing thoughts. I hid the empty gin bottle in my overflowing laundry basket and answered. 

	“Where have you been? I was worried. Are you okay?” Tunji’s distressed voice probed. 

	Okay…when last had I felt truly okay? Perhaps in secondary school when my biggest dilemma was whether to wear trousers to hide my “yams” or a skirt so boys would admire me the way they did my “feminine” friends. Possibly in university with my then-boyfriend, mindlessly watching films and ignoring the mounting essays we had to complete. Except, I knew, deep down, it was just before I found out about Bidemi’s illness; The singular event that swatted me so ferociously off the path I had prudently designed for my future. The thought filled my sorrowful eyes with tears...they wouldn’t fall.

	“Ahh ahh? Gbemi! Are you ignoring me?!” Tunji’s voice exploded through my haze. 

	I had met Tunji four years ago waiting in line at a liquor store near campus on the last day of university. I took a chance and gave him my number after he paid for my vodka, though I habitually declined such requests. I told myself he had kind eyes…I knew it was the vodka. I quickly discovered he was one of those older students that had an air of perversion about them but were ultimately harmless. We remained friends due to our mutual love of drinking. Tunji wasn’t handsome, wealthy, or particularly intelligent, but he cared for me deeply in his own way. I sporadically visited him when I was low on cash as I knew he’d always feed me. Each time I left his place, I’d promise myself “never again” due to his barrage of sexual innuendos. It made me feel cheap…dirty. However, I also wasn’t prepared to feel the cruelty of complete loneliness so I always gave him just enough of myself to keep him tethered.


“Tee-Tee,” I replied, groggily. “I’m not ignoring you na. I just woke up jor, má bínú dear.”


***

	“All of you need to understand that this is a business! There are plenty of girls who want your jobs, I just said let me take pity on you fools.”

	The deafening voice ripped through the air. It was my boss, Mama Chidinma. I realised I must have been distracted as her eyes were fixated on me specifically. I had arrived at work late, again, anxiously trying to conceal my hangover with a smile. It wasn’t working. Instead, I transferred my pitiful gaze to a pink flower-embroidered slice of material from a previous order on my workstation. The ember remained a relentless reminder to me of a time when my life didn’t feel like an unending pit of darkness, when I had hope and light in me. Now, I was drowning in an abyss of perpetual anger and unfathomable sadness. I felt my phone vibrate in my back pocket…I know, I will.

 	“…I will not continue to take rubbish from any of you. Dismissed!” 

	Mama Chidinma, by all accounts, was a kindhearted woman. She had given me a seamstress job with no experience and trained me. Her customers often labelled her an “angel” as the word of God was never far from her lips; Her staff knew better. She was skilled at convincing us she was doing us a favour, though the working conditions could be likened to a sweatshop. She would also regularly deduct ‘tax’ from our already below minimum wages knowing we had no alternatives. The girls chorused “Sorry Aunty” whilst walking to their respective workstations. I opened my mouth to begin my apology when I met her blazing eyes. Anger? Contempt? I swallowed my apology and searched her caricatured made-up face with pleading eyes. I knew it was futile. This is it.

	“Gbemi, carry my bag and follow me.” Mama Chidinma said irritably.

	I frowned at the demeaning task but obeyed regardless. I picked up the fake designer bag and followed behind her, sniggering at her table-like buttocks that threatened an earthquake with each stride. As I entered her windowless gold-ornamented monstrosity of an office that screamed razz, I suddenly felt nauseated. I was uncertain if it was from my booze-filled night or her impending reprimand. I need air. I took a quick swig of rum from the Sprite-masked bottle I held as she waddled on to her desk. Her anger radiated from her pores along with her pungent bleaching cream as she sat.

	“I honestly don’t know if you are the fool or I am. But as my God did not create me stupid, it must be you.” she spat out with a slight smirk. “Come, who the hell do you think you are sef? You think you can steal my customers? Or why else are they asking for you specially? Is it your name outside?” she roared, her rage turning her thin yellow skin bright red.

	I was befuddled. Is she serious? Though I admittedly wasn’t the most reliable, I was friendly, witty, and a talented worker…or so I had been told. It seemed to put the customers at ease with me. Just then, I remembered Bidemi always warned that “the star” on my head would get me into trouble one day. I dismissed it largely as her way of making me feel special. Perhaps she was right. My phone vibrated in my back pocket, again…I know, I will. 

	“That’s the problem with you Yoruba people. You think you’re better than everybody. You show up late every time like you own the place. You want to start your own shop and take my customers ba? Well, my God is bigger than you. Biko, I no longer need you here. Clear out of my shop this instance. Onye iberibe!” 

	She IS serious. The ground beneath me began to crumble. I took deep breaths frantically trying to steady myself whilst Mama Chidinma sneered at me triumphantly. I opened my mouth to say something, anything. I need air! Bidemi flashed in my thoughts for a fleeting moment. Her big saggy yellow arms stretched out toward me. Joy filled me in entirety before the ever-ominous anger smothered it. It wound itself tightly around my neck. The blackness took hold. She vanished. 

	When I regained consciousness, the girls were gathered around me. They had moved me from the office floor to the tattered mustard couch in the staff room that reeked of stale food and broken wills. One was fanning me with an old magazine. The rest were shouting prayers in their various native tongues, visibly shaken. A hysterical Mama Chidinma was sprawled out on the floor lamenting, “This girl has finally finished me o. What will I tell her people now, ehn? Chineke!” I hurriedly sat up, desperate to regain some semblance of power. Damnit, she won. I remembered Bidemi’s last words, “Always stand in your truth.” But my soul was crushed, my smile broken. I could see the pity in the eyes of the girls surrounding me. The minuscule dignity I clung to had evaporated. I stood up, reassuring them I was okay before turning to Mama Chidinma who was still wailing:

	“Thank you for all you’ve done for me. May God continue to bless you, I am forever grateful ma.”

	 I grabbed my bag from my workstation and turned towards the exit ensuring to take the pink flowered ember, seemingly shining brighter than ever. I walked out of the cage I had locked myself in. I need a drink.

***

	The cold air sliced across my face like blunt daggers on the derelict street Mama Chidinma’s shop was located. Downing the remaining rum hastily, I paused to take in my surroundings. For the first time in four years, I noticed everything. The polluted air that singed my nostrils and watered my eyes. The thick unpleasant smell I couldn’t quite place. The bus stop teeming with worn-down faces, life discernibly drained from their vacant eyes. I remembered riding past similar faces in the comfort of Bidemi’s Porsche. Now, here I was, blended in seamlessly with the dejected crowd. How have the years slipped away from me? I pulled out my phone from my back pocket and quickly unlocked it, disregarding the two missed calls that made my heart skip...I know, I will! I opened my bank app to check my balance: £27.81. My stomach growled then and I realised I hadn’t eaten. I immediately began calculations of the cheapest food I could get that would maximize the amount of alcohol I could buy. I decided Tesco’s meal deal was the best value. But I could just visit Tee-Tee and eat there. Then I’d have enough for two bottles of gin and snacks. Perfect. I texted Tunji and began the walk to his house. Thoughts of my elixir filled me with excitement. Albeit temporarily, numbing myself was always worth evading the images that plagued me daily.
 
***

	I noticed a familiar car parked outside Tunji’s house and a sense of foreboding instantaneously hits me. Surely not? The mahogany door swung open accompanied by the profuse smell of marijuana. Eww. Tunji stood leaning on the doorframe, his predatorial eyes giving me the once over.  

	“Hmm, Gbemisola. Fine girl.” he starts, “See as your breast just dey stand ehn. Walahi, I go knack you one round, one day one day.” he continued. Pervert.

	“Tee-Tee! Uncle mì átátá. It’s been long, see as you’re fresh.” I tease back, forcing the bile rising in my throat back down. I walk past him into the house and brace myself for his imminent touch. 

	“Tání uncle ẹ̀?” he retorts, slapping my butt, hard. “With this kind yansh, God cannot make your uncle ò. He’s not wicked.” he cackled. 

	I laughed, cringing within. Leave. Walking into the dimly lit living room, I’m confronted by my earlier foreboding. The blood drained from my face. Leave! I turn and scowl at Tunji.

	“Why are you now giving me bad eyes? Ábì you don’t remember your boyfriend again ní?” -he asked sarcastically whilst moving past me, his hand unmistakably grazing my breasts- “He’s been looking for you and when he heard you were coming, he waited. Kíní big deal?”         

	I turned and faced the unwanted company. My stomach sank. I started to feel faint again due to both the hunger pangs, and the rage free flowing in my veins. Bankole. Innumerable curses teased the tip of my tongue, nevertheless, I remained mute. Once again, he had rendered me speechless.

	“Gbemisola,”-Bankole purred as he stood up with arms wide open- “Come here, beautiful.” 

	I instinctively moved back, terror pounding my chest harder than a jackhammer. He must have sensed my unease since he promptly dropped his arms, his confused eyes burrowing into my teary own. They wouldn’t fall.  Leave! Now! Determined not to lose myself to my emotions for the second time in a day, I stood firmly and smiled. Bankole, or Bankole mi as I had fondly called him before he completely shattered what was left of me after Bidemi’s death, was that boy that comes into your life promising the world. Your instincts scream at you to not let him in, but you do. And just as swiftly as he arrives, he leaves you with nothing…as nothing. I once woke up at dawn, got stark naked and yelled at God to destroy him with vengeance. It never happened. Instead, I tormented myself for years stalking his social media. I watched him thrive, stunning modelesque girlfriend turned fiancé he failed to mention in tow, whilst I withered into a shadow of myself. I’ve never hated anyone but I loathed him. Largely for being so inconsequential to him when he had been everything to me. He flashed his signature smile revealing his deep dimples and twinkling eyes…once a beacon of love and hope to me. The anguish he had marred my heart with seared through my soul so forcefully, I staggered.

	“Ahh, Gbemi! No go faint o. I cannot carry anybody go hospital, émí ti yó ò.”  Tunji proclaimed sitting up on the brown leather chair he had plopped himself onto. His eyes, though filled with concern, never leaving my cleavage.

	“Alarmist, I’m okay. I just wasn’t expecting to see his majesty here.” I assured Tunji. “Bankole, daddy àwọn girls. Longest time. Have you married yet?” I asked with more scorn than intended.

	“Married kẹ̀? Did you give me wi-” Bankole started.

	“Abegi. It’s like you think I’m stupid. Jade nkọ?”

	“You know about Jade?”

	“Wow, you really do think I’m stupid. Wò, I’m going home. I cannot do this nonsense.”

	“Gbemisola, chill. I didn’t know you knew of her. You literally disappeared. I looked for you everywhere. Instagram, Twitter, Facebook. Nothing. I had to move on with my life. Come on baby, you understand me. No one gets me like you.” The lies poured out of Bankole’s beautiful mouth as wrath burned in mine. And when he said, “I’ve missed you.” I lost all composure.

	“Thunder fire you there! My God will punish you! It shall never be well with you! You will die young!” The curses oozed out of me leaving a bittersweet taste. “Òpònù. Your mother will cry over you, walahi! Ólóríbúrúkú, ọ́mọ́ aṣẹwó.”

	“Gbemi, that’s enough! Haba, kílódé gán? You’re a woman, behave like one.” Tunji interjected pointedly.

	“See, please kindly mind your business, uncle ónírànù.” I snapped back.

	I noticed movement in my peripheral view and I cut my eyes back to Bankole. Time seemed to slow down as I watched his raised hand descending through the air gaining momentum. I noted the madness in his eyes, his flared nostrils, and the protruding veins in his neck. When his heavy dry hand landed on my face and my body hit the worn-out grey carpet, I lay still. Not because of the burning sensation on my face that made tiny spots swarm my eyes. Nor because this was the second time I’d essentially been struck down today. No. I lay there, paralyzed, as I was tackled by the vivid memory of how I had found her…Bidemi…My mother…lying on the cold floor of her hospice room, in this exact position. Eyes wide open. Dead. A memory I had not revisited since the day it happened four years ago today. A memory I had diligently buried so deep that when I drank enough, it hadn’t happened, wasn’t real. I shrank into the fetal position, eyes shut firmly, and allowed the simple two words I had been unable to say since that day slip out, quietly: 

	“Màmá mí.” 

	An involuntary tear, finally, rolled out of my eye, travelled along the bridge of my nose, and splattered on the carpet. And as I lay there, Bankole and Tunji’s muffled voices surrounding me, my phone vibrated in my back pocket once more…Deji. This time, I picked up.

“Hello?” I searched, desperately. 

“Hello, Gbemi? Gbemisola?! Ahh, Ólúwá mí séún! Jọwọ, ọ́mọ́ mí, ẹ́bẹ̀ ní mò n bẹ́ ẹ̀. Come home, my darling. It is time to come back home.” my father answered, lovingly.

