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‘He’s gone.’
With the little strength in me, I ran over to the bathroom sink to wash my ears. They must be faulty.
‘I’m telling you, he’s not with us anymore. Can you hear me?’ a sad-heavy voice echoed from the other room. ‘Hello. Hello. Ehi?’ The voice called out. I convinced myself that Ehi was not my name.
Water flooded the sink and my face was drenched in hot salty liquid. I washed my eyes like they belonged to anyone else but me and each time I did, tears seeped through my eyes.
My entire body shook with disbelief.
I lifted up my head to the reflection in the mirror. Horrible. Reality hit me at this point..
I saw him yesterday.
I should have spent more time with him. 
No, I should have brought him home with me.
I walked out of the bathroom soulless. The thought of how different the story would have been if I had brought him home or spent more time with him haunted me. Tears streamed down my face .
I picked up the  phone on the table. The call had ended so I dialled the last caller in a flash. ‘H… h… hello,’ I stuttered.
‘Are you ready to talk now? If you can’t, meet me at my house. I'll take you to where his body is.’
“...Where his body is”, those words hit me like an axe hitting against a metal plate.
Never in a million years did I imagine that I would get to hear those words so soon. Death was inevitable but why? – Why does it have to be now? 
My knees kissed the ground. I had no control over them. If they’d broken right there, I would never have known. My body grew rock-ice cold. 
‘Ahhh!,' I wailed, clasping my fingers on my head. 'Meet you where? Abeg, tell me it’s not true. Eh?  Please.'
‘It’s true! The sooner you accept it, the better it will be for you.’  
She ended the call.
I ran into my room and grabbed whatever I laid my hands on to wear. My car keys rested on the vanity at the end of the room and beside it was a ring. 
My ring!
My engagement ring! 
The ring Odia gave me! Odia that now rested in a mortuary. 
I fought tears from streaming down my face but to no avail. I slided the ring on my finger and marched out through the front door. 
Oyeh lived in Asokoro so it was quite a distance from where I lived in Karu to her house. I embarked on the worst journey in my life. A long and unpleasant one. I burst into the express road and a call from my mummy came in. It was weird – She wasn’t one to call during working hours.
‘Hello, mummy. I'm driving oo.’ I answered shakily.
‘Hello. Driving? Where to?’ her voice emitted curiosity. ‘I keep having this weird feeling and it’s been bothering me since morning. Are you okay?’
In my head, I was the tough lady I presumed. I had no plan on telling her about Odia. At Least not when I hadn’t seen him for myself but he was her son-in-law-to-be. She deserved to know.
I broke down uncontrollably.
‘Ehi, are you okay?’
‘No, I’m not okay. Odia is dead. Oyeh called. She  told me he’s dead.’ 
‘Blood of Jesus!’
It took a while before she responded.
‘Listen, I know whatever has happened is terrible and it’s hard on you but you're not in the right state of mind to drive right now. Please park the car and I’ll come and pick you up.’
‘I have to see him for myself.’ I bit my lips. 
‘Ehi, do you want to die? You want to be with him in death? Stop the car please. I'll come and pick you up then we can go together.’
‘Whatever happens mummy, I’m going to see him. He’s my fiance. Even if he’s dead.’ I added as I zoomed into the traffic and ended the call. No matter what, she didn’t have to say such. Odia was MY fiance and our wedding was in two weeks for crying out loud.
It was almost afternoon and my day was ruined. First, my fiance was lying lifeless in a mortuary and on the other hand, I was stuck in a traffic jam.
I rested my left elbow on the window of my car and placed my palm on my head. It was hot. So hot it could burst open any minute. 
What went wrong, Odia? We promised to be by each other’s side at all times. You had a long way to go and now it’s over? you dreamed BIG and growing with you had always been my dream. To think that within the blink of an eye, everything we planned shattered into thin air.
I peered at the ring on my finger. Beautiful was not enough to describe it.
To believe that Odia and I were getting married was surreal. To think that he LOVED me. He was the man of my dreams.
The people’s man – a name I called him. He was there for anyone who needed him that he even forgot his own needs at times. He carried the weight of blessings on his head wherever he went.
Tears spilled out of my eyes so I grabbed a tissue paper and wiped my face as tears streamed down uncontrollably. My eyes caught his slippers on the carpet of the passenger’s seat. His worn-out slippers were always in my car because he claimed shoes made him uncomfortable in the car. He always removed his muddy shoes in my car and promised to clean up afterwards but never did.
There’s no way he’s gone. Who will change muddy shoes in my car? Who will send me cheeky messages? What about the future we planned together? We wanted two kids together. A mini-him and a mini-me.  
My brain froze.
I wished tears could kill so I could be with my love – my everything. If tears could bring back the cheeky smile I cherished, I would never stop crying. 
Whenever a character died in a movie, I cried because it hurt but what about now? Will the pain ever go away? Odia was not a character in a movie. He was and still is my favourite person on the planet. The man who I chose to spend my forever with.
The vibration from my phone brought me back to the present. It was my mummy again. My phone lit up as it rang and stopped and rang again. I didn’t care.
Mummy was just like any other mother that cared for her daughter but that didn’t mean I would just sit down and wait while my fiance, the guy who was supposed to be her son-in-law laid lifeless in the mortuary. I chose to love him and marry him so I had every right to be with him – even if he was not with me. 
It hurt to see how worried she might have been judging from the amount of times she called. Still, I refused to pick up the phone that sat beside me. Deep down inside of me, I knew she would be hurt and was trying her best to protect me from the harm as much as she could. Odia was dear to her the same way he was dear to me. He was the son she never had – the son she never knew she needed, and just when everything was falling into place, death knocked on his gate. 
I remembered the first day he and my mummy met. That day, Mummy called while I was with him in the car. We’d gone shopping and he was driving me back to my place. ‘But I don't need it,’ I answered. ‘I have enough foodstuff to last me till next month –’ 
‘Abeg ee don do.  A girl never has enough, especially when she lives alone,’ she paused for a second and continued, ‘ are you hiding something from me? Don’t tell me you have a boyfriend. You’ve started following those small small boys in karu abi?’ 
I grew silent. Mummy and I were super close but I didn't want to tell her about Odia too soon. I disliked how she found out about my break-ups and I didn't want her acting like she'd gotten a son-in-law when in fact we were just in the process of getting to know each other – we’d been dating for four months. ‘There’s no one.’
The phone was on speaker so of course Odia heard the conversation. He looked at me with the saddest eyes I’d ever seen. He’d always wanted to meet my mummy and each time he brought it up, I changed the topic. He insisted on driving me to my mummy’s house that day.
********  *******  ****  ********  ********  *****  
Cars creeped away from their nesting spot as the traffic dissolved after holding us out for more than an hour. I avoided the middle lane because two weeks in driving school taught me that the drivers who stayed in the middle lane were those who wanted to take their time. They preferred to drive like tortoises and I wasn’t in for that. My life was in a mess and there was no time to be slow. My mummy’s words rang in my head though. She said I wasn’t in the right state to drive and she was right. 
I turned into the street leading to Oyeh’s house, parked outside the fenced compound and honked. I waited for some time before honking again and then I called her. I expected her to be ready. Odia was her best friend and I was sure she understood how I felt. I called her, no answer.  I called again but there was no response so I decided to knock. I knocked on the giant gate before me again, no answer. I called again…
‘Hello, Ehi. hello, hello –’
‘Hello, Oyeh, can you hear me? Hello?’ 
Nothing. All I heard were sharp noises in the background. Similar to the sound a radio made when there was no signal.
But she said she would be there. I drove all the way to an empty house? 
My gaze fell on a red corolla parked just three compounds away from Oyeh’s. I went into my car to hide away from the burning heat of the sun while I placed a call to Odia’s family. I should have done that earlier.
I flung the car door open due to the unbearable heat. It was the middle of October and the heat was frightening. My nose lacked moisture thanks to all the crying.  
Efe, Odia’s sister answered the phone faster than I expected. 
‘Hello. Efe, please where are you?’
‘Hello, hello. I can’t hear you. Hello.’ 
Again?  Why on earth was this happening? And why did she sound so calm? Her brother just passed away.
 I hung up. 
The sound of dogs barking brought the feeling of life back to me. 
Everything clicked like pieces of a puzzle joined together.
Come to think of it, Oyeh just said he was dead. She never mentioned how she found out how he had died. I made a phone call to the rest of Odia’s family and it was either they couldn’t hear me or the call didn’t go through. A sharp noise drew my attention and I peeped at the wing mirror. The red car was parked alright, but this time, it had moved from three houses away to a house away. STRANGE.
My phone lit up. It was my mummy. I answered the call. ‘Yes ma,’
‘Hello, where are you? I've been trying to reach you.’
My head fell on the head rest, ‘ I’m in front of Oyeh’s house.’
‘Is she with you? No right? I told you not to go but you insisted on –’
‘She went to get something.’ I added, my eyes fixed on the car behind me. It was moving closer to where I was.
‘To get what exactly? What hospital is Odia in right now?  Asokoro hospital?’ Mummy went non-stop with her questioning. I turned on the ignition while she talked and drove out of the street into the main road. 
I glanced at the rear-view mirror, the car drove behind me at full speed. The full tint made it impossible to see who was inside.
‘Hello?’ my mummy shouted, bringing me back to reality. What’s the name of the hospital? 
‘When I get there I’ll t..t..tell you. I..I don’t know yet –’
‘And you’re with –’
I ended the call.
Fear seeped into my bones. Something was off about EVERYTHING.
Odia was dead, or so I thought. If he was dead then what’s with all the mind games since morning? It’s been three hours since I received Oyeh’s call and yet, I’ve not been able to reach anyone.
If Odia was dead, then I should have known where he was. There and then, I knew something wasn’t right. Danger lurked ahead and its stench filled my nose. I had no idea where I was driving to. My nails dug into the steering wheel leaving my fingers in pain. 
I turned down the narrow road leading to the express. My tires ran faster than they could. I looked up to my rear-view mirror. The car was right behind me. WHAT?
I sped into the road, causing a little commotion before I found my car tumbling. Glass shattered on me.
 I woke up to the stench of fuel and blood that made me want to puke. I tried to but couldn’t. Blood was everywhere and I had no idea where it came from. My heart pounded with each painful breath. My ringing tone went on and on even though my phone was smashed and I made an attempt to grab it but my hands didn’t move. Life seeped out of my hands within a short moment. My head stiff as rock and my eyelids struggled to meet each other because I forced them open.
The whole world around me was grave-quiet but I heard murmuring in the distance. My body slided away from the car. My ears managed to catch the words coming from the crowd.‘Be careful with her body. Don’t hit her head oo.’ 
Although my vision was dim, shadows stood tall above me. One wiped my eye with what felt like cotton and that was when I saw it.
A pair of brown muddy shoes filled the surrounding. The only thing I saw. The only thing my brain chose to digest. 
No, there was another.
Beside the muddy footwear was a lace. A bloody lace, shaped like roses. It wiped the ground clean as it drew closer to me. 
I tried raising my neck to see who they were but my neck didn’t move. No, I didn’t need to see it. The truth was right there in front of me but I stayed in denial. 
The floral-red dress I gifted Oyeh on her birthday the previous year was covered in blood. She loved the colour red and she absolutely adored the dress. She wore it on important days. I guess today was a remarkable day. So eventful. And the muddy shoes? The same shoes that left mud stains on my foot mat.
I smiled, counting my breath to the very end.
He’s not dead. 

 


