THE BEST PART

Didi hasn’t shown up despite her promise to be early. I usually don’t mind attending work functions alone but today is different. I’m the recipient of the Employee of the Year award and I need someone —other than the professional videographers— to make videos of me while I give my speech. Apart from waiting impatiently for Didi, I’ve also been taking selfies to keep busy. I’m pouting at my camera when I hear the crowd start cheering loudly.

“Let’s give her a standing ovation as she makes her way to the podium. Keep clapping, don’t stop till she gets here.” 

The MC is quite boisterous and seems rather excited, so I look at the LED screen above the stage to catch up on what I missed. My face immediately breaks into a soft smile when I see myself on the screen. Instinctively, I join in the clapping but remain seated as the crowd gives me a standing ovation. The moment is finally here.

“Give it up for Azuka Obi, the Head of Corporate Banking, as she receives the 2023 Employee of the Year award” the MC announces.

Everyone is still clapping as I make my way to the stage. I swear I had lunch earlier but my stomach is rumbling. Maybe it’s the tight corset. I’m now on the podium and this moment feels surreal. The stage lights are so bright that they make me squint but the sight of the award plaque with the MC is all it takes to widen my eyes. He hands it over and gives me the mic to speak.

“Wow, thank you all so much. I don’t even have the right words to say, I’m just so grateful.” I take a deep breath and then continue. “I joined Capital Stone 10 years ago and believe me when I say I was completely clueless about my career path. I had no sense of direction but thanks to the amazing team here, I say—pointing towards the Managing Director—I have grown to become a well-versed professional and the best investment banker in Lagos if I do say so my self.”

“That’s my girl, the best investment banker in Lagos!” 

I flash a wide grin as I hear Didi’s voice from the crowd. I can’t see her because I’m not sure which direction to look but it doesn’t even matter. I’m just glad she made it.

“Yes, the best!” I reiterate. “I would like to thank management for the support throughout the past 10 years. I wouldn’t be who I am today if it wasn’t for you, and I certainly wouldn’t be receiving this award today if I got fired for my early mistakes.” Shrill laughter emanates from the crowd now. This is going well, they think I’m funny.  I join in the laughter and then continue “really though, I’m   grateful to each and everyone of you for being here today, and I pray you that you will also be celebrated in Jesus name. Thank you all so much!”

The cheering intensifies as the MC helps me climb down the stage. I can feel all eyes on me as I head back to my seat so I decelerate my pace and strut gracefully, giving the onlookers a free show. I’m settling into my seat when my phone beeps. It’s a text from Didi. 
 
Babe I’m at the car park. Come outside.

It’s very on brand for Didi to come late and leave early so I’m not surprised. I reply quickly before she follows up her text with a call.

Coming xx

My award plaque won’t fit in my purse so I secure it in my underarm and make my way to leave. I give a courteous smile to the Managing Director— a signal that I’m leaving now— and he nods in approval from across the table. I get up and leave. I’ve been at the parking lot for about 10 minutes now but I haven’t seen Didi. It’s hard to find her because there are too many black Toyota Camrys and I can’t tell which one is hers. 

“Eyss…..fine girl” Didi calls, starling me.

I turn around and see her leaning on a red Camry, smiling sheepishly while holding up her phone to record me. I wonder how long she’s been doing this for. 

“Didi! you startled me” I say, slapping her phone away from my face. “And what the hell is eyss fine girl, are you an agbero? 

We both laugh. She pulls me in for a hug and I comply, letting my body relax in her embrace. My eyes are glassed with tears now because Didi’s hug is exactly what I need as this time. 

“You did so well” She says, as she releases her grip on me.

“You think so?”

“Of course. Your speech was beautiful. Not too long, not too short. Just right.” 

“Awww thanks babe” I respond.

“Sure. You said I should text you before leaving, what’s up?

“Let’s go to my car” I say.

As we approach my car, all that’s on my mind is how Didi will react to what I’m about to say. I know how she felt when I experienced this pain back in university so I know this will hurt her just as much as it hurts me. I never thought I would experience it again but it turns out lightning sometimes strikes the same place twice. My life is like a jigsaw puzzle that requires the assembly of several pieces to be complete but each time I find the missing piece, it never fits. Nothing excites me and nothing is exciting about me. Even my career accolades are not enough to make me happy. I feel alone and undesired, like half on an Oreo cookie —the one without the cream.

“Ben is cheating on me” I say, as I unlock my car for us to get in.

Didi doesn’t respond so I get into the car and wait for her to come in before I repeat myself.

“Didi, I said Ben is cheating on me.” My voice is louder now, an indication that I need an actual response from her and not the confused look she’s giving me.

“Azuka this is impossible! That man loves you and you know. He couldn’t possibly be cheating. Are you sure of this?”

I’m not sure what upsets me more, the fact that she calls me Azuka instead of my nickname—zukky—or that she’s doubting what I just said. I’m visibly irritated now but I continue speaking.

“Yes I’m sure. For the past month he’s been acting strange. He’s usually free with his phone but I noticed he put a password recently.” Didi rolls her eyes, a wordless way of saying that a locked phone is no proof of cheating. I ignore her and continue.
“I didn’t think much of it till last Friday when we went to Hard Rock Cafe. Ben was beside me but he wasn’t with me. He kept glancing at his phone and declining the calls that wouldn’t stop coming. After a while, he excused himself from the table.” I pause to get a reaction from Didi but she’s too busy with her phone to even look at me.

“Didi, I’m talking to you about something serious, the least you could do is give me your undivided attention.” She locks her phone and adjusts her posture so that she’s now facing me. Now that I have her full attention, I pick up from where I stopped and recount how I followed closely behind Ben after he left the table till he stopped by at the entrance of the restroom to answer a phone call. “I was behind him Didi,  I saw everything. He was on a video call with a woman and they were both laughing.” I conclude.

“Did you see the woman’s face?” Didi asks.

“I didn’t quite catch the face but I know what I saw. It was a woman. I couldn’t risk him nabbing me so I quickly rushed back to our table.” I go on and narrate how Ben has been evasive lately. How he doesn’t give me the details of his days like he used to, and how he chose today—my big day—to meet with with a foreign client.

Didi is listening to me but I sense that she is distracted so I stop talking. Her phone beeps and she hurriedly fetches it from her bag. She reads a text and suddenly becomes uneasy. 

“Zukky I have to go now”she says, her eyes still focused on her phone.

“But I haven’t finished telling you about…”

“I have to go now” she cuts me off, reaching for a hug.
 
She’s holding her phone in the hand that is resting on the nape of my head now that she’s hugging me, and so when her phone rings again, the vibration startles me and I let go of her, causing the phone to fall.

Her phone is now on the floor board beside my feet. It’s still ringing. I reach for it but she tries to stop me. We are both struggling with her phone when I see the name on the screen. I’m too stunned to react so I let her do the talking.

“Zukky, I promise, It’s not what you think”  She pleads.

I’m deadpan. 

“Zukky I swear, it’s not what you think.”

“Answer the call!. Put it on speakerphone.” I command.

She reluctantly answers the call and sets it to speakerphone. I’m completely distraught when I hear Ben’s voice. It’s my Ben, not another Ben. He first asks her why her voice is low and when she doesn’t respond, he goes on to say that he can’t wait for her to come to where he is. She immediately ends the call and starts to beg me desperately.

“Get out of my car!” I order.

Didi quietly leaves the car.

I’m really hurt. My eyes are heavy and I’m starting to develop a migraine from crying. I’ve been in the car since Didi left about an hour ago because I don’t know what else to do. I want to go home but I’m too weak to drive. The parking lot is noticeably empty now because the award night is over and most people have gone home. I’m about use the last vestige of strength in me to start my car when my phone rings. It’s Ben. The audacity of him to call me after everything. I want to reject the call because I’m completely disgusted by him but I choose to answer it anyway.

“Yes?” 

“Ouuu my baby is cranky. I’m so sorry my love. The meeting with my client took so long that’s why I haven’t called you all night. How are you? How did the award night go? hope Didi showed up.”

Hearing him mention Didi’s name riles me up afresh. My anger is almost palpable now.

“Yes, she came, any problem?” I respond.

“Baby come on, I said I’m sorry. I told you I couldn’t make it because of the meeting and we agreed that Didi would be your plus one so why the attitude?”

I don’t respond.

“Anyway, I promised to make it up to you so I made a 9:30pm reservation for us at the Lagos Continental Hotel. It’s their private lounge. You’ll love it.”

I want to shut him up and confront him about Didi but I decide against it. I check my watch, It’s 9:05pm. It will take me about 20 minutes to get to the Lagos Continental Hotel from here.

“I’ll be there in 20” I say.

“That’s my girl. See you soon.”


Confronting him via phone call would be an absolute waste of my time so it’s better I do it in person. In public. He must have a taste of the humiliation he has served me. I start to touch up my make up because my mascara is now smudged from too much crying. I brush my hair and reapply my lipstick too. Damn, I hate that I still care enough to want to look good for him. I start my car and head to the Lagos Continental hotel. 

The beauty of Lagos is best appreciated at night so I’m enjoying the view of skyscrapers and colourful ads on the digital billboards in Victoria Island. As I approach the Lagos Continental Hotel, reality sets in and a tinge of panic grips me, causing my heart to beat abnormally fast. I’ve managed to secure a parking space so I’m now headed to the reception to ask for directions to the private lounge.

“ The elevator is over here, ma’am” the concierge says, pointing to my left. “Stop on the fifth floor. The lounge is by the pool side.”

“Thank you.” I reply.

The entrance to the lounge is eerily dingy which I find rather unbefitting for a hotel as prestigious as this. How can the lighting be this bad. I put on my phone flash as I walk into the lounge, careful not to trip and fall. I’m about to phone Ben when I hear his voice from behind me.

“I’m here.”

I turn around to see Ben standing at the center of a heart-shaped design made with red rose petals. There are short white candles surrounding the decoration which makes it even more beautiful. Ben walks towards me and gives me a bouquet of fresh flowers. My mouth drops open when I see a  team of photographers and videographers emerge from behind him. The clicks of camera flashes from different angles overwhelm me. I’m completely speechless. 

“B…Ben..” I attempt to speak but the words elude me so I start crying. I can’t believe this is happening. As Ben goes down on one knee, Major’s “Why I love You” is playing softly in the background. This makes me cry even harder because it’s my favourite love song and the lyrics hit different right now.

“Will you marry me?” Ben asks, as he flips open the ring box. I’m visibly enthralled by the size of the ring. 

“That’s a big rock” I say.

“You haven’t answered my question.”

“Yes, I will marry you”  I say excitedly.

I can see the joy in Ben’s eyes now. He’s doing a little victory dance as he screams “she said yes! she said yes!”

My life is now complete and this is the best part. More people emerge from behind him with their phones set to record the both of us. My hand is over my mouth as I notice that these are my friends and family. How did they succeed in pulling off this surprise. I spot Didi among them, smiling and recording me so I whisper to Ben to excuse me for a moment. I’m now standing in front of Didi. There is so much to say but I don’t know where to start. 

“Babe, I’m so sorry about what happened earlier. I didn’t know you guys were planning this for me. I…”

Didi pulls me in for a hug.

“It’s alright, I understand” she says.

Didi narrates how She and Ben had been planning my proposal for the past month. Ben had apparently tried to propose 3 times before today but she advised against it because my nails were not done. She tells me that it was her who suggested that he propose today because she knew I would glam up for my work award night. Ben liked the idea but was unhappy about missing my big day because he had to arrive at the proposal venue early, so he asked her record the award ceremony for him so he could watch it later. He knew I would ask her to be my date after he told me that he couldn’t make it for the award night. It was a perfect plan.

“Zukky, that man loves you oh. Remember when I was making videos of you at the parking lot before we entered your car?” 

“Yes I remember” I respond.

“I had just gotten off the phone with him. I was happy that I had recorded clips of you delivering your speech but that was not enough for him. He asked me to make more videos of you.” Didi says.

I’m blushing now .

“Can I ask you a question Didi?” 

“Sure” she says.

“Will you be my maid of honour?”

“Yes!”

I’m now doing my own victory dance as I scream “she said yes! she said yes!”






 










