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Sold by Silence 
 
The first time she had been introduced to the word ‘marriage’, it had sounded like a 
joke, something that was not supposed to happen to her until a time that no one had 
thought about for her.  
Chioma was 15.  
She had never imagined that she would be promised to a man she had never talked 
to. Something that was supposed to bind two people forever – an event that was 
supposed to happen out of true love. Not a verbal agreement and a firm handshake. 
The loud, indistinct chatter of people haggling over prices too high for a low-quality 
product filled her head.  
She couldn’t hear herself think. Her mother was talking to her about how her father 
had made a decision that was best for the family. Once she was married off, they 
would become rich and be able to live a lavish life, while Chioma was losing her free 
will bit by bit every day – every errand wore her down. The taste of sand 
overpowered the wet feeling of saliva in her mouth, making it dry and parching her.  
Before she knew it, she was home. In a crumbling compound, the door creaked 
whenever it was opened.  
“Chioma, go and help Femi cut okra,” her mother said. “I’m making okra soup for 
dinner.”  
She began to walk while dragging her feet, hoping her mother would change her 
mind.  
Inside the house, she heard her father’s voice, rising and falling like thunder. But 
there was something that caught her by surprise. Another unfamiliar voice. Deeper 
than her father’s, answering him.  
Chioma tried to ignore them. She had been taught that listening to people’s 
conversations was disrespectful. And besides, they talked all the time. About 
harvests, about debts, about relatives and family friends, she barely remembered. 
But then she heard her name.  
“Chioma is respectful,” her father claimed. “Strong like her mother.”  
The man chuckled. “My son needs a wife who will not complain.”  
Chioma dropped the okra in the dirt. A loud thud echoed across the yard. She froze 
to listen harder. Her brother – unaware, kept humming to himself.  
“My son will take care of her,” the man continued. “The families will benefit. This is 
how it should be.”  
The knife trembled in Chioma’s fingers.  
She didn’t fully understand what they were saying yet, but something heavy settled 
in her chest, pressing down like the humid air before rain.  
That night, her mother avoided her eyes.  
 
Days passed, and the air in their home had changed. Conversations that had once 
been loud and full of chatter fell silent when Chioma entered the room. Visitors 
began coming more often, bringing offerings of kola nuts, clothes, food and money 
for her bride price.  
Finally, one night her mother called her into the small living room they all shared. 
The cold night air set a tension in the room.  



Chioma knelt before her mother, her knees not quite touching the hardwood floor.  
“Good evening, ma,” she whispered, just loud enough for her mother to hear.  
“Tukwuru ala,” her mother said softly. “Sit down.”  
They both sat on the soft velvet couch, Chioma placing her hands in her lap, holding 
her legs together.  
Her mother’s face looked older than usual, deep lines pressed into her forehead. 
She stared at the wall before speaking.  
“Your father has made an agreement,” she said. “You are to marry.”  
Chioma blinked. The words felt unreal, as if heard underwater.  
“Marry . . . who?”  
“A man from the next village. His family has land. They have offered help for your 
father’s farm.”  
Chioma’s heart pounded. “But I am still in school,” she whispered. “I have exams 
next term.”  
Her mother looked away. “You will not return to school,” she said quietly. The silence 
that followed stretched endlessly.  
Chioma felt something inside her crack – like clay left too long in the sun. “I don’t 
want to marry,” she said. Her voice came out thin and shaking.  
Her mother sighed, a tired sound. “Wanting does not always matter,” she said. 
“Sometimes we do what is expected.”  
Chioma swallowed hard.  
“Did you want to marry Father?” she asked before she could stop herself. Her 
mother hesitated. The silence in the air said all that Chioma needed to know.  
“I learned to live with what was chosen for me,” she replied.  
That night, Chioma lay awake long after the crickets began their endless song. She 
stared at the roof above her, tracing the shapes of shadows dancing across the 
wood. She thought about her schoolbooks, stacked neatly beside her sleeping mat. 
About the teacher who told her she had a gift for numbers. About her dream of 
becoming an engineer, building bridges and roads that stretched across rivers and 
hills. All of it felt like sand slipping through her fingers.  
 

*** 
 
Preparations began almost immediately.  
Familiar faces from the market started to come in, taking measurements and giving 
them fabric. Their conversations buzzed with excitement when talking about the 
wedding, about cooking and dancing, about the beauty of becoming a wife.  
Chioma nodded when spoken to, smiled when expected, and gave vague answers 
when asked a question. But inside, a storm gathered.  
 
One sunny afternoon, her teacher, Mrs. Okoye, visited their home.  
Chioma watched from the doorway as Mrs. Okoye greeted her parents. “I have 
noticed Chioma has not been in class,” Mrs. Okoye said. “She is one of my best 
students.”  
Her father shifted uncomfortably. “She will not be returning,” he replied. “She is 
preparing for marriage.”  
Mrs. Okoye turned to Chioma, her eyes sharp with concern. “Marriage?” she 
repeated.  
Chioma stared at the ground.  
“She has responsibilities now,” her father continued. “School is no longer necessary.”  



Mrs. Okoye inhaled slowly, choosing her words carefully. “Agụmakwụkwọ adịghị 
mkpa,” she said. “Chioma has great potential.”  
Her father’s expression hardened. He had made up his mind, and he was not going 
to change it.  
“E meela mkpebi ahụ,” he declared, “the decision has been made.”  
Mrs. Okoye stole one last glance at Chioma before walking out the door.  
 
For the next two weeks, everything happened just as her parents expected it. 
Chioma even seemed as happy as ever. She laughed when the women joked about 
married life. She thanked visitors politely when they brought bundles of fabric 
wrapped in shiny plastic. She followed her mother to the market, carrying baskets of 
tomatoes and dried fish balanced on her head.  
But inside, she was counting days.  
Each sunrise felt like sand slipping through her fingers. Each night felt shorter than 
the last. The wedding date hovered ahead of her like a storm cloud, dark and 
unavoidable.  
At school, her empty seat gathered dust. She imagined the chalkboard filling with 
numbers she would never solve, diagrams she would never finish. She remembered 
the thrill she used to feel when she solved a difficult equation before anyone else.  
Now, her future felt like a door slowly closing.  
Everywhere she went, noise surrounded her like a wall. Women shouted prices. 
Customers argued loudly over the cost of peppers and palm oil. Children darted 
between stalls, their laughter cutting through the chaos. Chioma used to love the 
market. But now, she could not enjoy it. Knowing that she would be pulled away from 
her happy life into another family that she had never even spoken to before was 
foreign to her. The market and all the stress around her were almost suffocating. She 
watched other girls her age bargaining confidently with customers. Some wore 
school uniforms; their books tucked beneath their arms. She imagined herself among 
them – walking freely, laughing without fear, planning for exams instead of wedding 
ceremonies.  
The thought stung like salt on an open wound. That was the time that Chioma 
decided that she had to do something.  
 
One afternoon, as they walked home from the market, Chioma slowed her pace 
slightly behind her mother.  
“Mama,” she said, barely a whisper.  
“Hm?”  
“After I marry that man, will I be able to visit home?”  
Her mother hesitated before answering, carefully choosing her words. “But your 
husband is your home.”  
“But what about you, and Papa, and Chinedu?” Her speech began to rush, worry and 
dismay in her voice. Worried that she would not be able to change her mother’s 
mind, she stood in front of her. As she put her feet down, the red sand behind her 
formed a dust cloud.  
“Your home will be wherever your husband is,” her mother tiredly muttered. “Look, I 
know that you do not want to marry this man. I didn’t want to marry your father at 
first, but then I got accustomed to the way things worked.”  
With every word that Chioma’s mother said, trying to reassure her that it would not 
be the end of the world, the more Chioma felt a pit form in her stomach.  



They walked home in this awkward, tense silence. The air was thicker than usual, 
like overturned eba. Both Chioma and her mother tried to make small talk, but 
nothing can take away the mutual feeling of unease.  
 

*** 
 
That night, Chioma began packing her things. At first, she hesitated because she did 
not want to leave her home, but then she realised the place she was going was a 
place she could not call home. As she walked down the hallway of her house one 
last time, a tear welled in her eyes as all the memories she had shared were about to 
be gone in an instant. She walked into her brother’s room and left a gentle kiss on 
his forehead, leaving her salty tears behind. The draft of the wind left a chill on her 
back.  
She immediately ran to the space behind her school, where she had agreed to meet 
her teacher. Red-sand buildings with algae all over the foundations and cracks in the 
tops of the walls surrounded them. Chioma ran up to hug Mrs Okoye, but just before 
she could, she felt a hand on her chest, pushing her away.  
“We do not have time for this, Chioma,” Mrs Okoye whispered hurriedly. “I kwesịrị 
ibanye n’ụgbọelu,”  
She hunched over to reach Chioma’s height and handed her the ticket. Pushing her 
away, urging her to go to the airport. She ran with all her might. The headlights gave 
off a jagged shadow. Cars, not wasting a moment, flew past her. Her legs finally 
gave out at the airport entrance. Just as she was about to give up, she remembered 
why she was running, what she was running away from.  
With no time to waste, she rushed to the gates, where hundreds of people were 
lining up, eager to get out of the country.  
Chioma’s lungs burned as she sprinted toward the airport centre, Mrs. Okoye’s ticket 
clutched in her sweaty palm.  
Almost there.  
Chioma walked towards the final gate to board the plane. She heard a loud bang. 
People rushed past her, trying to escape the noise that sounded like impending 
doom. But Chioma didn’t run. She knew that was her last chance to get away from 
an eternity of serving a person that she didn’t want to ever see again.  
Then Chioma felt a pounding sensation in her back. But it wasn’t her heart beating. It 
was more like someone was continuously stabbing her straight in the back. She fell, 
and there was a loud thud as she hit the floor. She used all her strength to move her 
body. Sharp pains shot down her whole body, but the only thing she could move was 
her head. She cried in agony, calling for people to help her – do anything, but 
everyone was busy getting away from the danger, and she was left there. Blood 
started to spill out in a puddle beneath her.  
She turned her head to see who shot her, and the face she saw . . . was her father’s.  
She had finally gotten the freedom that she wanted.  
Freedom had a price – and she had paid it.  


