From scratch

It was not until that thanksgiving Sunday morning that Busayo realised something was wrong with her. Like every morning for the past two weeks, she had hopped in the shower, and although she was not a fan of ‘heavy’ make up, she would add a bit of concealer here, some powder there, and a bit more concealer here, to disguise the bags dwelling under her eyes. She would switch her towel for a robe – the one she got from her best friend, Dunni’s bridal shower – and drag her feet to the vanity at the other end of the room. Busayo would spend the next ten minutes deliberating on what shade lipstick to go with. Matte Red – an official stamp on the statement, ‘I’m back and better’ – or Glossy nude for a more sober and thoughtful look. Afterwards, she would throw her braids into a loosely packed bun and rush out of the house, her lips bare.

The day had finally come. And although nobody had begun to pressure her yet, she knew what was expected from her. So, Busayo had not only spent the past week drafting the perfect comeback speech to recite to the Congregation but had also rehearsed her every move. Three phases. Phase one involved ignoring the whispers from those in attendance and walking briskly to the pulpit. A straight face – but not too straight that one would think she was angry. Phase two would see Busayo climbing up to the pulpit to deliver a grand speech on how faith alone has been ‘firm foundation during this tough period’. She would pause in between her sentences, close her eyes, and take a deep breath, which would earn her a round of applause from the audience, assuring her that she can do it. But really it would be due to the light-headedness from skipping breakfast as she often did. After the service, she would remain in her seat in time for phase three – gracefully accepting condolences from the members of congregation who would swarm to her like flies to a wounded dog. 

Busayo expected that Mrs Makinde would approach her first. Only a year had passed since the tragic news of her husband being involved in a fatal car accident, devastated the Church. Since then, the fifty something year old had slowly faded into a shadow of herself. The woman who had once been the topic of hot gist amongst other women in Church had now become unrecognisable, mostly for her hair which – once full and so generous in length that it occasionally smacked sisters in the face when she turned around, earning her glares – had been completely shaved off. Busayo did not begin to wear the horrified expression that the other women did until Mrs Makinde passed her one Saturday at choir practice, and Busayo saw the small patches of hair left unshaved. Sadness wrapped itself around her like a weighted blanket. It was loud. Unmistakable. Busayo would hold her hands, and they would look into each other’s eyes for a moment – a silent but mutual knowing. To the rest of the Church, she would flash her ever polite smile – careful not to show too many teeth – in response to the many ‘Busayo, you are so strong’, and ‘I’m sure your father would be very proud of you’, that she would get. Busayo pulled out her journal and went over her speech for the last time, before driving out of the compound. 

But when she approached the Estate gate and was not met with the usually cheerful Mr Patrick manning the gate, she knew she would get more than she bargained for. The only other time Mr Patrick had worn such a sombre look was when he was swindled out of five hundred and seventy thousand naira, to enrol in a PHD course in Medicine ‘somewhere in Yaba’, earning him the nick name “doc”. 

Busayo rolled her windows down. 

“Doc, good morning. Hope all is well. This one that you are frowning your face like this”. 

Mr Patrick – the pot-bellied septuagenarian – shrugged. He knew that she knew all was not well. 

“Abi somebody vexed you this morning?” Busayo asked again. Mr Patrick shook his head.

“So, why is your face strong like this?”

He stared at her, eyebrows furrowed, as if something had crawled unto her face and she could not feel it. For a split second, he considered lashing out at her – If anything, she was supposed to be angrier than he was – then he felt sorry for her – Maybe the events of the past two weeks had made her finally lose her mind, he thought to himself. 

Mr Patrick quickly composed himself, folding his arms across his chest, and shaking his head, “I just can’t believe Oga is dead’. 

Busayo froze. 

Others had been a bit more careful with their words. Her father had ‘passed on’, ‘Kicked the bucket’ or even ‘gone to be with the Lord’, as the pastor officiating of the funeral ceremony had declared. He was not dead. No, to be ‘dead’ carried with an air of finality that made Busayo’s insides churn. It meant that this nightmare was real. That there was some truth in this lie that had been shoved down her throat. Her father was not dead. A hint of annoyance appeared on Busayo’s face – Did Mr Patrick really think he was sadder than she was? 

Mr Patrick cleared his throat and Busayo fought hard not to roll her eyes. Any moment from now he would look at something in the distance and let out a huge sigh. A lengthy trip down memory lane would follow – the famed neighbourhood story of how he once hawked pure water on the streets of Lagos until her father recommended him for the post of Waterside Estate security guard, how her father provided him an accommodation free of charge and how he took care of his children as if they were his. ‘All seven of them o! he did not forget a single one. Chai! My Oga!’, he would say, as if Busayo did not already know that her father had been helping his seven children through secondary school. What Mr Patrick did not know was that her father had made plans to sponsor them to university too. She would lean in and nod occasionally – as if she was listening intently – adding ‘eyah’ or ‘God knows best’ when appropriate. If she could bring herself to, she might even spice things up by shedding a tear or two so he could let her go.

But instead of embarking on a long rant, Mr Patrick’s eyes searched hers for what seemed like forever before he finally asked, 

“Ma, I just hope that you are, okay?”. 

And at that moment, all Busayo practiced, crumbled into dust.

It was not that she could not respond with the vague “it is well” like she often found herself saying nowadays, squeeze five-thousand Naira into his hands, and drive off to Church. This seemed different, more like an honest question rather than a pleasantry – a polite thing to ask someone whose father had just died.

Busayo did not know how to answer. 

This ‘thing’ – as she’d often call ‘grief’ – was a feeling too grand to be squeezed into words. This thing had always been a distant stranger, respecting her enough to know to stay far away.

Of course, she was not ignorant to the many stories of people dying across the country. It was just a month ago that the gut-wrenching story of a man stabbing his wife to death for not kneeling down to serve him his food, shook the nation. Infact, Busayo had recently attended her friend’s aunt’s, cousin’s sister’s burial a few months back. She played the role of a funeral guest perfectly – wiping tears from her friends’ eyes, urging her to “please, eat something for me”, reminding her that it was “all part of God’s divine plan”, whilst silently thanking God that he had spared her family.

Busayo never for once thought that she would one day be on the receiving end of those overly awkward condolence messages. Atleast, not until that Thursday afternoon two weeks ago when she received the call from her father’s PA, Mrs Okoye. Mrs Okoye only called from her private number when she wanted to ask for a personal favour from Busayo, or when something terrible had occurred at the office. That day, Busayo considered ignoring the call, thinking she was calling to ask about the money Busayo had promised her. But as Mrs Okoye’s voice quivered over the phone and she struggled to articulate herself, Busayo already knew that the cancer her father had dealt with for years had finally wrapped its arms around him, taken him for itself.

Busayo had compromised on many things with God before. As a pastor’s daughter, it had been ingrained into her psyche that nobody could live a perfect life. ‘Look at Job!’ her father would often yell from the pulpit, his forehead gleaming with sweat, ‘even in the midst of his troubles, he still recognised that God was still God’. So, when the doctor pointed to the mass of tissues forming in her father’s lungs for the third time, she took the news like a champ. A badge of honour – this would end as one of the many testimonies she would give on a Sunday. Never in a million years did Busayo think she would have to compromise on her father’s life too. Her pride and joy. God should have known better. 

Since the night of her father’s burial, Busayo dreamed more. A hazy image of herself as a little girl, running his arms. He would hoist her into the air by her waist and spin her around until she pretended to be dizzy. When she did, he would pull her to his chest and tickle her tummy.

“Oluwabusayo” her father would whisper to her, flashing the gap between his two front teeth, “God has added to my joy”. 

Now, the name that once rolled smoothly off her father’s tongue felt like a dress ten sizes smaller than her. It didn’t fit her. It suffocated her. If anything, God had stripped her of her joy. Stripped her of everything but the clothes on her body, and the roof she once shared with her father. God should have known better.

Resentment pulsed through Busayo’s veins. In her twenty-two years of living, she had never been this furious at somebody she could not see. She could not believe that fifteen minutes ago, she would have been up on the pulpit in front of hundreds of members of the congregation, preaching about a god whose name left a bitter taste in her mouth. This could not be the same God whom her father devoted his entire life to. 

Suddenly her head felt heavy. She laid it gently on the steering wheel. Something was wrong. This anger was unlike her. The truth is that she was exhausted. Of course, ‘exhausted’ could mean every and anything at the same time, but that was exactly what she felt – everything and nothing all at once. She was not sure if this grief would somehow morph into some form of beautiful chaos. The type that would motivate her more than ever to achieve her goal of becoming a Neurosurgeon, inspiring millions of other Nigerian women with her breakthrough story. 

No, this chaos was ugly. It made her want to tear the flesh off her bones and leave the only life she has ever known, behind. Busayo prayed that ground would open up and swallow her whole, hoping that there would be enough space to lay next to her father. But she would come to realise that this ache was not permanent. The years ahead would be somewhat kinder to her because grief was like a tooth ache – sometimes silent and bearable and other times, producing a gnawing pain that made one fall to their knees in agony.

Busayo felt her head cool. This was exactly what she needed, Mr Patrick’s question. Maybe God needed her to come to terms with her new reality. And although she questioned him lately, she could not convince herself that he had set out to hurt her. If he did, maybe her father would have died after his first diagnosis. Busayo knew that she would have to stop running sooner than later. The very person she was furious at had been beckoning to her since the day she laid her father to rest. He longed to give her the type of comfort that she could sink into. The type of peace that would allow her to take a deep breath after several months of gasping for air. He wanted her to come back home. But Busayo was not sure where home was anymore.

She felt her head cool again, but this time, raindrops followed. She wondered for a brief moment if she had left the roof of her Mercedes open. Busayo lifted her head to the panicked faces of three estate security men, including Mr Patrick who held a bottle of water in his hand, water dripping from his right hand. The people behind her had been honking and cursing at her. 

“Madam are feeling, okay?”, Mr Patrick asked, “you fainted”. 

Their concerned faces amused her and although he had poured water on her freshly braided scalp, she smiled. Busayo dipped her hand into the Centre console and pulled out nine thousand Naira, squeezing three notes into each guard’s palm. 

She reversed her car, careful not to hit the car behind, and journeyed back to her house. She would try again next Sunday. 


- Toluwanimi Olabamiji

