The Protests 9

THE PROTESTS
On the day the peaceful protesters were shot dead at the toll gate, Sam was there. It was his birthday. He thought it was a good idea to lend his voice to the struggle for a better country. After all, what better birthday present than a better country? That was also the last day we saw him.
He left the house that morning wearing a red T-Shirt on a pair of jeans and sneakers. I told him how good he looked and playfully added, “Make sure you only protest o, don't get yourself a girlfriend. My friend loves you.” I said this with a mischievous wink and we both laughed. I was forever pairing him with one friend or the other.
Mummy was not amused by our joke; she was worried that something might happen to Sam. “These government people are desperate to end the protests, why are you still going?”
“Mummy, they're afraid of us. They're afraid of what the lazy and phone pressing youths can do so they're trying to intimidate us. We refuse to be intimidated, we must lend our voices until we have the nation of our dreams.”
Mummy was still not convinced. “You can lend your voice without endangering your life. You can do a lot on your knees.”
Sam laughed, he had never been religious. “You older people can pray while the younger people protest. That's fair enough, isn't it? And, I'm taking Sheila with me tomorrow.” Sam knew I was never going to go, but that didn't stop him from suggesting it.
“You’re not taking my daughter anywhere!” Mummy retorted and I laughed with Sam. Even though I knew I wasn't going with him, it felt good to get Mummy in such mood.
“Mummy, I'm going o, we have to lend our voices!” I raised a balled fist to emphasise my statement. Mummy simply rolled her eyes at me and dismissed me.
“Sam, please, come back early, okay?” Mummy was pleading now since she couldn't stop him from going. “Your sister has a surprise for you,” she added. “Yes o!” I was on Mummy's side again. “If you like, sleep on the protest ground, we’ll finish it before you come back.” Sam laughed and went out the door.
“I pray he comes back home to me safely,” Mummy muttered. I replied her very sternly, “This is not the time for negativity, Mummy. Sam will be safe; nobody is killing anybody at the protest ground.”
Maybe that was her maternal instinct speaking. Maybe it was just a sort of intuition. I don't know what it was but I know that those words have haunted both of us for the past few days.
Sam didn't return by noon. The governor had announced that there would be a curfew from 4pm. I called Sam to tell him but he wouldn't listen. “They think they can intimidate us with their curfew but they're wrong. They messed with the wrong generation. We die here!” He ended the call and refused to pick up my call or Mummy's call again.
Sam was that stubborn. He knew we wanted to plead with him to return home and he didn't want to. He had told us several times that we were too fearful; he was a man and he couldn't afford to be like us. Mummy usually would jokingly reply, “That's why you're my husband.”
Mummy had refused to remarry after her husband died, she said she wanted to take care of us without any distraction. She worked very hard over the years so she would never have to ask anyone for help. Sam was already a graduate but he was yet to get a job. He was 23 while I was a final year university undergraduate at 19.
Mummy was restless when Sam wasn’t back by 4pm. She kept muttering to herself, “Nothing must happen to my son. He can't die the same way my husband died. This country will not kill us all.” I knew she was saying this to silence her fears. I was afraid too, especially as Sam's phone was no longer reachable. Had something happened to him? I wondered but I dared not voice that thought.
“Mummy, the curfew starts by 9pm now. The governor has announced it to give room for those who are caught in traffic.” My announcement did little to calm our anxieties. “I know Sam would be home before then,” I added, more for my own benefit than Mummy’s.
I kept myself busy with the cake I was trying to decorate for Sam. I was an amateur at it but I knew Sam would be impressed. He valued anything that came from his family. I wrote on it, “Happy birthday my bobo!” ‘My bobo’ was what I called him when I wanted to be mischievous. I teased him unendingly about introducing his girlfriend to me so that I would know my rival. Other days, I would talk about him meeting my friend who was very pretty. He usually laughed whenever I said such things. We were friends like that.
By 6pm, I knew by intuition that something had definitely gone wrong with Sam. He wouldn't do this on a normal day. He wouldn't keep refusing to take our calls and if his own phone was dead, he would reach us with another phone. 
“They're sending the army to the toll gate to quell the protests. If you're there, go home now!” I read this on Twitter and my heart sank. Where was Sam? Had he been arrested? Or even killed? It was his birthday. Surely, people didn't die on their birthdays, I told myself. I didn't know anyone I could contact to find out about Sam so I just kept praying against all evil.
“My son shall not die but live and declare the works of the Lord. My Sam's blood will not be spilled. I will not lose both husband and son!” Mummy kept saying to herself in the sitting room. I wished I could pray loudly at this point, I desperately needed Sam back home so I would be convinced that he was safe. By 6:15pm, I received a call from a strange number. I picked up without trying to find out who it was.
“Hello.” It was Sam! I was beyond delighted. “My phone’s battery is dead but I want you and Mummy to know that I'm safe. We are holding flags so the soldiers won't shoot at us. We’re at the toll gate and there are no incidents here. I can't come home now because there are no buses but I'll be fine right here. You and Mummy, take care.”
“Sam, you need to come home right now...” He was gone. I threw my phone down in frustration but I quickly picked it up again to redial the number. It wasn't reachable. I cursed the network provider. I came out of the kitchen to meet Mummy pacing in the sitting room.
“Sam just called me,” Mummy paused midway and looked at me. “Where is he?” I shrugged and told her the same thing he had told me. She wanted to call the number again but it was still not reachable.
“Let's sit down, Mummy. At least, we know he's safe now.” I led her to a sofa but I could still feel the tension oozing out of her very being. I sat beside her on the sofa, thinking of something to distract her.
“Let's go and eat,” I suggested but she replied that she wasn't hungry.
By 6:35pm, somebody posted on Twitter that there was shooting at the toll gate. They had switched off the lights, the CCTV cameras had been uninstalled and the soldiers were shooting.
“Chei!” I exclaimed and held my head with my two hands. Mummy was alarmed immediately, “What is it?!” She grabbed the phone from my hand and read the notification. I shouldn't have allowed her see it but it was already too late. “They have killed my son, I know,” she said with a quiet certainty and sat on the floor. I was too stunned to console her; I knew Sam was either dead or badly wounded by the bullets of the soldiers. I couldn't shake the image of Sam in a pool of his blood from my head; it was just there no matter how hard I tried. 
I took my phone from Mummy and opened my Instagram account. There was a lady who was on IG live. I decided to watch but it was too gruesome. I saw soldiers shooting directly at the protesters in the darkness. It was so bad that I instantly felt like throwing up. I left Mummy sitting on the floor and went to the bathroom. I didn't want her to see the video; I didn't want to see it again either. I leaned on the bathroom door so that Mummy wouldn’t open it from outside. Then, the tears came in a torrent. How could they kill my Sam like that? What had those people done? They didn't deserve that from the government.
I heard Mummy knocking on the door. Apparently, the tempo of my crying had increased and she had heard from the living room. I stopped crying abruptly and cleaned my face; I needed to put up a bold face. I opened the door to answer Mummy but the look on her face told me she had also been crying. I forgot my resolve to be bold and melted into her arms, crying.
We both went to the living room but we switched off the TV because the news was too depressing. Both of us were thinking the same thing but we would not put words to our thoughts. 
“I know Sam is safe, the One who keeps him neither slumbers nor sleeps,” Mummy was trying desperately to reassure herself. I wished I could have the same conviction but I didn't, not after I had seen the video on Instagram. Mummy wanted us to pray; I held hands with her as she prayed because I desperately needed to hold on to something. 
We prayed, or rather, Mummy prayed, until I slept off. I woke up the next morning, still worried. By noon, Sam was still not back so I put up a picture of him on all my social media handles, requesting if anyone had seen him. My friends shared the picture too but there was no information. We couldn't go out because there was a curfew and we heard that there were still shootings. Some hoodlums had also hijacked the protests and there was a lot of looting going on; it was simply not safe to be outside.
Mummy and I did not eat and nobody spoke of food. Mummy always emphasised how breakfast was the most important meal of the day but she was fasting today. If God brought back Sam, I thought to myself, I’d serve Him more seriously. By the second day, I insisted I would go out to look for Sam by myself but Mummy restrained me. “I don't want to lose two children at once,” she cried out. I was taken aback. She actually believed Sam was dead despite all her prayers. “Mummy...,” I started crying. “Sam isn't dead!” I needed to hold on to it.
As soon as the curfew was relaxed, we visited the nearest police station to report Sam missing. The officers seemed to take everything for a joke; they became even more nonchalant when we told them that he was last seen before going for the protest.
“Madam, we cannot handle this case right now,” one of them said with a straight face. I couldn't wrap my head around what he was saying but Mummy was appealing to him to help us. “Are you people not the ones that don't want police anymore? Abeg, leave my station!” The officer was shooing us away as he spoke, I couldn't believe his callousness. The protests had started in the first place because of this attitude of the police.
After two days of self-imposed dry fasting, Mummy decided to cook on the third day. I joined her in the kitchen even though I’m not quite sure I knew what I was doing. Sam’s cake was in the freezer, forgotten. All the drinks and party rice were also forgotten. Now that I look back, I think we could have easily warmed up a little of the food to eat but in our confusion, Mummy decided that yam was the best choice. Maybe she wanted to intentionally spend time peeling the yams to distract her thoughts. Or maybe she wanted to have nothing to with the party food because it would remind her of something she needed to forget.
“These yams are so soft and easy to peel,” she commented. I nodded in response even though the yams neither looked soft nor easy to peel. As a matter of fact, I could see that she was struggling to peel the yams. We needed to keep our spirits up and our hope alive, no matter how impossible it seemed at the moment.
When we heard a knock on the door, we weren't quite sure who it could be. We let the knocking continue for a time until the person spoke up. “Open!”
“Wait,” Mummy and I whispered to each other simultaneously. We were thinking the same thing, that voice sounded exactly like Sam’s. Mummy walked cautiously to the door with me behind her and opened just a little. 
It was Sam! He had lost so much weight in a few days, he looked weak. His red T-shirt was ripped and his jeans dirty. He looked haggard, he could have easily passed for the mad man that regularly roamed our area.
“Sam!” I recovered from my shock first. Mummy opened the door wider to let him in and just held on to him as if he might disappear if she let go. Sam hugged her back tightly, I wrapped my hand around the two of them. We were all happy beyond words.
“Sam! What happened?!” I asked.	
Mummy closed the door and led him to a sofa, all the while holding his hand. I knew she was desperately holding back her tears. I was also holding back tears.
“Gunshots everywhere, they were killing us even though we were waving the flags peacefully to indicate that we were loyal citizens. We sat on the floor but they still shot at us. I escaped through the water, thank God I can swim. I jumped into the lagoon to escape but they sighted me and sprayed bullets over the water as I swam away to safety. There were dead bodies everywhere, people died right in front of me. Mummy, I smelt death. Hmm... Our leaders are wicked.” Sam broke down in tears.
I went to hold him; he must have been really terrified. Sam wasn't given to such emotional outbursts. I couldn’t even imagine the level of his trauma. I had been badly traumatised by the online videos even though I wasn’t physically present, how much more Sam who was right there? I cried too for relief, I thought he was dead. I didn't know how I would live with the reality of him not being around to tease me.
“Chai! My God is alive; my God will not shame me!” Mummy rolled on the floor, thanking God.
“Mummy, your God saved me. I'll take Him more seriously now,” Sam admitted.
“Me too,” I added.
Sam’s story corroborated what I had seen on IG live yet the government insisted there were no casualties. The soldiers said they were not responsible for the killings, so, who was? Our President refused to address the nation; the silence of our leaders wasn’t helping the citizenry.
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