It was now or never.
Today was the day, she had thought about her action second after second, minute after minute, hour after hour, for the past couple of days. And this was the only solution to the problem.
Ireti looked upon the dusty road of Ikosi Ketu. There was a bus stop nearby and not many people could adequately discern where the market started or ended, areasshe had chosen this place because the roads were always busy with vehicles. She blinked as flecks of dust sought to impede her vision, then watched a woman deftly run across the streetstreet, artfully dodging a commercial bus called danfo, and a motorcycle which was locally dubbed okada, in almost the same breath.
Without giving it a second thought, Ireti flung herself in front of the big danfo headed in her direction. Her heart pounded against her chest so frantically, she could hear it ringing in her ears. She waited for the pain to knock her out as the car crushed her, hoping that it would make her life flash before her eyes. 
Unfortunately, the only pain she felt was a dirty slap across her face. The ringing in her ears forced her eyes open, the passenger on the okada that had just slapped her cursed her before speeding off. The danfo, that was meant to end her life had stopped mere inches away, and now the driver was shouting violently in a brand of Yoruba that she could not discern.
She looked up to see that the busy market street had become even more crowded as bystanders paused to observe her.
Like a switch, the cacophony of voices erupted all at once. She could barely discern any of their words, but she could tell that none of them were particularly pleasant. The danfo driver screamed, motioning for her to get off the road, swearing at her for almost implicating him. Her feet were rooted to the spot. She was still dazed at how she had been unable to execute her plan and shaking from all the fear, adrenaline and embarrassment all at once. Being caught in the act of almost committing suicide and cursed at in a crowded marketplace was not an experience she had anticipated today.
She felt him before she saw him. Big strong arms appeared at her side from out of nowhere and herded her off the main road. 
“Oloshi!” the danfo driver spat one last insult in her direction before driving off. A long line of cars had appeared behind him in the few seconds that she had caused a standstill. She looked down at the dirt on her feet in order to avoid their gazes, but she could still feel their eyes. She could hear the insults being flung at her.
She didn't know when she collapsed to her feet from exhaustion, and she went back in her mind to the event that took place less than two weeks ago which prompted this action.


“Ireti, you’ve been unusually silent, what’s wrong?”
“Nothing. I think I have a migraine” Ireti had lied from where she sat in the passenger’s seat of the 2018 Honda CRV her sister-in-law drove. Her elbow was hooked in the door handle and she used it to prop her fist underneath her chin, with her neck tilted to the side as she leaned her head against the window.
Maria reached for her and put the back of her palm against her neck as she asked “When did it start? Are you sure it's not malaria? Should I call the doctor?”
Ireti turned her neck in time to see the last question come off Maria’s lips and the pensive look that followed which was evidenced by the way Maria bit her lip. That simple act confirmed Ireti’s suspicion and a lump formed at the back of her throat as tears threatened to come. She hastily swallowed the lump and tried to regain her composure. She turned her face back to the window and cleared her throat before she spoke “It's fine, I think it's just stress from staring at screens for too long”
From her peripheral view, she caught the uncertain tilt of her sister-in-law’s head before the older woman replied “Okay, we’ll soon be home and you can lay your head”.
Ireti had closed her eyes as her new reality slowly began to dawn on her. Her head spun as she realised her world was crashing down before her eyes. She really needed to have a good and long cry. But she couldn’t do it here. She could not break down now, not in front of Maria.
Maria had been married to Ireti’s older brother, Bolaji for two years now. Despite the ten-year age gap between both ladies they had forged a special relationship and related as best friends. Ireti knew her sister-in-law down to the T and as soon as she saw her pensive bite on the lip, all her suspicions were confirmed.
To the untrained eye, Maria’s action may have been disregarded as concern for Ireti’s health. But Ireti had studied the woman to the point where she could easily discern her tells. Like gamblers who learn to notice subtle signs when playing a game of poker, in order to discern whether or not their opponents were bluffing. Ireti knew that tell and it’s meaning, she had seen it countless times.
Such as when they had gone to select the wedding lace, popularly called Aso Ebi, to be used for Maria’s traditional wedding two years ago.
And the time they went to price Maria’s car at the dealership last year.
More recently, when they had been at the mall earlier, after Maria had seen Ireti’s shopping basket.
That tell was always on Maria’s face when she did not have enough money to spend.
The sound of silence pulled Ireti out of her reverie as she realised Maria had turned off the car engine. She looked up to see that they were home.
Home.
This place did not look like any home Ireti had ever lived. And in light of her sudden realization, it all made sense to her. All the other places she had ever lived in were properly gated communities with tarred roads or interlocking tiles. This place was no gated community, and the roads were bad, bumpy and filled with potholes.
Using the hand that supported her neck against the car door, she gently massaged her fingers against her eyelids. Her world had been turned upside down and the realization was dizzying.
Maria gave her a questioning look, to which she replied with a smile, or at least what she hoped looked like a smile before she unsnapped her seat belt and hastily jumped out of the car.
She was still dizzy and yet to get used to the uneven untarred road where Maria had parked. She almost lost her footing and let out a quick “Woah”, leaning against the car to regain her balance.
Maria exclaimed from the other side of the vehicle.
“I’m fine, I’m fine,” Ireti said as she steadied herself.
“Are you sure?” Maria had appeared at her side in a matter of seconds and was holding her arm.
“I’m sure, I just need to rest”
“Okay, let us just carry this stuff inside so you can lie down.”
Another pointer. 
She had never had to carry market shopping bags before now! She remembered the first time she had gone to Ketu market and how she had whined to her sister-in-law last month.
“Why isn’t Idara here with us?”
"Ugh! What’s that smell?”
“Wait, you mean I’m supposed to carry all these things inside by myself?”
Maria had been cranky and quiet on that day. Now she understood why.
Why her brother had cut her allowance.
Why the staff in the company had dwindled in size.
Why she had barely seen her brother in months. 
Why he looked lean and worn out every time he ever came home.
Why Idara had not moved into this new home with them. 
Why Maria and her mother had started having frequent whispered conversations, and even why her mother’s doctor no longer came to visit twice a month, despite the gravity of her illness.
Ireti slammed the door to her room shut as she gained entry.
Finally alone, and not needing to conceal her emotions, she felt dizzy in her head and weak in her knees, buckled when her legs could no longer  longer her weight and collapsed to the ground, letting the tears flow in torrents.
They were broke.
Her family was broke.
Her father had died 10 years ago due to a terminal illness that she was too young to understand and her brother had taken the reins of the family business since then. Everything had been going smoothly in their lives until the last 6 months. She had not paid attention to the signs when they moved from their rented apartment in VGC, to a house their father had built in Shangisha. It was the first time in her life that she had ever heard of such a place. She remembered sharing a joke with Idara about it at the time, the place sounded like the name of some riverine Chinese community, or maybe a Kung-Fu sound effect from an old martial arts movie.
Shan-gi-sha.
It had all been fun and games until Idara had left the house a week before their move and Ireti had not seen her since then. Idara had been their house help. Before her mother’s health deteriorated, Idara had been Ireti’s nanny of sorts. Helping out with homework, making market runs, organising her mother’s meals in line with the dietician’s recommendations and cooking for the rest of the family. When her mother’s condition worsened, Idara became her caretaker, helping the doctor during his biweekly visits and taking notes religiously on how to care for her. Now Maria was the one charged with that responsibility and it was more stressful because the Doctor had come for consultations only once in the last six weeks.
Her mother’s terminal ailment had cost the family millions over the years, she knew what could happen to her mother if she did not get regular treatment.
The thought of becoming an orphan pushed her over the edge. She decided there and then that she would rather die than watch her mother leave her.
A woman preaching aggressively forced Ireti to return to the present, she was bent over in a bid to make eye contact and kept poking and jabbing Ireti’s shoulders and forearms, baptising her with saliva as she said “You cannot be depressed. It is depression that is causing all these things that you children are doing to commit suicide, and it is an evil spirit. You must fast and pray to overcome depression. Pray and tell God that you do not want to be depressed and speak in tongues” n theelderly lady admonished, pointing at her with her left hand while holding a bible in her right and swinging it back and forth across Ireti’s face.
Pulling back in apparent disgust, Ireti disliked when older people spoke about mental health issues like it was something that could just be shut off by hitting the right switch in the place of prayer. She looked around her, she was still sitting on the dusty road, not too far from a pile of debris heaped up against the smelling gutter. She was sweaty and dusty and irritated at everything, especially herself. The hustle and bustle on the market street had continued and barely anyone paid her any mind, she felt eyes watching her and turned her head to the side. Standing a few paces away was the man who had herded her off the main road. He was most likely an agbero. He watched her closely as he leaned against a small grey Nissan car, with flat tyres that was caked in dust. Spotting an unkempt hair and beards, he was wearing a stretched and faded black tank top that showed off his muscles and grey shorts that displayed his thighs. 
The preacher eventually ran out of words and left her with a simple “God bless you”
As she walked back to toward the main road, Ireti picked herself up and started in the opposite direction. Before she got to the Nissan car, the agbero stood to full height and approached her.
Alarmed and scared she told him “I don’t have money to give you,” 
The thugs in this place were always out to get monetary gain for every small favour.
His look of confusion confused her in return “What?”
“I don't have money to give you. Leave me alone”
“I wanted to ask if you are fine” he said in well-mannered English.
Ireti looked at him again “What do you care if I’m fine? I know you people in this place, you are always looking to collect money from others”
“Which people?”
“All you street boys and agberos. You are all the same”
“First off, I’m neither a street boy nor an agbero  and I just wanted to be sure that you are fine”
The apparent care from a complete stranger shocked her as much as it warmed her heart, but this was Lagos, she could not let her guard down. 
“Why did you try to kill yourself? What’s wrong?” he asked before she could utter a word.
The way he asked the question made her realise she had judged him wrongly and she immediately burst into tears.
The stranger let her cry into his chest, she smelt his deodorant and registered shock in between her sniffles because based on his looks she had imagined that he’d smell like a bus conductor.
“You can talk to me. What happened?” he asked when she was done with her hysterics, and she obliged.
He shook his head when she was done with her story.
“Don’t ever try that again.” he said sternly “From what you told me, you have a family who loves you and a sick mother who has always adored you. You are meant to outlive her, and not the other way round. I know things are hard, and the reality may be painful to accept, but you cannot give up. Look at me”
He paused, waiting for her to meet his eyes “You said your name is Ireti, it literally means hope. You cannot lose hope. Hope cannot lose hope. You cannot lose yourself. Not to depression, not because you are struggling, not because of anything. Everyone on these streets has struggles. Life here is hard and painful, but we keep hope alive, and it keeps us alive. No matter how hard things may be, no matter how scary the future may seem, you must learn to keep hope alive. Keep yourself alive. Do you understand me?”
She nodded.
“Some of the people you see here, they live under the bridge over there” he pointed in the direction of the Ketu bridge “Some of them live in shacks, some of them live very far away and come here every day just to hustle and keep body and soul together. I understand if you’re scared about the future, but there is so much more to this life. There are so many things that can give you joy, now and in the future. You need to stay, and explore, and find them out to the most out of your life. Do you understand?”
She nodded, the tears still flowing as she gained perspective. Realisation dawned  realised what she had just done. What she had almost done. 
They had gotten to the end of the street and a keke going in the direction of her house stopped right beside them.
“I know things may be tough now. See a therapist and count your blessings. You’ll be alright in the end” the stranger told her as she entered the keke and he walked in the opposite direction.

