Write-a-thon 
Your are tired of submitting entries for writing contests, but you do it anyway, maybe out of courtesy to the few friends who send you links to these contests, or perhaps because every time you see a writing prompt, your hands begin to itch and your brain begins to paint words. It’s a powerful feeling; this ability to turn a phrase or a theme into a two thousand word story. But the feeling is ephemeral, the moment you click submit, the powerfulness morphs into anxious waiting and that wallowing feeling of inadequacy. You tell yourself you would never submit another story, until you come across another prompt and your mind begins to weave threads of words and plot scenarios. It’s like a drug, even the fear of rejection does not repel you. Maybe you are chasing the small wins: the times when your stories made it to the top ten, the top five, or even that one glorious moment when the flash fiction you wrote was selected as the story for the month by a writer’s community page on Instagram. You can’t tell exactly what drives you.
Whatever it is, it’s why you’re in a bus on your way to Enugu for a first of its kind write-a-thon. You tell yourself that you’re going because you have missed your mother’s cooking. Your friend, Uche, says it’s a win-win situation, she counted it off of her fingers: “you get to bring back mummy’s soup” “you get to see your ‘fave’ in real life” “and when they’re done judging you people, you might have a chance to get her to sign on her book for you, so remember to carry it and…” she paused for effect, “you might even be one of the three winners”.
 You scoffed then, “there will be 20 of us, with notepads like we are writing common entrance, what are the odds…”
“the odd there is that they read your story and you made it to their top 20”
“Maybe there were only 20 stories”, she had rolled her eyes at you, but you let it drag on, you loved it when she convinced you, as though you hadn’t convinced yourself already, as though some part of you wasn’t hoping your story makes it somehow.
As the bus eases into the filling station to top up on fuel, you slip your rosary out of your handbag, more out of habit than of need, because minutes earlier the stubby man on the front sit beside the driver had bellowed down the archangels to protect the road. Your fingers run round each cold metallic bead, your mouth move reciting your prayers, but your eyes dart between the road and the passengers, taking pictures, your ears are centered on their voices, recording sounds, in hopes of drawing inspiration from somewhere. The contest is in two days, and all you would have is your writing materials and yourself. You are not sure that would be enough. 
The first thirty minutes of a seven hour journey is usually the worst time to concentrate on saying the rosary and it’s already hard enough trying to stop your mind from wandering when saying the rosary. The lady behind the driver is trying and failing to dissuade her son from finishing his can of soda all at once. The two girls sitting next to each other beside you can’t stop giggling over some hot gossip. A woman’s voice somewhere in front is listing instructions to someone on the phone about what to make for lunch. Beyond all these chattering, the collective noise of people breathing and coughing and moving blends with the voice in your head reciting the rosary, and the one thinking about the contest, and the one humming a song and the one encouraging the one reciting the rosary to not get distracted.
By the time you manage to get to the litany, Abuja is falling behind in rolling mountains and green rolling slopes, the boy seems to have fallen asleep, the girls next to you are each on their airpods watching something on their phones, and there is a general silence of people breathing and the bus speeding down the highway. 
The voices of hawkers clamoring and shoving plantain chips and bottled water and cashew nuts into the windows of your bus jolts you awake. Your left arm is stiff from supporting your head. The driver announces that he would not be stopping again until he gets to Enugu “come down now, if you want to piss, piss fast fast, make we no meet evening rain for road”. A drizzle has veiled the windows with beads of moisture, the pit stop at Lokoja is soggy with muddy water and you’re shivering a little. Your breakfast has worn off, but the fried yam and stew and rice being sold in the lopsided sheds look like they will send you dashing into the bush every twenty minutes and the driver doesn’t sound like a patient man. Food can wait. As though to agree with your thoughts, the driver blares the horn, “oya, everybody, make we dey go, no time”. 
But the bus has other plans, and it sputters dead and refuses to budge. You slump into your sit the same time most of the passengers groan. “God abeg”, someone prays. 
“driver! Is this how we will beat the evening rain?” A lady in the middle row asks with taunting irritation. The driver is clearly not having any of it, he extends his palms, fingers spread out, in a contemptuous gesture and spits something in Yoruba that cause most people to either draw in sharp breaths or exclaim. The lady returns the curse in good measure. The driver abandons the engine he is examining and makes his way to the lady who is ready to leap up to meet him. Some passengers shun the driver, the man beside the lady tries to pull her back into her seat, and almost gets his nose broken by her elbow. The girls beside you seem to be enjoying the drama, the one closer to you claps her friend on her shoulder and they both fall into each other, cackling. The heat is taking the edge off the drowsiness you had been feeling, and you choose to see the circumstance as an augury of a longer journey ahead, so you slide your window open to call the plantain chips hawker. 
“please tell her to give me two”, the girl beside you says, passing her money to you, she is visibly excited. Her friend teases her about enjoying violence, her own eyes twinkling with mischief. Looking at them closely, you realize that they could be sisters, they have the same nimble boned sleek figures, same angled jaws and the same mannerisms. But they had the dynamics of people who are not related, but took on the same semblance just by doing everything together. You and Uche are that way too. 
The squat man who prayed earlier tries to cut in between the verbal fight, “we will not reach Enugu like this, driver leave this woman and find the problem so we can be going”. The driver spreads out his palms, a puzzled look on his face, “ahbi is that not what I was doing before somebody decided to be unfortunate?” 
“you are the unfortunate one” the lady counters, the squat man groans and your cackle mirrors that of the girls beside you. By the time the bus finally moves, everyone is awake and buzzing again, the driver is still lamenting to the squat man who tries to calm him down.
The driver has been hustling for the past five hours to make up for the lost time, but it doesn’t feel like it. Your left leg always manages to find itself in an awkward angle and you have to repeatedly rub your buttocks against the cracked leather seat to wake it up. Road trips are really fun and convenient. The boy in front us getting antsy again, the girls beside you have put down their phones to conserve their batteries, a power bank is in between them. You’re tired of revisiting the write-a-thon website (the portraits of the judges always seem to size you up and find you wanting), the reality house videos on YouTube is no longer interesting and so are the houses and trees and signposts speeding past you. 
Up ahead, you sight women dodging road blocks and sprinting towards the cars crossing the police check point. They dart in-between cars and policemen balancing trays of banana and fried groundnut on their heads- a tell-tale sign that you’ve just entered Nsukka. Finally. The buzzing inside the bus is restored by the idea of being almost home. Your bus has barely driven for another fifteen minutes when you encounter another traffic caused by what seems to be another police check point. 
“Is this one the village vigilante or are these police people looking for ways to collect more money?” the lady who had argued with the driver laments, another person clucks and begins to recount a story, but you’re not really paying attention. You lean forward to try to get a better view of what’s ahead, but a coaster bus in front  is in the way. Somehow though your body knows that something is not right, goosebumps rise on your skin like a harbinger of death, your ears are beginning to grow hot. Something is not right and no one has realized it. You’re still thinking it when you hear it happening all at once: screeching tires, metal ramming into metal, shrieks, a loud bang, glass shattering, more shrieks and beyond all these, the pin-drop silence of the voices in your head. 
Then, the longest seconds of your life. The boot and doors fly open the same time the coaster bus swerves to the left and skids into a tree, beside it a black car is smoking, the side of the bumper has been scrunched up. The back door opens, but you don’t wait to see who gets out of it. People are spilling out of the coaster bus and diving into the bush, someone is trying to slide out through the window. Another shot rings out, chilling the blood in your veins. You turn around and leap into the boot, a box catches your feet and you fall with it to the tarred road. One of the girls can’t cross over to the boot, you pull her forcefully, she falls hard and flat on her buttocks and gets up in a flash. Follow the crowd. You can’t see where you’re going, branches snag onto your legs and arms and refuse to let go, leaves slap your face, but you don’t stop. More footsteps are hot on your heels. To your right, someone cries out, you turn to see a woman topple over, she tries to stand but someone runs smack into her and she falls again. A foot trample on her thigh, you wince and begin to run towards her.
You snatch her up and link your arm under her armpits, she remains static, as though she wants to slump back onto the ground. She is saying something that you can’t hear over the din. You’re practically carrying her, prodding her, running for the both of you. The bush begins to thin out and you can make out the spire of a church. The people before you are running towards it too so you run along. “Almost there” you tell her. 
You heave her onto the pavement of the church, around you more are slumping onto the floor and pavement. The cries now sound different, there are no longer of horror, but of loss and gratitude. You can’t seem to cry, your heart rate is eerily normal, your eyes are wet from the leaves in the forest not from your tears, only your throat feels parched. Inside your head only one word dangles: pandemonium. 
The woman begins to cry again, a soul wrenching growl. Her tears and nose run into her mouth, you wipe her face with the hanky from your handbag. “My driver!” her words come out in heaves and sputters, and you realize that’s what she has been saying. “they shot him… I told him to not reverse… but he thought they would try to take me if they got closer… they shot him in the head, and his body… it was still moving, his hand was still gripping the steering”. Now your heart begins to jump and the voices in your head wake up. People are saying things: they were putting some people inside a bus, they were carrying people’s bags, the second gunshot killed a man, you cannot tell me they’re not the police, the police people must be in on it, we passed their checkpoint a little while before we got there. Is everyone in our bus here? No, some people ran into the bush on the other side. Everyone scattered.
Beside you the woman is slumping into her grief, you look around and try to find the people you know, one of the girls is wiping the other’s bloody knee, the stubby man is praying in the midst of a small group, you cannot find the boy or his mother. 
The parish priest comes later with some girls in tow, carrying bags of sachet water, he says a short prayer and blesses the people. Some villagers come carrying mats, and wrappers, some have just come to carry the stories back to the village, the vigilante group come to take the drivers to bring their busses and cars into the church’s compound. It’s almost seven pm, a young man is herding everyone to the church’s hall. 
“are you still pissed off our bus spoilt eh?” you turn around, the stubby prayer warrior asks the lady who fought with the driver, “it was God trying to save us, we could have walked right into their arms”. A painful sanctimonious smile smoothens his wrinkly face. You stop because the woman you’re supporting stops, you know why, a voice in your head is asking the question too, what about the people who walked right into their arms? She turns to say something and you nudge her, “do you want my scarf ma?” And she looks at you like she is seeing you for the first time. It is unsettling and oddly satisfying; knowing bits and pieces of someone who knows you know who they’re, but who has no idea who you are. She takes the scarf from you, drapes it over her head and loops it around her neck.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Now, after you’ve called Uche and your mother, you’re lying next to the woman on a mat that doesn’t make the floor softer, a worn wrapper from a villager lie prickly and foreign on your skin and the sounds of people breathing and snoring and wheezing bounces off the walls of the hall. There are a lot of things you want to ask her, but your mind is blank save for a silly voice chuckling about the idea of you asking her to sign her book for you. You try not to think about the contest, or her driver, or the boy and his mother. Beside you, the woman stirs, she snuggles tighter into your jacket, you want her to keep it, the way you want her to keep the memory of your name. She stirs again and you pull the wrapper around you. 
“Can’t sleep?” her voice is like a song.
“no” you croak.
Her eyes are misty and red, under the dim lit hall, they feel like a whirlpool and they’re drawing you in. She clears her throat and begins to tell you about Sebastian, her driver.



