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‘Is this the bus to Lagos?’
[bookmark: _Int_yEel8F2B][bookmark: _Int_q193kfIa]For four years, I had imagined what my journey to Lagos would be like. ‘Oyiza, your presence disrupts the delicate balance of energy in this house. My abstract paintings and avant-garde sculptures require absolute serenity. Your existence is like an invasive colour in my artistic palette,’ she said in her flat Congolese accent that never went up or down whenever she spoke. I didn’t want to go into another fight with her this time, so I decided to pack my things and come back to Kogi. Ever since, my aspirations in the realm of fashion and illustration woven into the fabric of Lagos, as I just clinched a long-awaited and well-deserved job with the renowned Chicabulous Ogbontarire a month ago. He had personally overseen my travel arrangements and settlement in Lagos. My life was on the cusp of a profound transformation—no more Aunty Sifa with her zen, which she always claimed was disrupted by my presence!
 
She was an artist, and she painted the most beautiful drawings I had ever laid my eyes on, though they were as complicated as her. I preferred to describe her as a walking paradox, the embodiment of calm during chaos, and her art reflected the same duality, swinging between moments of kindness and bouts of ruthless manipulation. I only allowed myself to think then that this was probably why all her eight husbands left her before she could even bear any children for them. That is if there was even enough light in her womb to keep a baby. ‘God forgive me,’ I thought to myself after allowing myself to think those thoughts.
 
The anticipation of the trip had kept me awake most of the night, and a feeling of a mixture of excitement had consumed my thoughts. I lay in my bed reflecting on my life before Crystal Harbour as an orphan who lived alone. But as the date drew closer, I realised I had to alter my imaginations. It had been raining heavily for two days, and the thunderstorms made me realise it did not plan on stopping anytime soon. ‘Please let me go,’ I pleaded to the sky dramatically, my arms outstretched to reflect my desperation, as if my words could stop the impending downpour.

My eyes shifted to the room I had been living in, its ancient walls bearing a hundred-year-old crack which had been the only thing I had been staring at since we were starting to look alike; miserable and scared. It began to seem like we were comforting each other. I couldn't help but wonder if it held the secrets to our shared pain or if it was simply a silent witness to the unravelling of my life to come. I realized suddenly that the room had been continually emitting the distinctive smell of old paint, combining with the lingering smell of a burning stove which I used to prepare my meals in the confined space of my humble abode. A worn-out old clock in that dimly lighted room showed signs of strain as its crooked hands laboured to tell the proper hour, barely signalling that it was 6:00 a.m. and twenty-four hours more to my big day. I hoped for a miracle ahead.
 
'Is this the bus to Lagos?' On getting to the bus park, I would board the luxury bus I had reserved, serenading the journey with cheerful tunes as I traversed the route from Kogi to Lagos. The bus park brought forth a sea of unfamiliar faces, an occurrence I hadn't witnessed since the day a local thief brazenly snatched a bag belonging to a 'Sisi Eko.' On that fateful day, everyone stood there dazed as if they had lost their minds, watching in astonishment as 'Sisi Eko' pursued and fought the thief with the finesse of a seasoned boxer. Though she ultimately lost the battle, surrendering a tooth and her once-pristine appearance, not a single soul came to her aid. 'Sisi Eko' left town that night, never to return, leaving behind a memory etched in our minds.

[bookmark: _Int_Y4Ypby6z]Little did I anticipate that the day I had envisioned as one of the most memorable in my life would unfurl along muddy pathways, devoid of the customary farewell from anyone I cared about except the two friends I shared a deep bond with, Asimi and Ize, my closest friends, provided me with life's support. Asimi's nurturing personality relieved my anxiety, while Ize's wit and light-hearted humour made even routine occasions memorable. They had become my chosen family. Our goodbyes had been conveyed through a brief phone call hastily made as I rushed out of the house. ‘Don't go looking for those tall handsome men they refer to as ‘Yoruba demons’ we read about in the blogs, okay?’ Ize had teased. Even though the skies were shrouded in clouds, fortunately, the rain temporarily stopped as if it had heard my cries for help, giving me a break from its relentless downpour.
The motor park bustled with frenzied activity, a chaotic symphony of honking horns and animated chatter. Among the crowd, a friendly local Hausa man noticed I was struggling with my luggage approached me and offered to help. He was dressed in vibrant traditional attire, his bright clothing standing out against the dull and overcast sky.
[bookmark: _Int_ucLRMdg1]‘Hello sistah, make I help you carry this your load,’ with his ready smile and a turban wrapped neatly around his head, immediately sprang into action before I could respond with a tired ‘yes’ under my breath, I hesitated as I took a second to scrutinise his appearance before trusting him with my belongings. Some steps ahead, there was an argument between an impatient conductress and a potential passenger which I could only catch a glimpse of. ‘If you no follow this bus, you go sleep for park till tomorrow oh!’ I overheard the conductress with hair dyed in a riot of primary colours, who had an almost comical appearance. I couldn't help but wonder if she had an odd sense of style or if she just couldn't choose a favourite colour, so she embraced them all. The passenger, holding back, was concerned about the driver's intention to make no stops, even for those with pressing restroom needs. He expressed his concern about getting motion sickness on long haul trips. The puzzled conductor answered, "Car sick? As in the car dey give you malaria?’ I observed everything as it transpired engrossed in the drama, momentarily forgetting my luggage in the hands of a stranger. My heart raced as I felt the urgency in the air, realizing that missing the bus might mean a disastrous delay in my journey. 

[bookmark: _Int_giopLM0v]He had moved considerably far away from me as I browsed the crowd to search for him, but it hadn't occurred to me at first that he might be making a getaway with my possessions. Panic started to well up inside me, and I desperately cried out, 'Heysss abokiiiiiii!'. My voice grew increasingly audible, but my frantic cries went unnoticed by the crowd, which seemed preoccupied with securing their seats and haggling over prices, but thankfully caught his. Everybody appeared preoccupied with securing a desired bus seat or haggling over the price of transportation for their priceless cargo. People scurried in all directions, trying to catch the right bus, their luggage a comical assortment of oversized bags, wobbling cardboard boxes, and even a mini fridge precariously balanced on one traveller's head. It was amid this mayhem I had found myself. I held onto the expectation that my bus ride would be far less hectic.

I finally reached the ticketing booth still with an eye on the kind Samaritan who was now smiling at me inadvertently showcasing his teeth, darkened by years of unconventional care. His grin widened, and I couldn’t decipher its meaning. In response, I forced a smile.

 I handed my tickets to the cashier, a middle-aged man who appeared less talkative compared to his chatty colleagues. They engaged in gossip while efficiently attending to customers. He avoided making eye contact and simply muttered, 'here you go,' while gesturing to the next customer in line. As I located the bus designated to transport us to Lagos, my initial excitement quickly faded. The vehicle before me fell far short of the luxurious transport I had envisioned. I approached it, shaking my head in disbelief. A piece of advice, boldly stating 'LIFE NA JEJE,' was displayed on its worn-out door. The bus mirrored the countless journeys etched into its rusty frame. I nervously poked the conductor's arm and asked if this rickshaw was really going to take us to Lagos. He turned to face me, the recent cloudy sky in stark contrast to his sunburned, sweaty complexion that gleamed in the intense sun. He answered, 'Yes, sistah'. 'But I paid for the luxury bus,’ I grumbled.

[bookmark: _Int_69qwjfid][bookmark: _Int_zNRyxJ2y][bookmark: _Int_9iHevYFe][bookmark: _Int_sNis8wnj]‘Eyah!’ he responded sadistically folding his hands across his chest, 'fine girl, that one don spoil, see am for there’ pointing to the luxury bus parked in a short distance away, a constant reminder of what I was missing during my eight-hour journey. ‘Abi you wan sleep for park? Better enter before it's full.’ gesturing to the already seated passengers. Clearly the bus would be full any minute with an addition of five more passengers including me. Musa, having carefully loaded my luggage, staggered back towards me. I extended my hand with three thousand naira in it. ‘Ah, madam, your money is twenty thousand naira; walahi, I will not cheat you,’ he claimed, dramatically as he gestured by placing a finger on his tongue and pointing it to the sky. The conductor took advantage of the situation to confront Musa, demanding he leave. Other conductors and Musa's colleagues gathered to relish the spectacle. 'I say her money na twenty thousand naira,’ Musa repeated. To avoid further escalation, I took out my purse and squeezed one-thousand-naira note into his palm. 'Take it and go!’ 'Naso e dey do.' Musa's deception appeared to be a common occurrence with new passengers. I thanked the conductors for their assistance, but it was not without a price. 'Madam, drop something for us, na,’one of them asked, raising his hands and feigning loyalty. ‘If no be for us, that yeye boy for don gba you,’ another added. I watched the display with a pang of betrayal while the passengers complained that they didn’t want the afternoon sun to meet them at the park. On my wristwatch, it read 11:00 a.m. I hurriedly retrieved a bundle of two thousand naira from my purse. 'Thank you, sistah.’ Their voices overlapped. As I boarded the bus, I noticed it had weathered the years with graceless dignity. The window frames were adorned with peeling paint, resembling remnants of long-forgotten artwork. The seats, their once vibrant colours now faded into rusted pastels, groaned under the weight of travellers past and present. I lowered myself into the last one, and it creaked in protest as if reluctantly accepting another passenger.

The bus's engine roared to life with a reluctant cough as I settled in my seat and plugged my earphones in my ears since it was the only form of comfort I had left. The exhaust pipe releasing a plume of smoke. The bus driver, with a weary smile, welcomed everyone aboard. As we began to move, the rhythmic rattling of the engine filled the air, blending with the chatter of passengers and creating a nostalgic ambiance. I couldn't help but wonder about the countless stories this old bus had witnessed throughout its lifetime.  

[bookmark: _Int_DZqyEOCe]The bus continued its slow crawl through the bustling street of the park and gradually revealing a breathtaking panorama of mighty hills and towering mountains. We were surrounded by nature's luxuriant tapestry, that inspired in me a fresh sense of wonder. I hoped that the journey ahead would make up for the chaos I had just left behind. A woman who appeared to be enjoying the religious music the driver blasted through his speakers zapped me back to reality. She appeared to be in a different realm compared to the rest of us. As I watched her, it was as though the very air around her crackled with palpable energy. Her movements were fluid and deliberate, as though guided by an unseen force. Her head would tilt back, her eyes closed in profound reverence, and her lips would move, whispering words no one could comprehend. Butt it was her actions that truly captivated everyone. And then, as if in response to a divine command, she clasped her hands against her ears and instructed the driver to stop the music and suddenly broke into a prayer. Her voice rose to a crescendo, a tidal wave of emotion and devotion crashing over us. ‘Lord hear our cries! Deliver us from darkness into your glorious light.’

The passengers, moved by her fervour, began to shout ‘Amen!’ in unison, their voices blending into a harmonious choir of faith. Beside me, a chatty woman her curiosity piqued, leaned closer, ‘this is ridiculous right?’ Her voice held a mixture of awe and disgust. I simply nodded in agreement and looked away.

[bookmark: _Int_ib8zXiXp]With a smile that remained serene amidst the chaos she had just incited, she began advertising her products. ‘Brothers and sisters, fear not the vermin that plague your homes! With this blessed rat poison, you shall rid your abode of their foul presence!’ One would have thought her words took a prophetic tone as she advertised her wares. Unfortunately, they all moved on. The bus, in motion and lively as it cruised along the never-ending ribbon of highway. The low hum of the engine provided and steady backdrop to the myriad of activities. Amidst the continuous murmur of conversation and the rustling of plastic bags of snacks, I found a solace in my seat, the rhythmic vibrations of the bus lulling me into slumber. I leaned my head against the window and allowed the glow of the sun serenade my face.

[bookmark: _Int_88ziar4q][bookmark: _Int_C9e6XkPR]As the bus rode onward, conversations grew louder, laughter more animated, and snacks consumed with a sense of urgency. People shifted in their seats, some engrossed in reading, others tapping away on their smartphones and a few gazing out the window with a distant look in their eyes. It was amid the bustling of activity I stirred awake. I realized that we were now well past the halfway mark of our journey. I couldn’t help but let my gaze drift to the baby who laughed heartily to the funny faces his mother made to prevent him from crying. His innocent laughter reminded me of the happy and sad moments I left behind. With each passing mile, the journey drew to an end and my anticipation grew. I informed my friends and Chicabulous of my arrival. I knew that my journey was just beginning and while I couldn’t predict every twist and turn it would take, I was determined to savour every moment.
	
	
	



