    Her laughter from the kitchen lingers in the air like the aroma of jollof rice that we had for breakfast. She speaks loudly like she is the only one in the building, as if the air has ceased to move so cannot carry her voice. I know she is on a call with Mrs. Adetohun again, a woman whose presence engulfs our house. I wish to hear not just laughter but one with sincerity, but silence follows. 
    She prowls into the room with a question on her face. I am perched on the bed facing the mirror and her reflection, a lip stick held close to my lips. The answer is not the pile of clothes beside me on the bed and shoes scattered on the floor of the room I share with her. I was dressed.
Her small frame is soon beside me, casting a shadow on my reflection. She runs her eyes on my body through her lashes and I sense a question coming.
“What is this?”, she queries.
She flicks a hem of my T-shirt with a finger like it’s a swatted fly.
“And this?”, she adds quickly, drawing a circle in the air around my face with the same finger.
    Ever since Mrs. Adetohun visited, Mother has not been the same. It started from her faux accent becoming faker, to the stories growing into tall tales and the superficial conversations doused with more pretense. It is not that Mother has never had a voice of her own, but it pains me to watch her drift to the currents of another woman. 
Mrs. Adetohun used to be her course mate in the university. They ran into each other at the market in recent months. Since then, she has made a nest in our house. They talked about books and days at the university at the beginning but it soon morphed into a contest of who has the best life after university, one that only the best liar can win. 
    I couldn’t care less at first. Mother needed a distraction. Every room was a different country with its own language in this place called home. And with each day passing, it became harder to reach her since Dad left. She said he cheated. He went away with some pieces of my heart too. But this new woman in our lives is like a drug and drugs do more harm than good. 
    One of the harms is a meeting set up by Mrs. Adetohun for Mother and me with one of Mrs. Adetohun’s friends who is a therapist.
“Are you going to spend the whole day dressing up like I am not taking care of you?”, Mother hisses.
A shiver runs down my spine.
She rummages through the pile of clothes, drags out a gown, and throws it on my laps. She points to a pair of shoes and her makeup kit and leaves after instructing me to wear them. 
    I sit in the silence as I look from the gown to the shoes and the kit. I fight back tears as they welled up in my eyes. With each swallowing, the lump in my throat gets bigger and I fear I might cease to breathe. With clenched teeth I yank off my T-shirt. I drag the zipper of the gown swiftly and put my body in it. The meeting with the therapist will not go on forever.
    In the car my body is a heap at a corner on the backseat, away from her eyes. I do not know if those eyes will make the gown clench to my skin or leave me unclad and bruised. The engine roars to life and I dig a grave for my mind in its noise. But my mind refuses to remain buried and like Christ she rises. 
    She? My mind is my companion fleshed out of me, free to do whatever she wills. She is a girl, a bird, a cheetah, an ocean, a haven, a planet, a song, anything she wants to be. 
She moves from the backseat and sits beside Mother who was behind the steering. She watches Mother’s chest rise and fall underneath her lace gown, like the beats are meant to carry a message. She and my ears wait for Mother’s lips to part and rain words, anything, enough for us to sail on throughout the meeting. All we hear is the engine and the noise from outside. She returns to the backseat and flies through the window into the morning air.
    She settles in the therapist’s office in a hard wooden chair that creaks under her weight. In front of her is a woman that speaks with her nose, her words barely a whisper from the weight of her glasses on her nose bridge. Her face is as plain as one of Michelangelo’s unfinished sculptures, and when she smiles, it is thinner than a thread. She clenches a pen in one hand and a fist in the other. She is swift to hit the table for every wrong answer my mind gives and scrawl her ugly handwriting on a pad, her pen scratching. She uses the word denial more than once in every sentence. 
    My mind returns to the backseat as the car came to a halt. In front of us is a beige duplex with a low fence. I am not utterly disappointed but I had imagined using an elevator and walking past tired bodies in silent hallways.
Mother uses the horn. A snort escapes my lips. This beige duplex is far from home. To my surprise, the gates begin to open. I stretch my neck to behold the miracle and I see a man dragging the gate open. She drives in with a vroom. 
    Alighting from the car, I scan the compound with a turn of my neck. A garden sits beside the building and flower beds around the fence. 
“Let’s go inside.”, Mother calls.
A woman comes to lead us to a room in the living room. She leaves at the entrance once we entered the room. I knew from the moment I saw her that she is not the therapist.
“Miss Peters. You’re welcome.”
    I turn to face the silky voice. There she is in her chair. Her eyes dance while her golden earrings glitter in the rays from an open window. Her green scarf ends in a bun above the back of her neck while she hugs a mug with her slender fingers. My gaze journeys from the mug to her cream buttons and settles on her face. It has no smile on it, only professionalism. Underneath her make up was a touch of softness too conspicuous it rises to her skin. I was wrong. She is a living painting done by delicate hands. And it allures me. How did she know Mrs. Adetohun? 
    “Please sit.”
A table separates her and Mother in their armchairs. I shake my head as if to get her out of my head. I will not let her charm words out of me. Beside Mother I sit, facing the therapist and a wall behind her.
She opens her mouth again and says her name. There was no title. Just Leah. A notepad lies on the table but she holds on to the mug. 
The wall behind her is void of any hangings, just a stretch of whiteness. I search for something to feed my mind with in the room.
“What’s your name again?”, I hear.
“Ma’am?”, I look into her eyes.
“Pay attention.”, Mother turns and warns.
Leah lets out a chuckle. “It’s fine. Kids these days.”
“I’m seventeen.”
    I wish the words can go back to my lips as swiftly as they came. Mother shoots me a warning look in the awkward silence.
“Alright then. You’re Ope, right?”, Leah inquiries.
“Yes.”
I feel the word soon pouring out of her lips like rain onto my skin: you’re in denial. 
Instead, she says “Do you want tea or anything?”
“Tea will do.”, Mother answers.
    Leah and I look at Mother. I do not want any tea. Mother does.
“Miss Peters, you already told me that. I haven’t asked her what she wanted.”, Leah says and faces me.
I do not need to see Mother’s eyes.
“Tea”, I mumble.
Leah calls in the woman and instructs her to make tea for three while giving her the mug. While she is gone, Leah picks up the notepad. 
“Miss Peters, you say you just got a divorce. How  do you feel?”
Their words vanish like the steam from the mugs before it gets to the ceiling. The woman brought a tray that filled the room with its intense chocolate scent when Mother began to talk. So I let my mind dance by the rims of the mugs, careful not to fall into it.
    “Ope, what about you?”, I hear again.
“Huh?”
“What is your problem?!”, Mother thunders. 
I raise my eyes to meet hers, shaken. Her cheeks remind me of puff puff, only that they are darker and have tears running down them. I open my mouth but my words are a clot in my chest. Leah may not use the word but she can make Mother cry. 
“Where is your mind?”, Mother asks.
At the edge of a mug, about to take a dive.
    “Ope, are you with us now?”, Leah asks softly after a while.
“Yes.”
“How has the separation been for you?”
“She’s coping.”, Mother answers and sniffs. “I have been taking care of her, you see. As I have said, it has not been easy for me and her but we’re coping.”
“Miss Peters.”, Leah cuts in. “I understand that. Going through a divorce is not easy. But I need Ope to use her own words. Please.”
    Mother’s face contours into a frown. I see those words cutting Mother’s drama short. She glances at me. I do not wish to take the stage, Mother. I want to drown in a mug too small for me. 
“We’re coping.”, I say.
    But those were not my words. I want to tell Leah that though my mind is sinking in this chocolate drink we call tea, I need water to drown the pain in my soul.
“Is that all?”
My mind walks to Leah’s chair and sit by an arm.
My words are like a baby taking his first steps so I let them sit in my tongue for a while.
    But how do I tell Leah that I did not want to come here because I thought I will say things that will be used against me on the drive back home and the rest of my life by Mother? How do I tame my mind when she is the only thing that is free about me?
“Yes.”, I answer.
    “Are you sure?”
“I’m coping.”
So long I haven’t lost my mind, I’m coping.
There was a brief silence before she faces Mother.
“How is your relationship with your daughter?”
“It’s fine.”
I sigh. Leah peeks at me.
Mother continues, “It’s fine. We’ve lived together all her life. I’m her mother. I know her from birth. Don’t mind her absentmindedness. She’s always like that.”
    I let out a chortle. Both women turn to me.
“Is there anything you want to say, Ope?”, Leah questions softly.
I clear my throat. “No ma’am. I’ll take my tea now.”
“Please do.”, Leah gestures to the mugs. “I hope it’s not too cold now.”
“It’s fine.”
I reach for the mug. Leah's eyes were heavy on me, searching for a loose thread to pull.
    Leah returns to Mother and asks her about me. I lift a mug to my lips and gulp the drink greedily after a sip. The questions are ones Mother can answer, of course. But one strikes me.
“And what does she want to study?”
Mother grins from ear to ear. 
“Medicine.”
“That’s what you want me to study.”, I say.
    I drop the almost empty mug on the table with a thud. 
Leah smiles briefly. I do not care if the velvety taste on my tongue has charmed me, but I know it has loosened my tongue. 
“What? You said you want to be a doctor.”, Mother cries in mock horror.
I do not mind having the spotlight on me now.
“What do you want, Ope?”, Leah asks.
I like the way she calls my name in every sentence instead of using the word.
    “I want to become an artist.”
Leah beams and reveals a set of white teeth.
“That’s brilliant. Do you have a niche? Art is broad, you know.”
“She likes drawing and sticking things on the walls. I’ve advised her to just keep it as a hobby and then pursue a career. That’s the best for her.”, Mother waves a hand in the air.
Pain stabs at my chest. Why won’t she let me speak?
    Leah takes a moment like she was gathering her thoughts. 
“Well, I suggest you let her follow her dreams. Her mind is everywhere so I believe she’s a creative, always in the quest for inspiration.”
I give a half smile. Inspiration is not the only thing my mind looks for. She is searching for a sign, a hand, anything, strong enough that she can hold on to and not lose herself. 
“She is my daughter. I know what’s right for her. And I’m the one who paid for this session.”, Mother announces.
Leah and I exchange glances and I see the softness gathering at her cheeks.
    “Can I use the restroom please?”, I requests.
“That door.”, Leah points to a door in the room.
I hurry into the restroom and slam the door behind me. My reflection and my mind stare at me from the mirror while I grip the edge of the sink with my hands. I fear it might break as anger flushed to my face, making me hot.
I have a lot to say to Leah and to Mother. My words like birds will fly and I will be free. But birds have nests and freedom comes with having a choice.
    Dad has left me. Mother is a path, too narrow for my survival and choices to walk side by side. 
If keeping up with a commanding woman was the way to survive, I must survive. I must learn to cover my pain with a smile or toughness. I must not talk about Dad when Mother is upset or sad because we are coping and I’m not a party in this. I have to build walls, too high for any person to see me, and so thick that nothing will ever come to hurt me. I must learn how to make Mother happy, like being a doctor and never talking about becoming an artist. I will dress like Cinderella even to a funeral because that is the way to show I am being cared for. My mind must always be where she wants it to be. And this meeting must go how Mother wants it.
    I face my reflection as my mind pats my back. Her legs are trembling so she rests on the sink with me. After a passing is grief. And grief comes in different shades. One of them is a silenced voice. My eyelids becomes too weak to hold back tears.
A sob erupts from me, like a prayer.





