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“A city is always a cemetery.”


—Cristina Rivera Garza, Death Takes Me


“There is no house


like the house of belonging.”


—David Whyte, “The House of Belonging”


“Today


There is no true death


Only life


Only life


Only a song of the living


Maybe even a belief system


With water as its minister”


—Mahogany L. Browne, “Country of Water”












FRUIT





◊   ◊   ◊


MIRIAM AIKI PRAYED FOR THE FRUIT OF THE WOMB FOR thirteen years. Thirteen years of chafed knees: blood and shredded skin staining church altars, shrine altars, her bedside rug, her mother-in-law’s living room tiles. Thirteen years begging for a miracle, for strength, for patience. Her cries were answered. At thirty-eight, her womb was unfurling its first bloody fruit.


Now, in the passenger seat of her husband’s car, she smiled at her taut six-month belly. An ugly joy stirred within her. Ugly because it sat heavy on top of her growing baby, nausea amassing saliva in her mouth. But mothers who’d hunted long for that title knew that this unpleasantness was welcome, embraced.


Miriam smoothed a hand over her lace buba. She smiled at her husband, Victor, who frowned at the standstill traffic. They were running late for his cousin’s wedding and hadn’t moved in twenty minutes. His knuckles tapped an agitated beat on the steering wheel along to soft jazz playing on the radio. Past her husband’s head, the blue BRT bus keeping them in merciful shadow advertised a “We Are Lagos” music concert. Celebrating our oneness together! Miriam turned her beaming face to her window, gap-tooth a narrow darkness in an otherwise white smile.


These shining eyes, these stretched lips, these deep dimples. The people of Third Mainland Bridge stuck in traffic with Miriam would always remember the fizzy happiness in these details.


Miriam’s bliss bubbled up, feathering her insides, shimmering around her baby, erupting from her throat in a giggle—a curious misplaced sound in that car.


Victor turned to her, startled. His hand brushed her thigh, her rounded belly. “Are you okay?”


Miriam giggled again. Her head slid down the leather headrest, neck tilting backward for more happiness to escape, clavicle bared to her husband’s confused gaze. This frothing joy within Miriam, she wanted to warble it out, to dance through it, until she and her baby were heady with the fervor of it.


She pushed the passenger door open. Stepped out. Victor sat there, blinking in shock for what would later seem like two lifetimes. The humid air crowded in to displace cool air-conditioning. He clicked the radio off, leaned toward the open mouth of the door. “Miriam? What are you doing?”


Miriam kicked her sandals off, flung the fuchsia-pink slingbacks behind her. One heel struck the car’s bonnet, leaving a silver chink. She wound between the bridge’s stalled vehicles: engines turned off; gears stuck in neutral. She skipped and spun and squealed. Even in the midst of that sweltering Lagos day of thumping car music and raucous engines and the truck that honked at her for dancing too close, Miriam’s squeal stood out, a siren.


Passengers lowered their half-eaten Pure Bliss wafers and leaned out of windows to watch this odd but entertaining episode. Drivers, stretching their legs in small huddles, paused their whining—about traffic and heat and wives and money and that new backache that made their worlds flush dark when they bent at the wrong angle. All necks craned toward Miriam. Hawkers hitched boxes higher and nudged each other to behold the spirited pregnant woman.


Miriam swayed, shoulders shaking with laughter at a joke nobody else could hear. Her legs kicked. Hands stretched, twirling as if being spun about. What joy! What joy!


Victor leaned on the horn. His feet hit tar, finally going after her. Had she gone mad? He yelled her name, using the tone his father wielded on his mother, demanding Miriam return to the car immediately.


But Miriam didn’t want to get back in the car. She wanted to dance, to be free, to glide forward with the happiness surging from her womb, her baby. Her husband navigated between fascinated watchers. He shouted, “Miriam! Miriam! Miriam!” But by the time he got to the railings, she had launched herself off Third Mainland Bridge, laughing and screeching into the lagoon below, belly-first, like a child jumping into the arms of a beloved parent.









1.


◊   ◊   ◊


YOSOYE LIVED IN LAGOS NOW. A LEASE SIGNED. HER medium-hard bristle toothbrush on the sink. Shoes beside the door, lined in a row like weary old pensioners awaiting a government handout. The orange NYSC boots stood taller than the rest, marking themselves apart with newness. A stuffed purple elephant—companion for almost two decades—was collapsed on a too-flat pillow, watching her survey her new life. At some shift in the air, its head fell forward drunkenly, trunk flopping left, and so it watched its buttonless navel.


Spices stolen from her mother’s pantry were now stacked on a leaning shelf. On the bus from Ibadan, the tiny bottles collided over and over, borrowing each other’s scents and flavors. The plastic bottle of curry now boasted the sneeze-inducing sharpness of Cameroon pepper, and the thyme container clung to the pungency of iru, one locust bean stuck to its body. Beneath this shelf, a thick slab of concrete demarcated kitchen and living space.


Over there: the only door. Opposite: the wall that braced her head when she sat on the twin mattress. Between these two points: eleven steps of her size 40 feet on unfinished concrete. On the other axis, a wall painted the exact color of an unripe cantaloupe’s insides. This pale peach-orange separated her from noisy neighbors she’d never seen before. One woman, one man, if their voices were being read right. Voices that argued about who’d eaten too many eggs or drunk too many bottles of Guinness. Voices that screeched in pitches edging on painful during sex, so that Yosoye winced at such profane inside-outside-ness, but didn’t stop listening. Between this wall and the tiles of her cubicle of a bathroom: twelve full steps and five toes.


It was a tiny ridiculous apartment. Apartment sounded too grand. Studio too foreign. “Self-contained” was the realtor’s term. Shoddy workmanship screamed from the patchy paint job, the upside-down power outlets, from the unshaved corner of the kitchen slab that had already tasted blood from her elbow. Yosoye couldn’t find the mold she smelled, and air grudgingly sauntered in through the netting of the single window like it was doing her a favor.


Yosoye was proud of it all. Her first time living alone, without a mother, without roommates assigned by a bored university administrator. She was here now. All her things, contained. All of her Lagos life: contained. But not for long. What a great before picture this would make, in its ugliness and dampness and too-smallness. Imagine the collage. After was expansive enough to dream into; no scenario too gilded or lofty. Her hungry mouth widened for the spoon. That was the thing about the future: every dream was allowed.


SHE WALKED HER NEIGHBORHOOD, looking for adventure. Past 8 p.m., too. If she were in Ibadan, her mother might have messaged to ask if and when she was returning home.


As if summoned, Yosoye’s favorite photo of her mother glowed awake on her phone screen. Incoming call. By favorite, she meant “most accurate.” In it, her mother’s face was in profile, mouth slack, looking askance at something out of frame. She wasn’t aware of being photographed, so she wasn’t frozen into a fake smile, snapped into inauthentic focus. This distractedness, the disconnection implied in a presented profile, was the truth of Yosoye’s mother, Olabisi. No other photograph ever captured that honesty.


Yosoye thumbed the button that faded her mother to black. Her new neighborhood brightened in contrast. Naked yellow bulbs dangled from roof eaves like colonizing spiders. Passage for cars and for pedestrians blurred on unpaved roads. A mother wrangled her wailing offspring. The two children owned identical faces, crying mouths cycling through carbon-copy shapes. A stray dog emerged from shadows, sniffed at a dusty half-eaten biscuit, then loped away, certain of better options ahead. A little boy screamed “Goal!” at a TV facing the street from an electrician’s kiosk. The bystanding men looked at the screen, then away, with apathy that revealed the game as old.


Yosoye was looking at her neighbors through a filter, adjusting the exposure until the picture saturated with warmth, until it was a slow-motion scene from a contemporary Nigerian film that might be praised internationally: a montage of real people living real lives. Perhaps an Aṣa song would be layered over. “Èyò” or “Jailer” or some other anthem of a modern Lagos that was still in tune with its roots. Yosoye was aware of the romantic filter. She didn’t care. She couldn’t help it.


Like her living situation, the reality of her neighborhood was sad, poor, and a little dangerous. Although right across the main road, just over there, housing estates brandished security guards at every gate. Just when you thought you were home free, another gate loomed, new guards interrogating: “Who are you here to see? What’s the entry code?” Only a ten-minute walk away from this middle-class cocoon, Yosoye’s side of the main road had no uniformed guards. Only flimsy gates—held together by rusting padlocks—separated their belongings and bodies and sleeping dreams from the caprices of the city. What was that joke? About knowing how rich a person was by how many gates stood between them and the mad streets of Lagos?


Yosoye would take any Lagos that would have her. The city had called her, after all. Months ago, she’d opened the National Youth Service Corps envelope and right under “primary assignment” was a Lagos address. Every new university graduate dreaded or longed for the NYSC year—the year they’d be randomly assigned to a different state, a different life, to overwork in an internship and be underpaid by the government. To make that year worth something, everyone prayed or paid for Lagos or Abuja—even those who’d lived in these cities their whole lives. And Yosoye, who hadn’t greased any palms or called in favors from her mother’s civil service colleagues, got Lagos? Without trying?


In a post-graduation chat with former coursemates, message after message pinged in disappointment. I got assigned to Nasarawa??? someone typed from somewhere that was not Lagos. Why don’t they just turn me to kilishi? They bandied ideas on how to relocate their assignments. They forwarded contacts and shared testimonies. With each new message, Yosoye buried her good news deeper under one armpit. These classmates who’d barely acknowledged her, they didn’t need to know that she’d come to Lagos to become a new woman. That shyness? That inward tilt? Forget it. Flip it. This Yosoye would open a palm toward life and finally use her tongue, demanding, “Give me. Give me!”


THE AROMA OF ROASTING TURKEY beckoned her to a local joint a few streets away. Only after obeying its call did she notice the crooked beer signs, the dimly lit interior, smoking men and bright-lipped women who twisted noses away while pressing their breasts into the arms of their companions. Keep walking. That was her first instinct. But resolutions are nothing if they stay trapped between the page’s ruled lines. Yosoye walked in and wound between these groups when directed to a corner table. She convinced herself to sit on a wobbly plastic chair and rest her elbows on the sticky tabletop. When the waitress came, tenderly calling someone “Olòshì” over her shoulder, Yosoye ordered a Star Radler. She’d been teased about Radlers, beer’s inferior younger sibling, but if she changed her life too fast, she risked ending up dizzy on the floor, decorated with vomit.


When a man eventually approached her, two-thirds into the green bottle, the night was already set on its path. Of course, he sat without waiting for an answer to “Fine girl, may I join you?” Of course, he said it should be a crime for a pretty girl like her to be sitting all alone at an hour like this in a city like this, and maybe it was destined, yes, destined, that Yosoye would tilt her head until her maroon braids pooled on one shoulder, and ask if he was there to remedy that. The lines came unrehearsed to her lips. The script of a worldly woman. She who had always been a hesitant speaker, one who revised her sentences in her head over and over until her conversation partners repeated themselves, assuming she’d never heard them. Was she the same girl? Yosoye from five days ago would have been gobsmacked, would have clapped her hands like a Nollywood village girl and said, “Ehehn? Na you be this? This is you, yeah?” She was heady with unexpected success, so when he rose and took her hand, she didn’t protest. She didn’t think, too-fast-too-fast-too-fast. No. She thought, “Give me, give me.” This was exactly what she wanted from Lagos: unpredictable turns to a day so that what was up was suddenly sideways, and that 8 p.m. would bring adventure that 6 a.m. never dared to anticipate, and enough courage to stop her from curling back into herself, retreating into the loneliness she was used to, the comfort of its grasping arms.


In the cheap motel that smelled too strongly of air freshener, Yosoye removed her clothes with a determination alien to her, a forthrightness that belied inexperience. A handful of painful times was the extent of her sexual knowledge, cold clutches and dry entries, but she did not remember those discomforts in this moment. All she thought was now, was yes, was give me. She flung off her blouse, impatient for what came next, for her future. Her flesh fed on its own hunger, slicked from her eagerness alone, did not look to this man to generate the wet heat needed. She would not remember the air conditioner giving up with a short bang, or the diamond patterns of the bedsheet, and when his socks dropped to the floor, she could not be sure if it was rat or shadow that darted over them. Yosoye would deliberately refuse to remember him complaining about the condom, pulling out, tugging swiftly and efficiently enough to suggest practice, flinging the rubber into the foliage of a fake indoor plant—to be found by a whistling cleaner, or to ferment there forever. What Yosoye did remember was the feeling of being tugged along this Lagos night, lured, pulled, towed. Not the rhythmic smacking of his sweaty paunch against the inside of her thighs, but a grander hypnotic feeling of being swept up in a current, dragged in the surge of a ravenous tide.









2.


◊   ◊   ◊


THREE WEEKS OF NYSC BUREAUCRACY PASSED: LONG forms and longer queues, photocopying every life document, resubmitting “misplaced” registrations and orientation clearances, running after slippery officers for signatures. Finally, Yosoye’s first day to serve her country as a youth corper arrived. She joined the Lagosians going to work this Monday morning, bright and early, moving purposefully, picking up gripes and ambitions from yesterday that they’d laid down with the cool of night, arms swinging like well-oiled machine parts. And her: crisp white shirt, navy-blue pants of a cheap shiny material, ironed so sharp the creases could maim, polished shoes and a bag pressed into her side because her mother sent a message this morning reminding her that Lagos was full of thieves, teeming with ghouls and people just waiting to take everything from her.


I’ll be careful, Yosoye responded, resenting the inky fear injected into a cloudless morning. Her mother didn’t want her in Lagos. For a woman so loose and languid with her daughter, Olabisi was animated about this. The way she talked about it, Lagos was a squat demon with horns, and the high-rise buildings were the pointed fangs of its open mouth, luring innocent people to fall down its throat. “We can change your primary assignment o. My colleagues know people at NYSC. One call and you can be heading to Abuja to enjoy fura da nono. Let me tell you, Lagos is just fine from far. Up close, it’s only vipers and greed and dirt.”


Didn’t Ibadan have dirt? What Nigerian city didn’t? Brazen with its filth, Lagos piled trash at street corners, in front of signs warning heavy fines against littering, in overflowing gutters, scattered on the floor of the bus Yosoye squeezed into. She kicked at a Gala wrapper. It half-rolled, then returned to its original position with the stubbornness of rigor mortis. Who had a little dirt killed?


“Four weeks now, Ologbenla! How long does it take to fix fanbelt forgossake? Do you enjoy seeing me enter danfo, Mr. Mechanic?” In the frontmost seat of the bus, beside the driver’s floor-bound gear stick, a man lambasted his mechanic loudly over the phone. Other passengers hissed in his direction, said to each other, “We that don’t have car with mechanic, are we so wretched and unfortunate?”


They shook heads at the loud man. Camaraderie whipped by a common enemy. Yosoye enjoyed it. She didn’t know how to drive, talk less of affording a car, but her head wagged, too. She lived on Lagos’s mainland, and three bridge options connected it to the expensive island where she would be reporting for work. Victoria Island, the peninsula in Lagos Lagoon where the snazziest and newest of businesses gravitated. But that pull wasn’t new. The island had always been the center since Yoruba fishermen settled there, since Benin Kingdom’s reign, since the Portuguese’s arrival, since the slave trade and the colonial administrations, since it was the country’s capital. It was this growth that prompted the spread to the mainland, eating into neighboring territories to satisfy its gluttony. Yosoye’s journey to work would be: one keke napep to the big bus park, a bus across Third Mainland Bridge to Obalende, then an okada to Omi City, the new city that her office was designing. The trip could take anywhere between an hour and three, depending on the deities of traffic.


Two women in the row ahead discussed the kidnapping of six girls from a boarding school in Alagbado. They didn’t know each other, but their heads leaned in, conspiratorial—“Can you imagine?” and “God protect us in this country”—forging a temporary kinship. Yosoye turned to her neighbor, seeking affinity. The shaggy teenage boy didn’t return her shy smile. He hiked the collar of his school shirt higher. It was only a little after 8 a.m., but the collar was brown with accumulated sweat. “What?” he spat at her. “Why you dey look me? You know me before?” He sealed his ears with earphones, every move an angry twitch.


She faced her front, scolded and scalded.


“Don’t mind him,” the woman on her other side said. “Some people just wake up angry. They’ll now be spreading their infection everywhere.”


Yosoye eagerly turned to the savior blunting her embarrassment. But her gaze would not stick to the woman’s face. Kept sliding down with the dense drip of wet paint. A dark birthmark spread upward above the neck of the woman’s buba, swathed the right side of her throat, and stopped just at the lip of her chin—like a shadow hand bracing her face. What repelled Yosoye was less blatant: something about her open-mouthed breathing, about the angle of her leaning body, about the hunger in her eyes. Yosoye felt, for a moment, what a rabbit might when the shadow of a wild dog swoops over it.


“Girls like you should be careful,” the woman said.


Was this woman looking for a daughter? Yosoye wondered. Because she was not looking for a mother. She’d intentionally left hers in Ibadan.


“You know there are many jumping?” this woman continued.


“Mm.” A noncommittal sound. Yosoye was too cowardly to ignore an older person altogether. Like nicotine, years of home training were hard to quit.


This nonsense, her mother also warned about. Crazy people full that Lagos. E no dey show for face. Yosoye left the tight smile on, begging the cars on Third Mainland Bridge to move faster and shorten her time next to the kook who smelled like she rubbed Dudu Osun soap liberally, as perfume or talisman.


The woman made contact. Her fingers grazed Yosoye’s thigh. Only the tips. Peeking out the sleeve of her buba like that, it was like being caressed by a chicken’s scaly foot. A shiver zagged up from Yosoye’s ankles, expired at spiked shoulders.


“Be careful,” Dudu Osun Woman repeated.


Yosoye got off one bus stop too soon. The need to be away from the woman’s disquieting aura surpassed the fear of showing up with embarrassing sweat patches on her first day. Why did everyone want her to be careful, anyway? It annoyed her, the coddling, their unbelief in her self-protecting abilities. Careful begat isolation and boredom, and Yosoye was tired of both.


She flapped a hand. Two okadas dove toward her summons, inviting indignant car honks. Reveling in this small power, she kept her hand raised—like that Bible story where Joshua held up the sun until the battle was won—before pointing to one bike man, choosing him. “Omi City,” she directed, climbing onto the hot leather seat. “Quick, quick.”


______


THE MOTORCYCLE WOVE through the high-rise district of Victoria Island: elaborate buildings from the 1980s and ’90s clumped together and punctuated by newer, boxier inventions. Chunky braids danced around Yosoye’s face in excitement.


If Victoria Island—from Bonny Camp up to Jakande—was shaped like the handle of a slim hammer, then Omi City was the clawed lip sticking out of that tool. On the map, it was a seeking tongue protruding from the narrow bar of the old peninsula. A brave tongue pointing its tip into the vastness of sea. Brave, because five years ago, all this was water.


Connected to Victoria Island on the north, three sides of Omi City boasted coastlines. On the adjoining strip, the new city was cordoned off from the rest of the island by a three-meter-high fence. The okada sped for minutes along that stretch before arriving at pointy wrought-iron gates. A man in a wide-brim straw hat emerged from an office made from the husks of two shipping containers. A sharp black security uniform contrasted the hat’s rusticity.


“Yes?” The brim obscured his whole face. A hint of stubble, then shadow. The guard and rider exchanged nods, but he didn’t raise the hat to reveal his face.


It was sunny enough that Yosoye understood this choice, but why wouldn’t he look at her? “Good morning,” she said, to draw his chin up. “I’m the new NYSC corper. They said my name would be here? Yosoye Bakare?” She inflated her voice with brightness. She wanted everyone at Omi City to like her. “What’s your name?”


The security guard ignored her question and continued to withhold his face. If he had smooth skin where one eye should be, she couldn’t know. If he had a perfect set of white teeth beneath a hooked nose, she wasn’t going to find out. “Follow the road,” he said, stepping back to let them in. “It’s the only building.”


“Na wa o,” Yosoye said when the rider resumed motion. She turned back. The guard’s body was angled toward them. She knew he was watching through those straw threads. “What’s his problem?”


Shielded by a seven-kilometer-long nine-meter-high sea wall, Omi City covered 5.3 million square meters of land reclaimed from erosion. A new coastal city would emerge here in the coming years, but for now, the city was all sand. The result of three and a half years of dredging from the Atlantic Ocean. Sand and more sand and the barely detectable beginnings of a road network. No trees. No buildings. None she could see yet. In the far distance, that indefinite blue of water that couldn’t be pinned to one shade.


Yosoye suddenly grasped the okada man’s waist. The jersey material of his tank top filled her fist with soft dampness.


“Ha, wetin happen?” Alarmed, his vehicle tilted before regaining balance.


The blankness of Omi City disoriented her. On and on it went. Nothing, nothing, nothing. The sky hung low over the land with the hovering attention of a new mother. Humidity oppressed here, the atmosphere itself on the verge of tears. The unbroken whiteness of landscape presented a surreal stretch. If they kept on driving, wouldn’t they eventually and abruptly drop off into another dimension? It was Lagos all right, but was it? Venturing as it was into the ocean, was any of this stable? Had the reclaimed earth gotten enough time to settle? Was it foolish to reclaim what the ocean had taken back? Yosoye tightened her grip.


“Sisi, why are you holding me like this?” The rider twisted until she let go. “I owe you money?”


The Jegede & Kyari Design structure appeared. A minimalist sign announced JKD in a sans serif font, an arrow pointing to the white big-windowed composition as if there could be any mistake. It was also made from shipping containers. The steel was painted white, a color that didn’t hide its alloy origins. The only structure on the land. The effect was from a cartoon, or the chilling unsparingness of a sci-fi dystopia.


Before he left, Yosoye saved the rider’s phone number. A thoroughbred Lagos girl—Kiitan, her university roommate for the final two years—had advised that the key to the city was knowing who to call at every hurdle. The people are the infrastructure here. Nothing else works. Yosoye imagined a bridge fabricated with bodies, arms and legs linked tight to support the weight of passing vehicles.


“What’s your name?”


“Endurance,” the rider said, smoothing his released shirt.


“Endurance?”


“Endurance.”


Then Endurance rode off, leaving her standing there, a lone woman baptized by sand.


DID IT MATTER that she knew nothing about architecture or urban design? An NYSC official saw her Mass Communication degree and assigned her to JKD’s Omi City site office, so, here she was. Asides this site office, the firm had branches in Abuja and Enugu, but their headquarters was in V.I.’s tallest tower. Their “Omi City is Coming Soon” ads inundated Lagos newspapers and the list of awards on their website were many. Clearly, they had lots of money to spend and there were some visionaries on the other side of this door. She stepped in, then looked back through the glass door. One hand reached out to find a wall, to counteract a sudden vertiginous feeling. With nothing but sand outside, it felt like floating.


“Can I help you?” The skinny man at the reception had a limp mustache, fashionably big glasses that gave him the appearance of an animated bug, and a haughty effect that made these disparate parts work. “Adam,” he said, ignoring her attempt at an introductory handshake.


The office didn’t look, or feel, like the interior of shipping containers, but of course, they were architects—they knew how to hide ugly, how to elevate basic. Adam guided her into a stark white open-plan office, smooth insulated walls garlanded with A1-sized drawings and framed photographs of eccentric buildings she didn’t recognize but suspected she should.


From desk to desk, Adam repeated her name, gesturing at her with a wrist flick. His pisiform bone bulged, knob pushing up against skin. “Our new corper,” he announced. “We have an intern now o.” He called her Yeside once, then Yewande. “Yosoye,” she corrected at first, in a too-small voice, but by the sixth designer, she let Adam name her, granting him the power of his Bible namesake.


It was a dizzying cycle through the designers’ space. No time to study their faces, to guess who she might choose as confidante, who she might bond with over the joy of burnt jollof rice, or share disdain for those hairdressers who paused to take too-long breaks, then came back to your braids with fingers smelling of stew. Nervous as she’d been, only fractions and microscopic details of the designers’ features remained: the curl of a goatee against a pink tie, the burnt brick shade of someone’s lipstick, a chipped front tooth with a smudge of aforementioned lipstick.


Yosoye was led to a small desk in the back of the building, then abandoned. The desk had three drawers. The first was stuffed with papers. The second with more papers. Drawings of a technical kind that she didn’t understand: circles and arrows and numbers. The last drawer held a single set triangle. She picked it up, remembering the tiny version that sat unused in her secondary school math set. This one was large, the shortest side longer than the tip-to-wrist length of her palm. It was scratched up, too, the measurement etchings unreadable. She drew it closer to her face, then hurriedly returned it to its lonely place.


She explored the office, eager to see more. The front held the reception and “den of designers.” When Adam used the term, she imagined them as alligators snapping at her feet, which was perhaps his intention. From Adam, she expected hazing. Beyond her desk was a kitchenette: white tiles, white tables, and reddish-pink leather benches that made her think of the inside of a mouth. A single wide window brought the outside in. After the kitchenette, one of the fanciest mobile toilets she’d ever experienced. If she pocketed the bottle of luxury hand lotion that immediately turned her skin soft and cloudy, would they even notice?


She retraced her path, and off the designers’ den, another hallway presented itself. None of the designers looked her way. They clicked and clacked, faces sucked in by glowing screens. The new hallway immediately swallowed her steps. Startled, she looked down to see carpet. It was narrower, this passage, and she faltered halfway down. As if sensing her presence, a door opened. The angular patch of light unleashed by the door stretched toward her. Yosoye stalled.


A giant man with shoulder-length locs stepped out from the light, then froze when he saw her. They stared. He had one of those faces that could only be described as manly: rough beard, hooded eyes, and a forehead aggressive in its span. “What are you doing here?” he asked with a voice so full-bodied, she could imagine it rousing trouble, inciting a crowd for a cause. “You’re the corper?”


She nodded.


“You have no business on this side.” He walked past her, then turned impatiently when she continued to stand there. “Did you hear me?”


She followed his muscular back into the den of designers. Was this Architect Jegede? The man who held all of this together, the man who her internet searches described as wise, friend to governors, and praised by the international architecture community? She’d expected someone much older. He clapped once and suspicions of his authority were confirmed when all faces swung to him.


“Feyi.” He pointed at a man in an incongruous leather jacket. “Weren’t you complaining about printing last week? We have a corper now, so, tell me why she’s gallivanting around the office instead of being put to work? Chisom,” a woman in a patterned headscarf, “you’re saying there are no tasks for this girl? Simisola, can’t she transfer the files? All of you, listen up, if the investors’ presentation tanks, I won’t save your asses with Architect Jegede this time.”


He wasn’t The Architect.


“Do you hear me?” With a voice like his, even an upbraid sounded motivating. She half expected the designers to jump and pump their fists.


Feyi leaned forward. “Gbenga, but can she use AutoCAD? Revit? SketchUp? Even Photoshop? Any relevant software?” Voice, dry. He already knew the answer. “NYSC will just be sending random people. At my last firm, they sent us someone who studied French in uni. Imagine! I was like, our drawings don’t need translation into French?”


Others laughed, but most faces held identical questions.


“I studied mass-comm,” Yosoye said, disappointed in her past choices. Then added, “Sorry.”


The designers exchanged looks, then dismissed her, pivoting back to bright monitors.


“Just give her something to do,” said the tall man she now knew to be Gbenga, and he, too, sounded resigned. “She’s here now.”


They put her to work. She became an errand girl. She printed. Moved files. Copied documents from USB to USB. She watched files upload, then download on a different computer. She labeled. Moved more files: A2 sheets from desk A to desk B, then desk C back to desk A. At the printer, she wedged a hip against the machine, watching the sheets chug-chug-chug out until her eyes glazed over. “So, what’s The Architect like?” she asked a very short woman who came around the printer. “And what’s the deal with that security guard?” Yosoye smiled and reminded herself to maintain eye contact, which was a tip the internet had given on how to appear “warm and inviting” to strangers. The woman blinked at her, then said, “If you’re done here, can you go buy puff-puff?”


Puff-puff. Twice, Yosoye trekked the distance that Endurance swallowed easily on his motorcycle to buy them from a small bakery outside Omi City’s gates. This shop—with floor-to-ceiling tiles of watermelon pink and a striped awning trying too hard to be European—added sprinkles, powdered sugar, and chocolate swirls on their puff-puff balls, turning the comfort snack alien to her. White sand kicked up around her laboring feet as she journeyed, dulling formerly polished shoes. The sun burned scalp where her braids couldn’t protect. Her shirt surrendered to becoming one big sweat patch. In the periphery of her vision, the ocean twinkled.


The security guard watched her exits and entries silently. She never saw his face, just the braided patterns of his hat soaking up sunlight. “Corper shaun, abi?” From the bakery to Omi City gates, Yosoye practiced the national joke. When delivered, the man didn’t laugh. “Tough crowd! Na real wa.” Whenever she crossed the threshold back into Omi City, a seal zipped shut behind her. Here, it felt like she was no longer in Lagos, had no more access to that city’s concerns. Like Omi City was a separate mass, suspended in space.


IN A FEW WEEKS, JKD would be pitching to a new set of potential investors. The primary funder of Omi City was mostly an anonymous private investor from Lebanon, with a small percentage from the Lagos State government. The second phase of investments had come from banks and developers. This third phase would be selectively open to private citizens who wanted a piece of the new coastal city. They’d had long deliberations with government reps and the primary investors to carefully choose these private citizens. “People worthy of being stewards of this future,” Gbenga said, and the description smacked of repetition or rehearsal.


“Omi City is like Lagos’s baby sister,” Gbenga continued to explain, in response to her many questions. Yes, an onslaught of questions, and leaning forward just so, should express to conversation partners that one was curious and “ready for connection.” Yosoye returned often to the internet’s tips on this topic. Gbenga stepped back half a foot—which her guiding text hadn’t portended—but continued speaking. “Think of it like the younger sister you send abroad because you want her to have a better life.”
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