 The Reflection of Sorrow
The silence was so thick, it hummed. Bukky stared at her ceiling, watching the blades of the brown fan rotate slowly. It was six in the morning, which was usually when the theme song of Spongebob would blare from the living room, his annoying laughter grating her ears. On this particular morning, Bukky was willing to give absolutely anything to hear that laughter again, to yell at Dara to turn down the volume. She turned on her side, tears sliding down her cheeks as she remembered the day she lost her son. A month had gone by but she could still recall the terrible incident like it had only happened a week ago. It had been a bright,  sunny day, the kind of day to be spent by the pool. Dara was wearing yellow swim trunks with ugly green stripes. None of them could swim, so they were satisfied with sitting by the pool and dipping their feet into the glittering turquoise water. 
   She got up to use the bathroom, briefly wondering if it was safe to leave him alone for a while. Besides, the young girl at the other end of the pool could keep an eye on him.
   �Dara, I�ll be back soon. Don�t go into the water, okay?� 
   He nodded and she stood up, pushing her legs into her brown flip flops. While she walked to the bathroom, she kept turning back, making sure he was still seated at the edge. But it had taken longer than she�d expected, as both stalls were occupied and when she returned, a crowd had formed. Bukky recalled how her heart dropped to her stomach as she pushed through the crowd, only to see Dara�s lifeless body on the red tiles by the pool. For a moment, his yellow trunks didn�t look so ugly anymore. She�d fallen to her knees and cradled his cold body, unable to shed a tear, while her body shook with shock. Her baby was gone, snatched from her and it was all her fault. All it took was two minutes of carelessness, to make seven years of love and care mean nothing.

   With a heavy sigh, Bukky pushed her body up from the bed. She could spend all day wallowing in grief, wishing the sheets would suffocate her or she could try and be productive. A while later, she stood in front of a mirror which hung on one of the walls in her dining room, making sure she looked presentable. She�d put on her mask for the day, a smile that told anyone that glanced at her that all was well. The mirror was a house warming gift she�d bought for herself when she first moved in. It had a black iron frame, curved into a sad attempt of a flower. While applying a coat of lip gloss, a figure, which bore an uncanny resemblance to her dead son, slowly materialised. 

   The lip gloss slipped from her slender fingers as she let out a shriek and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, Dara was still there — though she wasn�t quite sure she could still call him Dara. Last time she checked, he was dead and buried. But he said nothing, just stared at her with dead eyes like frozen fish in the market. His skin was pale, his hair wet and matted just like the day he was born. Bukky looked back slowly, but all that stood behind her was an orange flower vase and when she turned back to the mirror, he was still there. Tears slipped out the corners of her eyes as she tentatively reached out and tried to touch his face through the mirror. Her fingertips made contact with the cool, hard glass and it slowly turned warm and soft. She couldn�t explain the science behind it, but it felt like she was touching her son�s cheek.

   �Oh, Dara . . . my joy, my love . . . my butterfly,� Bukky said as a stab of anguish pierced her chest and silent tears turned into gut wrenching sobs. �You don�t know how hard it's been going to work every day, trying to keep a brave face while my soul is dying on the inside. Why have you come to visit your poor, lonely mother? Did the angels let you slip through the Pearly Gates just to see me? Ọmọ mi, ìfé mi.� 
   Her knees buckled as she fell to the ground, curling up in a foetal position. The tears wouldn�t stop flowing as she was reminded of what she�d lost. She wept until all she could do was lie flat on her back and gasp, as her chest heaved up and down. 
    That wasn�t the only time she saw him. It became a regular thing that anytime she looked in a mirror — whether a tiny make-up mirror, or a side-view mirror in a car — he was there. Changing slowly, skin turning whiter and bluer, lips shut in a thin line not saying a word. Bukky felt like she was being haunted, or she was slowly losing her mind. Perhaps she was going mad with grief, although the madness brought her comfort; she wasn�t so lonely anymore. She talked to him, telling him how her day went, what food she recently couldn�t stand eating — beans — and the one she suddenly developed a taste for — Irish potatoes. She told him how a customer was rude to her at the bank where she worked, calling her nothing but a ‘common’ teller. 

   Despite returning to a questionable state of normalcy, Bukky couldn�t ignore the nagging feeling, a tiny sliver of doubt that wormed its way through her mind, warning her that this couldn�t be normal. She needed to talk to someone, so she unfroze her Messenger app which was a perfect tool when it came to searching for old friends, before numbers were exchanged and the conversation moved to WhatsApp. It felt like she was cleaning virtual dust as she scrolled through the ancient chats, cringing at some of them, remembering how stupid she was when she was younger and how she typed in abbreviations and poor grammar.

   Wut r u up 2?

   Ow r u n evri1?

   I luv u. do u luv me bck?  
   Followed by a series of cringe worthy winking emoticons. This particular one made her want to wash her eyes with bleach. She was confessing her feelings to a boy in her class, but the boy did not luv her back.
   She stopped at a particular conversation with Fikayo Babatunde, her old classmate from secondary school. Fikayo was one of the few people that was nice to her back then — always willing to share her lunch with her, reminding her to do her homework, and sticking up for her when people said she had frog eyes. When her parents died just as she was fresh out of university, Fikayo had spent some time with her and comforted her. But over the years, they had slowly drifted apart and Bukky couldn�t really say why. She tapped the name and it revealed their latest conversation, when Fikayo congratulated her on Dara�s birth. Bukky remembered that she�d told her, because she felt so alone and wanted at least one person to be happy for her — to be happy with her.

    Fikayo hadn�t been active in quite a while which caused her to pause, her fingers hovering above her virtual keyboard. Would Fikayo really want to meet her after so long to talk? She exhaled slowly — it wouldn�t hurt to try. 

*
   �When I got your message, I was surprised.� Fikayo�s red lipstick was perfectly applied, making her smile appear more beautiful. She wore a pair of tiny pink butterfly earrings, which complimented her yellow top in an odd but soothing manner.

   They were sitting on orange plastic chairs at a table for two in one of the food courts at Spar. The smell of fried food, dripping with grease filled the air while there was a constant hum of people�s voices. She dipped a fry in ketchup and chewed, her eyes watching the crowd of people that Film One�s glass doors vomited — a movie had just finished playing.

   �I think I should be the one that is surprised that you actually replied and even showed up on time!� Bukky said, relieved. It was the first time in a long time she had felt so comfortable with another human being. It also helped that there were no mirrors in the food court. 

   �Well, you know how I love being punctual and I was also stunned when you contacted me through Messenger of all apps. Only old people use it, Bukky, you�re lucky I haven�t gotten round to deleting the app. Next time, use Instagram and remind me to give you my handle before we leave. But . . . I have a feeling you didn�t hit me up just to catch up. It must be something very important. I mean, you literally contacted me out of nowhere and it�s been seven years! How�s Dara by the way?�

  �Dara�s dead.� The words flew out of her mouth, like a dam waiting to burst. She wasn�t about to turn into a quivering mess in front of Fikayo, no matter how comfortable she felt with her.

   Fikayo�s warm hand wrapped hers in a manner of comfort. The gesture reminded her of the early days with Fikayo, after her parents' death. She lifted her eyes to her friend’s face, blinking back tears that were about to fall. No, not today.

   �I had no idea. I�m so so sorry for your loss.� 
   �It�s fine. It�s not like I told the whole world about it, anyway. It happened a while ago and I�m . . . I�m fine.� She said the last part more to herself, as if to emphasize the fact she was okay, that Fikayo didn�t have to worry.

   �Can I ask what happened?�

   Bukky let out a dry laugh and rubbed her moist palms on her black jeans. �How morbid. Everyone wants to know how someone died. Why is it so intriguing? There was nothing spectacular about it anyway. Not like he was decapitated or shot or run over by a car. We were sitting at the pool�s edge and I got up to use the toilet, took longer than I expected and he was lifeless when I came back.”
   Bukky knew that she sounded like a sociopath talking about the death of her son like it was nothing but the weather, but it was the only way to distance herself as far as possible from the pain, to avoid reliving the horrible incident again. She was worried that if she started crying in front of Fikayo, she would never stop. 
    “I can�t imagine you going through that alone. Why didn�t you reach out to me as soon as it happened? How did Peter handle it?”

   She waved her hand in the air. �Oh, Peter blamed me of course, said I was careless and a disgrace to motherhood. When he said that, I was reassured that I'd made the right choice in divorcing  him. But let�s not focus on that, I have an ulterior motive for inviting you here.�

   She saw Fikayo�s carved eyebrows lift, urging her to go on. 
   �Um . . . how do I say this without sounding like a crazy person . . .  I still see Dara.�

    Fikayo�s eyebrows shot up. �Like in a dream?�

   Bukky shook her head. �No, while I�m a wide awake. I see him in mirrors or any reflective surface." 
   �Where is he?� Fikayo asked gently. �Do you mean he�s here right now?�

   Bukky nodded and tapped her right shoulder. �He�s always standing there, always behind me. He doesn�t say anything, doesn�t smile. Just there, in those ugly yellow trunks he drowned in, his hair wet and his skin constantly turning white. At first I thought it was my mind playing tricks on me, you know? Maybe I missed him too much. But now, I�m worried I�m going crazy. Do you think I�m crazy?�

   Fikayo leaned back in her chair and pulled out her phone. �Well, that�s certainly creepy. But then, I�ve heard of something like this before. I don�t know if grief is making you see Dara, or just your mind playing tricks, but I think I have an idea of what you're experiencing." She paused, typing into her phone. �Aha! It�s the Troxler Effect.� She turned the phone, so that Bukky could read the words.

   Bukky�s eyes scanned the words. The phenomenon was caused by the brain playing tricks, making an individual see monsters or otherworldly creatures in reflective surfaces. It was an optical illusion that affected how people registered things mentally and visually.

   Bukky leaned back in her chair. �But Dara isn�t a monster,� she said in a matter-of-fact tone.

   �How sure are you that�s even Dara?  What if you�re being haunted by an evil entity?�

   �I think you�ve watched too much horror movies,� Bukky said with a little laugh, trying to lighten the mood.

   �Says the person that has a literal ghost on her shoulder.� 
   Bukky found that funny, so funny, that she threw her head back and laughed so hard, it attracted stares from the other customers. She and Fikayo had fallen into a familiar routine of slightly teasing each other in the face of serious matters. It was just like old times
     �But seriously, I think you should see a pastor or a therapist. For this to be going on for so long, it�s not natural. I don�t want it to get to the point of you roaming the streets of Port Harcourt, talking to your dead child.�

   �You really think it will get to that?� Bukky asked, her eyebrows furrowed.

   Fikayo shrugged and took a gulp of her Fanta, before speaking again. �I�m just kidding, but I honestly think you should do something about it beacuse, I don�t think it will go away on its own. Anyway, let�s talk about something else to lighten the mood — it�s been so long! What have you been up to?”
   Slowly, the conversation veered towards Fikayo�s job as a primary school teacher and Bukky�s as a teller. But even while she spoke, Bukky still thought about what her friend had said, about needing to go to therapy or getting extra help. This effect was nothing but scientific jargon and a thing of the mind and her mind was her own. Besides, it couldn�t hurt seeing Dara again. Now that she could put a name to what she�d been experiencing, she knew that there was nothing for her to be worried about. 
*

Bukky stood in front of the full-length mirror in her bedroom and for the first time since he�d appeared, Dara was smiling. It was a small smile, lips barely stretched but it was definitely a smile and she found herself smiling back. His death brought dark days and darker nights for her, engulfing her in so much grief that it poured out of every pore in her body like black smoke. When the dark nights came and grief sat on her chest making it hard to breathe, she screamed into her pillow till sleep finally had mercy on her. She’d lost a part of her, half of her heart and it was getting harder for her to move on — the world was bleak and pointless without him.
   �I miss you, mummy.�

   It came as a soft whisper, his lips not even moving and Bukky was almost blinded by tears. It wasn�t enough for her to just see him, she wanted to be with her son. With a quivering hand, she touched his cheek through his reflection but this time, her hand passed through the glass like it was nothing but jelly. With a gasp, she drew her hand back in shock and for a moment, she couldn’t help but feel like her mind was playing tricks on her once more. But the rational part of her mind was quelled by her hope. Maybe this was it. Maybe God had given her a way to be with her son and ignoring the warning bells screaming in her head, Bukky put her hand once more, not resisting the force as it pulled her through the jelly-like surface of the mirror, never taking her eyes off Dara�s smiling face.   

