BIRTHDAY BLUES.

Is this what it feels like? When a person ceases to live and becomes a thing that simply exists?
These days if you ask me who I am, I'll have no answer for you. This is an unexpected response from someone who has always had a strong sense of identity. 
Life happened to me…like it happens to many.
I watched my whole world collapse around me, not suddenly....but slowly. They were warning signs. 
It's been threatening to give way for a while now....like an old house whose cracked walls has been ignored for too long…patched up and managed by the owner just to get through the season but the decay could not be hidden for long and it finally gave in to the last gust of wind that came its way.
I now sit in the ruins, staring blankly at the remains of what used to be mine…things that once offered security and solace. I recognize none of these pieces…pieces that were once whole…pieces that were once me.
In medicine, I think it is called depersonalization or derealization.
It is when everything feels unreal and it appears you're living in a disturbing dream from which you cannot awaken.
I do not recognize me, this person that I've become.
It's going to be my birthday in a few days. A new age looms, somewhat frighteningly.
There's dread in my mind as I lay reviewing the life I have lived and the life that lays ahead. In many ways, I have changed. I've become someone I'm both proud of and worried about. 
I've done things, things I once considered distasteful. These, I'd once judged and sneered at, raising my nose in righteous condemnation. Now, I have no leg to stand on. Life cut them off, humbling me.
There is also disappointment. Disappointment in living a life that's less.
Sometimes, I wonder if perhaps my dreams had been too quixotic. They'd seemed simple enough, but as one unfulfilled year folds into another, then another, I've had to relax my grip, let go of the dreams and forge a different path.
As an adult, we hold onto several quotes for strength. For example, what doesn't kill you makes you stronger.
I've always hated this statement but it is in fact true because these days when I apply for a job, I speak of my strength and tenacity, bestowed on me by the mere fact that I am Nigerian. 
I am Nigerian, I write. 
This is a sentence that stands on its own. Scarcely is there any other known assassin more determined to kill than the country that birthed me.
First, she strips you of your dreams and leaves you bare, then she takes your hope and buries it at the bottom of the ocean where it will never be retrieved. 
She continues to hunt you, like a rabid animal, and if you are unlucky, she takes your life too.
So, here I am, at the edge of a new age…with nothing…without dreams, with no hope, and profusely hemorrhaging with no help in sight.
I know I must make a decision.
'No one is coming to save you. You must save yourself '.
So, I must make a decision. I have made a decision.
I must leave. My survival depends on it. Maybe, I'd finally be able to breathe without this feeling of constriction in my chest.
This dark rabbit hole of depression I've sunk into is dug deeper daily by this place I call home.

Myself, like millions of other Nigerians have been forced to become multilinguists
We have become quite fluent in the language of pain… anger….frustration.
The frustration is one borne from a thing that is so close, yet so seems so far
It's a man grasping for a thing that is so close, yet it keeps evading his reach. 
The fortune tellers once said Nigeria was meant to be great
But fate is what we make of it
We have lost our legs
We no longer walk tall
But have become something that crawls on its belly
Pitied and ridiculed.

Some of my earliest memories are of me and my siblings making fun of the warnings of my dad. He was never comfortable with letting us go out.
The town is too dangerous
You say that all the time. The town is always too dangerous, daddy.
We’d brush his words and unease aside. He was an overprotective parent after all.
These days, we nod in agreement even before he speaks. We’ve also subscribed to the most affordable insurance of many Nigerians, the blood of Jesus. It is sprinkled everywhere before one leaves home. Failure to do so is to risk not coming back. It is to risk being labelled another victim, to be identified as a number, to be remembered as another sad date. Because there are a thousand ways to die here, you have to be protected against them all. So, the blood, it is smeared against the car, to be spared from highway robberies and attacks. It is splattered on the roads, to escape the graves that lay wide open….port holes, narrow roads, trucks without brakes driven by drivers with no brains. Finally, we dip our hands into the bowl and sprinkle the remaining on our faces, an extra protection needed to keep us invisible to kidnappers and unseen by those who are convinced human parts make the best prints for money. We seek to remain hidden from those who walk amongst us. It is claimed they have no face and one without a face has no name, so they are simply called  unknown (unknown gunmen). This group of unknowns are however been given a run for their money by another well known, bandits, sometimes interchangeable called terrorists. They say the line is somewhat still blurred on this one. 
Do not throw the baby out with the bath water. We have reformed many. 
So, while we cover ourselves with the blood of Jesus, there are those who seek to make of our own blood, a river with tributaries across the nation. 
The layers of fear folds on itself, thickens and continues to grow.
The other day, when my mother said she hadn’t heard from my brother who’d travelled to the area he was deployed to for his NYSC, we told her to calm down. Maybe, it’s network. Maybe, his battery died. As we offered a myriad reasons why he was unreachable so that worry will not raise her already high blood pressure, there was a slight tremble in our voices and I identified in my sibling’s voice the same texture of what laced mine….fear. It is the organic response of a conditioned people, a reaction to exposure to an ever present, overwhelming negative stimuli. So, with a growing lump of apprehension in our throats, we muttered prayers for his safety. When he finally called that evening, a harmonized sigh of relief stumbled from our lips. I realized then we’d all be holding our breaths in anticipation, in wishful thinking, hoping against hope death doesn’t cross our threshold, doesn’t knock on our door and the face of our loved one will not be subsumed into the deep swirling pool of lost, blood stained faces.
That night, consumed by my thoughts, I stayed up late and kept the company of the fireflies and crickets as they happily discoursed away. It was a dark, starless night that reminded me of another, October 20, 2020.
Some dates do not have to be written to be remembered.  They have been burned into our minds and can never be erased. 
On that night too, I sat by a window just like this one and watched as life drained from the hope I’d desperately been trying to keep alive. With each passing day, its pulse had grown weaker but I’d held on still, ready and on stand by to resuscitate, to keep it’s heart beating. No matter how faint. I’d keep it alive. I’d nurse it back to health, make it stronger. That was my resolve.
But on that night, I watched it struggle and gasp for air, arms flailing, legs kicking. I locked eyes with its killer who wrapped around it’s neck, strong, determined arms. Mine, tired and heavy, like two sandbags, hung uselessly by my side. How long can you keep fighting, trying to coax life into a thing that has been destined to die? How long can you keep the life support on? One day, it must have to survive on its own, by it self.  A thing survives, or is kept alive where there is a reason to. There was none now. So, I closed my eyes as it struggled and when I heard the weak throaty rattle and resigned sigh, I knew it was over. Hope was dead. I opened my eyes to its ghost flying out into the dark night, melding and becoming one with all the other ghosts who’d been forcefully evicted out of their bodies that night, murdered by the same killer. That same night, Nigeria had also wrapped its arms around their necks, snuffing out the lights in their eyes in order to douse the fire in their bellies, a fire started by a match lit against the rock of injustice.
There were no stars in the night sky. It hung, dark, sad and ominous. It seemed the world began to sigh and hum, the type of sound that accompanies grief, a dirge that lets you know that something beloved has been lost. Or perhaps, perhaps it was me. Perhaps the sounds I’d heard was the intermingling of the quiet, weary sobs of a person broken by an equally broken system and the inaudible utterings of one whose eyes had seen something unimaginable. How does a mother eat its young with such gusto? Such relish?
The next day, puffy eyed, I went into the military hospital I worked for with bile building up in my belly.
Who gave the order? Who turned off the light? Who plunged us all into this well of overwhelming darkness?
An answer has not been found. The darkness remains. The clouds dark, sad and ominous hovers still.
A firefly hovered close to the netting on my window, flickered its light and was soon joined by another, and another. Soon, a sparkle danced outside in such sophisticated coordination, as though in response to the beat of the drum of an old mating ritual, a well rehearsed dance only they knew and understood. One called, the other responded. I smiled despite myself, honored to have been granted audience to the show. The spectacle was however short lived as the light faded, quickly becoming a faint, imperceptible flicker. As the light dims, I think of that of another, recently doused.

May 28, 2022...
April fool! 3 days too early though, so calm down.
We too like cruise for this country
Anything for engagement. Anything for likes.
Clout chaser!
Oya die nau
You still never die?

The laughter was shared, a joke passed around and enjoyed like a bottle of strong gin, the type favoured by drunkards, a bottle of ogogoro that quickly strips one of their sensibilities, making their mouths run freely, carelessly like water from a broken tap. Others, with a diminished sense of humour simply shrugged in indifference and moved along. But by evening, as clarity dawned, the laughter faded and indifference gave way to interest as it was announced that a present had been made of the body of a young girl who rode on a train. It was decorated with bullet holes,  wrapped inside a small box, laid side by side with her dreams, and sent to her family. A gift that wasn’t anticipated, wasn’t requested, yet must be received. There wasn’t any receipt for a return or exchange.This time, the ale of blame was passed around and shared. This time, it was too bitter to swallow. This time, everyone was sober and no one was laughing. As I think about the victims, I, too, see myself on that train. I remember how impressed I was by the terminal and the infrastructure. There is hope yet, I’d thought. Now, I wonder, what if the attack had happened on the day I rode on it to Kaduna from Abuja and back? What if instead of receiving warm bread as a gift from my journey, my cold body was the present my parents received? What if I was the girl tweeting to let the world know of my fate, perhaps with the hope that help will arrive early before it was too late but all that was thrown my way was indifference, scorn and hisses of derision.
Often, I think of all the people that embarked on that journey of no return and I wonder if they had some foreboding, an out of sort feeling, if they knew Nigeria would finally catch up with them, finally happen to them. None aboard knew their lights were flickering for the last time.


You see now why I must leave? Because I want to live. I want to feel life thrum in my veins again. I want to smile in contentment as they sing happy birthday to me to usher in a new age, not sigh in discontent as I think of the wasted years.
I want to have good memories like my father.
When he reflects on the good old days, his voice is thick with both Joy and sadness. There was a time we were a happy people, proud of our land. Hope was alive. We didn’t struggle to be identified as another, didn’t envy the colour on a different passport and when another nation begged to make us their own, to make us their citizens, we shrugged our shoulders.
We dey do shakara for them. Now, the tables have turned. Na them dey do shakara for us. 
Then, he’d sigh, a deep heavy sigh that seemed to have germinated from his very core. I’d watch with interest as his chest moved, rising like dough does in the presence of yeast. At least, he has those memories. I open the chest that holds my own memories and rummage through it. All I come up with is the memory of a time things weren’t so bad. Not so good, but not so bad. And because this is the memory I have, I have nothing to hold onto. 
Japa! The word in itself has become a metaphor for escape. An escape to a place that holds promises of a better life, where the grass appears to be greener and not merely as a symbol on a flag.
So, I will beg another to take me into their home, even though they will do shakara for me, even though my father will shake his head, even though I shall live as a stranger.
Maybe, just maybe, next year my face will break into a smile as they yell 'Happy birthday!'.
