
CHAPTER  1
“Kajoli Prison”
Sunday 12th of August, 2022

Gbenga Adeyo found himself in a nasty dark cell before he realized what was what. 
    It was the Kajoli Maximum Prison in Lagos so you already know it contained the stuff of nightmares.  
    In the dimly lit interrogation room, a single flickering bulb cast an eerie glow over Gbenga as he sat across from the disinterested police officer. The distant hum of the light provided the only source of illumination, casting long shadows that danced across the grimy walls. It was a reminder of countless others who had sat here before him; some with good reason, most innocent. 
   The air, heavy with a musty scent, was a mix of old coffee and forgotten files as if the room itself held memories it couldn't let go of. 
    Gbenga snapped himself out of his musings. "I've told you everything already."
    Inspector Nkramah did not like that monotone answer. His pig-like grunt when he stalked further into the darkened four-cornered hellhole said it all. “Are you mad?”
    Gbenga’s eyes narrowed. Ever so slightly, of course— the last thing he needed was for Nkramah to twist his facial expression into yet another thing that supported his narrative. “I’m the sanest thing in this entire place.”
    He laughed. The pregnant eyesore of a policeman doubled over and laughed. Gbenga’s palms tightened into fists.
    But he answered anyway. “We had dinner at her favorite restaurant. It was a good evening. She seemed fine." 
    Inspector Nkramah banged a hand on the table. “You know damn well that is not what I’m asking you!”
   His fiancée did not make a habit of vanishing without a trace. Yet no one has seen or heard from Nengi Odogwu for over a week now. Everybody thought that Gbenga had something to do with it; evidence did not point too far from him either. 
    Gbenga remembered her floral dress. It had clung to her like a second skin as she laid there stiff and—No!
    He could not think like that. Not now. Not here. Not in front of Nkramah or anybody else at Kajoli.
    “You’re not making any sense.”
     "Humor me, Mr. Adeyo. We need every detail. Start from the very beginning."
    Sighing, Gbenga ran a hand over his low-cut hair. "Fine. When we got back to my place, she seemed a bit... distant. She said she was tired and wanted to lie down, so I left her in the living room and went to my study."
    Nkramah revealed a red notepad from his breast pocket while he spoke and Gbenga almost burst into laughter. A Nigerian policeman jotting down details of a case in a book as if he was actually conducting a thorough investigation? How laughable. 
    Besides, this Q&A merry-go-round has gone on for about a week now and he was just remembering to write something down now.
    “This was Sunday night? In Lagos?” the inspector asked. That was the time Nengi and Gbenga were last seen together; a few days before she went missing.
    Nkramah sank into his chair now, his butt landing on the upholstery long before his beer belly. The poor thing wobbled pathetically under his weight.
    "Look," he continued when he remained mute. "Let's get this over with. We know Nengi made it to Ibadan. She was with you."
    Gbenga's eyes remained fixed on his hands. "I told you she never made it to Ibadan. I didn't see her that day."
    "We have evidence that she traveled there. She was in the hotel you lodged in— the evidence doesn't lie."
    “I left for Ibadan on Monday, and she was still in Lagos. I would never hurt her."
    Nkramah was a sadist. At this point, Gbenga could not decide which was more predictable: the fact that this dunce truly believed he was making headway with his supposed interrogation, or that he enjoyed said interrogation much more than a normal person should. 
    “Nobody said anything about hurting anybody.” He grinned like he finally had him right where he wanted. “So did you? Hurt her, I mean?”
    “No.”
    “So where is she now? The Odogwus pinged her smartphone to a location before it went dead. Its last location was Grapevine Hotel— your hotel.”
    Gbenga froze in time. His resolve crumbled. Right there, right then, he knew that he was done for. 
    The Sunday that was supposed to be a day of rest became a day of reckoning, where the truth loomed like a specter, and the whispers of his grief reverberated across the dirty room. 
   It echoed through the space till Nkramah strutted out with renewed bravado. “Bloody criminal.”


CHAPTER  2
“A Trip Back In Time”
Sunday 12th of August, 2022

The room was heavy with accusations. Hours later Nkramah came back and so did Gbenga’s anxiety. 
    The former reeked of an inhuman stench. He probably planned to kill Gbenga with it before he made it to trial.
    "Are you ready to confess now?" he asked as he walked around to where Gbenga was sitting. 
    "I have nothing to say."
    There was a cup of hot coffee in his hand and he placed it on the tables separating them now. At first, Gbenga dared to dream that he would offer it to him, then shut the thought down as quickly as it came. It was more likely for Nkramah to pour the drink down his backside.
    "Look at this bloody criminal," he said with a chuckle. "You think you have a choice?"
    "Don't call me that."
     Gbenga probably shouldn't have been as fussy about the smell in that place. It was one of those moments when you realized your priorities were a bit, well, skewed. He was so focused on the odor that he didn't even see it coming— a slap hard enough to deafen an elephant.
    It was loud. It ricocheted through the entire police station as though it was the only thing in it. The slap transported Gbenga’s mind back in time before peace of mind became a foreign concept…
    On a balmy Sunday evening in the heart of Lagos, Gbenga and Nengi had dined at a Sporks restaurant, their laughter mingling with the clinking of fine crystal glasses. Gbenga’s palm had found its way to the back of hers on the table between them that night.
    There was always a tug in his gut, more often than not when he noticed that his woman was not quite alright.
    "Are you okay, babe?" They have been here only ten minutes and she has massaged her neck four different times.
    The switch was so quick it nearly gave him a whiplash. A lesser man might have reeled, but Gbenga only felt like laughing. He knew his Nengi: she abhorred expressing any form of discontent.
    "It's okay to be stressed out, you know. You're only human." 
    Their wedding was mere weeks away and Mama Nengi had invited half the entire city, in spite of her promise of the exact opposite. Gbenga and Nengi had wanted a simple wedding at first, but the first day he met her parents told him all he needed to know.
    Mrs. Odogwu was a socialite who loved to show off, while her husband hated his guts, so Gbenga had caved.
    Nengi scowled. "I'm not your superwoman anymore?"
    This time Gbenga burst into laughter. Nengi Fiona Odogwu was a gorgeous piece of art: long curly hair that she styled this way and that according to her mood; sultry pink lips; and legs that could make a giraffe jealous.
    The Sporks restaurant was one of her favorites. Anybody could see why. 
   Tables dressed in crisp white linens gleamed beneath the surrounding light, each set with polished silverware. Mirrors adorned with intricate gilded frames reflected the hustle and bustle of the patrons and staff, adding depth to the space.
    It was not so much that it was rowdy, but just enough to know that this was pretty much a rush hour for the wait staff. The entire place screamed class through and through. 
    If it were up to him, they'd have gone to a canteen on the mainland. 
    "You will always be my superwoman," he whispered when he pulled her closer to him across the table. "No other woman can compare."
   "Stop it!" She laughed and shoved him away. 
    Gbenga sighed in content. Finally, that line squeezing her forehead together started to disappear for the first time in weeks. He watched the pressure dissipate slowly, at least for tonight. 
    Fingers still kneaded together, she looked deep into his eyes with a smile. "I really needed that. Thanks."
    "Thanks?" he asked with a gasp. "That's my job as your personal hype man, boo."
    She shook her head and giggled. "You're so dramatic."
    Gbenga held her hands even more tightly then whispered sweet nothings to her ear. 
    "I love you, my love. I love you like a busybody loves to gossip."
    Considering the fact that Nengi herself could be a huge newsmonger,  she knew exactly how much of a compliment that was.
    She bent over in laughter again. "Oh wow! You've got some new lines, huh?"
    He grinned. "I sure do."
    All night long, they giggled around like lovestruck teenagers in the ambiance of the five-star restaurant, reveling in each other's company. 
    Never mind the fact that Senator Odogwu was already sick of seeing Gbenga’s face around his family or his soon-to-be mother-in-law's never-ending ideas to give the wedding a little more oomph! 
    Mrs. Odogwu's words.
    Never mind all that. They were right here, right now, and together. That was all that mattered. 






CHAPTER  3
“It All Went South On Thursday”
Monday 13th of August, 2022

Today was supposed to be the start of their bae-cation, a one-week getaway from friends, family, and the stress of the wedding before the wedding.
    Nengi should be right beside her fiancé at the moment, snuggled into Gbenga’s arms as if she wanted to wear his body like a jacket. She was nothing if not clingy.
    Not that Friday afternoon though. 
    Friday the 4th had been the beginning of the end for him and he had not even known it.
    Nengi had laid there, her face as peaceful as if she were simply asleep, but Gbenga knew better. He could still hear the echo of his own voice, choked with panic, as he had dialed for help. The dispatcher's words had been a blur, a distant buzz in his ears as he tried to comprehend the horror that had unfolded beside him.
    The rough texture of the worn seat scratched against Gbenga’s palms in the present but he hardly noticed it. He only felt that same terror of that unfortunate Friday.
    “I’m pregnant.” That was the news she couldn’t wait to tell him.
    Nengi had decided to surprise her husband-to-be by traveling to Ibadan to meet him. It wasn't too far, just a few hours away. Gbenga did not just lose the love of his life; he lost his child. 
    The sheer memory of it all stabbed him like a knife then bled like a heart. Gbenga felt like he would choke. He had to grab his chest to keep from toppling over, until his grip too started to hurt. 
    Each memory was a dagger, piercing through the façade he had constructed to shield himself from the truth that he was still struggling to accept. Nengi was dead and her family was going to put him— the financially stunted nobody —in jail for it.
    The Odogwus never liked him: his background was much too humble for their taste. And boy, did they have a high taste. 
    The billionaire family did not like that he came from nothing, only to bewitch their last-born into an unprofitable marriage. 
    “I fell in love with kindness,” Gbenga muttered to himself pathetically. Nengi was the first ray of light in his life. 
    Why did she have to travel out on a whim? How could she be gone? This was so unfair. What did he do to deserve it?
    So many questions. No answer. 
    Eyes gawking at the empty space before him, Gbenga sank into himself, lost in the whirlwind of thoughts that circled like vultures over his heart. Bars caged him in, he felt like an animal on display at a zoo. 
    Nengi Odogwu saw more in him than even he ever saw in himself. Life did not take too kindly to poor orphans. Nengi did.
     "Now you're talking to yourself." There was a wry smile dancing on Nkramah’s lips as he said it. “Wonders never cease in this Lagos.”
    The smack that inspired the recollection was the same that yanked Gbenga back to the present minutes later. Somebody whacked him across the forehead again, harder this time. The chair jerked upon impact and his shoulders slumped in tow.
    “Tell me why you hurt Nengi and then left her to die alone in Ibadan.”
    Gbenga had nothing to do with her disappearance, certainly not in a premeditated way. Nengi was the melody that played in his thoughts, a soothing tune that brought a smile to his lips and a warmth to his soul. He longed for her then, he longed for her now. 
    Hurt her? He could never hurt Nengi, not even with mere words. He’d sooner take his own life.
    Gbenga Adeyo did not kill the Odogwu Conglomerate heiress. But who would believe him? Who would even care?






CHAPTER  4
“Escape or Die Trying”
Tuesday 14th of August, 2022

The jail cell was dark and suffocating.
    Gbenga lunged forward, his palm closing around the doorknob. He had to trace his fingers around to find the keyhole but his yank on the door sent a jingle of metal bouncing down the corridor. 
    Wrong move.  
    A rookie officer was right around the corner and he yelped in surprise.
    "Code Red!" The man bellowed from behind him as Gbenga made a run for it. He chased after him, wasting no time in matching him pace for pace. "Shut down the prison. Inmate on the loose!"
   He truly was a rookie. In this part of the world, a true policeman would most likely have said something equally useless for sure but definitely in barely coherent Pidgin English.
      The sound of alarms blared behind in his ears, piercing right into his skull. Gbenga didn't hesitate for one second. 
    “Hurry up!” his mind urged.
    A couple of minutes later, luck shined some light on him and Gbenga burst into the night air. He ran through the open prison compound, stumbling in the darkness, guided only by the distant glow of streetlights.
    And then, just as he thought he might make it, a sharp pain seared through his side. Gbenga screamed like a banshee, he staggered like a drunk.  
    Red blossomed on his shirt, then it became hard to breathe. 
    “Oh God,” he whispered to no one in particular. "I don't want to die. "
    His torso constricted as though squished into a bubble wrap as he grabbed onto his waist for dear life. Gbenga coughed again, only to spit out more blood. 
    His legs buckled to the ground. Then the floor rose up to meet his face. 

