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                                                                                                                    UGLY MEN

Awake! Awake! Everyone awake, the soldiers screamed in the dead of the night, their voices piercing the silence of darkness, their faces covered, revealing only their eyes, they wield their guns to frighten the girls who are unsuspecting of their fate. The girls slowly stretching their coiled bodies awaken to the terrifying situation. Amina who suddenly awakens from her slumber now discovers that she is not at home and she is still in her school uniform. 
The sight of her classmates and colleagues at school causes petrified thoughts to form inside her head.  She wraps her hands around herself in form of a tight hug. Where is mummy? Where is daddy? Her head is pounding with questions. What in the world is going on here? She looks around to find Fatima her best friend sitting few girls away from her. A hoarse voice yells from the front ‘‘listen up, we won’t harm you if you cooperate with us, all you have to do is cooperate. If you want anything or feel pressed raise your hand and we'll attend to you’’.  
Amina is pressed but how can she raise her hand when she doesn’t even know where she is and where they might take her to. She closes her eyes, forcing herself to believe that this is a dream but it doesn’t work. A girl beside her nudges her and passes food onto her. Amina realizes that this is real as she passes the food to the next girl. Reality hits her. 
This isn’t a dream after all, this is real. Her classmate, Amaka, passes another meagre loaf of bread to her and she gently passes it to the girl beside her while the bread is accompanied with a cup of warm tea. Amina looks at the tea confused, her mother had warned her not to collect food from strangers but it had been almost ten hours since she ate and she was starved. She stops to ponder, the last thing she remembers is that yesterday during their recess time in school, some men came in a van with guns pointing to the sky, shooting upwards and she remembers that she witnessed the speed with which a bullet from the gun of one of the men hit their gateman Ali, and he immediately drop dead-lifeless. This has to be false, were they victims of a kidnap she thought, but she thought that kidnappers only attacked the wealthy and those who lived in big houses and drove big cars and the extravagantly rich people like the politicians who had outrageous stacks of money in their houses loaded in big Ghana Must Go bags. 
As much as she could remember her father didn’t have a car yet but for the bike which he used as a means of livelihood. Her mum was a petty trader in the village market and she would help her mum every Saturday in the shop whenever she was done with her assignment. There must be some complications here she thought to herself. They have got the wrong people, because her family was not very rich and same applied for the parents of her friends. Kidnappers requested for huge amounts of money as ransom and she knew quite well that her parents couldn’t afford those kinds of money.
 Amina looked at her tea, she had barely touched it, and she saw her friend Fatima taking a sip of hers, she was left with no choice than to drink the faintly colored and bland chocolate tea, if not for the fact that she was hungry but the fact that her friend Fatima was taking hers. She had done a lot of things together with her friend Fatima, they learnt to sew together, they went home together after school and Fatima always accompanied her to her mother’s shop every Saturday.
 Amina longed to talk to Fatima and ask her what was happening. She had a lot of questions to ask but Fatima was a distance away and no one moved here except to go to the toilet which was done by raising up your hands and a man bare-chested with face covered holding a gun would gesture you to come with a wave of his hands. When you got to him, he would hold you in one hand and the gun in another leading you like a slave to a nearby bush. Amina had wanted to use the toilet but she was scared of the men and didn’t want them to touch her skin. Tears began to flow from her eyes as these thoughts overwhelmed her, her eyes met with Fatima and Fatima gave her a don’t-worry-it-will-be -okay look. Amina managed to wipe her eyes with the back of her hand to avoid attention from one of the fierce looking men that surrounded them with guns and choking them with cigarette smoke which her father had told her never to stay in the midst of, but she couldn’t do anything now.
[bookmark: _GoBack] If she attempted to run they would shoot her, the speed at which the bullet hit their gateman horrified her. Nighttime had come and Amina thought of how she had done nothing all day except to cry and wished she had an opportunity to talk to her friend Fatima. Knowing your fate was one thing and it helped you condition your mind for what was coming, but neither her nor Fatima including any of the girls knew what fate held for them. They were going to die the next minute or tomorrow for all they knew because none of the men had uttered a word to them since they were brought here except for the instruction the man wearing a torn red T-shirt uttered in an unfriendly and husky tone, “cooperate with us and we will cooperate with you’’. 
Amina hoped for a better tomorrow as she watched the crescent of the moon and the stars in the sky. She prayed again to God asking for her release tomorrow, for she knew she wouldn’t make it past tomorrow in this scary forest. Amina ran to meet her mother and hugged her ‘‘good afternoon mummy’’
“Afternoon my dear how are you today’’
 “I am fine mummy and I have done my home work’’.
  “That’s my girl, so would you at least help me with my bags and we’ll continue our discussion inside’’.
 Amina collected the bags from her mother her face lit with joy.
“Mummy what did you buy for me’’, she asked again. 
“Amina let us get inside and I’ll show you what I bought specially for you’’. Amina never got tired of asking her mother questions. 
“Mummy can I go and see Fatima later in the day, mummy please I will be back before 7pm, I have done my assignments’’. 
“Okay, okay you can go.’’
 Amina gave her mother a kiss on her forehead and dashed off. It was the mosquito hovering around her ear that woke her up woke. She started crying, she missed her mother so much that the accumulation of thoughts in her head had caused her to dream about her mother. She didn’t see anything except for the guards that stood close to the dim lamp which surrounded them. She looked up and saw the moon shining brightly, the same moon which her father would sit under and tell her stories before her mother would come calling for bedtime. She always wanted to hear more stories from her father, she had not thought about him so much until now, tears struggled for escape through her eyes but she didn’t want to cry. She coiled up herself into the space between two girls which she recognized from her school. She wanted to cry but she didn’t all she did was shut her eyes to the darkness and waited patiently for dawn.
 Dawn seemed like eternity, sleep was far fetched from her eyes for all her thoughts wandered from her home to her mother, her father and how she would get out of this horrible place. The stench of porridge filled the air, the same porridge which she hated when her mother made porridge for dinner. She looked at the ugly sight in front of her, how was she supposed to eat this. The difference between this one was that her mother would pet her and promise to give her candy if she did well to finish the food without any leftovers, but this was different; no mum around, no promise of any candy and obviously no heavy petting from her mother.
 She was surrounded by sad faces of girls held captive for no just cause and ugly men that stood at strategic points wielding their gun ready to shoot at the slightest moment. Run! Run! Run away! The voice was loud and clear, Amina recognized the voice too well. It was the voice coming from her head. The thought came with a surge of confidence and energy. She had not thought of running away ever since nor had any of the girls. To run away or accomplish such a difficult task, she needed the help of her witty friend Fatima but Fatima was far away from her.
 She sat on the floor helpless and vulnerable, surrounded by ugly men. They were the ugliest people she had ever seen. The sun managed to shine early and there was no glitter of hope anywhere. Amina guessed it was few minutes past 8am judging from the scenery and atmosphere. Usually, by this time she was supposed to be in her class. Everything had been boring and monotonous ever since she came here. Her emotion had become so numb she didn’t cry this time. 
She looked up to see one of the men who carried a gun with rounds of bullets hung on his chest, answering a call. He argued back and forth with the caller and a few times he mentioned the word government followed by an apprehensive no. Apparently an argument was in progress and they were not giving in to the terms of the government. Before the call ended the conversation went like this ‘’ oga the girls are very fine’’. Amina shrugged. What! Fine! How could anyone call them fine? It was obvious that they had been scarred and bruised emotionally and psychologically. 
The last time Amina took count of how many days they had stayed here, it was the fiftieth day. Now she had lost count and she well knew that over a hundred days have passed since she last took count. To think of the different rape cases she had witnessed were emotionally torturing, the girl sitting beside her was throwing up, and even though it irritated her, Amina could do nothing because the poor girl was helpless in the sight of the men who unleashed the beast of sexual desire on any girl that caught their eye - innocent and sexually inactive girls. Amina knew that it could be her, it could be anyone; they were all victims, victims of a nation's inability to save them from a crime they knew nothing of.
 A nation the were citizens of, a nation where their parents paid taxes, this was the same nation where they would sing happily her anthem every morning and pledge their unwavering loyalty, faithfulness and honesty to her, something that more or less turned to a civil ritual which they performed in their school. It was this nation that she was a proud citizen of, a cowardice nation that could not with all its security personnel save them from this traumatic situation that alienated over two hundred girls from their homes but nonchalantly allowed them to be taken from their schools as hostages to whoever these people were.
For a second, the thought crossed her mind, she wished she had nothing to do with this country, a country that couldn’t even provide protection for its citizenry, the ones that are so called the leaders of tomorrow, the harbingers of the change that we truly need. Unfortunately the nation sits and watches, gallivanting aimlessly around looking for help where it is not, folding her hands while its future leaders sit trapped in a remote village as they wait patiently for the day they would see their parents and get lost in the arms of their loved ones. Amina's mind which was once a nursery of dreams and aspirations had grown into a desert of hope and every thought of freedom had long withered in her imagination. She nursed thoughts of resentment, anger and prejudice stemming from the daily messages the terrorists fed them with, towards the government. One time she thought about the government’s reluctance to act with urgency about their plight and come to their rescue. Had she not heard the word government in the conversation of one of the guards that surrounded them? 
There had not even being a failed attempt to rescue them, one of them had escaped.  What had the government done about the information she obviously must have given them? It was evident that the nation didn’t care about their welfare and the daily sermon they were fed with began to sound believable and true to her. They were the only words she had to explain the ugly situation which she was stuck in. Her beliefs, like little building blocks formed into a mansion of negativity. Her heart hardened. This was injustice. Revenge was imminent. She wished someone would understand the agony they faced here every day and avenge the cause of all the girls that were taken hostages.
 Amina gradually became an adherent to the beliefs the terrorists indoctrinated them. Amina became well versed with their religion and principles that she quickly rose to the rank of a teacher and was given special privileges in the camp. After one of the teaching sessions she anchored, she got called by her friend Fatima. Fatima asked ‘’ what has gotten into you, what are you doing Amina’’, immediately Amina gave her a slap on the face, so hard that the marks of her palm became visible on Fatima’s face. One of the terrorist who watched from afar smiled as he ran to narrate the event to the camp commander- the one who sits down smoking all day. Few days later the nation was agog with joy when twenty-one of them were released. They were the cynosure of the public and the press. Series of radio and television interviews, they met with the president on national television. Scholarships were handed to all. One of them quipped in the euphoria of the attention during an interview ‘‘l love this, I feel like a star’’. Amina shrugged, how could she say that, had she forgotten the over two hundred days of mental and emotional torture. Did she forget that some of them that didn't know anything about sex had now been coerced into the act and like prostitutes it had become perfunctory to them. 
Their news spread like wild fire and the government promised to implement numerous life improvement schemes for their well being just like the ones they promised during campaign periods - they were too good to be true. While others including the media believed the promises and lauded praises on the government, Amina doubted that they meant well, if they hadn't done anything for them up until now. It was when the media carried the tragic news of the president's death that they discovered he was killed by a female suicide bomber.

