Sometimes, fathers who love the most are dangerous. 
~
God does not exist. 
Every Sunday, for the past fifteen years, as the priest begins the liturgy of the Eucharist during morning mass, I’ve heard my father say it. I’ve watched him sit in the front and bring up the rear on the communion line with a mouth opened wider than a yawn to receive the body of this being who does not exist. For fifteen good years, I’ve lived a lie.
He cries, too. 
As Father Heziah passionately delivers his sermon, tears would stain my father’s cheeks. He would duck his head, wiping his face with his black chequered handkerchief always kept in the chest pocket of his favourite white senator. And after thirty minutes, God wouldn’t exist in Bernard Ezeh’s vocabulary again.
However, on the morning mass of August 10, 2012, my father is different. God doesn’t matter when he’s fighting an unspoken war he must win. Minutes shy of eight am, the Madukas arrive at St. Mary’s church, hand-in-hand with their golden son, Chinonso Maduka. I see the boy every day of the week sans holidays. Yet I’ve never said a word to him because we’ve been rivals since the day I took my first step. 
While seated on the front pew, my father says, ‘Look at him, Riah. Just look at how scrawny he is. I bet they are dying in poverty, but hide it so well.’
Nonso sits with his family rows behind us. I nod. My father places a firm hand on my shoulder. I blink twice. His touch always makes my skin crawl, but I don’t flinch. I lean into it instead.
‘You will crush the scrawny boy in that entrance exam and teach these bums from the village that everything belongs to us, opportunities included.’
I nod again, locking eyes with my mother’s handbag. Mrs. Maduka has the exact design, and I know she had it first. Cheap fake or not. She isn’t the copy-cat my mom’s church friends call her.
Speaking of the devil, my mom nudges my shoulder. ‘Riah! Hurry and join your friends in the choir. The mass will begin soon.’
‘They aren’t my friends, mom.’ I grumble.
‘Everyone here should know my daughter has the best voice.’
‘I sound like a frog crossbred with a crow. Our choirmaster only let me in because you paid—'
‘Your father took care of it because he loves you. Now go.’
Love. It’s the reason behind every action my parents take. I can’t question them for loving me. Gratitude is what I should feel. I approach the pews set aside for the church choir, sliding into the farthest row. 
The boy and girl in front of me are secretly holding hands and stealing glances at each other. I’m smiling because they do not know I see them. I’m in on their little secret. A secret I will take to my grave, or the church will crucify them for falling in love. 
As the piano tunes in, Father Heziah comes out of the sacristy with his mass servers. He reminds me of a resting ocean. I stare at him on the altar every Sunday, thinking about how good-looking he is. 
I’m curious about him.
♡
August rain pelts on the concrete grounds of the church premises. There’s nobody here except me. I stayed behind after the catechism classes ended. I have just an hour before my parents realise I’m missing—three hours because it will take my father time before he leaves the office; it always does.
Meanwhile, tears mix with the rain rolling down my face. I can’t win my father’s war because I’m not better than Nonso. He won’t be happy about this. And when he’s not happy, he loves me differently. I remember the art project I submitted to my teacher in jss1. I drew a family photograph. The three of us took a stroll under a moon-lit sky. My father stood in the middle, holding our lower backs. It was beautiful.
That night, my father slapped me in his bedroom because I had been called to the principal’s office for my peculiar artwork, which I still thought was a masterpiece. Until now, I do not know where I went wrong.
‘Young lady, do you realise it’s raining cats and dogs?’
My eyes snap over my shoulder. After hearing this masculine voice on the church speakers every Sunday, I can detect it anywhere. 
‘Father Heziah.’ I breathe.
Suddenly, the rain stops falling. He’s holding a green umbrella over my head, leaving the rain to beat his left arm, clothed by the pure linen alb. My voice hooks in my throat like a bone. I can feel my erratic heartbeat in my mouth.
‘I’ve been looking at you from the parish house for the past ten minutes. Where are your parents?’
‘They...They...’ I sneeze, muttering a rushed apology as another sneeze follows.
For a long minute, he looks at me and says, ‘Come with me before you freeze to death.’
The parish house is made of gold—well, most parts—and glass, and sturdy pillars. I’ve never been inside it before, and I can’t stop my jaw from falling. Four minutes later, the electric kettle wheezes in the kitchen and a loud click goes off. Father Heziah returns with a steaming mug and a pink blister pack. He helps me pop it. Obediently, I take it from him. Even though my throat burns—even though I’m drinking fire—I still wear a calm smile because I want to make him happy.
‘Christ! I didn’t dilute it with cold water. Stop—'
Alarmed, he moves to swipe it out of my hands, but I draw back on the couch.
‘No! Father Heziah, it’s perfect. Thank you.’
He’s worried, but he lets me finish my six-minutes-of-misery with the mug.
‘What is your name?’
‘Riah.’
He bobs his head, connecting the dots and divulging my identity. ‘Why were you in the rain?’
‘Because the numbers keep floating.’
‘What is floating?’ His face pinches into a frown.
‘The letters and numbers in my math textbook. They float.’ I think I’m okay, but a second passes and tears brim in my eyes again. Pouting, I cry out. ‘I will fail the entrance exams for the overseas science academy and my parents will hate me because I’m a loser.’
‘Riah, listen to me. You won’t fail, but even if you do, the beauty of failure is that it toughens you. Don’t be afraid of the outcome. Whichever way, you’ll be okay.’
‘My parents won’t be okay.’
He frowns harder. There’s something on his mind, but it’s caged behind a wall that won’t let it get past it.
‘Do you have your textbook here with you?’
I shake my head. ‘It’s Sunday.’
He runs a finger over his bottom lip. After a moment of thought, he brings out his cell-phone and shows me the pdf version of a secondary level math textbook he just surfed the internet for. It isn’t rocket science, but Father Heziah is my superhero.
He tutors me for hours until my father comes to get me. The numbers don’t dare float again. Even when I leave the parish house, I remember how his lips moved with every word he spoke. His voice echoes in my head all night. When I close my eyes to sleep, I see his face.
Now I’m even more curious about the young father in my church.
♡
Weeks Later.
Acid. It burns like hell. My screams are louder than those of the sinners below the earth. My skin is melting like wax tossed in a furnace. A loud clang blends with the sound of cracking bones. My skull fractures. The peals of a buzz attack my ears. I’m too weak to swat off the bee that made its way in there. Cold blood streams down my body. It is mine. I see death before it sees me. Someone help me. Please. 
I open my eyes again, but I’m no longer at the church, begging for help. I’m on a gatch bed. My hands are stiff at my sides. I can’t feel my arse. It’s like I’ve laid in this bed for ages. Also, I only have a working eye.
The door opens. My parents walk in and my shred of hope deflates. The look on their faces tell me all I need to know. I’ve jeopardised everything. We lost. Nonso won the scholarship to London. Tears roll down the only part of my face that’s not bandaged.
‘Why were you there that day, Riah?!’
I’ve only just woken up from the dead and he’s already screaming at me. I look away, needing to see the wall more than their faces.
‘It was the last catechism class before we receive. I was in attendance because mom enrolled me—'
‘You ruined everything! Do you realise I lost to village scums, Riah?’ My father thrashes his hands wildly. ‘Nonso should be the one lying in this sick-bed, not you!’
My gaze flickers like a faulty bulb. My voice begs. ‘What?’
He storms out of the room. I’m fisting the sheets. The truth weighs like a boulder on my windpipe.
‘It’s a pity God blessed me with one child. Who would marry a girl with a burnt face? Perhaps, if I had a son—'
‘Mrs. Ezeh.’
My teary eyes light up. Suddenly, the pain I carry feels weightless. Father Heziah is here. He cares about me. I smile underneath the bandage, where no one can see.
‘Father Heziah? What are you doing here?’
‘The church heard your daughter has been in the hospital for a month.’ He pauses, looking at me, and I swear the earth stops rotating. ‘Do you mind?’
My mother can’t reject the parish priest. She cares more about rumours than her own life. And she cares more about spreading them than breathing air.
‘No problem, Father. I will be outside.’
When he sits on the chair next to my bed, it rushes out of me. A flood of sorrow, wetting my cheeks and choking me when the sobs hit too hard. His presence brings me comfort and I long for it each passing day in this hospital.
Father Heziah returns every Thursday. 
It’s Thursday again today. I’m standing next to the mirror, feeling my chapped and burnt skin with my hands. Black against white. My fair face is gone. Although the acid missed my left eye by a thread, I’ll be going around with a map of scars on my face. I’m ugly. 
‘How are you feeling?’
‘I can go home today.’
‘That’s great news.’
‘Is it?’ I turn away from the mirror in the hospital room and show him the disfigured monster I’ve become. ‘My body is ruined. People will treat me like I don’t exist. Boys won’t look at me—'
‘God knows you exist. And that’s all that matters.’
‘But...even my breasts were destroyed.’ I want his eyes wandering down there. I want to see his disgust at the scar creeping its way down my cleavage.
He looks, but there isn’t disgust in his gaze. Only pure admiration. 
‘Riah, your scars make you beautiful. They tell the world you are a survivor. Not many will be in that bed for weeks and come back to the life they left behind.’
‘I’m undesirable.’
‘You reek of strength, and that is desirable.’
Father Heziah doesn’t know it’s my birthday today. My sweet sixteen. I step forward. My courage stems from his words because I want to believe everything he says. He’s not wary of me, but I think he should be.
I kiss him. He jerks away, wide-eyed. It’s the best birthday present ever, and even in the next ten years, nothing will compare.
‘I can’t do this, Riah. I belong to God.’
‘But you are like a father to me. Isn’t this normal?’
He frowns in awe. ‘It isn’t.’
Before he leaves, Father Heziah holds my hands in prayer. Every time he visits, he does that. He bends his head and whispers to the God my father claims doesn’t exist. I do not know if he does or doesn’t, but I spend the entire time with my eyes open, watching him pray.
When I return home that evening, my father prays differently for me. He doesn’t hold my hands. He places them above my head on his bedroom wall.
♡
Rumours spread like wildfire in the church. It’s been three weeks since I left the hospital, but months since the incident happened. Everyone knows that Riah Ezeh kissed Father Heziah. They believe I am having an affair with the Catholic priest. My mother is more worried about her reputation. My father sees red. He slaps me relentlessly in his bedroom. I shouldn’t have seen anyone else as a father figure. They decide I have to go, but my mother doesn’t know the exact reason my life must end here. He makes me swear, like always, that I won’t tell her the good the news, not yet.
My father sends me to a convent in Abuja the next day. But before I leave our city, I visit Father Heziah at the parish house. I don’t find him there. I find only a poster of him on the black gate. It’s an obituary note. I take an abrupt step back and trip over a stone. Like the acid trap set in the church for Nonso Maduka, there’s only one person who could have done this. 
When I sleep that night, I don’t see Father Heziah’s face anymore. I see my father covered in the ex parish priest’s blood, declaring his love for me. I sob, but then I hear that familiar voice from the church’s speakers whispering to me.
‘Do not mourn me, Riah. I’m in a good place.’
In the morning, my plane lands after an hour. I take a Bolt to the convent and I settle down on the iron seat before the mother superior’s desk. I’m just from fire, wet with sweat. The air conditioner helps me forget the heat outside. She spares a kind stare, like a mother would—but not my mother, who always looks at me like I’m not the child she wanted.
‘Mistakes don’t define you, Riah. I hope you are at peace with us. Nine months isn’t a long time.’
An uncertain smile dulls my face. ‘Mistakes?’
A baby is a good thing. It is not a mistake, no matter what anyone says about my age.
‘Actually, mother superior. My father and I are having a baby.’ I widen my smile, but when she doesn’t return it, a scary truth unfolds in this office.
‘Fathers can’t love their daughters in that way.’
Frustration climbs like a wave inside me. ‘They can!’ 
‘Listen, Riah! I will put your baby up for adoption. Mr. Ezeh requested that after you had an affair with your parish priest.’


