Adanne was born in fire.
With flames blazing and people choking from the ash that filled the air, she was born at a time when even her own mother, Chinonyelum, forgot to breathe. Her legs parted in dutiful obeisance as she crowned her way through her mother’s thighs. No special attention was given to her mother as she screamed her into existence. The pitter patter of feet could be heard beyond the windows surrounding their dilapitating bungalow but she slipped out without a fight, covered in bloods and fluids that stained their living room carpet. The story they told her was that her mother cradled her in her arms as she sang to her calling her “Adanne” over and over till the last breath left her lungs. There was another version that said she was barely breathing but mouthed jagged prayers for her child in a song that was hard to hear. That Adanne’s first shower came from the tears in her eyes as she whispered purpose to her with her last breath. She preferred the other version of this story - it was less heavy, less raw, less real.
Long before the fire and screams, Chinonyelum had seen the plane descend. They say that it was her scream of shock that sent her into labour. She had seen it make its way towards them like a falling star in rapid motion scattering everything in its wake. It came like an angry elephant on wheels, consuming every obstacle that dared stand in it’s path. It hit the ground with a vengeance in a cataclysmic collision that rippled through the village. Trees toppled like giant dominoes, their branches reaching out in futile desperation. Homes crumbled into heaps of rubble, as if they were made of nothing more than sticks and straw. Loud screams filled the air as people scampered in different directions, taking cover before the explosion tore them to shreds. In the time before the fire made it’s way to the house where she was born, Mama Gold had scooped Adanne from the ground in a frenzy. Saving her just in time for the flames to devour her mother’s lifeless body.
The explosion that followed was a hellish fireworks show, a blazing spectacle that devoured everything in its path. Flames leaped and roared, their fiery fingers dancing in eerie, twisting patterns against the ashen backdrop. It was as if the very air itself had caught fire. This was the welcome dance that ushered Adanne into this crazy world.

This horrendous story of her birth had been repeated to her more times than she cared to remember. It was often told alongside tales of the delicate flower her mother had been. Of how the oyinbo man who impregnated her used to call her sunshine because her smile had a way of overtaking the space around her and filling it with life. They would always shake their heads sadly as they spoke about her death and the full life she lived before she died. Ada could not relate. She never met the woman and the version of life that she was used to had more lonely days than light. She on the other hand was wildfire, a cascadent flame that burnt stupid reasoning to the ground. Her sharp tongue had earned her a few backhanded slaps from Mama Gold who she now referred to as “Grandma”. The one whom she was dodging on this very day because she did not want to assist in the arduous task of picking beans under the scorching sun. Grandma’s voice trailed behind her as she ran, jumping over scattered stones that littered her path. 
“This girl. Do you want to kill that woman before her time?” Mama Nkechi, their next door neighbour shouted as she ran past her house.
She laughed into the wind, greeting her hastily in a way she knew wouldn’t suffice. She had no intention of spending her birthday doing menial labour.
Every year since the fire, the community gathered together for a mass mourning. It was a quiet commemoration for the lives lost. A moment of silence for those who lost their dead. New children were retold the tale as a way of preservation in the hopes that they too, when grown would tell their own children. It was usually dull and lacked any flavour which was exhausting for Adanne because this day that carried so much heaviness with it was also her birthday. But she could never throw a party, never publicly get or share a cake the way others typically did on their birthdays. There was never any dancing or funfair for her. Just a retelling of events as Mama Gold sneakily baked her moi moi cake in a tin. With a lazy candle that she would have bought weeks before to avoid suspicion but their celebration always had to be quiet like they were doing a forbidden thing. Adannne had always felt like she was holding her breath like a forgotten note in a melodious song, a pause in a conversation that never seemed to end. She was tired of the pretense that what she got was enough. Which is why she decided at the start of this year that in November when she turned 18, she wanted to celebrate freely with dance and song and chatter that was beyond a whisper. Today, after so many months of waiting, the day when she transitioned into semi adult had finally come. She ran through the outside perimeters of the town, snaking her way through the exaggerated displays of grief on the street by people who never lost anyone to the fire. The true victims, sat in their house crying unable to eat or sleep as they tortured themselves with memories of their loss but these charlartans were convinced that their antics were necessary in making the holiday come alive. She snaked past the empty market stalls, past the church that used to hold so much solace for her, knowing that it would be full today as the priest took turns to comfort people. Alters filled with gratitudes and platitudes that we survived the thing that threatened to annihilate us all. 
“The government did nothing to compensate us for that crash. We are on our own, rebuilding with our sweat and blood” Mama Gold had told her once with tears in her eyes. She had felt sorry then and hugged her in compassionate response.
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For years after the crash, the area that bore the brunt of the accident was marked off as forbidden land, left unattended until weeds forced their way through the earth. The air used to be thick with the acrid stench of burning fuel, a choking miasma that clung to the skin and seared the lungs. The ground beneath their feet was treacherous, a jumble of broken dreams and twisted metal, a cruel reminder of the havoc that had rained down from the sky. So they sealed it and rebuilt their land away from it such that it now sat on the outskirt of the village as opposed to the center which it once waas. Close to the garden that once housed wooden cabins and swings for leisure. She eyed the tall blades of grass that now sat in place of the flower grarden, mimicking a mini forest with the way it swayed in the wind. She walked further into the wreckage, seeing for the first time, the amount of damage that had been done. The ground was still blackened, with spots of grey in different parts. There was a hole in the middle which had been lazily filled so that it appeared more shallow than she assumed it originally was. Her eyes widened in horror as she took in the carcass of a place that used to once hold so much life. This was not the escape she was looking for. 
A soft melodious voice suddenly filled the air, she followed the sound to the place where the garden used to be, to the spots where the swings were. A girl with thick long hair sat on one of the swings as she sang. She recognised her.
On the day the plane came crashing down, Ishe came with it. The story in circulation is that her cry was heard hours after the flames kissed the sky. Her pale skin was blackened with soot when they found her. She was just 3 years old, traveling with her parents to a place her unrefined speech could barely recognise. Somehow, in the middle of the tumbling riot, she had come out unscathed save for the burns that covered her left arm like an ugly blanket. The tale is that she walked aimlessly to the centre of what used to be the market square, battered and bruised but miraculously alive. Collapsing into the arms of an alarmed eight years old prince who carried her home with him insisting with tears that the palace aids did everything to save her. 
But the people of Umuakoka were an unforgiving lot. So even though Lokachi, the King’s right hand man took her in after she recovered, the people’s interactions with her were still strained. She didn’t talk much either or move around much. She understood the implication of her existence - a walking reminder of the trouble that visited their land. Adanne had seen her around town a few times but she often disappeared before she had the chance to talk to her. Her grandma had said once that she walked as though she carried the weight of the world on her shoulders.
“You sing really well” Adanne commented, scaring the girl into losing her balance. She gathered herself just in time to prevent a fall.
“You shouldn’t be here” she muttered, dusting the sand out of her skirt.
She was the kind of fair that her people called Golden skin, similar to Adanne’s caramel coloured half caste skin. Her hair hung over her shoulders wildly, matted from months of neglect. She wore a pink shirt and dark coloured pleated skirt. It was impossible to tell from where she stood if that was black or navy blue. Her soft brown eyes held a gentleness that drew Adanne closer to her in trust. 
“Hi. I’m Ada.” She stretched out her hand.
The girl took it hesitantly, uncertainty coloring every inch of her face.
“Ishe” she replied. Turning back to walk towards the cabins.
Ada followed her. “Today is my birthday” she chimed.
Ishe stopped to face her, compassion filling her eyes as realisation dawned on her.
“I’m sorry. Happy Birthday”
“Thank you. So is this where you come to hide?” Ada gestured at the space around them.
“I’m not hiding” 
“So what are you doing here?”
Ishe doesn’t respond, she just keeps moving till they get to one of the cabins. She walks inside and drags out a blanket that she puts on the porch.
“We can sit here” she says, gesturing to her makeshift setup.
Ada crosses her hand over her chest. “I have heard that you’re quiet but this one is too much o”
Ishe chuckles softly, the sound taking her by surprise.
“I’m talking to you. Am I not?”
“No. You are doing like I am disturbing you”
“How old are you?” Ishe asks.
“18 today” 
Ishe’s eyes mist up, realisation dawning on her. “So you were born....”
“Yes. But no need to feel sad for me. I’m okay”
She didn’t seem convinced.
“Are you always this full of life?”
“Is that a nice way of calling me a talkative”
“No. You’re happy and bubbly”
“Should I be sad? I told you it is my birthday”
Her face contorted in pain as Adanne spoke and understanding dawned on her. Ishe was feeling guilty.
“It is not your fault that the plane crashed. Shey you know?” Adanne asked as she plops unto the thick blanket on the ground in front of them. Ishe sits beside her, pensive. Quiet for a few moments till tears gather at the brim of her eyes.
“They make it feel like it is”
Adanne nodded in understanding. For years, she had felt like a bad omen, like the harbinger of calamity, the one who collected breath from her mother’s lungs. Maybe if she had not come that day, her mother would have found the strength to run like the others. But the shame was not hers to carry, neither was the guilt hers to bear so she dropped the load from her chest when she turned 10. She reached out to hug Ishe, surprising her with the display of affection. Ishe did not speak or let the tears forming in her eyes fall. She hugged her back instead, thanking her with the way she clung to her, hanging on for her dear life. Ada could tell that she had not been hugged in a very long time, the very thought of that filled her heart with so much sadness. 
“I’m 21” Ishe announced. “So technically, I’m the older one”
“Good afternoon aunty” Adanne teased.
Ishe laughed and the sound incited a fit of laughter from Adanne until they were both bent over in laughter, on the verge of tears to a joke that didn’t exist. They stayed in that cabin till it got dark. Talking about everything they could think of. Laughing and dancing to the songs Ishe sang. This was how their friendship formed.
It bloomed rapidly, strengthened by their mutual similarities. Nearly every day in the months that followed, they met at that cabin, burning time by planting flowers in the soil again. Weeding the garden as they talked about everything, taking turns to braid each other’s hair. When afternoon came, they wandered into town to find food. Sometimes, they went to either of their houses to eat with Mama Gold or Chief Lokachi. People started to call them twins, alluding to how inseparable they had become.
On the day Mama Gold died, Ishe sat with her in silence. Catching each tear with her hands before they fell. They held hands and sat on the floor as they ate red beans and hake fish because it was Grandma’s favourite. She sang to her when the tears did not stop, rubbing her back softly as she did, soothing her into a deep sleep. The funeral happened fast and without much promp. People were asked to wear black in mourning. Adanne told Ishe later that if she ever died, she wanted people to wear white and sing and dance in the sunset. That she wanted flowers littering the earth that covered her grave like the aftermath of a heavy rain. She wanted loud music and plenty food, something that was more lively so people would not feel sadder than they already did. Ishe had laughed saying not to talk of death now and that she might change her mind years down the line after much time has passed.
On her next birthday, they danced and danced and ate and sang loudly. It was not sad or drab. They linked their pinky fingers and promised to be friends forever.

Adanne died on a saturday. The kind of Saturday where the sky stood still as the clouds gave way for the rain to pour. There was no one in sight on the street. 
No fanfare to mark her exit from this world as she took her last breath in the outskirts of town, in a pool of her own blood. 2 years later, an old inhabitant came into town to visit his people. Rage coloured his face on setting sight on Ishe. He had screamed profanities as he asked her why she survived when his whole family died. Adanne saw the gun before he had time to pull the trigger, she instinctively stepped in front of Ishe as the bullet came flying, hitting her squarely in the chest. He ran before her body hit the ground. She died in silence. Her echo ricocheting in the only place that mattered. The scream that emanated from Ishe’s lips was feral, a testament to the fact that empty barrels really do make the loudest sound. She dropped to the ground in tears, cradling Adanne’s lifeless body in her hands, baptising her with tears just as her mother did when shed came into this world.


