    July 20, 2023
 
Uju sat there, on a plane bound for the United States of America—the land filled with promises and dreams, the land where he could finally be himself. He had tried to make small talk with the people on either side of him, but none of them were as excited as he was, and they made sure to show it. He tried watching a movie, but that couldn't hold his attention, so he picked up the book he took from his mom’s room before leaving the house. The book wasn’t as interesting as the cover made it seem, but it served its purpose. His dream was finally coming true; he was finally going to leave Nigeria, the country that had made it evidently clear that he was not welcome there, by criminalising his entire existence.
The plane was small, and his legs were cramped, but what did he really expect? His parents could only afford to pay for an economy-class ticket. He regretted his choice of dressing, and he wished he could change the jeans to a pair of joggers. He looked down at the knock-off converses he had on his legs and wondered why he had always made his own life so hard by being someone else, someone who had no single worry and lived a nonchalant life, when in reality, he cared so much about every detail, every assumption made about him, every thought, every word, every step, he cared about the most mundane details, because he had created a persona of himself that he didn’t want to slip at all.
The book he was reading was about how Christianity solved all the issues in the world and how it helped everyone. He laughed a little too loudly when he read the words "ask and you shall receive", which caused the lady beside him to shoot him the nastiest of stares. "If eyes could kill, I would be buried six feet under," he thought to himself while the lady went back to her obviously forceful sleep. He asked the book why God didn’t answer him when he called as a scared 13-year-old in JSS2, a young boy who would have paid heaven and earth to get rid of his gayness.



June 15, 2016
 
Dear God, please don’t punish me. I’ve tried, and I’ve really tried. I do everything you ask of us; I go to church every Sunday; I pray before eating, sleeping, and starting my day. I joined the choir, I obey my parents and my teachers, and I even give more than everybody I know. Why then would you curse me? I don’t want to think about these thoughts again; I don’t want to enjoy those imaginations, please. The prayer just kept rolling off my lips, hopefully into God’s ears. I actually believed that today would be the day God finally heard my pleas; after all,  when I closed my Bible, the first thing that came to mind was the refrigerator back at home. I was happy and fulfilled, but that joy was short-lived. When it was time for dinner, I took my school bag and cutlery from my cupboard and went in the direction of the dining hall. It was a bit far from our hostel, although the female hostel was much closer to it, and I saw it as an unfair advantage to them because 13-year-old me seriously believed that men were treated unjustly in the world in comparison to women. That would be added to the long list of things I would eventually unlearn at the age of 16. For now, I walked up the muddy road that led to the large building that was the school dining hall for a meal of tasteless white spaghetti that came with no stew because it was supposed to be jollof. I decided to walk alone today to mark and celebrate my new freedom from the satanic thoughts that plagued my mind constantly—the thoughts of me lying together with a man as one would with a woman. I was so lost in thought that I didn’t notice when I walked into a senior. He glared at me, but then his expression softened almost immediately, and he kept on walking, which was odd for a senior in this school, because I was expecting a heavy knock on the head followed by a series of verbal lashings, probably about how useless juniors are and how I am blind even though I wear glasses. I later realised that he probably let me go because we were nearing the end of the term and nobody wanted a junior wishing badly upon them for fear of their result being bad. I always found that sort of belief system odd. Why would you do all the bad things during the semester when they have already started recording our performances and then suddenly become an angel by the end of the semester when exams have already finished and the results have already been compiled? Well,  I guess it was just one of those things that nobody really had a reasonable answer to.
The dining hall was already packed with students, mostly junior students and a few SS1s. The reason for this was because the junior students always loved to leave the hostel early, unless you would become an unpaid houseboy for the seniors, and the few SS1s who left early knew that if juniors couldn’t be found, they would be the next victims. I quickly found my way to my table, where I found Edward in a deep argument with Chioma about some weird anime that they both watched. "I’m telling you that the guy would have beaten her if he was at his full power; the only reason she won that fight is because he was already weak" Edward said, and Chioma fired back almost immediately Me, and you know, that’s a lie; that man would not have beaten her even if he had the strength of God". They didn’t even notice when I joined the table; instead, they kept going back and forth about who was beating whom and who was weakened by whatever. Angel sat across from me normally, and she was right there with her head on the table as usual. She was a very quiet girl who kept to herself, and this gave her the title of a stuck-up queen in our set, but I didn’t see her as stuck up; rather, I saw her as a very shy person who tried to occupy as little space as possible in any room she entered. The other table members were Diane and Ikenna, who were probably with their other friends at another table. They would show up eventually when it was time to eat and then leave almost immediately. I always assumed that they were embarrassed to be seen with any of us, seeing as our table was filled with the most unlikely group of people. We were all from different social rankings in our set, which meant nothing would normally bring us together outside of things beyond our control.
The sounds coming from every direction merged together to form a very unpleasant noise. The sounds from the people shuffling their sandaled feet on the sandy tiled floors merged with the noise coming from those who were drumming on the tables with their spoons, which then also merged with the loud chatters coming from everywhere, and the loud fans mounted on the white walls and pillars didn’t even think to be silent; instead, they added their own static humming, which made it seem like they were going to fall at any time now. All these sounds wove together to form a very disturbing orchestra, and that was the last thing I needed at that moment. I needed quiet; I needed complete silence, so that I would be able to allow my thoughts to organise themselves to see if my prayers had truly been answered. It had been an hour already, and I had not had any of those sinful thoughts, but I didn’t want to jubilate yet because I hadn’t even had the time to properly think. I tried to block the noise away by covering my ears with my hands, but all that did was muffle the sounds a little, and I could still hear them. I didn’t even notice when Edward called my name. "Uju, are you deaf? I’ve been calling your name since. I’ve called you like six times now. That thing that you put in your ear, remove it." I looked up at Edward’s face, scowling at me. Oh, sorry, I wasn’t focused. What did you want to tell me?
"I just wanted you to help me tell Chioma that men are treated worse in the world than women."
Normally, I would engage in Edward’s little arguments and conversations, but I just wasn’t feeling it that day. Edward, please, I’m tired. Ask someone else".
What did you do today that made you so tired? He asked with a weird look in his eyes. Edward had a face that would suit both men and women; he had very long lashes with light brown eyes, full and beautiful eyebrows, plump lips that were both brown and pink, a perfect set of teeth that looked like one of my mother’s white chinas, and a heart-shaped face. Normally I would look at his face with jealousy, wanting to be him, or maybe it was wanting to be with him; I couldn't tell, but that day, I just wanted to slap that disturbing grin from his face. "Edward, last time I checked, I don’t owe you every detail of my life, and can’t I just be tired? After all, this school is very tiring."
Please don’t eat me; I was just playing". I didn’t want to sound rude or mean, but I couldn’t really control my tone and tongue, so I just apologised for it and put my head on the table. I stared at my brown sandals, inspecting every part of them. The sandals were about to give up, but I just needed them to last long enough till I got home the next week, so I walked with caution and managed them carefully.
When the food was finally ready, the kitchen workers brought it out in coolers that had steam rising out of them. As they carried the coolers to different tables, the aroma of the food passed by my nose, and to my expectation, it had no smell, which also implied that it had no taste. When all tables had finally gotten their food, the dining hall prefect, senior Kalu, stood up to say the prayer, and my eyes just couldn’t help but linger on his large muscular arms. I imagined them wrapping around me in a way that made me comfortable, and to add insult to injury, I liked the thought of it. God, why didn’t you answer my prayer today? What did I do wrong?




October 31, 2020
  
For a long time, all I craved was silence. Like the kind of silence where you could hear voices, but there were all external voices. I craved the silence of the mind. I wanted all the voices in my mind to shut up and disappear. I knew that that type of silence was only found in movies and books, but I craved it. I longed for the quietness that could swallow someone whole. The deafening silence that only psychopaths could find comforting
I wasn’t really sad, nor was I happy. Lately, I had been feeling like I was in a void—an empty void that could never be filled. I tried to fill that void with different thoughts, opinions, and rage, but nothing worked. I was always left back in the void, endless as space, forced to wander forever and ever, never reaching a destination.
I always believed that once I came to accept myself and how my life was, I would finally taste happiness—the kind of happiness that only children, who had no single care in the world, experienced.
The day was dry, which was expected seeing as we were approaching the harvest season. We were at that period where the rainy season was fading away and the harmattan was approaching, so it created a hybrid weather. The earth was still a little moist, and the greens still had a little bit of their colour. The day was a Saturday, which meant that he had our usual school clean-up, and it was also the last Saturday of the month, which meant that the clean-up was two times more intense. After that, we had our last day of the month prayers, which I didn’t see as necessary; after all, God didn’t exist. Why waste your time talking to a made-up being that can’t solve your problems? The prayers followed the same routine: the loud singing and clapping, then the preaching, and then the prayers proper. There was a game I liked to play during the prayer portion of the programme; it was called Spot the etender. I used to look around at everyone praying and spot those who we all knew had questionable character, especially towards issues like spirituality, and check if they were doing the extra-hard prayer where people fall down and cry away their sins. I know we aren’t meant to judge, but I just liked knowing the hypocrites among us. I didn’t play that game today, though. I was lost in thought over something the pastor had said. I was having serious internal arguments with myself.
A lot of you like to deceive yourselves that God is not real and that God does not work, but you’re still battling with yourselves and trying to convince yourselves of that lie.
Normally, those things didn’t faze me as much, but the pastor looked directly at me as he spoke. His dark eyes bore into mine, and I could swear that he had seen my soul. Was that possible, though, for pastors to look into your soul? The rest of the sermon went by lazily, as if the words were dragging themselves just to taunt me. There was a blanket of fear that covered me. Although it weighed me down, it was invisible; no one but me could actually see it. The feeling of the blanket was very similar; it felt like that hollow that kept sucking me into it, which made it impossible for me to stand up from my bed some mornings. I felt trapped in that room; I felt like the walls were crumbling on me. The blanket was tightening itself around my neck, and I couldn’t breathe at all. I tried and tried, but nothing worked. After some time, everything went dark. I thought I was dead, but how could I be dead and still be thinking, or do dead people still have their thoughts? I couldn't be dead, though, or could I? Was I right all along? Was there really no heaven?
Uju, please wake up!" I could hear someone’s voice; it was very faint, almost like a whisper. I opened my eyes to find myself in the school clinic, with Ifeoma by my side. She was the only friend that stayed with me from my junior class up until now. She didn’t care that I was gay, which was a rarity in this country.
Hey Ifeoma, what am I doing here?
You fainted during prayers, and it looked like you couldn’t breathe, so some boys carried you here. I came as soon as the prayers were over. Are you okay now?
Yes, I think I am. I just had a panic attack. They’ve gotten extremely worse lately; I don’t know why."
Okay, I’ll call the nurse; just rest, okay?"
I was happy to be alive, but I just wished that I could remain in that state of unconsciousness forever. That place between life and death, where I didn’t have to worry at all if people knew that I was gay, if God was as real as people said he was, if I was happy or not, because I was at peace in the moment, I didn’t have a single worry or thought. I just was, and I missed that feeling already—that feeling where I couldn’t feel, where I didn’t exist but I was alive—that feeling where I could really be invisible and be at peace.
 
     
     
 

