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Dedication

In memory of my little brother, Deji.

Much loved. Much missed.





Epigraph

“The stone which the builders rejected has become the chief cornerstone.”

PSALM 118:22
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Part One

1978

Grease was the word as Sandy and Danny sang their way into our hearts.





~ Funke ~

“FUNKE! HURRY UP!”

“Coming, Mum.” Funke scowled as she buckled her black Bata shoes. Mum said the biggest difference between Nigeria and England was that here everyone moaned about the traffic and there everyone moaned about the weather. Funke had more reason to moan than most. A mother who taught at your school came with a lot of downsides; having to wake up at half four (practically the middle of the night) was in the top three. And to make matters worse, today was Friday, an odd day.

The ridiculous “odd and even” business had started last year. On Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays, only cars with odd-numbered license plates could use the roads. Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays were even days. Dad had sworn it would create a two-tier society where the thieving rich would thrive and the hardworking poor would suffer. Funke hadn’t paid much attention—she was used to him ranting about illiterate army dictators. By day, he lectured undergraduates on ophthalmology. By night, his go-to subject was the corrupt government intent on destroying his great fatherland.

The traffic did improve for a couple of months, but soon people who could afford it bought a second car and those who couldn’t got a second number plate and a screwdriver. The Oyenugas fell into the first category, because although Dad moaned about his “third-world useless salary,” Funke knew they weren’t poor. They weren’t nearly as rich as her friend Oyinkan’s family, though. The Bensons lived on the Island, had a driver and two housegirls. They went to France on holiday—Paris in actual France, not Lomé in Togo, which was a bit like France because they spoke French and ate croissants.

On odd days, Mum drove her new pale-blue Toyota Corolla, LAG 3479. On even days, Dad’s three-year-old gold Mercedes, LAG 4966.

The “who sits where” argument had started the first morning, when Funke and her brother, Femi, had both been desperate to stretch out on the back seat and get a bit more sleep.

By week three, Mum was fed up. “Please, will you stop fighting!” She’d thumped her fists on the steering wheel and burst into tears.

Funke had frozen. Mum hated them quarreling but she didn’t usually get this upset. “Sorry,” she’d whispered.

“No, I’m sorry for shouting,” her mother had apologized between sobs. “I just couldn’t bear it if you two ended up like me and Margot.”

Funke had never met Mum’s sister (she lived in England, thousands of miles away) but she’d heard plenty about her. Mum had been their father’s favorite and Margot resented her for it. Mum said jealousy was the most evil thing in the world (which was stupid; everyone knew it was armed robbers). She acted as if a squabble could turn into hatred if you weren’t careful, so Funke tried not to moan about things being unfair, even when they clearly were. Femi was annoying but she didn’t hate him, she loved him. It wasn’t his fault he was Dad’s favorite—it was a boy thing. All her friends had brothers who were treated like little chiefs. They got more pocket money, more attention, more freedom, more everything—except telling off, which they got a lot less of.

In the end Mum had tossed a coin to decide who sat where. Funke got heads, which meant she sat in the back on even mornings. Femi got three mornings in the back, which was completely unfair.

“Oluwafunke Oyenuga!” her father bellowed, loud and angry. “I’m counting to three. One . . .”

“Coming!” Funke grabbed her satchel and ran. Luckily, Dad was too busy kissing Mum goodbye to tell her off. They were doing TV kissing, with tongues, proper yama-yama. Why couldn’t they be like other parents?

“Are you in trouble?” Femi asked as she slid into the front seat.

Funke clicked her seat belt, ignoring him.

“I’ve got a present for you,” he said. “I’ve been saving it.”

She turned, eyebrows raised. He beamed, lifted one cheek off the vinyl seat and let out a long and incredibly loud fart. Funke wound down her window and stuck her head out to escape his disgusting smell and irritating laughter. Femi was a proper Oyenuga: he loved being the center of attention, just like Mum and Dad. “Hello, I’m Yellow Femi,” he said when he met someone new.

Her mother threw her hat on to Funke’s lap and slammed the car door. “Shut your window. Quick! You’re letting mosquitoes in.”

Funke did as she was told; Mum was paranoid about malaria. “It’s his fault. He stinks.”

“You stink!” said Femi.

“Don’t you two start. Do you want to go to the club on Sunday?”

“Yes, Mum!” Funke and Femi answered in unison.

“No fighting, then.” Mum crunched into first gear.

“Will we go even if it rains?” The rainy season had started and Funke knew a downpour was an easy excuse to cancel plans.

“My little worrier, we won’t let a few drops stop us,” said Mum. “Did I tell you about the time Margot and I went swimming in a thunderstorm?”

Funke loved Mum’s childhood stories—it was like listening to an Enid Blyton book. Mum had grown up in a house with a name, not a number. It was called The Ring. She made it sound like a magical palace. It had three woods and a swimming pool that was round, not rectangular like the one at Ikoyi Club. Everything about The Ring was extraordinary. The roses smelled sweeter than perfume, the tree branches were big enough to lie on, it even had a folly. Funke didn’t know what a folly was and Mum’s explanation hadn’t helped. In the end she had drawn a picture of a small building with no doors or windows, just pillars and a conical roof with holes in it—a bit like the hats the Fulani cattle herders wore. Funke had seen them when they’d gone to Kainji Dam on an exceptionally boring holiday. She’d asked what the folly was used for but Mum didn’t seem to know. Last summer, she’d had the grand idea of getting Boniface, the gardener, to build one in the garden. Dad said it was foolishness. Funke and Femi agreed with him—a swimming pool would be much better. But, according to Dad, only millionaires had pools.

“Well, it was the middle of the summer holidays,” said Mum. “I must have been about your age, Funke, Margot would have been twelve. We were mucking about one afternoon when this storm came out of nowhere. I was in the pool, treading water, counting the seconds between the thundercracks, trying to work out how far away the storm was . . . For Christ’s sake!” The car swerved violently. Mum gripped the steering wheel so tightly her knuckles went whiter than usual.

Femi leaned forward, his face between the two front seats. “What was that?”

“A parked oil tanker with no warning lights. I swear, this country will be the death of me.”

Funke wanted to get back to The Ring. “Mum, the storm . . . what happened?”

“Oh, yes.” Her mother wiped her forehead and adjusted the AC. “Margot panicked, scrambled out of the pool, shouted at me to do the same. But I was busy counting, so I ignored her, which made her crosser than usual. She was yelling her head off when a bolt of lightning struck a tree and sliced it right in half. A huge branch crashed down, squashing the pool ladder. It would have squashed me if I’d listened to Margot.”

“Weren’t you scared?” asked Femi.

“No, it was exciting. We ran back to the house, Margot wailing about how she’d nearly died, blaming me, of course.”

“But how could lightning be your fault?” Funke was dumbfounded.

“As far as Margot was concerned, everything was my fault. Still, no one got hurt that time. The tree’s still there—you’ll see it one day.”

“When?” asked Funke.

“Soon,” said Mum. “We’ll visit soon.”

“Will Dad come too?” asked Femi.

“What’s your first lesson?” Mum changed the subject.

Funke and Femi exchanged looks in the rearview mirror. Dad and Mum didn’t row often, but when they did it was always about family. He got vexed if Mum talked about taking Funke and Femi to The Ring. “Don’t fill their heads with useless nonsense,” he’d say. “Prejudiced people, disowning their own child. I can’t imagine such a thing.” Funke didn’t know what “prejudiced” meant, but it clearly wasn’t good.

“Do they know who we are?” asked Femi.

Mum turned and smiled at him. “Of course they do. I send pictures every Christmas. And when they meet you, they’ll love you. How could they not?” She patted Funke’s leg. “And you too, my little worrywart.”

* * *

It was still dark when they got to school. Mum parked in her usual spot under a palm tree and they traipsed into the squat concrete building, along deserted corridors, past dark classrooms.

A cleaner stopped sweeping and dropped to her knees as they approached. “Good morning, ma. Allow me carry your bag, ma.”

“Hello, Charity.” Mum reached out and pulled the woman to her feet. “Please don’t kneel. And I’ve told you, call me Lizzie. How’s your little girl? Did the dress fit?”

Funke kept walking, head down, satchel over one shoulder, Mum’s Singer sewing machine in her other hand. “Hurry up, Mum. This is heavy.”

Funke dumped the sewing machine outside the staffroom and waggled her arm, willing her mother to stop talking. Femi always stayed with Mum until assembly—he loved being called omo kekere and getting his Afro ruffled by the teachers. Funke preferred waiting in her empty classroom.

“Come and give me a kiss before you run off.” Her mother stretched out her arms.

Funke ducked under her mother’s huge hat, gave her a quick peck on the cheek and rushed off. She loved her mother but wished she taught at a different school. Mum stood out too much; it made it harder for Funke to blend in.

It wasn’t just because she was white. Two other teachers were white as well—Mrs. Onadekan, the headmistress, was English, and Mrs. Mehta, who taught science, was Indian. But unlike Mum, they acted like teachers—they were boring, miserable and strict. All the other teachers were “Mr. This” or “Mrs. That” (except Monsieur Pottison, who was from Côte d’Ivoire and taught French). But Mum couldn’t be plain old Mrs. Oyenuga. She insisted everyone call her Lizzie—pupils, housegirls, waiters at Ikoyi Club, even the Hausa mayguard at LUTH Gate. Of course, no one dared, so she became “Mrs. Lizzie.” Yoruba doesn’t have a “z,” so it turned into “Misses Lissie.” It didn’t roll off the tongue—way too many “s”s.

It wasn’t just in “s”s that Mum was excessive. Everything she did (and everything she didn’t do) screamed: Look at me!

She dressed for school the way she dressed for the club. In short (very short) sleeveless minidresses made of ankara, batik or, worst of all, her homemade psychedelic tie-dye. No brown sandals for her; she lived in cork platforms, the higher the better. And then there were the hats, dozens of them—all oversized, over-floppy and over-the-top. Mum “didn’t do sun” (her phrase) because she had porcelain skin, red hair and freckles, and burned easily. But she didn’t have to “do sun.” None of the other teachers did. Not “doing sun” was why the staffroom had AC and the classrooms had shutters and fans. It was why there was a huge canopy in the playground for teachers to gossip under when they were supposed to be monitoring playtime. Mum’s idea of “not doing sun” was standing in the midday sun wearing a huge hat, slathered in Piz Buin, which she bought at Kingsway Stores on Marina. Funke loved Kingsway; it was the one place in Lagos where you could buy real chocolate. And because Mum used a lot of Piz Buin, they went there a lot.

Mum’s conspicuousness wasn’t limited to looks. She taught art and had the misguided idea that classes should be fun. She couldn’t stick to drawing. No, she had lessons on tie-dye, pottery, origami, even masquerade-mask-making (hence the sewing machine). Everyone except Funke loved her class. Of course they did—you could muck around and still get a gold star for creating an ugly misshapen blob of clay and calling it an ashtray.

Every Crown School teacher had a preferred approach to corporal punishment—sharp end of ruler against knuckle was the most popular, but Monsieur Pottison preferred the head konk and Mrs. Mehta was mistress of the ear twist. Misses Lissie thought hitting children was cruel—she lavished cuddles as often as Mrs. Onadekan shelled out slaps. Worse, she’d banned the teachers from hitting Funke and Femi—which meant they got called ajebutter or pepperless. It was so embarrassing. Funke would much rather have had her ear twisted than be singled out as special. And she wouldn’t have got punished anyway, because, unlike Yellow Femi, Funke followed the rules. While Femi loved standing out, Funke longed to disappear. She couldn’t stop being “omo Misses Lissie” but she compensated by keeping a low profile. She sat in the third row and came second or third in exams (being first got you an efiko tag). She dodged when her mother tried to slather her with Piz Buin (the browner she was, the better) and got Bimpe, the housegirl, to braid her hair on Sundays. All the girls in her class had plaits.

Funke made sure she sounded like her classmates too. Ehn? instead of “pardon?”. Pele instead of “sorry.” Abeg instead of “please.” Mum wanted her to learn French, not Yoruba. But what use was French? Funke didn’t want to show off to the waiters in Lomé like Mum did (embarrassing); she wanted to join in the playground gist. Monsieur Pottison could keep his je suis, tu es, il est. Funke needed the words Bimpe taught her—e ma binu, olodo rabata, kosi nkankan.

* * *

THE NEXT MORNING, DAD made breakfast—yam and egg sauce. It was their regular Saturday routine. Bimpe boiled the yam and did the chopping but Dad was in charge of everything else. While he cooked, he tested Funke and Femi on capital cities. The winner got one naira, enough for FanIce and a Gala sausage roll.

He tapped at the huge map on the kitchen wall with his wooden spoon. “What’s the capital of Gabon?”

“Libreville!” Funke squealed, her knees bouncing against the tabletop.

“You always jump in—give your brother a chance.” Her father added diced onions to hot palm oil.

“Sorry,” whispered Funke.

“Nicaragua?” Dad stirred in a teaspoon of curry powder.

Funke mouthed the answer. MA . . . NA . . . GUA.

Femi grinned his thanks. “Mana . . . er . . . car?”

“Good try! Clever boy.” Dad ruffled Femi’s hair. “You are very nearly correct. It’s Managua!”

He gave them a naira each. Funke for winning, Femi for being a boy.

After breakfast, Funke found Mum in the garden, talking to the magnolia tree. She was always chatting to her plants. She’d grown six varieties of hibiscus (Funke loved the swirly pink one, the same color as Bazooka Joe), three kinds of bougainvillea, oleanders, bird of paradise and a moonflower, which only opened at night. Mum was in a white vest and denim shorts, her battered straw boater tipped forward to shield her face from the sun. Boniface was beside her, barefoot as always, a cutlass in his hand. He lived in the boys’ quarters, a small bungalow at the back of the garden, hidden behind three pawpaw trees. Bimpe lived there too.

Boniface hacked at plants rather than talking to them—maybe Mum’s flowers only spoke English? Dad said Boniface was bush, but then, to him, everything was bush.

“Hello, darling. Isn’t it beautiful!” Her mother gestured at the tree. “Have you ever seen so many flowers?”

The tree looked the same as usual to Funke but she pretended to be impressed.

Dad strode across the garden, car keys jangling in his hand. Boniface dropped the cutlass and did a full dobale—bending double, left arm behind his back, touching the floor with his right hand. Dad said prostrating was bush, but Funke had the feeling he secretly liked it—he always stood straighter when he was bowed to. Dad ignored Boniface and kissed Mum full on the lips. Funke squirmed. Boniface kept his eyes on the ground.

“I’ll be back by five, latest,” said Dad. He went to the village once a month to visit his mother. He used to take Funke and Femi but stopped after their grandmother, Iya Nla, had slapped Funke on the face. Funke had handed her a drink with her left hand, which was, according to Iya Nla, evil and disrespectful. Mum had hit the roof when she’d found out and her parents had had one of their rare rows, this time about Dad’s heartless and ignorant Nigerian family rather than Mum’s prejudiced and ignorant English one.

“I know she wishes you’d married a village girl but she’s not allowed to take it out on my children,” Mum had yelled.

“Your family wish you’d married the postman,” Dad had snarled. “Anyone white would have been better than me.”

After a lot more shouting, each saying the other’s bloody family was worse, they’d agreed Dad would visit Iya Nla on his own in future. Funke and Femi were thrilled; they hated going to the village.

Funke rubbed her cheek as she watched her father drive off. She was glad she’d been slapped.

* * *

Later that evening, Funke sat on her mother’s bed watching as she brushed her red hair, one eye on the Clairol box. When the two red dots turned white she passed her the rollers and color-coded clips. As the heat did its work, Mum worked on her face, drawing a black line across each of her eyelids, flicking it in the corners and dabbing on blue eyeshadow. The Max Factor palette contained four colors, but Mum only ever used the blue—it matched her eyes perfectly. Today she wasn’t in a rush, so she did Funke’s eyes too, using the goldy-bronze and putting a dot of red lipstick on her forehead, like Mrs. Mehta’s.

The last thing Mum put on was her necklace. She lifted the double strand of shiny white pearls from the cushioned box they lived in and stroked them as if they were alive. She handed them to Funke, who undid the clasp and passed the pearls around her mother’s neck, leaning forward as she slid the silver fishhook into the oval filigree clasp, careful not to trap any strands of red. The clasp had originally been gold but it had broken one night at Ikoyi Club. Mum hadn’t realized the pearls were lost until the next morning. She’d sobbed when Dad said she’d never see them again. They’d driven to the club straightaway, Funke and Femi in the back, fingers crossed. When they got there, a waiter was at the gate, waving at them, the necklace in his hand. He’d stayed for eight hours after his shift, knowing they’d return. He hadn’t wanted to give the pearls to his manager, afraid they might “disappear.” Dad said it was a miracle, the necklace was worth more than the waiter would earn in ten years. Mum said it showed people were inherently good, which made Dad laugh. He’d insisted on fixing the clasp himself, didn’t trust the bush jewelers in Lagos. He’d used a catch from one of Mum’s bracelets—silver rather than gold, but it did the job.

Her mother touched the biggest pearl, the size of a marble, checking it was centered in the hollow of her throat. “This will be yours soon, sweetheart. How long now?”

“Not till I’m eighteen. Eight years and three months—it feels like forever away.” The countdown had started as a way of testing Funke’s maths but now it was a ritual. The necklace had been Mum’s eighteenth birthday present from her parents. She’d chosen it herself—the pearls had spoken to her (Mum often had conversations with inanimate objects). When her sister had found out the pearls were from the South Sea and had cost twice as much as the diamond earrings she’d chosen for her eighteenth birthday, she’d caused plenty wahala. In the end, their father had gone back to the shop to get her an identical necklace.

Funke heard a car and ran to the window. It was the Bensons. Aunty Chloé was Mum’s best friend, Femi and Olumide were best friends, and she and Oyinkan were best friends. Funke loved the symmetry of it. Dad and Uncle Ade pretended to like each other but Dad was always moaning about him to Mum; he hated the way he used his long-leg connections to get what he wanted. Funke was glad Dad pretended, though; they all enjoyed staying in Uncle Ade’s chalet at Tarkwa and going to Ikoyi Club as his guests.

At the foot of the stairs, Mum did a twirl, perfectly balanced on red platforms, and Dad wolf-whistled. Her dress was white with big red circles, shaped like an A, tight at the top and flared at the hips. Even by Mum’s standards it was short. Her long red hair, released from the hot ceramic rollers, swished around her shoulders. She was beautiful.

Mum’s parties always followed the same pattern. Men talked to the men and women talked to the women until the dancing started. On party nights, the posh glasses came out, chin chin and peanuts were called “canapés” and Mum got involved in the cooking. She’d spent an hour this afternoon teaching Bimpe to make chicken chasseur. It tasted like a not-so-good version of Bimpe’s chicken stew, the main difference the addition of mushrooms—Mum had found a tin at Kingsway Stores. They were slimy and squishy, proper yama-yama. Fresh field mushrooms were delicious, according to Mum. Funke was pretty sure she could live without them.

Apart from Aunty Ndidi, all Mum’s friends were white. Aunty Ndidi was also the only one with a job; she was a consultant in emergency medicine. The other aunties were housewives. They thought it odd that Mum chose to work, didn’t believe her when she said she loved teaching. They called each other “darling,” drank Campari and wore lots of makeup. Their husbands were like Dad, Nigerians who had studied abroad and brought some of it back with them. They had Jimmy Cliff–style Afros instead of trimmed buzz cuts and wore pastel short-sleeved safari suits instead of native. They used big words and overpronounced them—“blowing phonetics” was how Oyinkan described it—and constantly dropped in references to their time overseas. Oyinkan and Funke nudged each other whenever one of the uncles boasted about his foreign education, implying it made him superior. They nudged each other a lot.

At half past eight the aunties traipsed on to the veranda to smoke cigarettes and gossip about their husbands. Boniface knew the drill; he arranged a ring of mosquito coils around Billy’s cage and lit them.

Funke and Oyinkan were sitting cross-legged by her open bedroom window, ready to giggle at the ridiculous things the aunties said. It always started the same way: the aunties sipped Campari and soda, oohed and aahed about the size of the flowers (“Immense,” cooed Aunty Inga) and the sweetness of their perfume (“Intoxicating,” pronounced Aunty Melina). But tonight, instead of grumbling about husbands, they moaned about Lagos.

“I don’t know what’s worse,” said Aunty Melina. “The constant noise, the overwhelming heat, the awful smell or the terrible traffic. I swear it gets worse every year.”

“And don’t get me started on NEPA.” Aunty Inga’s voice was high-pitched. “It’s a complete joke. These people cannot run anything.”

“Oh, it’s not all bad.” Mum could always be counted on to find an upside. “Think of the sunshine, the culture, the nightlife. Everyone is so welcoming. I just love the earthiness of Lagos.”

Oyinkan turned to Funke, her hands held up questioningly.

Funke shrugged. She had no idea what she meant. Surely they had mud in England.

“But why can’t they protest in a civilized manner?” Aunty Inga banged her hand on the metal table. “I heard those Ali Must Go rioters were wielding machetes! It’s like living in a war zone.”

“Barbaric,” agreed Aunty Melina.

“Ehn! It’s not by force you must stay here,” shouted Aunty Ndidi. “I don’t hear you complaining about your housegirls and boat clubs.”

Funke and Oyinkan shuffled closer to the window. Aunty Ndidi didn’t have a husband so never joined in the moaning sessions. This was a first.

“Let’s talk about something else?” Funke’s mum sounded worried. “Who wants another drink?”

“Stop defending them, Lizzie.” Aunty Ndidi was Igbo and had no problem with “z”s. “If they don’t like it, they can vote with their feet. Go and join your civilized people, leave us, go.” Aunty Ndidi hissed loudly. The French doors squeaked open then slammed closed.

“Hello, Lizzie!” squawked Billy. The white aunties tittered.

Billy was an African Gray parrot who lived in a huge cage on the veranda with a hoard of cuttlefish bones that Funke and Femi collected at Tarkwa Bay. They’d tried to teach him lots of words but all he ever said was, “Hello, Lizzie!” It always made the aunties laugh. But then, they laughed a lot—Campari and soda made them giggly. Funke and Oyinkan had tried it once. It was disgusting, worse than milk of magnesia.

* * *

The next morning the house was quiet. It always was after a party. The Bensons’ driver wouldn’t return to pick up Oyinkan and Olumide till twelve; they had hours of freedom.

All Funke’s and Femi’s friends lived on the Island, but the Oyenugas’ home was in LUTH, the campus of Lagos University Teaching Hospital, where Dad worked. Funke knew her father wanted to build his own house but she hoped he wouldn’t—LUTH was paradise. It had an entrance gate with a barrier and twenty-four-hour security to keep out most of the armed robbers, fast cars, vagrants, beggars or unwanted hawkers. Luckily, the man who sold FanIce on his bicycle and the boy who sold buns from a huge glass box balanced on his head were allowed in.

The Oyenugas’ detached house was in a corner of the campus reserved exclusively for consultants and professors. Red hibiscus flowers peeked over garden walls and the roads were lined with palm trees.

“Let’s go for a ride,” said Oyinkan. “Femi won’t mind, he’s busy playing soldiers with Olumide.”

Funke and Femi had got matching Choppers last Christmas. Femi’s was Bright Yellow (obviously), Funke’s Flamboyant Green. Oyinkan was obsessed with cycling. She wasn’t allowed a bike—the roads in Ikoyi were too dangerous.

They rode all around the campus. At the nurses’ flats they stopped to buy ice creams from the FanIce man. “Are you sisters?” he asked.

They laughed. This happened all the time. It was funny because apart from both being “half-caste,” they didn’t look remotely alike.

“Oya, let’s race!” Oyinkan leaned forward on Femi’s Chopper.

Funke pulled the red gear lever backward and pumped her legs. She flew through LUTH, waving at other kids, standing so she could pedal faster. “I win!” She punched the air as she screeched to a stop next to Dad’s car.

“Not fair! You get more practice.” Oyinkan clambered off Femi’s yellow bike. “I wish I lived in LUTH.”

“I’m going to be a doctor when I grow up so I can live here forever. Mum says LUTH is as safe as houses.”

Oyinkan frowned. “What does that even mean?”

Funke shrugged. “I don’t know, sef.” Even by Mum’s standards, this was a particularly stupid saying. Armed robbers were rampant in Lagos; houses were far from safe.

* * *

“FUNKE! FOR CHRIST’S SAKE! HURRY up!”

“Coming!” Funke wiped beads of sweat off her forehead as she rummaged in her drawer for clean socks. The week had dragged on forever but at last it was Friday. Femi had beaten her to the bathroom again and spent ages in there, singing “Shuffering and Shmiling” out of tune. Mum must have heard him; she knew Funke couldn’t brush her teeth, shower and get dressed in five minutes. And why bring Christ into it? “I don’t do God” was yet another of Mum’s sayings, almost worse than “I don’t do sun.” Funke wasn’t allowed to “do God” either, not until she was old enough to make “an informed choice.” She was desperate to do God—everyone else did.

“Oluwafunke Oyenuga! If you’re not down in three seconds, no Tarkwa Bay for you tomorrow,” her father bellowed.

“I’m ready!” She snatched her shoes and ran. No way was she staying at home with Bimpe while everyone went to Tarkwa. Unlike other Lagos beaches, the sea at Tarkwa was calm, clean and safe—perfect for swimming. And nobody went there, because unless you owned a chalet like the Bensons, it was a lot of hassle to get to nothing but hot sand. As far as Funke was concerned, it was the best beach in the world. Better than Bar Beach—famous for the hordes of aladuras, clad in white robes and headscarves, who descended on Sunday mornings to pray (“brainwashed puritans,” according to Mum), and infamous for its regular firing squads where thousands of Lagosians watched criminals being executed on Saturday evenings (“bloodthirsty barbarians”—Mum again).

Outside, it was oppressively hot and Funke’s uniform felt itchy against her damp skin. It was going to rain; she could almost smell it. She opened the passenger door of the Toyota and glared at Femi. He’d pushed her seat forward, leaving her no legroom. “Mum!” she whined. “Tell him.”

“Just get in. You’ve made us late.” Mum smacked her palm on the passenger seat.

Funke scowled as she clicked her seat belt into place. She hated being told off. “It’s not fair. It was his fault.”

“Enough!” Mum crunched into reverse. It was ten to five and pitch-black.

The mayguard saluted as he raised the barrier and Mum waved her thanks. And then the rain came. This was a full-on tropical storm—lightning lit the sky, thunder rumbled and big fat raindrops smashed on to the car roof. Mum leaned forward, her face inches from the windshield, wipers going at warp speed, making no difference at all. Five minutes later, it stopped, as suddenly as it had started. The tension in the car evaporated. Funke pushed her seat back, banging hard into her brother’s knees.

“Ow! Mum! She’s squashed me,” Femi howled.

“I need to put my shoes on.” Funke rested her feet on the dashboard and pulled on a sock.

“Not today, you two. I’m too tired for this.” Mum yawned. “Femi, slide over behind me.”

“But the bottle tops are in the way.”

“Move them,” Mum snapped. “When will you two stop acting like babies?”

Femi muttered under his breath as he heaved the huge tartan plastic bag filled with bottle tops across his lap. The bottle tops were for the end-of-school-year art project, Mum’s pride and joy. The waiters at Ikoyi Club collected them for her; they all loved Misses Lissie. Funke was already dreading it—people expected her to be arty like Mum, but she wasn’t. Maths and science were easy. They made sense: you were right or you were wrong. Art was impossible—no rules and no logic. Of course, Femi was good at it. Last year his design, a collage of the Festac ’77 poster, had won. He’d used bright-green 7up bottle tops for the eyes, blue Star beer tops for the crown, cream-and-brown Guinness tops for the head and face, red Coca-Cola tops for the lips. Even Funke had had to accept it was good. So good it had been featured in the Daily Times newspaper—a centerfold article with a picture of Mum and Femi grinning beside the collage. Of course, Femi had loved the attention. The cutting was still pinned on his bedroom wall.

“I might get my picture in the paper again,” said Femi.

Funke turned to look out of the window. It was too dark to see much but she thought they must be on the approach to Eko Bridge. The headlights bounced off the wet road—the rain had turned it into a running stream.

“You might, darling.” Mum rubbed her eyes and glanced at Femi in the mirror as he shuffled across to the seat behind her. “I think your flying cockroach idea is—”

Funke screamed as an abandoned oil tanker loomed into view. But she was too late. Her mother frantically spun the steering wheel but she couldn’t swerve fast enough or far enough. With a sickening, screeching sound of metal on metal, half the car—the half with Mum and Femi in it—disappeared under the tanker.

No one wore seat belts in 1978 Lagos. No one except Funke, who always followed the rules. The Toyota Corolla was sliced cleanly in two and Funke’s half, with her strapped into her seat, skidded across the wet road and collided with the concrete central reservation. Something heavy smacked into the back of her head and the tartan bag flew past her face and exploded on the potholed tarmac. Thousands of bottle tops spun into the air, pinging off passing cars and plopping into puddles. A single cream-colored top landed in her lap.

Funke could hear car horns and loud shouting. But all she could focus on was the little drawing of a black harp. She stretched out her arm and wrapped her fist around it. Everything went dark.

* * *

FUNKE WOKE IN A STRANGE, cage-like bed, her right hand clenched to her chest. She unfurled her fingers and stared at the Guinness bottle top in her palm. It all came back: Mum and Femi disappearing under the oil tanker, bottle tops pinging all around her. She heard a scream and realized it was coming from her. Two nurses rushed toward her, their white uniforms glowing in the dark. One held her while the other injected something into her arm. Her head went blurry, her fingers tightened round the bottle top.

The next time she woke, the rail had been lowered and Aunty Ndidi was beside her, stroking her face. Then Aunty Ndidi grabbed her head, twisting it from side to side. “Any pain?” she asked, running her hands over Funke’s scalp, pressing and probing, as if she was assessing a pawpaw in the market. She moved to Funke’s legs and arms, inspecting her from every angle. Finally, she pulled her into a hug and started crying.

Aunty Ndidi was heavyset and Funke was worried she’d suffocate. She wriggled free. “Where’s my mum?”

Aunty Ndidi ignored the question. “Did they look after you well? Have you eaten?”

“I’m fine. I just want Mum.”

“Chineke meh! Your mama is in a better place—she has passed. Get dressed, let us go. Your daddy is waiting.”

“Is Femi there too?” asked Funke.

Aunty Ndidi waved her arms. “Abeg, no more questions.”

Nothing more was said on the short drive from the children’s ward to the residential corner of LUTH. Their street was jammed with cars. The drivers, huddled in the shade of a palm tree, averted their eyes as she followed Aunty Ndidi to her front door, her feet heavy and sluggish. She crossed her fingers. I’m home. Everything will be all right. The house was heaving with people—neighbors, friends, teachers from school, staff from Dad’s department, strangers, all crowded in the parlor. They stared at her as if she had two heads. She heard mutters as she passed. O ma se o, motherless child! Na wa o! God forbid. The minuscule speck of hope she was clutching disappeared when she saw her father. He looked awful, eyes bloodshot, his always perfect Afro matted, stubble on his chin. She pushed through the throng on wobbly legs and reached for him. He held her back, his eyes darting up and down.

“Not even a scratch,” he said. “How is this possible?”

“Omo aje pupa.”

Funke flinched. Iya Nla’s voice didn’t belong here. Mum had put a stop to her visits years ago, after she found the strange black charms she’d hidden on the window ledges of Funke’s and Femi’s bedrooms. She clutched at her father’s arms. “Where’s Mum? Where’s Femi?”

He pushed her away. “Go to your room. I can’t look at you.” His voice was hoarse.

Funke choked. She couldn’t seem to get air into her lungs. She ran, colliding with Aunty Chloé in the doorway. “What have I done wrong? Where is Mum?” she sobbed.

“Oh mon ange, je suis désolée.” Aunty Chloé’s eyes were red and puffy. “She is sleeping with the angels. You’ve done nothing—none of this is your fault.” She turned to Oyinkan. “Look after her. I’ll tell the housegirl to make food.”

Oyinkan took Funke’s hand. They were the same age and they’d always been equals, but today Oyinkan seemed older and wiser. Funke followed her up the stairs. They sat on her bed facing each other. Oyinkan didn’t speak in riddles, she didn’t talk about passing or better places or angels. She told Funke the truth.

“Your mum and Femi are dead. Mama said they didn’t stand a chance, they went straight under the tanker. They wouldn’t have felt anything. You were so lucky.”

“Lucky?” Funke grabbed the bottle top from her pocket and clenched her fist around it. The sharp, ridged edges dug into her palm. The physical pain was a relief.

“Yes.” Oyinkan wrapped her arms around Funke. “You were on the passenger side, the right side. That’s why you’re here.”

Funke knew what death was—she’d lived on a hospital campus all her life. And in any case, it was impossible to escape death in a country where the average life expectancy was forty-four. But no one she loved had died before. She sat crying in Oyinkan’s arms until Bimpe called them.

The parlor was full of visitors so they sat in the hot kitchen. Bimpe loaded their plates with yam chips, dodo and stew, Funke’s favorite meal. “Eat, now,” she pleaded.

Funke stared at her untouched food. “What does omo aje pupa mean?”

“De pickin of a witch.” Bimpe crossed herself. “Aje pupa na red witch o! Na wicked, wicked witch.”

She pronounced “witch” like “winch.” Funke pushed her plate away, her empty stomach rock hard.

* * *

By sunset everyone had left. Everyone except Iya Nla, who commandeered Femi’s bedroom. Funke watched, horrified, as Bimpe piled Femi’s stuff into tartan tote bags. Her father ignored her, wouldn’t meet her eyes. Her grandmother glared at her, muttering in Yoruba. She waited till they were back in the parlor then snuck to her parents’ room. Her heart thumped as she removed her mother’s pearls from their cushioned box. She hid them in her maths set, where no one would think to look.

That night she cried silently, waiting for her father to come and comfort her, tell her he loved her and that they’d be all right. He didn’t come.

On Monday, no one took her to school. Her father didn’t go to work; he spent the day in the parlor with a bottle of Johnnie Walker. Her grandmother seemed to be everywhere, dragging her bare feet from room to room, hissing and berating Bimpe in Yoruba. When the coast was clear, Funke crept to the garage and rummaged through Femi’s things, rescued his beloved Action Man, the Daily Times article, his wooden Afro pick, his bright-red swimming trunks.

That first week lasted an eternity. Funke lay awake at night, counting the pearls under her bedsheet. During the day, she escaped to the garden and sat on the veranda watching Boniface hack away. Without Mum, his cutlass had free rein, didn’t distinguish between flowers and weeds. No one spoke to her, except Billy. And all he said was, “Hello, Lizzie,” which made her cry more.

A steady stream of visitors came and went. Funke learned that if she stayed silent, she was as good as invisible. She overheard things which made no sense.

“You are young enough to start again. Don’t worry. You will have more sons. It will be well,” said a neighbor to her father.

“Genesis twenty-four: three,” said an old man she’d never seen before. “The Lord said choose a wife from your own land. You see what happens when you don’t hear God? Ehen.”

One evening the teachers from Crown School arrived. “We’ve come to condole,” they said. This seemed to consist of drinking Malta, eating Bimpe’s fried chicken and gossiping.

“Maybe she was drunk. All those bottle tops! Oyinbo people are always drinking.”

“He wasn’t even baptized. Can you imagine! The gates of heaven are closed to him.”

Mrs. Onadekan’s son, who’d been in Femi’s class, pressed Funke for details: “Is it true Femi was decapitated?”

Funke escaped to her room and her growing collection of treasures. Femi’s Action Man had been joined by her mother’s battered gardening hat, a single yellow cork-heeled platform, a spiky Clairol roller.

When everyone had gone to sleep, she crept down and pored through the family photo albums. She slipped out her favorite photographs: the four of them at Tarkwa Bay; Mum dancing with Miriam Makeba at a Festac ’77 party; Femi and her in the pool at Hotel Tropicana in Lomé, his Afro dripping onto his smiling face; Mum and Dad on the deck of MV Aureol as they sailed to Nigeria. She took them to her room, hid them in her pants drawer.

Whenever her crying threatened to choke her, she took out the bottle top and squeezed until the pain stopped her thinking of them. Her palm was dented with jagged circles. No one noticed.

On Saturday morning, a week and a day after the accident, Aunty Chloé arrived with Oyinkan. They stood hugging for ages. It was the first time Funke had been touched in seven days.

They went to the garage to get the Choppers. Funke rode Femi’s—she didn’t want anyone, not even Oyinkan, to touch it. They cycled side by side, their legs moving in perfect synchrony. The farther they got from home, the more light-headed Funke felt. She had a sudden urge to go faster, to feel the wind rush past her face. She pedaled harder, whooped when her legs started to burn. She let go of the handlebars and lifted her arms to the sky. Oyinkan caught up and they screamed together, “Wooooo!”

They rode all around campus, sweat beading on their foreheads, finally stopping at Mushin Gate to buy epa sise. They sat on a low wall, throwing shells into the gutter. Funke knew she was being naughty—Dad had forbidden them from buying boiled nuts, said you couldn’t trust the hawkers to use clean water.

“Oya, let’s race back,” said Oyinkan.

Funke won. Her tires squealed on the gravel drive as she braked. She punched the air and grinned.

Iya Nla exploded out of the house, barefoot. Her short gray hair, usually covered with a headscarf, was patchy and dry. She grabbed Funke’s arm, pulled her off the bike, slapped her on the face and continued hitting her. She was thin and wiry but remarkably strong. Funke stumbled to her knees and curled herself into a ball on the rough tarmac.

“Stop it!” screamed Oyinkan. “Mama! Come! Mama!”

Aunty Chloé and Dad rushed out of the house.

“Babs! Make her stop! What is she doing?”

Iya Nla retied her wrapper, shouting in Yoruba, spittle flying out of her mouth.

“She said Funke was laughing.” Her father rubbed his eyes. “How can she laugh at a time like this? It’s true: she must be possessed.”

“Babs, we need to talk,” said Aunty Chloé. “Girls, inside. Now.”

* * *

The next day was the funeral. Aunty Ndidi and Aunty Chloé came to collect Funke. Aunty Chloé in a black skirt suit with a pillbox hat, Aunty Ndidi in dark-brown native with a matching headscarf. Funke wore the last dress her mother had made for her, a blue-and-white batik pinafore. “What about Dad?” she whispered as they walked to the car.

“He can’t come,” said Aunty Ndidi.

“Why?” Funke’s chest ached. Even after everything, she needed him beside her.

“It’s an abomination,” Aunty Ndidi said, pulling her along.

“A what?” asked Funke. But neither aunty replied.

Funke sat sandwiched between her aunties, her knees knocking together. She closed her eyes, made herself limp, transported her mind to Tarkwa Bay, imagined her mother slathering her in Piz Buin.

The aunties must have thought she was asleep because they started whispering, over her bent head.

“She’s too young for this. Babs should be here,” said Aunty Chloé.

“It’s Yoruba custom,” said Aunty Ndidi. “Parents cannot bury their children. They must not even know where they have been laid to rest.”

“Since when did Babs start believing in tradition?” said Aunty Chloé. “You know he’s going along with that crazy woman: she’s planning to send Funke to boarding school in her village, where no one speaks English. He told me she’s found some charlatan to exorcize her demons. Is that another of your customs?”

“His mother is wicked,” said Aunty Ndidi. “We will talk to Babs, he will come to his senses.”

“I’ve tried.” Aunty Chloé sighed. “He’s weak. Without Lizzie he’s useless.”

Funke had never been to a funeral. She’d never been in a church. She didn’t know how it worked, when to sit, stand, kneel. A strange man in a purple dress stood at the lectern and shouted at the congregation. He mangled Mum’s name, called her “Ellissibet.” Said Femi was six when he was five and three-quarters. The prayers went on and on. So much talk of God and his bosom. My mother doesn’t do God, Funke wanted to scream. She wouldn’t want to rest in his bosom.

When they got home, her father was in the parlor, shirtless and shoeless, a half-empty bottle of whiskey on the table. His eyes were full of resentment, not sorrow. Funke could hear Iya Nla berating Bimpe in the kitchen. She squeezed her bottle top, pressing the crimped metal edges into her palm until she felt calmer.

Aunty Ndidi waved the bottle in the air. “It’s enough. You still have one child—you need to think of her. Lizzie would be ashamed of you.”

“She should be in the ground,” he spat. “Not my son. Not my goddess.”

“Funke, go to your room.” Aunty Chloé pushed her to the door.

“How did she escape? It makes no sense. My mother is right. She needs to be cleansed. For her own sake.”

“Tu fia kwa!” Aunty Ndidi clicked her fingers in front of Dad’s face. “You dey craze?”

Funke clamped her hands over her ears and ran to the veranda. She was curled up on the metal garden chair when Aunty Chloé came to find her.

Aunty Chloé stroked Funke’s head. “You can’t stay here anymore. You can come back when your daddy is better.”

Funke felt weak with relief. She would be with Oyinkan. She would be safe.

“Hello, Lizzie,” the parrot squawked.

Funke grabbed her aunty’s hand. “We can’t leave Billy.”

Aunty Chloé hugged her, tears streaming down her cheeks, wetting Funke’s face. “Don’t worry. I’ll look after Billy. I’ll send the driver to collect him.”

“Can I come with you now?” Funke looked into Aunty Chloé’s kind face. Please say yes.

“Non, mon ange.” Aunty Chloé shook her head. “You’re going to England to live with your mother’s family. Your daddy has agreed. I will send a telegram today.”

“But I want to stay with you and Oyinkan,” said Funke. “I’ll be really good, I promise. You won’t even know I’m there. Please, Aunty Chloé. Please?”

Aunty Chloé took a deep breath. “Funke, you need to be with your own family. I loved your mother and I owe it to her to keep you safe.” She reached to hug Funke again. “Don’t worry. Everything is going to be all right. You’ll see.”





~ Liv ~

LIV HAD BEEN DREADING the summer holiday. It wasn’t because she liked school or was good at it (she didn’t, and wasn’t) but at least at Wooders she didn’t feel invisible. Teachers looked her in the eye when they spoke to her (admittedly, most of the time they were telling her off), and girls laughed when she told her made-up stories (admittedly, most of the time it was at her, not with her). At school her imagination was an asset. At The Ring it was an affliction.

It wasn’t The Ring’s fault. With the right mother it would be paradise. Grandma was lovely but she preferred stabbing needles into hoops of cloth to conversation. Grandpa was a poppet but never around. Her brother, Dominic, was beastly, but that was boys for you. The problem was Mummy. She was impossible to please: everything Liv did, and everything she didn’t do, was wrong. Liv often fantasized about a different family. A few years ago, she’d asked her mother if she was adopted, timing the question for when she’d be most receptive, after her second gin and tonic. She’d wanted reassurance. Outrage would have done.

“God, no,” Mummy had laughed. “If you were adopted, I’d have returned you years ago. Do you think I’d make all these sacrifices if I didn’t have to?”

Liv was sitting on the porch trying to decide if it was warm enough for a swim when the postman arrived. He leaped out of his van and handed her a pile of boring letters, before placing a large manila envelope on top.

“This one looks important, miss. Best you take it straight in.”

It was addressed to her grandparents and had PRIORITY! TELEGRAM printed across it in bold red letters. Liv had never seen a telegram before. She considered ripping it open but wasn’t brave enough. Instead she ran to the kitchen, skidding on the flagstones, envelope held aloft. “Grandma! Look! A telegram!”

“There’s no need to shout, Olivia,” said her mother. “Who’s it from?”

“I don’t know.” Liv handed the envelope to her grandmother.

Her mother scowled, Somerset Life open in front of her. Julia Bertram was beaming off the page in a repulsive peach dress, cutting a red ribbon with a ridiculously large pair of scissors. Liv had buried the magazine under some old newspapers but clearly not deep enough. The sight of Mrs. Bertram always set Mummy off.

Grandma plucked the silver paper knife from the pencil pot. “Fetch your grandpa then run along, dear.”

* * *

Of course, nobody told Liv what it was about. They never told her anything. Luckily, she had her own ways of staying informed. She sprinted to the front of the house and carefully picked her way through the rosebush. It was mid-July and the roses were in full bloom; they smelled vaguely of nectarines. Mummy moaned about the state of the windows at The Ring—they rattled, were difficult to close and let in drafts. But Liv loved them—they let out sound better than new windows would.

As Liv sank onto the carpet of soft peach petals, her mother’s voice came through loud and shrill. “No! It’s out of the question. He’s done enough damage. If not for him, it would be me in this magazine, not bloody Julia. I suppose he’s after money?”

“Margot! Your sister is dead.” Grandma’s voice sounded funny, like she was crying. But that was impossible; her grandmother didn’t do emotion.

“And that’s awful. But I don’t see why we have to take her on. He’s not dead. Why can’t he look after her?” Mummy definitely hadn’t been crying.

“She’s my granddaughter, Margot. Your niece! She’s family.” Grandma’s voice cracked on the last syllable. “And this woman is clearly worried about her welfare.”

“Daddy!” Mummy was shrieking now. “You can’t possibly think this is a good idea. Say something!”

A long silence was broken by the screech of chair leg on stone floor. “Dotty’s right. We can’t abandon her.” Her grandfather’s gravelly voice. “She’s a Stone—we have to do the right thing. I’d best set off for London. There’s lots to be done. Poor Lizzie. Poor, poor Lizzie.”

“I can’t believe this! It’s always poor bloody Lizzie. Nobody ever thinks about me.”

A squeak as the kitchen door opened. A bang as it slammed shut.

“On your head be it.” Her mother again, quieter now. “Mark my words, this will end in tears.”

Liv crawled out from under the rosebush, her heart racing, mind whirring. This was the most excitement The Ring had ever seen. A granddaughter. That made her a cousin. And coming to live here!

* * *

Liv spent the next three days listening at closed doors, crouching under open windows, loitering behind shrubs. Aunt Lizzie was a mystery she had long wanted to solve. The bad sister whose terrible choices had ruined Mummy’s life. You’ll end up like Lizzie was the chorus to all Liv’s misdeeds.

Liv’s eavesdropping was richly rewarded. She soaked it all up: tension and tears, arguments and recriminations, warnings and petitions. Three days of glorious gory snippets.

“She’s African, half savage for all we know. She belongs there, with her own kind.” (Mummy.)

“She’s just a child. Imagine if it was Olivia? Think about that.” (Grandma.)

“I am thinking of Olivia. It’s all I ever do.” (Liv choked at the notion of being her mother’s main concern.) “I don’t want her and Dominic to become social lepers, like I was when Lizzie went off with that man. Besides, we know nothing about this girl. Can she even speak English?”

“She’s Lizzie’s daughter, so I think that’s a given.” (Grandma, again.)

“Well, I’m not raising her. This is on you.” (Mummy’s voice was sour, as if she’d taken the lemon out of her gin and was sucking on it.)

“Yes, dear. Two girls will be easier than one. They can keep each other company.”

By the time their mother sat Liv and Dominic down, three days later, to tell them that the aunt they’d never met was dead and the cousin they hadn’t known existed was coming to stay, Liv had worked it all out.

“She’s sort of a cousin. Her name’s Katherine, she’s nine. Her father’s had some sort of a breakdown.”

Liv drummed her feet on the floor. “I’ll look after her, Mummy. I’ve always wanted a sister.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s only temporary—a year, at most. And, Olivia, I expect you to set this Katherine a good example. Remember, you’re a Stone. She’s not like us. She’s different. She’s African.”

“You mean Black?” asked Dominic.

“Yes . . . No . . . What I mean is . . . well, it’s not about color. She won’t be used to the kind of luxury you take for granted.”

“Are we racists, Mummy?” Liv blurted.

“What a terrible thing to say! I don’t have a racist bone in my body. How could you even think such a thing?”

“But you said she was half savage,” Liv whispered.

Two red blotches appeared on her mother’s cheeks. “This is what happens when you snoop around: you jump to the wrong conclusions.”

“Sorry, Mummy.” Liv ran off, swinging her arms. Another girl at The Ring. They would be best friends. It would be sublime.

* * *

The Ring became a hive of activity. Mummy disappeared to London and Dominic went to stay with one of his horsey friends, leaving Grandma and Liv to do all the work. Mabel, who came once a week, was roped into extra shifts. It had been decided (after a lot of intense debate between Mummy and Grandma) that Katherine would be put in the attic.

Mabel emptied the room, lugging heavy dusty boxes down steep narrow stairs, vacuuming, washing curtains and shaking rugs. Liv tried to help but Mabel said she was better at making work than doing it. Her suggestion of a lick of paint was vetoed and when she mentioned buying new furniture, Grandma called her extravagant.

Liv did her best to make the room nice. She donated books she’d grown out of—her Enid Blytons and the encyclopedia set Grandpa had given her for Christmas (she’d been disappointed, had hoped for a Chopper). She spent ages making a welcome banner, using the glitter she’d got for her birthday. But the room still looked bare, so she stuck her second-favorite Kate Bush poster on the wall.

The morning of Katherine’s arrival, Liv woke at five. She knew the plane didn’t land till six but she was giddy with excitement. She picked a bunch of hydrangeas and put them in a vase on the little bedside table. The room still smelled musty so she “borrowed” her mother’s Madame Rochas and spritzed liberally. She smoothed the blanket and plumped the pillow. The hydrangeas seemed to be wilting so she opened the window to give them some air.

It still wasn’t right. She ran back to her room and swapped the Kate Bush poster for her actual favorite one: Kate in a pink vest with her hair wild and wonderful, staring at the camera, not smiling, looking enigmatic—exactly how Liv wanted to look. That will do.





~ Funke ~

“CAN YOU SEE HER?” The chirpy air hostess—she looked a bit like Sabrina in Charlie’s Angels—adjusted her hat.

Funke stared at the people beyond the cordon. They were all white. It was surreal, like watching TV.

The night before, her father had come to her room for the first time since the accident. He had hugged her. “Do not forget who you are,” he’d said, wagging his index finger in her face. “You come from good stock. They are no better than you.”

Funke hadn’t understood. What did stock have to do with anything? She wasn’t a stew. And why would anyone think they were better than her? All her life her parents had drummed into her head that she was special—even when she didn’t want to be. “I don’t want to go,” she’d begged. “Please let me stay. Don’t you love me anymore?”

“I’m your father. I’m doing this because I love you.”

Funke had looked him straight in the eye. “Are you disowning me?”

“Don’t talk nonsense.” But he hadn’t met her gaze.

“When can I come back?”

He hadn’t answered. Funke had kept staring. He was different from the man who’d been her father four weeks ago. His hair had turned white at the temples, but it wasn’t just that. It was as if his fire had gone out. Without Mum he was less. They both were.

“I wanted you to have Lizzie’s pearls,” he’d said. “I’ve searched everywhere. Have you seen them?”

Funke had thought of the maths set in her suitcase, crossed her fingers behind her back and shaken her head. She hadn’t spoken to him again, not even when he’d hugged her goodbye at the airport, not even when she saw he was crying.

Sabrina squatted and unpinned the large Unaccompanied Minor badge she’d fastened to Funke’s dress seven hours earlier. “Your aunt must be here somewhere. Can you see her?”

Funke yawned, trying to unblock her ears as she gazed at the pale crowd. One woman stared back, lifted an arm in a stiff wave.

Sabrina waved back at her. “Hello?”

Funke felt a fresh wave of panic. This couldn’t be her aunty. Her hair was dark brown and rigid, like a soldier’s helmet. And she was all angles, thin and sharp. Then she spotted the double strand of pearls around the woman’s neck—Mum’s pearls. Of course, two necklaces for two sisters. She took a deep breath.

The air hostess grabbed Funke’s case with one hand and tugged her along with the other. “Mrs. Stone?”

“Yes! Yes! What took you so long?”

Funke’s knees wobbled. The woman had Mum’s voice and Mum’s pearls but in every other way she was her opposite. Her skin was beige like cassava, while Mum’s was translucent like rice. Her lips were thin and bare; Mum’s were soft and pink. Dark woven fabric covered her like an armchair; Mum wore bright miniskirts.

“You must be Katherine. I’m Margot, your aunt, your mother’s older sister.” She held out her hand. “We’re all terribly sorry about . . . well, about everything.”

Why is she calling me Katherine? thought Funke. It was her middle name but no one used it. She eyed the proffered bony limb. No nail polish, no wedding ring. No freckles. Nothing like Mum’s hands. She shuffled closer to Sabrina, curling her shoulders over her chest.

Margot pulled her hand back as if burned. “Suit yourself.”

Sabrina put a protective arm around Funke. “She hasn’t said a word. I think it’s all been a bit much.”

Margot gestured at the small case. “Is this all she has?”

Funke peeked at the woman who was supposed to be her aunty. Was this her idea of a joke? She had lots of things. A bright-green Chopper, a shelf full of books, a recorder, a best friend, a badminton racket. Was Dad right? Are my white family stupid?

“Come on, Katherine.” Margot turned.

“Wait! You’ll need these.” Sabrina pulled two passports out of her handbag: one green, one black. “She’s special—she has two.”

Margot tucked the passports into her bag.

Funke stared at Sabrina, willing her not to go.

The air hostess patted Funke on the head. “Good luck!” she said cheerfully, then turned and clacked her way back into the terminal.

“Don’t gawp.” Her aunty started walking.

Funke struggled to keep pace, half dragging, half carrying her suitcase down a bright corridor into a lift. They emerged in a concrete underground car park and eventually Margot stopped at an old, old-fashioned car. Funke rubbed her fingers; they were sore and cold. Then, warily, she clambered into the back seat.

Margot drove with her nose pressed against the windshield. “It’s meant to clear up later. Do you like swimming? Olivia lives in the pool. Oh, I don’t suppose they have pools in Africa.”

Definitely stupid. Funke fidgeted on the cracked leather. She thought of the smooth, shiny vinyl seats in Mum’s Toyota and a vision of the abandoned oil tanker flashed into her head. She pressed her face against the faded door trim to steady herself. The car was freezing. She swallowed hard, her ears still blocked. Margot turned on the radio and a man started talking about a coup in Mauritania. Funke could picture it on the kitchen map. Nouakchott. Dad chose it a lot; it made Femi laugh.

She peered out of the window. Where was the green and pleasant land her mother had gushed about? All she could see, which admittedly wasn’t much, was gray. She wiped the window and her hands came away damp, but the view was still blurry, as if the clouds were floating on the ground. It was raining half-heartedly. Funke was used to big noisy drops that soaked you in seconds. She closed her eyes and went to find her mother.

* * *

Funke woke with a start when the car turned off smooth tarmac onto gravel and stopped in front of a big house. Rain dripped from its tall windows and black gutters. The front door opened and an old woman and a boy stepped out. They looked as despondent as the house. Funke shrank back but there was no escape—Margot yanked the door open and she had to get out. She stepped on to the gravel, blinking as rain misted her face. This couldn’t be The Ring. It wasn’t a palace. It was dismal. Plants crept up the gray walls, all the way to the roof. It would never be allowed in LUTH; you’d end up with a house full of snakes.

The boy frowned and crossed his arms. “You’re late, Mummy. I’m supposed to be at Oliver’s.”

“This is my son, Dominic. And this is your grandmother.” Margot spoke slowly.

The old woman smiled. “Hello, Katherine. Don’t look so worried. We won’t bite.”

Funke focused on the wet ground, a hollow, homesick feeling in her chest.

The boy stamped his feet. “Mummy! Hurry up!”

“One minute, darling. I need a cup of tea, I’m gasping.”

Funke was trying to process this exchange, when a girl with wild chocolate-brown hair flew out of the house, careering into the sulky boy.

“Watch it, Oink.” He scowled.

Ignoring him, the girl threw her arms around Funke. “You’re here! At last. And you’re lovely. I knew you would be. I waited at the gate for absolutely ages but you took forever and I was starving. I was only gone for a minute.”

Her skin was warm, her face was heart-shaped and her eyes were green. They sparkled. Funke gawped; she hadn’t known people could have green eyes. The girl was a riot of color: bright-yellow corduroy dungarees, red T-shirt, wooden clogs. Funke tugged at her blue adire pinafore, which was new and stiff. She wished she wasn’t wearing her Bata school shoes.

The heart-faced girl shook Funke’s shoulders gently. “I meant to do this properly. I practiced and everything. Let’s start again.” She took a deep breath. “Hello, Katherine. Welcome to The Ring.” She planted a kiss on each of Funke’s cheeks. “I’m so glad you’re here. I mean, I’m not glad about what happened, of course not. But I know we’re going to be best friends. And cousins. I’m Olivia. But please, call me Liv.”

Call me Liv. Call me Lizzie. The hug, the kindness, the optimism—it undid Funke. She tilted her head and blinked, but it was too late; hot tears slid down her face, mixing with the cold rain. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and sniffed.

“Have you got a tissue, Grandma?” asked Call-Me-Liv.

The old woman handed Funke a frilly cotton hanky. “Now, now. That will do.”

Funke put it in her pocket. It was too nice to use. At least she’s not scary like Iya Nla.

“Come on, let’s get out of the rain. I’ll put the kettle on.” Her grandmother waved them in.

Olivia hoicked Funke’s case out of the trunk. “Are you a Katherine or a Kate? Please say you’re Kate. Like Kate Bush.”

Funke rubbed her eyes. Is she calling me bush?

Outside was cold. Inside was freezing. Funke was used to white walls with glossy wooden shutters; here, everything was dark and moldy. The walls looked like mottled egg yolks and seemed to be covered in paper. Why would you put paper on walls? The floor was made of wood with gaps between the planks. Funke shuddered; cockroaches could hide in there, come out at night and crawl over you. The curtains were thick and heavy, as if their job was to trap the gloom. The carpet on the stairs wasn’t wide enough. Did they get the measurements wrong? Or have they run out of money?

At the top of the stairs, Liv turned left and started along a dark corridor. “Mummy’s room.” She pointed at a door. “Grandma and Grandpa, but he’s never here.” She pointed at another. “Me. Come in whenever you want, you don’t have to knock.”

Her room was a mess—the bed unmade, clothes on the floor, an overflowing bin in one corner, three mugs on the desk.

“I know. It’s a bit of a state. Mabel will sort it.” Liv closed the door.

Mabel must be the housegirl. Funke felt sorry for her. She didn’t expect Bimpe to pick up after her and she always smoothed her bed when she woke up.

Liv was off again. “I wanted you to have this room, so we could be next to each other, but Mummy said we needed a guest room, which we don’t, because no one visits. Except Jojo. He’s Grandpa’s godson.” She pointed again. “Dominic. Don’t go in there. Ever.” She opened the door at the end of the corridor. “Bathroom.”

Funke peered in. Limescale in the sink, a wet towel on the floor. Mabel must be extremely lazy—Bimpe always cleaned the bathroom last thing at night. Strands of hair lay tangled in a dark corner (Liv’s, judging by the length and color) and three empty toilet roll tubes sat on the cistern. But more worryingly, there was no shower. How do they wash? The bath was weird—dark blue on the outside, it sat in the middle of the room on feet shaped like vulture’s claws. The taps were in the wrong place, at the center of the long side, and the plughole was in the middle. She backed out and hurried after Liv.

“This way—careful, it’s steep.” Liv held Funke’s case in front of her as she climbed a narrow flight of creaking stairs into darkness.

Funke followed. This time the carpet went all the way to the sides but it was old and thin with loose threads.

Liv shouldered open a wooden door at the top and beamed. “And here we are. This is yours. Ta-da!”

* * *

Funke had never been in an attic. No sane person would put a room in the roof—it would be too hot to breathe; you’d roast like a Christmas goat. But overheating didn’t seem to be a problem here. She gazed suspiciously at the drab cavernous space. It was oddly shaped—six feet high in the middle, two feet high at the sides. And it seemed to be made entirely of dark-brown wood—the floor, the ceiling and all the furniture. The walls were the color of kola nuts, a sort of blotchy, rusty red-brown.

Three things brightened the room: Call-Me-Liv. A poster of a white woman with big eyes and big hair on the wall. And a banner, hung lopsidedly above the bed—triangular pieces of card strung together with fuchsia ribbon.

WELCOME TO THE RING COUSIN KATE

Each letter had been carefully outlined and colored in, and between each word was a glittery red heart. Funke’s chest ached—it was the sort of thing Femi would have made, with Mum’s help.

Liv flung Funke’s suitcase onto the bed and collapsed beside it. “What do you think? I spent ages trying to make it nice.”

Nice? Funke slumped on to the bed and ran her hands over the blanket. It was rough and scratchy. It dawned on her that she’d been fed a pack of lies. England wasn’t a fairy-tale land of plenty and these people weren’t rich. The house was run-down and worn-out—holes in the rugs, squeaky floors, ramshackle furniture. She studied the rattling window and realized there were no mosquito screens. Even the boys’ quarters at LUTH had nets. Do they not care about malaria?

She pined for her own bedroom, the rainbow-striped raffia mat beside her bed, the ceiling fan that whirred her to sleep. Mum tucking her in, doing her short bedtime story, the one she did when she was in a hurry. Once upon a time, there were three sheep. Baa. Baa. Baa. Her eyes filled with tears. This time she didn’t try to stop them.

Liv put an arm around her shoulders. “It will get better, you’ll see. I’m going to look after you. I promise.”

Funke blew her nose into the frilly handkerchief. Needs must, as Mum would have said.

Liv pointed at a vase of drooping pink hydrangeas. “I picked them this morning. I don’t know why they’ve gone floppy.”

Funke knew. Mum had grown hydrangeas. You had to sit them in boiling water to drain the sap. But speaking was too much like hard work so she didn’t explain.

Without asking, Liv undid the clasp on Funke’s suitcase and started rooting through the contents, inspecting each ordinary item as if it was extraordinary.

Funke sat on the prickly blanket, watching Liv flutter around, listening to her nonstop nonsense. According to Liv, Funke’s flip-flops were “groovy,” her bar of Joy soap was “sublime” and Femi’s Afro pick was “out of this world.”

While Liv was distracted, Funke grabbed her maths set out of the pile and shoved it under the pillow. But she wasn’t quick enough.

“I’ve got one exactly the same. Maths is evil! Don’t you just hate it?”

Funke bit her lip. She loved maths. But Liv had moved on, now captivated by Funke’s ten pairs of brand-new, not remotely interesting, white pants. Funke watched her hold each identical pair to her face. Is she going to sniff them?

“Oooh! This is pretty.” Liv pranced to the full-length mirror (wooden frame, cloudy glass, rust spots) and held one of Funke’s ankara dresses to her body. She sighed dramatically. “Too small. You’re a proper Stone, Kate. Thin as a stick. Mummy says I’ve got my father’s bones. Big bones.”

I’m not a Stone. And I’m not Kate. My name is Funke Oyenuga. She practiced the sentence in her head, licked her lips and tried to speak. But the words wouldn’t come. It didn’t matter—Liv was quite happy with a one-sided conversation and flitted from topic to topic. She was now transfixed by a tub of Ultra Sheen.

“It’s green!” she exclaimed, dipping a finger into it.

Funke stared at her. Are my oyinbo family all mumus? Her tummy rumbled. Loudly.

“Oh, sorry,” Liv said. “Here’s me prattling on when you must be starving. Come on, let’s go raid jam sandwiches.”

The kitchen was huge and un-kitchen-like. No orange gas cylinder, no stainless-steel water filter, no pyramid of yam tubers, no candles for when NEPA took light. A huge table dominated the room. Like most things in this house, it was old and made of wood. A shiny cream contraption took up the far wall. It had five doors, two round silver domes, a pipe and a badge that read “AGA.” Is it a generator?

“You sit. I’ll do everything.” Liv pulled out a chair. “Do you take sugar? I have two but only when no one’s looking. Dom says I’m a pleb. But I don’t care.”

Funke had no idea what a pleb was. As Liv bustled around, filling the kettle, slicing bread, plonking things on the table, she wondered where the lazy housegirl was.

Liv finally stopped moving. She sat beside Funke, lifted her mug and took a big gulp. “Ahhh!”

Funke took a tentative sip. Warm leaf water. Disgusting. At home, only grown-ups drank tea. She and Femi always had Milo with a big glug of Carnation evaporated milk.

Liv placed a thick slice of bread on each of their plates and lifted the lid on a white dish. “Tuck in!”

Was this the English butter her mother had missed so much? Funke copied Liv. Cut a piece off the corner and tried to smooth it out, topped it with a blob of red gunk from a label-less jar. This must be the mythical jam the Famous Five lived on. She went for a minuscule nibble. The butter was cold and claggy, not nearly as good as delicious creamy Blue Band margarine that came in a yellow tin with a picture of a little boy who looked a bit like Femi on it. The jam was sweeter than expected but had annoying little seeds that got stuck in her teeth. She took another bite and decided jam was good but would be better without seeds.

It turned out Liv could talk and eat at the same time. “What shall we do today? It’s stopped raining. We could go for a walk? Or have a swim?”

Funke closed her eyes. She felt light-headed.

“You must be worn-out,” said Liv. “Never mind. Have a little rest.”

* * *

Alone in her strange bedroom, Funke sobbed, trembling under the prickly blanket. She held her mother’s necklace, rubbing the pearls between her fingers. Her teeth chattered, her toes were numb. Malaria. It must be malaria.

Mum had caught it once. It came on quickly: one minute she had a headache, the next she was shaking, complaining of being cold even though the AC was off. Dad spread beach towels over her as if she was sand. She didn’t look cold; her skin was drenched in sweat and her hair clung to her face in limp tendrils.

Dad rushed to the pharmacist for quinine. But it didn’t work. Mum got worse. Her nose started bleeding and her legs jerked. Luckily, they lived on a teaching hospital campus and, even more luckily, Aunty Ndidi was on shift. She recognized an allergic reaction to quinine and organized a blood plasma transfusion. Mum was home two days later, back to normal apart from an extreme mosquito phobia. Dad was petrified that Funke and Femi might have inherited her allergy. He checked the window nets weekly and paid the bug man to spray twice as often.

Funke pulled the blanket under her chin, convinced she was going to die. And all because her English family were too stupid to have mosquito nets. She hoped she’d find Mum and Femi in heaven.

* * *

By the next morning, Funke had worked out that she probably wasn’t going to die. She’d also worked out that her new aunty and grandmother wouldn’t notice if she did; they hadn’t checked on her once. Liv had come several times to straighten her blanket, offer her food and talk. Mainly to talk. On cue, fast steps thumped on the staircase and Liv bounced in, her green eyes sparkling.

Liv hugged her tightly. “Good morning, Kate! Today’s going to be perfect. Mummy and Dominic have gone to London. And it’s sunny. Come see.”

Funke followed her cousin to the window. It wasn’t exactly bright but the sky was more blue than gray and the grass was decidedly greener.

“After breakfast I’ll give you the proper tour and we’ll go for a swim. I want to be as brown as you by the end of summer. But first, I must tell you about my dream. I was with Kate Bush and we were walking on the moors and singing and . . .”

Funke trailed after Liv, trying to make sense of her convoluted and obviously made-up dream. One of Mum’s favorite sayings flashed through her head: That one can talk for England. At last it made sense.

In the still-dirty bathroom, Liv squirted blue stuff into the blue bath and turned on the taps. Water gurgled and pipes squealed but Liv didn’t seem concerned, so Funke assumed the racket was normal. Liv yanked off her pajamas and climbed into the bath. She soaped her face, armpits and bottom (not thoroughly) and sank briefly underwater. Then stood and wrapped a towel around herself. “Your turn!”

Funke bit her lip. Lying in your own filthy water was bad. Lying in someone else’s filthy water was much, much worse. But she didn’t want to upset the one person who was being nice to her. She lathered herself from top to toe then lowered herself in, relishing the hot water, trying not to think of it as dirty Liv water.

* * *

Even in the strangest times, time passes. One day became five and a routine of sorts established itself. Liv came to Funke’s attic bedroom first thing and tucked her in at night. In between, they were joined by an invisible thread.

Every day something new flabbergasted Funke. Their TV was ancient (even older than the old one Dad had given Iya Nla). There were no boys’ quarters—she’d looked everywhere. NEPA never took light—five whole days and not one power cut. Their sun didn’t work properly—it never got hot and it rose and set at the wrong times. Mornings were bad enough; it got light at five instead of half six. Evenings were ridiculous; it was still bright at nine, which used to be her bedtime. Now bedtime was when Liv ran out of things to say.

Funke tried to imagine her mother growing up in this strange land but it was impossible. To get close to Mum she had to close her eyes and pretend she was back in Lagos. She missed so many things. Being tested on capitals, doing schoolwork, chores. But mostly food. Mum’s prawn spaghetti, Bimpe’s red stew with fried rice. Dad’s yam and egg sauce. Her mouth had watered on Wednesday when Grandma had announced they were having baked beans for supper. She’d pictured ewa agoyin spooned on to golden slices of dodo. What she got was lukewarm, mushy cream-colored beans in a sickly, fake orange sauce, piled on tough brown bread made harder by being toasted. How do you make beans sweet? And why would you want to make soft bread crunchy?

Funke couldn’t understand how Liv could think fish fingers were a treat. Were English fish boneless? And why did Liv squirt sweet tomato ketchup on everything? She’d never eaten so much sugar in her life—jam at breakfast, biscuits at elevenses (a meal that didn’t exist in Nigeria), chocolate after lunch, cake at teatime, pudding after supper.

But the biggest surprise was how easy it was not to speak. Even more astonishing how neither Liv nor her grandmother seemed to find her silence unusual.

For someone who never shut up, Liv was a surprisingly good listener—even when no actual words were spoken. She deciphered Funke’s facial expressions, decrypted her body language, decoded her eye signals. She even started speaking to their grandmother on Funke’s behalf: Kate’s cold, Grandma, so we’re going to get a jumper. Kate doesn’t like mushrooms—can we have tomato soup instead? Kate wants to explore, so we’re walking to the village after breakfast.

Mum and Dad had always wanted to know what she and Femi were up to and usually had a firm opinion on something better they could be doing instead. Here, as long as Liv and Funke stayed out of their grandmother’s way, they were free to do as they pleased. Instead of worrying about them, their grandmother worried about the cost of the most peculiar things. In Lagos, you turned lights on to celebrate NEPA working. Here, Grandma got cross if Liv flicked the switch before it was pitch-dark. Even water was monitored; their grandmother seemed to think having a bath every day was indulgent. Funke worried too. If they couldn’t afford bathwater, how could they look after her?

On Thursday, Funke met Mabel, who was like no housegirl she’d seen before—certainly nothing like Bimpe. She called Funke “a poor mite” (Imagine! The housegirl thinks I’m poor, sef!) and never stopped complaining. But she did make proper food. Instead of the constant diet of bread and jam, or bread and ham, or bread and soup (from a tin), on Mabel day they had mashed potatoes (a bit like sloppy pounded yam) with a meaty mush. Liv called it “cottage pie.” Funke couldn’t work out how Mabel chopped the meat into such tiny pieces. Or why she’d want to.

Funke desperately wanted to know where Liv’s father was. Is he dead? Guiltily, Funke half hoped he was. It would be something they could bond over: one parent in heaven, one who couldn’t bear to be near you.

On Friday, Funke’s sixth day at The Ring, Aunt Margot and Dominic returned with an old man in tow. He was tall, thin and gray. Gray skin, gray hair, gray eyes, gray suit, gray shoes. He looked tired. Back home, when Dad had been away, on a course or at a conference, his homecoming was a celebration. They’d all rush out to welcome him. He’d kiss Mum with tongues and swing Funke and Femi around in his arms. This wasn’t like that. There were no hugs or kisses.

“Hello, Mummy. Hello, Grandpa,” said Liv.

So this is Mum’s dad. The one who gave her the pearls, who loved her so much it made Aunty Margot hate her.

Dominic pointed at Funke. “Does it speak yet?”

“Don’t be horrible,” said Liv.

“Have you put on weight, darling?” Aunt Margot prodded Liv in the tummy. “Mummy, I told you to watch what she eats.”

Grandma patted the old man on the arm. “It’s good to have you home, Douglas. How was the traffic?”

“Busy. Always is on a Friday.” The old man squeezed Grandma’s shoulder. “How’s my Dotty?”

“I’m fine, dear. But you look exhausted. I’ll put the kettle on.”

“I’ll have it in my study.” He turned to Funke. “And you must be Katherine.”

Funke squirmed and wondered if she was meant to kneel like she did for Iya Nla.

“Nothing like my poor Lizzie. Oh well. I trust you’re settling in OK?” He patted her head, gently.

“She’s no trouble,” said Grandma. “Doesn’t say much but Olivia’s good with her. They live in each other’s pockets.”

Not quite, thought Funke. It wasn’t reciprocal. Liv was carrying her. She watched her grandfather walk away, his briefcase swinging, wondering how he could have disowned her mother.





~ Liv ~

OF COURSE LIV HAD seen Black people—she watched TV. She’d met real Black people in real life too, like the man who came to clean the pool. And two Indian girls had started at Wooders last year, Felicity and Francesca, but they were only seven so she didn’t speak to them.

But Kate was the first Black person Liv had got up close and personal with. And the biggest shock was how ordinary she was. Secretly, Liv had hoped her cousin would be half savage. She’d conjured up a wild, ferocious creature, jet black with beads in her hair, hefty and strong, a beautiful but frightening lioness.

The shivering girl who turned up was all lamb. Meek and mild. Zero chance of the skinny thing baring her teeth; she could barely make eye contact. Yes, her clothes were different, her skin was brown and her hair looked amazing in a ponytail of plaited snakes. But she was just a girl. Except sad. Very sad.

Even her stuff was normal. The washbag the only glimpse of Africa. A comb made of wood! A bar of soap called Joy, emblazoned with the picture of a beautiful brown woman, long lustrous hair cascading down her back. Of course, it made perfect sense. Why would Black people want to see white people on their soap?

Liv sat outside Kate’s bedroom door the first night, listening to her cry, feeling powerless. A few days later, Kate half smiled when Liv told her about her dream. It was the tiniest smile but it was a start. She had a little gap between her front teeth and two perfect dimples on her cheeks. She was exceptionally pretty. For the first time in her life, Liv had a purpose: she could make a difference, she could keep her cousin safe. But Liv knew it wouldn’t be easy. She’d have to be extra vigilant when her mother was at The Ring.

That Saturday evening, Mummy made dinner and the family sat down to eat together.

“Well done, Margot. Mushroom sauce too—you’ve excelled yourself.” Grandpa glugged congealed gray gloop over his steak.

“What a feast. Thank you, Mummy.” Dominic shook salt over a huge mound of pale flabby chips.

Liv kept a wary eye on Kate. Her cousin was always a bit funny at mealtimes, took the tiniest of nibbles to test if she liked something and refused point-blank to eat certain things (mushroom soup, tongue sandwiches). But today she seemed paralyzed with fear, staring at her steak as if it was alive. Liv bounced her ankle against Kate’s, tapping out, It’s OK, I’m here, in foot code.

Grandpa wiped a dribble of blood off his chin with his napkin. “Perfectly rare, Margot.”

“Can I have some more chips, please?” Liv blurted, to distract attention from Kate, who had turned green.

“Too late, Oink.” Dominic snatched the bowl and piled the remaining chips onto his plate.

And it was too late. Mummy was frowning at Kate.

“Why aren’t you eating?” Her tone was petulant. “Fillet steak not good enough for you?”

“Kate doesn’t like steak, Mummy. I’ll eat it.” Liv reached for Kate’s plate.

“Nonsense. Everybody loves steak. And you’ve had more than enough.” Two telltale red blotches appeared on Mummy’s cheeks. She turned to Grandma. “Is she always this stubborn? You’d think she’d be grateful to have food on her plate, with all those starving children in Africa.”

“She’s just a bit of a fussy eater.” Grandma started to collect the dirty plates. “You were the same at her age.”

Liv seized her chance. “Can we leave the table, please, Grandma?”

“Of course, dear. Run along, both of you.”

Liv smiled a silent thank-you to her grandmother and pulled Kate out of the kitchen. “I’m sorry,” she said once they were out of earshot. “Mummy can be mean—it’s just how she’s made. She’s unhappy and she thinks hurting other people will make her feel better. It never does, though. You must be starving. I’ll make you a ham sandwich once the coast is clear.”

* * *

The next day it was blisteringly hot, warm enough for Grandpa to take off his tie, and they all decamped to the pool. Grandpa was soon asleep, newspaper at his feet. Mummy sat in the shade nursing a gin and tonic, pretending to read (the pages of her book didn’t turn), Dominic beside her, twisting the Rubik’s cube Grandpa had given him.

“Bloody stupid thing.” He tossed the cube onto the table. “It’s impossible.”

Their mother took a sip of her drink. “If you can’t do it, darling, no one can.”

Dominic bombed into the pool, drenching Liv and Kate.

“You idiot.” Liv scowled and helped Kate squeeze water out of her dress.

“I’m sure I read somewhere Black people can’t swim.” Her mother took another big sip. “Heavy bones or something. They sink.”

Dominic hoisted himself out and leaned over Kate, his face inches from hers, water from his hair dripping on to her. “Can’t talk. Can’t swim. What can you do?” He spoke loudly in single syllables, imitating Basil talking to Manuel in Fawlty Towers. It was Mummy’s favorite show. Liv thought it was lame.

For the millionth time, Liv wished she had a different family. A kinder one. But what happened next came as a shock. Her wussy cousin lunged forward and shoved Dominic in the chest. He toppled backward into the pool, arms flailing.

“See! I warned you! She’s just like Lizzie.” Her mother’s voice was shrill.

The shouting woke Grandpa, who fumbled around for his glasses. “What? What’s happened?”

“She’s wild! She pushed him! Dominic, darling, are you all right?”

But Dominic was far from all right. He was apoplectic. His eyes bulged, his jaw jutted. He swam to the edge, grabbed Kate’s ankles and hauled her into the pool. Liv watched her sink, the wide skirt of her beautiful dress billowing out around her. Instead of kicking to the surface, she sat at the bottom of the pool, her eyes closed.

Liv dived in, grabbed Kate by the armpits and hauled her up. Her cousin was floppy and Liv worried she was too late. When she broke the surface, Grandpa was at the pool edge. He reached for Kate’s arms and hoisted her onto the tiles. “Kate! Kate! Are you OK?” Liv panted.

Kate blinked at her. She looked disappointed.

“That was out of order, Dominic.” Grandpa was angry. “We do not hit girls.”

“He’s a complete idiot! She could have died,” Liv screamed.

“Don’t be hysterical. Anyway, she started it,” said her mother. “This is exactly what I was afraid of. I warned you this would happen. She’s uncivilized.”





~ Funke ~

SHE’S UNCIVILIZED RANG IN Funke’s skull. It was another word for bush—her father said it about Boniface often enough. So this was why they spoke slowly and used easy words. Why they looked at her with tilted heads and raised eyebrows. It wasn’t sympathy; it was superiority.

What on earth made them think they were better than her? Yeye people with their shabby house, rickety furniture and smelly old car. They couldn’t even afford hot water. And they were dirty. Grandma only had one bath a week! They ate raw meat and uncooked eggs. Even kolo people knew you’d get jedi-jedi.

“Are you sure you’re OK?” Liv handed her a towel. “You don’t look well. Did you swallow lots of water?”

So even Liv thought she was too stupid to swim. Funke sighed loudly, peeled off her soaking dress and wrapped herself in the towel. For the first time since she’d arrived in this miserable country she wasn’t cold. Her blood was boiling.

She spotted the abandoned Rubik’s cube. It wasn’t her brain Dominic should be worried about. If anyone was a mumu round here, it was him. She and Femi had learned how to solve the cube in two days—start with a white cross, solve the white corners, next the middle layer, twist, twist. Hardly rocket science, as her mother would have said. She grabbed the cube and twisted furiously. She wasn’t wearing a watch but she was pretty sure it was her fastest time yet.

“You’re so clever!” Liv had been watching intensely. “Give it here. I’ll mess it up again.”

Funke shook her head and put the cube in the middle of the table where no one would miss it. She held her palm over it and glared at Liv. Her message was clear: I want him to see it.

Liv snatched the cube, her fingers frantically turning the little boxes. “Oh no, Kate. You don’t want to show Dominic up. Mummy wouldn’t like that at all. And she’s spiteful when she’s cross.”

Funke shivered. Her anger evaporated; misery replaced it. She wanted to go home. How could Aunty Chloé have thought this was for the best?

* * *

Funke refused to go down for supper and made it clear to Liv she wanted to be alone. She lay in bed crying bitter tears, aching for Mum, longing for Femi, wanting Dad—old Dad—to come and rescue her. She wanted to be at Tarkwa Bay with Oyinkan. To lie under soft cotton sheets, not a prickly blanket. To be hot and sweaty, not cold and damp. She longed for her people, brown skin, loud voices, wide smiles. She couldn’t imagine her mother here. Mum didn’t belong with these cold gray people. No wonder she’d escaped to Nigeria.

It was impossible to believe Aunty Margot was Mum’s sister. Mum had seen the best in everything and everyone. Aunt Margot only saw faults; she didn’t even seem to like her own daughter. Liv was scolded for talking too much, being too dramatic, too sensitive, too lazy, too energetic, too happy and too fat. How could she call Liv fat? What would she make of Aunty Ndidi?

Meanwhile, Dominic the mumu was treated like a prince. It was almost a relief to realize some things—like boys being more important than girls—were the same in Nigeria and England. She thought of Femi and her crying became more hysterical. She took big gulpy breaths, but couldn’t get enough air. It felt like her chest was going to cave in. She reached under her pillow for the bottle top and squeezed until the pain was unbearable and her breathing had returned to normal.

When Liv came to her after supper, Funke was curled into a ball, the bottle top stuck to her palm with dried blood.

Liv lay on the bed and curled her body around Funke’s, as if she was trying to swallow her up. “I’m so sorry. They’ll be gone tomorrow. It will be just us again.”

“I want to go home.” It was the first time Funke had spoken since she left Lagos and her voice was a croaky whisper. She swallowed and tried again. “I miss my mum too much.”

Liv grabbed Funke’s hands to comfort her. The bottle top dug into the wound and Funke yelped.

“What’s wrong?” asked Liv. “Show me.”

Funke opened her palm.

Liv gasped. “You’re bleeding! It must hurt like hell.”

“It does. But it stops me hurting here.” Funke pointed at her chest.

Liv stroked the back of her hand gently. “How about we try something different next time?” Her usually bubbly voice was low and serious. “When you’re sad, you let me know, OK? And I’ll hug you so tight you won’t be able to feel anything except me.”

Funke looked at her, weighing up the idea.

“Please, Kate. Let’s at least try.”

“Nobody calls me Kate,” said Funke. “Or Katherine. My name is Funke.”

“Funky!” Liv beamed. “I love it. It’s sublime.”

Funke smiled through her tears. She didn’t correct her pronunciation. Funky was fine. At any rate, it was better than Katherine.

“Come on, Funky.” Liv pulled her off the bed. “Let’s go clean you up. Are you hungry? There’s some leftover roast chicken.”

“I’m starving,” said Funke.

* * *

The next morning, Funke and Liv waved at the departing car. No one waved back. “Why does your mum go to London?” Funke asked.

Liv bounced down the steps. “It began last year when Dominic started boarding. She’s Grandpa’s secretary now, opens his letters and helps with his diary. She says it’s exhausting but I don’t think she does very much. It gives her an excuse to get away. Mummy hates the country—too easy to bump into the Bertrams. Oh, and she gets paid. She likes that bit.”

“Who are the Bertrams?” Funke trailed after her cousin.

“Everyone knows the Bertrams! They own half of Somerset.”

“What’s that?”

“Here, silly! This is Somerset. Where we live. Don’t you have counties in Africa? Anyway, Mummy used to be engaged to Thomas Bertram, but he jilted her when your mum started living with your dad. Then he went and married Julia, who used to be Mummy’s best friend. So Julia gets to live the life Mummy should have had, swanning around in a Bentley, opening fetes and going to Saint-Tropez on holiday. It’s all your mum’s fault, you see.”

Funke didn’t see at all. She glared at Liv. “No, it isn’t. If this Bertram fellow had loved your mum, he wouldn’t have ditched her.”

“I don’t know. But . . .” Liv dropped her voice to a whisper. “I think it might be because he’s a racist.”

“A what?” Funke realized she was whispering too. She didn’t know what it meant but it was obviously a bad word.

“You know . . . ?” Liv went bright red.

Funke shook her head.

“It’s when you think you’re better than Black people.”

“We don’t have them in Nigeria. Everyone’s Black.” Funke paused. That wasn’t quite true; she had six white aunties. But nobody thought they were better than her Black aunties. Different, maybe, but not better. “Is it like how Yorubas think they’re better than Igbos and Igbos think they’re better than Yorubas?” Funke furrowed her brow.

“I’m not sure,” said Liv. “Shall we go to the village and buy Sherbet Dip Dabs?”

The Dip Dabs were a let-down—fizzy, tingly and sharp, not nearly as nice as Goody Goody and certainly not worth an hour’s walk. They shared the red lolly; Funke’s rules on germs applied to bathwater, not sweets. They hadn’t told their grandmother where they were going, but when they returned, three hours later, she didn’t appear worried. “I guess you’ll be wanting lunch,” was her greeting.

“Yes, please, Grandma,” Funke said, a huge smile on her face. She expected something—surprise, joy, relief—anything would have done.

But her grandmother concentrated on opening a tin of Heinz vegetable soup. “So you’ve found your voice. I knew you would. I suppose that means I have to put up with both of you rabbiting on.”

Funke made a mental note to ask Liv where the rabbit hutch was.

After lunch they lay on Funke’s bed listening to the rain pattering against the windows. “The rain in Lagos doesn’t play like this,” said Funke. “Our rain is serious. It pounds your head like stones. And it makes the termites swarm. Boniface used to catch them after a storm.”

“Was he bonny?”

“Ehn?” Funke stared at Liv.

“You know! Was he handsome?”

Funke laughed. “No! That’s his name. Boniface. He’s our gardener.”

“Oh. You had a gardener? What did he do with the termites?”

“Ate them, of course.” Funke was surprised how little Liv knew. “He fried them first.”

“Eugh. What do they taste like?” Liv’s knees bounced.

“Crunchy,” Funke lied. She’d never tried one.

“Is that what you ate at your fancy club?”

“Don’t be silly. We always had chips with pepper sauce. Oyinkan was allowed to sign on her mum’s tab. Her parents are super rich.”

“I thought all Africans were poor,” said Liv. “Were you rich?”

“Richer than you. Mum used to tell us so many stories about The Ring. She made it sound like you were millionaires.” Funke realized how rude she sounded. “But it doesn’t matter. I don’t mind that you’re poor.”

“We’re not poor!” Liv shook her head. “We’ve always been rich. My great-great-grandfather was an admiral. He built this house.”

“He must have been my great-great-grandfather too,” Funke pointed out.

“Oh? Yes, I suppose he was.” Liv sounded surprised. “Anyway, we can’t be poor because we go to private school and Grandma says it costs the earth.”

Funke didn’t want to upset Liv so she didn’t tell her everyone she knew in Lagos went to private school. “So how come Grandma worries about money so much?”

“I think she likes moaning. All old people do. Grandpa’s always talking about inflation—it’s why Dominic can’t have a horse and why I can’t board. Did you have inflation in Africa?”

“Yes. Dad said it was the government’s fault.”

“That’s exactly what Grandpa thinks! He said Labour’s not working.”

“Oh.” Funke decided now was the time to ask the question that had been bothering her. “Liv . . . how come you’re a Stone? Why don’t you have your dad’s name?”

Liv rolled on to her back and stared at the ceiling. “Because Stone is better. Stones are important. My father’s just a Cope. Mummy calls him Can’t. You know, Can’t Cope? She says marrying him was the biggest mistake she ever made. But if she hadn’t, she wouldn’t have had me. Or Dominic.”

“Doesn’t your dad mind you not using his name?”

“I don’t suppose he cares,” said Liv. “They got divorced before I was born. We’re better off without him. Everyone says so, even Grandpa.”

“Oh. I see.” But Funke didn’t see. The family name was the main reason boys were treasured over girls. Boys carried on the family; girls left and joined someone else’s. These people are strange. Maybe all families are.

* * *

WHEN THE OLD JAGUAR crunched up the drive the following Friday, the restrained greeting didn’t come as a surprise to Funke.

“Welcome home.” Funke smiled but not too widely; she knew Aunty Margot didn’t approve of being too happy.

“It speaks.” Dominic barged past her.

“Hello, Aunty Margot,” said Funke, determined to ignore Dominic.

“It’s Aunt. Not Aunty.” She turned to Liv. “Hello, darling. Has your hair seen a brush this week? You look positively feral.”

“I’ve got surgery in an hour.” Grandpa shook off his jacket. “A quick bowl of soup and I’ll be off.”

“Why does he need an operation?” Funke whispered to Liv.

“He’s meeting his constituents—it’s called surgery,” said Aunt Margot. “And speak up. It’s rude to whisper.”

“Sorry.” Funke felt her toes curl. She’d thought her English was excellent till she got to England.

“Jojo’s arriving tomorrow,” said Grandpa. “He’s on the early train.”

“Can me and Funke come to the station with you?” asked Liv.

“Funky?” Margot pronounced it like a disease, her lips pursed, her nose wrinkled.

“It’s Kate’s real name,” said Liv.

“Don’t be silly, Olivia,” said Grandma. “Her name’s Katherine.”

“No. My name is Funke.” Funke said it slowly and deliberately. She wanted to say, It’s “fun” as in “fun” and “ke” as in “kettle,” but wasn’t brave enough. “Katherine’s my middle name but everyone calls me Funke.”

“Not here they don’t,” said Aunt Margot. “This is England. We have proper names here.”

“Margot’s right, dear,” said Grandpa. “Katherine’s much more suitable. You want to fit in, don’t you? My mother was called Katherine. Lizzie must have named you after her. Katherine Stone. It’s a good name.”

Funke stared at him. It was the first time she’d heard him express an opinion on anything. She glanced at Grandma for support.

“Katherine suits you, dear.” Grandma patted her arm.

“How about you young ladies come with me to Taunton? I can drop you at the shops and pick you up when I’m done.” Her grandfather opened his wallet and pulled out two one-pound notes. “One for Olivia Stone. And one for Katherine Stone.”

“Thank you!” Liv grinned at Funke.

“But I don’t want to be called Kate,” Funke said to Liv as they climbed the stairs to fetch their jackets. “Or Stone. I’m Funke. Funke Oyenuga.”

“But Kate’s such a cool name. Much better than Liv. And if we’re both Stones, we’ll be like sisters. Look!” Liv held the notes to Funke’s face. “Two whole pounds! We can buy Jackie and the new David Essex single, and we’ll still have enough left over for sweets.”

Funke was sure this didn’t add up. You got one naira for knowing a capital city. Surely her name was worth more than a pound?

* * *

The next morning Funke had more important things to worry about. Her hair had started to unravel. Bimpe had plaited it the day before she came to England. She’d done a classic shuku—twelve even cornrows that met in the center of her head—braiding the tails to make it last longer.

Funke had managed to undo three when Liv bounced in. “Help! I need to take these plaits out.”

“OK.” Liv leaped onto the bed and started at the back.

Funke tried not to panic when she heard her hair tearing.

They bathed together as usual, but this time Funke lathered her loose hair with shampoo and rinsed. At home it dried in the sun but that wouldn’t work here. She wrapped her head in a towel the way she’d seen Liv do.

“Would you like me to brush it?” asked Liv.

“Yes, please.” Funke sat like she did for Bimpe (except on hard cold tiles, not soft warm grass) and Liv perched on the edge of the bath. Funke’s hair had never been brushed and the bristles of Liv’s Kent hairbrush caught on every tangle, yanking knotted clumps from the roots. Funke gritted her teeth, clenched her fists and dug bitten nails into scarred palms.

“All done!” Liv announced brightly a couple of minutes later.

Funke peered in the mirror. The brush had turned her hair into a giant frizzy puffball. It looked like the hay bales they passed on the way to the village shop.

“Wow! It’s incredible.” Liv grinned. “Better than Michael Jackson.”

They were late to breakfast. Grandpa had set off for the station and Dominic was tucking into bacon and fried eggs.

“Oooh, full English,” squealed Liv. “What a treat.”

“Don’t waste it on her,” he said. “She’s not English. You need to find out what Black people eat.”

“I’m not Black,” Funke snapped. She was so busy thinking about her new hair and new name that she’d forgotten you weren’t allowed to offend Dominic.

He glared at her with narrowed eyes, his open mouth full of runny egg yolk. “What do you mean, you’re not Black? Have you ever looked in a mirror?”

“I’m brown. Half white, half Black.” Funke spoke softly.

“What, like a zebra?”

At that precise moment, Aunt Margot walked in.

“Look, Mummy.” Dominic waved his fork at Funke. “Zebra’s gone all fuzzy-wuzzy.”

Liv threw her hands in the air. “I think she looks cool.”

“Katherine . . .” Aunt Margot shifted into the slow, lilting voice she used for Funke. “It’s a very distracting hairdo. Go and help her sort it out, Olivia. Jojo will be here soon.”

In the bathroom, Liv peeled off a clump of toilet paper and handed it to Funke. “You shouldn’t wind him up. It’s better to ignore him. And Mummy gets extra prickly when Jojo’s here because Grandpa’s always telling Dominic to be more like him.”

Funke blew her nose. “Do you know how to plait hair?”

“No. But we could put it in a ponytail?”

Funke slathered great dollops of Ultra Sheen onto her hair and tried to flatten out the kinks with her palms. Liv took over and managed to scrape it into a tight bun, securing it with the pink hair bobble. Funke worried the small puffball at the back might still cause offense. She decided always to stand face-on to Aunt Margot.

“You still look cool.” Liv tugged her arm. “Let’s go to the gate to meet Jojo.”

Funke shook her head. She needed a break from the Stones and their wahala.

An hour later, she heard footsteps on the stairs. She hoped Liv had brought food. Please let it be a sausage roll, not a Wagon Wheel. A gentle knock. Not Liv, then. Liv never knocked.

“Can I come in?” A soft, kind voice.

The door inched open and Shango, the god of thunder, stepped into her room. His hair was almost the same red as her mother’s—zingy and coppery, like a shiny one-kobo coin.

“Hello,” he said, walking toward her, his hand held out. “You must be Kate. I’m Jojo.”

Funke smiled back; she couldn’t help it. She took his hand. His fingers were soft. It wasn’t a handshake, more of a hand-hold. “Hello,” she whispered. Was this how Dad felt when he first saw Mum?

“I fell in love with your mother the second I laid eyes on her . . .” Dad always started the story the same way. Mum always blushed. Funke and Femi always exchanged “na wa o!” looks, but they loved it. “The sun was shining,” he’d continue. “An auspicious sign, because in England the sun is a minor miracle. I was doing my morning constitutional on Peckham Rye when I saw the most beautiful sight.” At this point, Dad would look at Mum, raise his hands as if in prayer, and boom, “The lady in red.” Mum would blush even pinker; Funke and Femi would roll their eyes even higher. “Red from top to toe: red shoes, red dress, red bag. But most remarkable of all—red hair, bright as a flame. I was looking at Oya, the goddess of fire. And I knew if I could make her mine, I would become Shango, the god of thunder, with the world at my feet. And then, the second miracle of the day transpired: the woman smiled at me. And you see me now? The happiest man alive.”

Funke blinked. The red-haired boy was still there. He was real.

“Come to the pool,” he said. “It’s way too nice to be stuck indoors. What do you say, Kate?”

She liked the way he said Kate. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad name. It was better than Katherine, at any rate. Funke made sense in Lagos but maybe it didn’t work here? Maybe Grandpa was right. Maybe becoming Kate was the way to fit in.

She shook her head at him. “I don’t have a swimming costume.”

“Well, that’s easy to fix. You can borrow one off Olivia. I mean Call-Me-Liv . . .” He turned to the stairs and bellowed, “Liv, come here, we need you.”

She got changed in Liv’s room, choosing the most ordinary of Liv’s six swimsuits. It was a bit big but Funke didn’t mind—Mum had always bought clothes for her to grow into. They stopped at the folly on the way to the pool and Funke took Liv’s hand. “I’ve decided . . . I don’t mind being called Kate.”

“Oh, I’m so glad. Kate and Liv Stone.” Liv hugged her. “Best cousins and best friends. We need to remember today forever.” Liv scanned the ground and picked up two stones. “These are perfect. I’m going to paint our names on them. This one’s yours—it’s sort of heart-shaped. And this one’s mine—it’s round, like me. Two stones for two Stones.”

By the time they got to the pool, everyone was settled. Grandpa in a deck chair, still in his suit, his face buried in a newspaper. Grandma in an upright chair beside him, unpicking a mistake in her cross-stitch. Aunt Margot was lying on her back, thin pale arms sticking out of a plain black swimsuit. Kate thought of her mum’s favorite bikini—yellow with white polka dots—her softness, her happiness. How could they possibly be sisters? She stared as her aunt adjusted the necklace at her throat, yearning for her mother.

“What are you gawping at?” Aunt Margot sat up. “Oh, my pearls. Do you know what happened to Lizzie’s?”

Kate shook her head and looked away. She hated lying but for some reason she was sure that if she told the truth, her aunt would take her pearls away.

“I bet he sold them.” Margot lay back. “Lizzie never valued anything.”

“Come on,” Dominic shouted. “Let’s have a race. Two lengths. Winner gets fifty pence. OK, Mummy?”

“Of course, darling.” Aunt Margot propped herself up and smiled at him.

The four of them lined up at the deep end, girls flanking boys. Dominic swung his arms and rocked on his heels. Jojo smiled encouragingly at Kate. Liv adjusted her bikini top. Kate stuck a toe in the water to test the temperature. Freezing.

“Three, two, one. Go!” shouted Aunt Margot.

Kate had learned to swim at the National Stadium in Lagos when she was six. When your training ground is an Olympic-sized pool, you learn to be strong and fast—getting from one end to the other with short legs and arms is a challenge. By the time Dominic and Jojo got back to the start, she was out of the pool. Liv was still at the other end, doing breaststroke, head out of the water.

“It’s not fair,” roared Dominic. “I was in the middle—I had much farther to swim. Round pools are stupid and I wasn’t even trying.”

“Kate’s just faster,” said Jojo. “She beat us fair and square.”

“No one likes a show-off, Katherine.” Aunt Margot shook her head at Kate.





~ Liv ~

IT WAS THE LAST weekend before term started and all talk turned to school. Mummy made Liv try on her uniform and, of course, it was too tight, which, according to Mummy, was yet more proof of her gluttony and meant she’d have to spend Monday buying new clothes at huge expense. Liv knew Grandpa was paying, but kept her mouth shut. Contrary to what her mother thought, she wasn’t completely stupid.

“So, at Woodleigh Abbey . . .” Kate started as they got ready to go uniform shopping.

“Wooders,” Liv interjected. “We call it Wooders. Only the comp kids use the full name.”

“Sorry. So, at Wooders,” Kate continued, “do you sing the national anthem at assembly?”

“No,” Liv replied. “Why? Did you have to in Africa?”

“Nigeria,” Kate corrected. “I mean, it is in Africa, but you wouldn’t say you live in Europe. Would you?”

“Definitely not. Grandpa hates Europe. He’s a skeptic.”

“What’s that?” asked Kate.

“I’ve no idea,” Liv admitted.

“Well, anyway, it’s Nigeria. Not Africa. And yes, we sang it every morning.”

Mummy interrupted their chat, yelling that it was time to leave. Liv sat with Kate on the back seat. She expected her mother to object to being treated like a chauffeur, but she seemed pleased. “Good. I don’t want to listen to you two yakking all the way.”

As soon as they turned into the gates of Woodleigh Abbey, Kate’s knee started to bounce. “It’s like Malory Towers,” she said. “Except the grass is greener.”

“It certainly costs enough,” said Mummy.

They walked to the school shop, located in the cloisters at the back of the main building, Liv pointing out the landmarks. “Tennis courts are over there, and that’s the science block—it’s only for seniors, though, you won’t be allowed in. Library.” She pointed. “Dull—I avoid it like the plague but you’ll probably love it. Boardinghouses are over there. I wish we could board but Grandma says it costs the earth.”

The lady in the shop was small and smiley and said “love” a lot. “Morning, my love. Come on in. You too, my love, don’t be shy.”

Kate prodded Liv in the back. Liv understood. When Kate wasn’t sure about something, she always made Liv go first.

“Right, let’s see how this fits.” The lady adjusted a dark-blue blazer around Liv’s chest.

“It’s beautiful.” Kate’s brown eyes were wide and shiny. She lifted a hand and caressed the gold crest on the blazer pocket, tracking the Latin letters. “Floreat. What does it mean?”

Liv had no idea. “Well . . .” she said, stalling to give herself time to think of something. “Um . . .”

“It means ‘flourish,’ my love,” said the shop lady. “That’s what happens to our girls. They flourish. You will too, now you’re a Wooders girl.”

“She’s not going here.” Her mother sounded amused.

“But Mummy . . .” Liv’s voice wobbled. “Kate has to go to school!”

“Of course she’s going to school. Downsview Comprehensive.” Margot smiled at them. “We’re off to C&A after this to buy her uniform.”

“But Mummy,” Liv whined, angry tears falling now. “We have to be together.”

“Olivia Stone! Control yourself. Woodleigh isn’t for everyone. She’ll be much happier at Downsview. It’s for the best.”

Liv shrugged off the blazer, wiped her eyes and put her arms around Kate. “Then I’ll go to Downsview with her.”

“Enough. Go and wait by the car. Both of you.”

Mummy was even more embarrassing at C&A. She insisted she couldn’t waste time hanging around in changing rooms and made Kate try the uniform on in the aisles over her own clothes. She tutted about prices, even though everything put together cost less than Liv’s blazer. And she chose the most horrid coat—burgundy-and-mustard plaid with thick white piping. It had been reduced to half-price.

“But it’s ugly,” begged Liv. She was too late; her mother had put it in the basket and was striding to the till.

“Don’t worry, it’s fine,” said Kate. “It will keep me warm.”

But Liv did worry.

* * *

That evening, Kate skipped supper. Liv didn’t blame her; if she hadn’t been starving, she’d have bunked off too. She managed to get her grandmother alone, begged her to let Kate come to Wooders. But Grandma refused to get involved, said it wasn’t worth rocking the boat. Liv knew Grandma felt guilty, though—she sent Liv up to Kate with a ham sandwich, crisps and two Curly Wurlys.

Kate was lying on her bed surrounded by photographs. She started to pack them away but Liv stopped her. “Can I see?”

“OK. But only you, though. Promise you won’t tell anyone else about them.”

“Of course not. You can trust me.” Liv lay down beside her.

“That’s Mum.” Kate pointed at a beautiful woman with wavy red hair. “This was the night Miriam Makeba came to our house. That’s her, dancing with Mum. She’s a famous pop star. I mean really famous. A bit like your Kate Bush, I suppose?”

Liv stared at the picture. It was hard to believe this woman was her mother’s sister. She was smiling, for starters. And her skirt! It barely covered her bottom. She was dancing with another woman, a Black woman. They were both patting their hips. “Your mum was beautiful.”

Kate smiled and handed her another photo. “That’s us in Togo. They speak French there. We went every Easter. With the Bensons.”

The pool was massive, with a diving board and a row of sun loungers, all covered in white towels. Kate’s little brother was much cuter than Dominic; he had a big Afro and a wide smile. Liv loved listening to Kate’s stories about life in Lagos—holidays, parties, cocktails, dancing. So much more colorful than life in Somerset. But up to now, she’d thought Kate was making it up, or at least exaggerating. Which was fine; Liv made things up all the time. But these photographs were proof. It was impossible to believe how different their lives were. How different their mothers were. “I wish I lived in Nigeria,” said Liv.

“So do I,” sighed Kate.





~ Kate ~

KATE LAY IN BED, stroking Mum’s spiky Clairol roller, trying hard not to cry. She’d been at The Ring for thirty-seven days and every single morning she woke up wishing she was back in Lagos. But today was her tenth birthday and the homesickness was physical, almost crippling. She longed for the familiar, ached for her mother. She wondered if Liv would remember. They’d talked about star signs and birthdays last Saturday when Liv had been reading horoscopes out of one of Aunt Margot’s magazines. But Liv hadn’t seemed to twig that Kate’s was only a week away. Mum loved all celebrations and she made birthdays extra special: balloons tied to the banisters, “Happy Birthday” sung at breakfast and again after supper, chocolate sponge cake with icing and candles, and three presents (one silly, one surprise and one you actually wanted).

So when Liv bounced into Kate’s room at seven (an hour earlier than usual) with a card and two presents, her stomach fluttered and her eyes welled up.

The first gift was a Sherbet Dip Dab, which Liv promptly devoured, handing Kate the half-sucked lollipop once all the sherbet was in her stomach or on the bedsheet. The second was Liv’s beloved orange corduroy bell-bottoms, which were now too tight for her (but still too big for Kate). Kate opened the card and for the first time since Mum had died, she felt loved. It was a drawing Liv had done in secret; she must have worked into the night as they were together all day. Liv had turned Kate into a mami wata with stars flying out of a huge, perfectly round Afro. She’d even got the little gap in her teeth and her dimples.

Kate had told Liv Bimpe’s favorite story, the one about a beautiful and seductive half-fish, half-woman mami wata with long brown hair and green eyes (in Bimpe’s version the mami wata had yellow hair and black eyes, but she knew Liv would like it better if it was about her). This mysterious mami wata had immense power—she could heal the sick, make men fall in love with her, provide wealth and riches and mete out vile punishments to enemies. Liv had sworn she would never say “mermaid” again; mami wata was more alluring, more mystical.

Kate turned the card in her hands. The mami wata’s tail was silver; it shimmered and shone. It was beautiful. “Thank you,” she said. “It’s sublime.”

Liv laughed and her green eyes sparkled. Kate had known saying “sublime” would make her happy.

Liv clearly had the same over-the-top birthday gene as Mum. Without Kate knowing a thing, Liv had bulldozed Grandma into baking—sausage rolls, scones, cheese straws and quiche.

“It’s going to be the most perfect day ever,” said Liv. “The sun will shine, the food will be divine and we’ll all dance, just like at the parties you used to have. And everyone will be happy.”

Kate couldn’t imagine Aunt Margot being happy. Or dancing. But she didn’t want to spoil Liv’s joy. “It’s perfect already.”

But the day went downhill quickly. Grandma gave Kate 50p, with the instruction to spend it on something useful. Liv beamed. But Kate knew Grandma gave Liv 50p pocket money every week. Surely, birthday presents should be more than pocket money. And come to think of it, why didn’t she get pocket money? “Thanks,” she said flatly.

“Show some gratitude,” Aunt Margot scolded. “Do you realize your plane ticket cost four hundred pounds? I suppose you think we’re made of money.”

“That does seem to be the general feeling round here,” said Grandma. “I sent off the check for Dominic’s school fees this morning.”

“It’s not my fault his father’s useless,” said Aunt Margot.

It started drizzling as soon as they took the food outside. The sausage rolls got soggy, the quiche boggy, and the salad turned into lettuce soup. Jojo did his best to lighten the mood; he even convinced Grandpa to join in a game of Marco Polo. But then Dominic was violently sick, into the pool, green vomit swirling in ribbons. Later he would claim he’d mistaken the gin for water.

For once, Aunt Margot was furious with him. “You’re just like your father. Go to your room and don’t come down till you’ve sobered up,” she shrieked.

“It was the last of her gin,” whispered Liv. “That’s why she’s so cross.”

“She should try Campari,” Kate whispered back. “It always made the aunties giggly.”

“I’m going to drink Campari when I grow up. With an umbrella and a glacé cherry.”

“Oh no, it’s disgusting.” Kate pulled a face. “Fanta’s much nicer.”

Things improved once it was just Kate, Liv and Jojo. The rain stopped, the clouds parted and a weak sun showed its face. At four o’clock, Jojo switched on his radio cassette recorder and the three of them sat on the edge of the pool, their feet dangling in the water, listening to The Chart Show with Simon Bates. Liv sang along to “Picture This” by Blondie (number sixteen). They all sang along to “Dreadlock Holiday” (number four)—it was Jojo’s favorite and he’d played it all week.

“Brown Girl in the Ring” by Boney M. came on. Kate had watched them perform on Top of the Pops and hadn’t thought much of it; she preferred “Rivers Of Babylon,” which was always on the radio in Lagos.

“It’s about you!” Liv squealed, pulling Kate to her feet. “You’re the brown girl. And this is The Ring.”

Jojo leaped up too. “She’s right! It’s your song.”

As the chorus started, Liv grabbed Jojo’s hands, trapping Kate in a circle. They spun around her, dancing and tra-la-la-ing at the top of their voices. “Brown Girl in the Ring.” Kate knew they meant this house. But it was people who made houses homes. Maybe that’s what Mum had meant by “safe as houses.” Because in the ring of Liv’s and Jojo’s arms, for the first time since her mother had died, Kate felt safe.

Despair doesn’t turn into hope instantly. It would take months for Kate to work her way out of the spiral of sadness, even longer for her to stop thinking of herself as Funke. But dancing with Liv and Jojo on her tenth birthday was the moment she decided to survive. She’d make this family work, do whatever it took to fit in. She would flourish. Become a Stone they’d be proud of. A Stone they would love.





Part Two

1986

Maverick, Ice Man and Goose took our breath away in Top Gun.





~ Liv ~

LIV REFOLDED A MULTICOLORED striped rugby shirt, straightened the collar and added it to the teetering pile. All the United Colors of Benetton were featured on this particular piece, perfect if you were color blind or had a clown fetish. A customer walked in and Liv rearranged her face from huffy to helpful. She hated this job but it saved her from penury; her allowance (Grandpa called it a stipend) barely covered her rent.

Her mother had micromanaged every aspect of her move to London. She had arranged for Liv to lodge with Caroline in Fulham, no doubt hoping Caroline’s personality would rub off on her. Lady Caroline (it was only a courtesy title but Caroline bloody loved it) was Mummy’s dream daughter personified—piecrust blouse, job at Horse & Hound and investment banker fiancé, Rupert.

Accommodation sorted, Mummy had moved on to Liv’s job, browbeating Grandpa till he’d agreed to dragoon a permanent undersecretary into taking her on as his Girl Friday. Liv had soon worked out she was only tolerated because she was Lord Stone’s granddaughter—no one actually expected her to be useful. Mummy had gone ballistic when Liv quit, did her usual “how can you do this to me?” thing and assured her she’d come crawling back for help. She was nearly right. Liv had soon discovered that when the skills, education and work experience sections of your CV were blank, employers didn’t fall over themselves to hire you.

She’d been euphoric when she got the Benetton job. Italian, cutting-edge, socially conscious and cool—the perfect place to while away time waiting to be discovered. The perks were attractive too: a 30 percent staff discount and an outraged mother. Benetton’s statement adverts showing happy Black and brown people next to happy white people were a red rag to her bullshit. Surprisingly for a woman with no racist bones, her mother had a real problem with diversity.

Liv smothered a scream as the customer unfurled a dozen polo necks, holding them up one by one before discarding them in a messy heap of tangled arms. Fuck my life. She’d come to London to be a star, not a bloody origamist.

Everything about London was disappointing. Even sex was an anticlimax. Literally. Liv hadn’t told Kate (she could be a prude) but losing her virginity had been top of her list of things to do. She’d imagined fireworks and multiple orgasms with a strong brooding man with chiseled cheekbones, eyes that saw into her soul and a sensual mouth (in her fantasy he was called Alejandro). In reality, sex was as unsatisfactory as her job.

The men she met, mostly through Rupert, had never heard of foreplay and treated her breasts like stress balls. She’d had sex three times. Three flops. But Liv had spent years studying articles like “How to Be HOT in Bed.” She knew how to pretend. After a particularly disastrous night with Andrew Wifferson-Jones (affectionately known to everyone as Wiffy), she’d decided to give up. Unfortunately, she was too good an actress, so while she’d been inwardly repulsed, Wiffy had been declaring undying love. And now, he couldn’t understand why she wasn’t returning his calls.

“Excuse me?” The annoying customer had finished unfolding.

Liv took the purple top and refolded it. “Cash or check?”

“American Express.”

Perfect. Liv flexed her fingers and slid the bone-crushing credit card imprinter machine across the counter.

* * *

A weekly catch-up was another of Mummy’s decrees. At first Liv had gone to see her at Grandpa’s flat in Dolphin Square, but recently they’d taken to meeting at Peter Jones, a definite improvement: nicer coffee and easier to escape.

“You’re late, Olivia.” Her mother gestured at the cup. “It’s probably cold. And why are you dressed as a children’s entertainer?”

Liv felt herself shrivel inside. She actually liked today’s outfit, cropped pink cardigan over pale-yellow capri trousers. “You know I have to wear the clothes we sell.”

“Caroline always looks so lovely. She told Rosalind you aren’t returning Wiffy’s calls. What’s wrong with you, Olivia? He sounds perfect.”

“I don’t fancy him. How’s Dom?” This was a tried and trusted way to divert her mother’s attention. Five more minutes, she told herself.

“He’s sick of Oxford, wants to drop out. But Daddy won’t hear of it, threatened to tie up his trust till he’s thirty.”

“He’s only got one more year.” Liv drained her tepid coffee. After two A level re-sits at an expensive crammer and a large donation from Grandpa, Dominic had been accepted at Oxford Poly to read business studies. Mummy couldn’t bring herself to say “Polytechnic,” “business studies” or “diploma,” so it was always “Oxford,” “law” and “degree.”

“Talk to Caroline’s fiancé. Put in a good word? I’m sure if Dominic got a job, Daddy would come round. And there’s no point having connections if you don’t use them.”

“I’ll try,” Liv said, though she had no intention of talking to Rupert about Dominic or anything else.

Margot sighed dramatically. “I blame Katherine, if I’m honest. She’s been sucking up to Daddy since his heart scare. She’s got him wrapped round her little finger, just like her mother. Last week he called her ‘the clever one.’ Can you believe it?”

“Well, she is!” Liv laughed. “It’s not her fault me and Dom are thickos.”

“Your brother is not thick.” Her mother tapped on the table. “You should go to The Ring this weekend, remind them you exist. And don’t forget to talk to Rupert. It’s who you know, not what you know, that matters. Oh, and call Wiffy. But please wear something nice when you see him.”

Liv decided to walk the forty minutes from Sloane Square to Caroline’s flat in Fulham, hoping the fresh air would blow away her mother’s negativity. When she’d come to London last September, she’d worried about leaving Kate—they’d become so reliant on each other. But Kate hadn’t struggled; she’d just got on with it. She always did. After Grandpa’s heart scare (which had turned out to be angina, nothing serious at all), she’d started helping him with paperwork. He was right: Kate was the clever one. The best of them. And the nicest.

Liv stopped outside BOY and studied the black leather jacket in the window. It had silver wings on the back. This was the London she wanted to belong to. But unless something happened soon, she’d be bullied into secretarial college or, even worse, married to a Wiffy-type wanker. She couldn’t afford this jacket; her rent was due. Fuck it. She went in and bought it anyway.

* * *

Caroline had taken to leaving hostile notes on the fridge, signing them “Lady C,” which was nauseating. Today’s missive asked Liv to make herself scarce, as Rupert was coming to talk weddings. Liv was glad it wasn’t about her overdue rent. She changed into monochrome black—cycling shorts, tube top, Doc Martens, her new leather jacket—and headed to the cinema.

She stood outside the Curzon Chelsea gazing at the posters. The Jewel of the Nile (she’d already seen it) or Absolute Beginners (Patsy Kensit’s success made her feel like a failure). She was about to play Eeny-Meeny when a good-looking man—thirty-five, maybe; black jeans, black shirt, black blazer—smiled at her. She half smiled back.

“Excuse me.” He had an American accent. “You’re a model, right?”

Liv reshaped herself, stuck out her neck to define her jaw, tilted her head to show off her left side, her better side. “No . . .”

“Wow! You should be. You’ve got the look everybody wants right now.” He held out his hand. “I’m Clinton Bonner, Show Star Models. I’d love to do some shots, see if you work on camera.”

Liv laughed, ignoring his proffered limb. She’d dreamed of being scouted since she was twelve, but she wasn’t an idiot. She knew how these scams worked—persuade you to spend hundreds of pounds on a “professional portfolio,” then disappear, leaving you with some crap amateur photographs and an overdraft. This guy must think she’d been born yesterday. “Really? And how much will that cost?”

“Uh? Oh, I get it. You think I’m a swindler.” He took a business card from his wallet. “Check us out. I’m legit. We pay twenty-five pounds an hour for test shots—it’s the going rate. I reckon we’ll need three hours, hair and makeup always takes forever. If you look as good on film as you do in the flesh, you could be the next Elle. Hey, no pressure—I’m off to the Big Apple tomorrow, shooting Iman for Harper’s Bazaar—but if you’re interested, call me. I’ll be passing through London again in a few weeks.”

Liv sashayed into the cinema: long strides, back straight, core tight, game face on. This was what she’d come to London for. She half watched the film, her head full of plans. This time next year she’d be going to the same parties as Patsy Kensit; they might even be friends.

She couldn’t mention it to Mummy (“Models don’t have huge udders and giant behinds,” her mother had said once) and she wouldn’t tell Lady C (not difficult; she didn’t tell her anything). There was only one person she wanted to talk to. Liv decided to skip off work on Saturday and catch the early train—it wasn’t like she’d need her job much longer. She couldn’t wait to see Kate’s face light up.





~ Kate ~

“ELEVEN ACROSS. BIRD SEEN in a museum. Three letters.” Her grandfather tapped his pen on the table.

“Emu.” Kate poured tea into two mugs.

“Of course.” He wrote it in.

Her grandmother added milk. “Which train is Olivia on?”

“Twenty past eleven. Here’s your tea, Grandpa. I’m off for my run but I’ll be back in time.”

“I thought Olivia worked on Saturdays?” said Grandpa.

“Day off,” Kate lied. Liv had called yesterday, smack in the middle of The Archers, to announce she was taking a sickie and would be on the early train.

“She’s got you listening to The Archers!” Liv had laughed when Kate explained why she was whispering. “Just as well I’m coming home. Next thing, they’ll have you doing crosswords.”

Kate didn’t mention that as well as sitting around the table after supper to find out what was going on in Ambridge (not very much, usually), the three of them did the Telegraph cryptic crossword together. She missed Liv terribly, couldn’t wait to see her. The original plan had been for Kate to decamp to London after her exams but Liv kept making excuses. It was clear things weren’t going well. But yesterday, Liv had sounded like her old self: happy, positive, optimistic.

“Don’t rush, enjoy your run,” said Grandma. “Douglas will come with me to the station.”

Kate didn’t argue. Running soothed her. When her heart was pounding and her muscles were screaming, she felt confident. In five weeks, as long as she got the grades, she’d be in Bristol, studying medicine. She’d join the track team and get a part-time job tutoring O level maths (more fun and better pay than shelf stacking, according to Jojo). She couldn’t wait to start earning her own money, was sick and tired of being a charity case. Just last week, Grandpa had said it was a shame she couldn’t drive as it meant she was stuck at The Ring. Aunt Margot had booked lessons and tests for Dominic and Liv as soon as they’d turned seventeen. Grandpa had signed the checks. No one had thought to book lessons for her and Kate didn’t want to ask.

She vaulted the stile, turned the volume on her Walkman to max and sprinted up the steep middle path, Simply Red pumping in her ears. She’d chosen Bristol deliberately. One—Jojo was there and, while they weren’t related, he felt like family. Two—unlike the rest of Somerset, it was a multicultural city. It was hard to blend in when you were the only Black in the village. The careers guidance counselor at Downsview had wanted her to apply to Oxford or Cambridge, banged on about how rare it was for people like her to have this opportunity. “You’re special, Kate,” she’d said, almost pleading. Kate had dismissed the idea; she didn’t want to be special.

She stopped at the top of Lakey Hill, leaned against the huge elm tree to stretch her calves and catch her breath. From here she had a perfect view of The Ring. Blue water sparkled in the round pool and the three woods were in full leaf, deep dark green against the paler, brighter lawn. She could just about make out the latticed ironwork dome of the folly.

Home.

That was another reason for choosing Bristol: she could get home in an hour. Kate couldn’t pinpoint the precise moment The Ring had become “home” and Lagos demoted to “where I used to live.” It had happened slowly, by degrees, with smiles, looks, assurances and hugs. But Liv had been at the center of everything good and helped her cope with anything bad.

She glanced at her watch, patted her pocket to check for loose change and decided to go back via the village shop to buy a Sherbet Dip Dab. Liv loved them.

* * *

“I helped Grandma with the marmalade this year,” said Kate. “What do you think?”

“The olds have brainwashed you!” Liv spooned a generous blob of marmalade onto her toast. “It will be cross-stitch next.”

“So, Olivia.” Grandma fixed her blue eyes on Liv. “Your mother is worried. And she’s got a point: secretarial college is a sensible idea.”

Kate nudged Liv’s foot under the table. Don’t rise to it, her taps said.

“I’d rather die than spend the rest of my life taking shorthand for some balding bore.” Liv put her mug down firmly. Too firmly. Tea sloshed over the rim.

“I can’t understand why you’d rather be a shopgirl than a secretary,” said Grandpa. “Why can’t you be more like Katherine? She’s not afraid of hard work.”

“I work my socks off,” said Liv. “You should try folding a hundred jumpers an hour for a pittance.”

Kate tapped Liv’s knee.

“Well, if you worked five days a week instead of three, you’d have more money and less time to spend it. Win, win.” Grandpa stomped off to his office.

“Great pep talk. I’m so glad I came home. Shame Mummy isn’t here to really put the boot in.” Liv slid her chair back. “Come on, Kate, let’s go to the pool.”

“Try to talk some sense into her, Katherine,” said Grandma.

“Liv will be fine, you’ll see.” Kate could tell by the set of Liv’s jaw that she was upset. No one else in the family realized she wasn’t remotely as self-assured as she made out. Liv hid her insecurities behind flippant comments and a bright smile. It didn’t matter how often Kate told her she was wonderful, Liv didn’t believe it; she was obsessed with being someone else. Kate Bush, Madonna, Blondie, Pat Benatar—every few months she fixated on someone new. It was why she’d escaped to London as soon as she could, to become the person she wanted to be. As Liv often said, “Model scouts don’t hang around outside the Co-op in Haselbury Plucknett.”

And she was right. They didn’t. They hung around outside the cinema on the King’s Road instead. Kate wasn’t surprised Liv had been scouted: she was beautiful, inside and out. And, like Mum, she went in at the waist and out at the hips. So of course she could be a model. Why anyone would want to be one was another question altogether.

“Don’t let them get to you, Liv.” Kate perched on the lounger, next to her cousin.

“Don’t worry, I won’t. No one is going to ruin this. Did I tell you he compared me to Elle! Can you believe it? Elle!” Liv stretched out and unhooked her bikini top. “Will you do my back?”

“Who’s Elle?” Kate rubbed sun cream into Liv’s skin. The smell was her mother.

“You’re hopeless.” Liv sighed. “Elle Macpherson. She’s not just a model, she’s a supermodel. She was on the cover of Sports Illustrated—they did the shoot in Bora Bora. That could be me soon. This is my big break, I know it.”

“Oops, too much.” Kate scooped up the huge blob she’d squirted onto Liv’s back. “I’ll do your legs. Waste not, want not.”

“Dear God, you even sound like Grandma! The sooner you get out of here, the better.”

“I’m so nervous.” Now Liv’s life was back on track, Kate felt she could talk about her future. “I get my results next Friday.”

“You’ll ace them—you always do. Oh God, that reminds me, Mummy was spitting feathers because Grandpa called you ‘the clever one.’”

Kate held her cream-covered hands aloft. “Oh no! What did she say?”

“The usual. You know Mummy—she’s scared you’ll steal the family fortune. She’s jealous: you’re not allowed to be the brightest Stone, that’s Dominic’s job. Do you remember how upset we were when she stopped you coming to Wooders? Well, look how that worked out. Who’s flourishing now, eh?”

“We both are.” Kate’s hands rubbed cream onto Liv’s calves but her mind drifted to her first day at school in England. Things started badly and went downhill fast. The teacher, a plump woman with a bright red face, tripped as she stepped into the class, landing hard on her knees. Kate rushed to help gather her scattered papers. “I’m sorry,” she said instinctively.

“Sorry for what?” said a pretty girl. “You didn’t push her.”

“She’s a brown nose,” shouted a spotty boy and the whole class screeched with laughter.

Kate froze, waiting for the teacher to explode.

“No harm done.” The teacher dusted herself down, turned to Kate and spoke slowly. “You must be the Stone girl. Take a seat in the front where I can keep an eye on you.”

Kate slunk to the desk, slid onto the wooden chair and tried to block out the whispered chant coming from behind her. Brown Nose! Brown Nose! Brown Nose! She couldn’t work out why it was amusing—her nose was brown.

Discipline was nonexistent. It wasn’t fun like Mum’s art classes. It was much, much worse. There was pinching, pencil poking, giggling, note passing—even farting. During lessons!

In Lagos, Kate had been mocked for her accent, accused of talking like the Queen. Here, she was mocked for sounding African. It was absurd. Africans didn’t have one sound. Even Nigerians didn’t sound the same. She finally got it. These farting ignoramuses, who struggled with their five times table, actually thought they were better than her.

Mrs. Stewart (the red-faced teacher), eager to make Kate feel at home, improvised a lesson on Africa. Kate sat straighter; at Crown School, they’d done African history every term. Africa is the cradle of civilization, Mr. Oworu had drummed into their heads. He’d taught them about Oduduwa, the divine king and founder of Yorubaland, which, according to Mr. Oworu, was the center of the earth. They’d learned about the kingdoms of Ashanti and Benin, the Pyramids, Mary Slessor, apartheid and the gold trade.

But Mrs. Stewart’s Africa was on a different planet. The lesson was all about some man called Mungo Park, who, according to her, had discovered Nigeria.

“But it was always there,” said Kate.

“No. Mungo Park was the first person to discover it,” insisted Mrs. Stewart.

It was hard to hear her over the rabble, but the gist seemed to be that Mungo Park was Scottish (like Mrs. Stewart), a commanding force (not at all like Mrs. Stewart, who couldn’t manage a dozen ten-year-olds) and the first man to travel down the River Niger, where he was attacked by aggressive natives, suffered untold hardships and was eventually murdered.

“Is Katherine an aggressive native?” asked the stupid spotty boy. The class erupted.

“What’s the capital of Africa?” asked the stupid pretty girl.

“Um . . . I’m not sure,” said Mrs. Stewart. “Maybe Katherine can tell us?”

“Africa is not a country.” Kate sighed. She’d need a different school strategy here. Instead of working hard to prove she wasn’t better than everyone else, she’d have to demonstrate that she was. And she succeeded. Now, at seventeen, she was as good as any of them.

“Earth to Kate,” said Liv.

“Sorry, I was miles away.” Kate smiled. “I was just thinking how good things are. We’re both exactly where we want to be.”

* * *

KATE PLUCKED THE ENVELOPE off the doormat with trembling fingers. She’d been awake for hours, pacing the house, listening out for the postman’s van, knowing he wouldn’t arrive till after eight.

It irritated her that, in spite of everything, on results days she still thought of her father. Every time she got an A, he was the one she wanted to tell.

Kate had been at The Ring for six months when Dad’s letter had arrived. Aunt Margot had handed her a pale-blue envelope with a chevron border, Par Avion stamped in the top left corner. “Maybe he wants you back?”

Kate’s fingers had trembled that day too. Back then, LUTH had still been home. She’d recognized his writing—“doctor’s handwriting,” her mother used to call it. He’d used office stationery, his title printed at the top: Associate Professor, Department of Ophthalmology. She remembered being pleased for him; he’d always wanted to be a professor. She could still recall some of the words. Focus on your schoolwork. I have moved to Ogun State. We are praying for you. But mostly she remembered what he didn’t say. I love you. I’m sorry. Come home.

She’d written back immediately. Three neat pages (it took several attempts to do it without any crossings-out). She told him about school, the weather, The Ring and Liv, assured him she was working hard and being good, asked about Oyinkan and Billy. She ended with: Please can I come home now? I love you.

Aunt Margot made a fuss about posting her reply, said it wasn’t as simple as putting a second-class stamp on it. In the end, Grandma did it. Dad never wrote again. Neither did she.

Kate took a deep breath and ran her finger over the embossed exam board logo. She held the envelope to the light but the vellum was thick; nothing showed through. Liv had been here when her O level results had arrived; she’d turned it into a major production. Unfurled the certificate unbearably slowly, paused to do a drum roll on the kitchen table, read the results in a movie-trailer voice with whoops for each of the seven As. Even the two Bs (history and geography) had got applause. Like Mum, Liv had a way of making bad things tolerable and good things terrific. But Liv was in London. Kate would have to make do with her grandmother. Less drama but also less tension. “It’s here, Grandma. You have to open it, I’m too nervous.”

“Don’t be silly. Pass the letter opener.” Her grandmother neatly slit the short end of the envelope and lifted her reading glasses from the chain around her neck.

The phone rang and they both jumped. Grandma discouraged phone calls, acted as if even incoming calls cost the earth. They stared at each other. It trilled again.

“It must be Liv. I can’t believe she remembered!” Kate reached out but her grandmother got there first.

“Beaminster six-four-seven-six.” Grandma’s phone voice, crisper than usual.

Kate picked up the envelope and teased out the paper. She shut one eye and squinted out of the other.
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Yes! Kate banged her fist on the table. Her grandmother glared at her. Sorry, she mouthed.

“You’re not making any sense. Stop gabbling.” Her grandmother’s pale face became whiter, mottled, almost see-through. “Where is he?” A long pause. “I’ll come straightaway.” The cream handset wobbled in her bony fingers.

“What’s wrong?” Kate asked.

“He’s dead. Michael Douglas is dead.” Her grandmother’s voice was weak, barely audible.

Michael Douglas? Kate stared at her. What was she talking about? Liv used to have a crush on him; she’d made them watch Romancing the Stone over and over, joked that she was the only Stone he needed to romance. But Liv had moved on—Nick Kamen was her latest heartthrob. Why would Liv phone Grandma to tell her Michael Douglas had died? And why would Grandma care?

“It happened in the chamber. A heart attack. He’s gone. My Douglas has gone.”

My Douglas . . . “Oh no, not Grandpa?”

Her grandmother looked frail. “I have to go to London.”

* * *

Grandma was much too shaky to drive so they caught a taxi to the station. Kate tried to offer comfort without too much emotion; she knew her grandmother rated stoicism above all other virtues. She didn’t hug her but made sure their shoulders were touching. She calmed her hands in her own when their quivering became extreme, held out a hanky when tears pooled in her eyes.

The atmosphere at Dolphin Square was claustrophobic. Dominic seemed to take up more space than usual and Aunt Margot was flushed and hyper. She couldn’t detach herself from the telephone, relating the same story over and over, her tone rocking between anguish and relish. Exclamation points pinged after every sentence.

“Yes! I know! We’re all in shock! A heart attack! So much to do! It’s all down to me! This changes everything!”

Grandma insisted on viewing his body. Margot insisted she and Dominic, the man of the house now, should go with her. Liv and Kate were dismissed.

“We’re going to Dulwich,” announced Liv. “Today is the day.”

Kate didn’t need persuading. Mum had worked at Dulwich Picture Gallery; it was how she’d met Dad. Her walking home across the Rye, him on his daily constitutional from Peckham, where he lived. She’d often talked about the paintings, had done a portrait of Billy’s head inspired by her favorite piece, called it Head of a Parrot. It had been given pride of place in the parlor.

It took ages to get there, two buses and two tubes. Liv chattered non-stop about her photo shoot and how she’d probably have to move to the Big Apple; she refused to call it New York. When Kate finally got a word in about her results, Liv whooped with excitement, told everyone on the bus, got them to cheer.

Kate was jittery as they stepped into the huge, imposing building. She’d imagined a convening of souls when she walked the corridors her mother had walked, gazed at the paintings she’d loved so much. But she felt nothing. They were just corridors. They were just paintings. She couldn’t imagine Mum here at all. She rushed through the rooms, looking for something, anything, that screamed Mum. She was about to suggest they go when Liv grabbed her arm.

“This must be the one.” Liv pointed at the plaque: Head of a Hound by Pieter Boel. “It’s brilliant, so realistic. The textured brushwork is incredible. I can see why she loved it so much.”

“Can you?” Kate thought the dog looked sad. Inexplicably, she started to cry.

“You OK?” Liv put her arm around her.

“I miss her so much,” said Kate. “I wish I could see what she saw. What you see. But I can’t. It’s just a dog’s head. Mum’s painting of Billy was better. Your drawings are better.”

“That’s because you love us. Love makes you see things differently. Come on, I’ve got an idea. There’s another place—I read about it. It’s not far. I reckon your mum would have liked it.”

They walked to the Horniman Museum but didn’t go in. Instead, they wandered silently through the gardens. And in the wildflowers, tree ferns, grasslands and formal beds, Kate found her mother.

“I’m sorry about the gallery.” Liv took her hand and led her to a bench. “I really wanted Dulwich to be special for you.”

“The gallery was a letdown.” Kate laid her head on Liv’s shoulder. “But I’m so glad you thought of this. I know my mum came here—she loved plants. I can almost feel her. Maybe she sat on this bench.”

For once Liv didn’t say anything. That was the good thing about Liv: she talked all the time but knew when to stop.

They strolled through Peckham Rye, ending up on Peckham High Street, and there, for the first time in eight years, Kate was surrounded by Black people. My people.

“I’m your people,” said Liv.

Kate hadn’t meant to say it out loud. She put her arm through Liv’s. “You know what I mean.”

“Not really.” Liv shrugged Kate’s arm off.

They paused outside a mini supermarket; yams, plantains and Scotch bonnets piled high in cardboard boxes. Two women were choosing tubers, speaking loudly in what Kate recognized as Yoruba although she couldn’t understand a word. For the first time in a long time, she yearned for home. Her other home. Spicy food, hot sun, women in bright ankara outfits, noise.

* * *

Kate was glad Liv’s flat was empty; she didn’t want to be patronized by snobby Caroline. Liv peeled a note off the fridge and read it out in a fake plummy voice:

“‘Your mother called three times. Says you’re to call her as soon as you get back—no matter how late. Sorry about your grandfather. I’m staying at Rupert’s. PLEASE don’t use all the milk again. Lady C.’”

Then Liv dialed the Dolphin Square number, held the phone a foot from her ear, rolled her eyes and made silly faces. It was clear Aunt Margot was giving strict orders.

“Well?” asked Kate once she’d hung up.

“She wants us to meet her at Waterloo at nine tomorrow. I’m not going. Unlike everyone else in this family, I have an actual job. I’ll come down on Wednesday.”

“I’m sure Benetton will give you time off,” said Kate. “They’ll understand.”

“I don’t care about bloody Benetton! I’ve got my photo shoot. The funeral’s not till Thursday. I’ll come down first thing Wednesday.”

“Just change the date. You’re being ridiculous, Liv.”

“No, I’m not. This is my one chance. Imagine if I said you couldn’t be a doctor because Grandpa died. Would that be OK? No. Because I’d never ask you to give up your dream.”

“Liv, it’s not the same. Look, come home with us, then we can come back together on Tuesday for the day. It’s daft to go on your own. You don’t know anything about this man—he could be dodgy.”

“No. I can’t be around Mummy right now. She makes me feel fat and ugly, she’ll jinx it. Tell her I’ve got an interview at secretarial college—that will shut her up. Please, Kate. Do this one thing for me.”

Kate nodded. What else could she do? And it was true Aunt Margot loved making people feel small. Or, in Liv’s case, big. “You’ll be back first thing Wednesday, though. Promise?”

Liv pulled her into a hug. “On the first train. And I owe you. One day I’ll tell the hugest lie for you. A massive whopper. You’ll see.”





~ Liv ~

THE STUDIO WAS IN Clerkenwell, a part of London Liv had never been to. A uniformed doorman directed her to the second floor, where the sign above the door read: Show Star Models. New York. London. Milan. Paris. Liv’s heart flipped.

Inside, oversized glossy prints of her idols covered the walls. Cindy, Iman, Christie, Brooke. The ceilings were high, the floor was polished concrete and it was full of kit—tripods, lights, reflectors, a canary-yellow Colorama backdrop, a wind machine. In one corner, a clothes rail, crammed with sparkly dresses and faux-fur coats. A makeshift bar in another; the glass-fronted fridge held three gold-foiled bottles of Moët and nothing else.

Clinton was still in black and still good-looking. He peeled off two crisp fifty-pound notes. “Great, you’re on time. Here, let’s call it four hours, then I won’t have to rush. This is Mary, hair and makeup—she’s a genius.”

Liv stuffed the money, more than she earned for a fortnight of folding, in her handbag. Mary was a plump middle-aged woman in a blue dolman-sleeved dress and silver brogues. Liv liked her as soon as she saw the shoes. Apart from the occasional instruction—“Shut your eyes, babes,” “Hold still, babes”—Mary didn’t say much.

Liv filled the gaps; nerves made her chatty. “I nearly canceled—my grandfather died last week. You probably read about it. Lord Stone? His funeral’s the day after tomorrow.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, babes. Clinton, did you hear that? Liv’s granddad was a lord, the one who just died. Was in all the papers.”

“Oh yeah . . . He used to be Home Secretary, didn’t he? Yet here you are,” said Clinton. “I’m impressed. A real trooper.”

“This is what I’ve always wanted to do,” said Liv. “And it’s fine, I’m going home tomorrow.”

“And your parents?” Clinton brushed lint off his jacket. “They’re supportive?”

“God, no. Mummy would go ballistic if she knew I was here.”

“Pout for me, babes.” Mary dipped a brush into a pot of bright-red lipstick.

Wardrobe took another hour. Clinton gave them privacy, staring out of the window while she changed.

Five dresses later, panic set in. Maybe Mummy was right: models were willowy, not pillowy.

“We’ll get there, babes.” Mary reached to the far end of the rail. “Ah, this might be the one, but your bra won’t work. It’s not like you need it, you’re so perky.”

Liv slipped out of her bra and into the sequined green dress. She glanced in the mirror and smiled. Someone who looked nothing like her smiled back. Mary was a genius.

Mary handed her a pair of acid-green stilettos. “See if these fit.”

They were way too big. “Perfect,” said Liv.

Mary zipped her up. “Clinton, babes. How’s this?”

“Bingo.” He clapped. “That’s the look.”

Liv tottered to the stage; Clinton shouted out instructions and clicked his camera. Shot after shot. Standing, sitting, leaning, bending, hands on hips, hands in the air, blowing kisses, looking stern, tongue out, winking.

“You’re a natural. Take a quick breather.” Clinton reloaded film.

Liv felt like a superstar. This was where she belonged. He turned on the wind machine and opened the champagne. She followed his commands: cheeky smile into camera, pensive stare into middle distance. The more champagne she drank, the better she felt.

“OK. Let’s try something a little more art-house. Slip those straps off your shoulder, for me. Mary, maybe some anti-shine?”

“No worries, babes.” Mary dabbed her face with powder, rubbed her limbs and cleavage with shimmery oil.

Liv thought of Elle Macpherson on the cover of Sports Illustrated, hands pulling away her barely-there ice-blue swimsuit, head thrown back. This is what models do. Another cork popped and Mary slipped her dress off completely. It’s fine. This is work. This is art.

* * *

The phone was ringing when Liv got back to Caroline’s, her face still caked in thick makeup, her head still buzzing.

“It will be for you,” Caroline snapped. “It’s the fourth time he’s called.”

“Wiffy?” Liv sighed.

“No, not Wiffy. A very rude man called Clinton.” Caroline thrust the phone at her.

Liv grabbed it, heart racing. It took her a while to process what he was saying.

“It’s normally fifteen hundred—that’s the going rate for posh girls. But you had to tell us about your famous granddad, didn’t you? So it’s double. Three grand, OK?” Clinton’s accent was no longer American. Now he sounded like what he was: a cheap hustler. Except not cheap.

“I don’t have that kind of money,” Liv whispered.

“Oh, you’ll find it. They always do. Mummy won’t want her precious little girl plastered all over the papers with her tits out. I’ll give you a week. Call me when you’ve got the money. Cash, mind—I don’t take checks.”

The phone went dead and Liv felt her knees give way.

“Don’t put your shoes on the sofa,” Caroline snapped. “Your mother called too. Twice. I’m not your bloody receptionist.”

Liv ran out of the flat, back to the tube, back to Clerkenwell. She wasn’t sure what she would do. Scream? Beg? It was academic. The Show Star Models sign was gone, replaced by one that read: Equipped Studio to Rent. Daily or Weekly Rates. She caught a cab home, paid using one of Clinton’s crisp fifty-pound notes. The taxi driver tutted and held it to the light. For a second she thought it might be fake. Then he handed over the change.

She lay in bed, heart pounding, made-up face pressed into the pillow. She had to find three thousand pounds. Mummy would die. No, Mummy would kill her. She could see the red tops now. Her lying on a glittery dress, champagne flute in one hand, pink tongue poking out between her teeth. The headlines would write themselves. A Storm in a D-Cup! An inset picture of Grandpa—the one they always used—sitting next to Margaret Thatcher in the Cabinet Room. Caption: Lord have mercy! He’ll be spinning in his grave.

The next morning, she leaped out of bed as soon as she heard her flatmate moving. Caroline had money. Her father had bought her this flat, he gave her a huge allowance and Rupert was rolling in it.

“You look like death,” Caroline said. “Tea?”

“Yes, please. Um, Caroline, I need to borrow some money.” Liv rushed the words to get them out. “Three thousand pounds. I know it’s a lot, but it’s just for a couple of weeks. I can’t ask Mummy or Grandma right now, because of Grandpa . . .”

“You already owe me for rent,” said Caroline.

“I know. But this is an emergency. Please, Caroline.”

“I’m sorry. I can’t help. And to be honest, this flatsharing thing isn’t working. I was going to wait till after the funeral, but you might as well know now. I want you to move out. You’re snotty to Rupert, I’m not even sure you like me. And you were awful to poor Wiffy.”

Liv took in Caroline’s smug face, the tragic white sheep on her clichéd red jumper. “You’re kicking me out because I don’t like Wiffy?”

“If you don’t like him, why on earth did you sleep with him, Liv? What kind of person has sex, on the first date, with someone they don’t like?”

Liv flinched. It was true. What was wrong with her? She slunk to her room and sobbed silently till Caroline left for work, then loudly. The phone rang over and over but she couldn’t risk picking it up. She couldn’t go home. She’d described The Ring as if she was a fucking estate agent, even talked about its architectural merit. If only I’d listened to Kate.

Liv jolted upright. Kate’s grant money.

An hour later she was on the edge of the platform at Parsons Green tube. A gust of wind swept her hair backward, reminding her of the wind machine, making her nauseous. It’s going to be all right, she told herself. Kate would help her clean up this mess. Thank God for Kate.





~ Kate ~

KATE CUT THE STEMS on another bunch of lilies. She’d been afraid Grandpa’s death would bring back the trauma of Mum and Femi dying, but death was yet another thing they did differently here. No sucking of teeth or bashing of chests. No talk of God’s will and, thankfully, no mention of the devil’s work. Instead of an army of people expecting to be fed, there was an endless procession of flowers. Business bloomed for the florist in Crewkerne; its little white van arrived each morning with another bouquet of identical white “Stargazer” lilies. Vases and improvised vases—Mason jars, pitchers, teapots, even the umbrella stand—littered the downstairs rooms. Their overbearing, cloying scent reminded Kate of clove oil, made her teeth ache.

Grandma roamed the rooms like a ghost, white hanky in hand. She rubbed her eyes so much the skin around them was dry and crêpey. She barely ate, surviving on tea. Mug after mug of weak milky tea.

Aunt Margot’s voice was everywhere, higher pitched and even more grating than usual. “As deaths go, it was a good one,” she said at lunch. “Three score and twelve, plus a bonus two. And in the chamber! Obits in all the papers. Daddy would have been happy with that.”

“Yes, dear.” Grandma dabbed her puffy eyes.

“You should have heard John Humphrys on the Today program. He wheeled out the chancellor to give a fawning eulogy. Daddy couldn’t stand the ghastly little man.”

More eye-dabbing from Grandma. “I think I’ll have a lie-down.”

Aunt Margot’s first gin and tonic was poured earlier than usual (stress, apparently). Grandma’s lie-downs became more frequent. Kate didn’t blame her.

Meanwhile, Dominic swaggered about, pontificating on the outrageous cost of funerals, momentous death duties and drawn-out probate—phrases Kate wasn’t sure he could spell, let alone understand. He stalked the rooms as if he owned them, examining objects and ogling pictures, like an auctioneer assessing value.

As soon as Grandma was out of earshot, Aunt Margot returned to her favorite topic: Grandpa’s will, her inheritance. Kate didn’t need to eavesdrop; her voice carried.

“At last, no more living hand-to-mouth, begging for handouts. Obviously, we’ll have to sell this place, but we’ll find somewhere nice for Mummy, near here if that’s what she wants. A little retirement flat or a cottage. She could get a cat for company. I can’t wait to get out of Dolphin Square. I’m thinking Fulham? Chelsea is so overpriced these days.”

Poor Grandma. Thank goodness Bristol was only an hour away. Kate would visit every weekend if that was what it took to look after her.

* * *

Liv had promised to catch the first train on Wednesday. Absolutely promised. Aunt Margot went to the station to pick her up at ten twenty. She came back alone and furious.

“Go and phone her, Katherine,” she ordered. “Find out what’s going on. Make her come home.”

Kate called. Redialing over and over. No answer. She escaped to her bedroom, ears alert for the sound of tires on gravel, getting angstier and angrier with every passing hour.

Liv finally turned up at four. Kate watched her manhandle a huge suitcase out of a taxi. She listened to Aunt Margot’s hysterical greeting and Dominic’s oinking. Five minutes later, Liv flung herself onto Kate’s bed, covering her face with her hands. “Oh, Kate, I’m in terrible trouble and you’re the only person who can save me.”

Kate sighed. She wasn’t in the mood for one of Liv’s am-dram performances. She deserved an apology. “You promised you’d catch the first train. Your mother’s been screaming at me all day.”

“It wasn’t my fault.” Liv flapped her arms and tugged at her clothes. “It’s bad, Kate. Really bad.”

Liv looked awful, pasty, with red-rimmed eyes and greasy, lank hair. Kate’s scalp prickled. “What’s happened, Liv? Has someone hurt you?”

“It was him. Clinton Bonner.” Liv’s chin trembled. “At first it seemed fine, professional—you know. He took loads of photos. But then he asked me to slip my dress straps down and . . .”

“The pervert!” Kate took Liv’s hands in hers. “Oh, Liv. He didn’t . . . he didn’t . . . you know . . . force himself on you?”

Liv let out a strangled moan and shook her head.

“Then what? You can tell me.”

“He took more pictures,” Liv sobbed. “Said it’s what models do, called it art. Kate, I’ll die if anyone sees them.”

Kate was patient. She stroked Liv’s back, tried to get her to explain, promised she wouldn’t judge. But Liv was crying so hard her words were muffled; she wasn’t making sense. “We’ll tell him to destroy them. And if he won’t, we’ll go to the police. It’s going to be fine.”

“No. You don’t understand. He wants money,” said Liv. “Three thousand pounds. Or he’ll sell them to the News of the World.”

“Why would they want them?”

“Because I’m pretty much naked.” Liv pulled her hair over her face.

“They wouldn’t dare, Liv. He made you do it—that’s intimidation. It’s not allowed.” Kate spoke slowly; it was clear Liv wasn’t thinking straight.

“But he didn’t.” Liv’s voice was a whisper. “I took my dress off. I was smiling. Posing.”

Kate walked to the window. She didn’t want Liv to see how shocked she was. “Why, Liv? Why would you do that?”

“I don’t know. Please don’t hate me.” Liv pulled her hair into a knot, twisted it round and round.

“Of course I don’t hate you. Look, you’re going to have to tell your mother. She’ll scream and shout but in the end she’ll pay. You know she will. She loves you.”

“I can’t.” Liv started crying again. “I couldn’t bear it. She’ll hold it over me forever. I’d never be free.”

“You don’t have a choice.” Kate patted Liv’s back. “It will be OK. I’ll be right beside you. Let’s do it now. Get it over with.”

“No. I need you to lend me the money, Kate.” Liv’s voice was steady. “I’ll pay it back.”

Kate blinked at her, stupefied. “You know I would if I could, but I haven’t got any money.”

Liv gripped her arm tightly. “You’ve got your grant. Three thousand, two hundred and forty-four pounds.”

Kate felt like she’d been punched in the stomach. Liv, who was so flippant about money, who called her £300-a-month stipend “pocket change,” remembered the exact amount of her grant. “I can’t. I need to pay for halls and books. I don’t get an allowance, I need it to live on.”

“It’s just for a few weeks. I’ll talk to Grandma after the funeral.” Liv put her hands on Kate’s shoulders. “Who knows, Grandpa might have left me something in his will. You’ll get it back. A month, tops. Please, Kate.”

Kate swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. “I suppose I could lend you half. It’s the best I can do. I’m not like you, Liv. I don’t have a safety net, there’s no one to pick up the pieces if I make a mistake.”

“You have me. I’d do it for you.” Liv sniffed. “So you’re saying no?”

“I want to help. I just can’t give you all my grant. We need to tell your mother. I know she can be difficult but she’ll do anything for you. Look, I’ll do the talking. I’ll explain. You won’t have to say a word.”

“Don’t bother. It’s fine.” Liv pounded down the stairs.

Kate didn’t follow. It would be better if Liv spoke to Aunt Margot alone. Besides, Kate would hear her screaming from here. They’d probably hear her in Crewkerne.

Sure enough, later that evening, while Liv and Kate were sitting on opposite sides of the sofa, Liv pretending to watch TV, Kate pretending to read a book, Aunt Margot started screaming.

“Olivia! Olivia! Come to my room at once. I’ve lost it, I’ve really lost it this time.”

“You’ve told her?” whispered Kate.

“Shut up,” hissed Liv.

“Should I come with you?” Kate grabbed her arm.

Liv shoved her off. “No. It’s nothing to do with you anymore.”

But it turned out it wasn’t her rag Aunt Margot had lost. It was her pearl necklace. The whole house was tasked with finding it; even Dominic was railroaded into searching the car.

“I have to wear it to the funeral. It must be here—I haven’t been anywhere.”

“You probably left it in London,” said Liv.

“No. I was wearing it on the train,” Aunt Margot huffed. “Wasn’t I, Dominic? I remember touching it and thinking of poor Daddy.”

“Don’t worry, Mummy, we’ll find it,” said Dominic. “Calm down. I’ll make you a G&T.”

Kate tiptoed to the attic. She took her mother’s pearls out of the maths set. No one knew she had them, not even Liv. But in three days she’d be eighteen, which meant they’d stop being Mum’s and become hers. She wouldn’t have to hide them anymore.

* * *

It rained the day of the funeral. Half-hearted, thin rain, like on the day Kate had arrived in England. Jojo turned up early. He was the first person to ask her about her A level results.

“Four As!” he said, hugging her. “Not just a pretty face. Where’s Dotty? I need to tell her Dad won’t make it. His flight was delayed, he’s stuck in New York.”

The cars arrived at eleven o’clock, three limousines and a hearse. Dominic went out to meet them. The funeral director reminded her of Boniface, his bow the English version of a dobale. Dominic relished it. Kate could almost see his sense of entitlement expand.

Kate and Liv stayed in the porch, avoiding eye contact. Kate couldn’t help thinking Liv was dressed inappropriately, like one of the singers in Robert Palmer’s “Addicted to Love” video. Her black polo neck too tight and sheer, her lips too red and glossy.

Grandma stepped out of the door, supported on Jojo’s arm. Her widow’s weeds washed her out. She looked small and frail. “Why three cars?” she asked.

“Daddy deserves a proper procession,” said Aunt Margot.

“He hated excess.” Grandma started down the drive. “Well, it’s done now. I’ll go in the first car.”

“You can’t go on your own, Mummy.” Aunt Margot started to follow. “I’ll come with you. His grandchildren should be in the second car. Jojo and Katherine can go in the last one with Mabel.”

I’m his grandchild too. Kate turned to Liv, expecting support, but she was already at the door of the middle car, her red lips the only thing breaking the monochrome.

“Katherine,” Grandma’s voice rang out. “Come, sit with me.”

Kate half ran to the front car, head bowed to avoid Aunt Margot’s death stare.

The church was packed with people Kate had never seen before, a sea of gray faces in black clothes. Grandma insisted on sitting alone in the front row; the rest of them settled in behind her.

“Good turnout. Brian Haqquas is here,” Aunt Margot whispered into Dominic’s ear. “He’s tipped to be the next PM. I’ll introduce you. And over there, see the bald one—he’s the chief superintendent for Somerset. Johnson, I think. A real social climber. And a bit handsy. Come to the rescue if he corners me, but don’t be rude. It’s always useful to have a uniform onside. Oh, for Christ’s sake, who invited the bloody Bertrams?”

Kate glanced at Liv. Nothing. She turned to Jojo, who winked.

The service was much shorter than at Mum and Femi’s funeral but still way too long. Stand, sit, lower head, sing. Stand, sit, sing some more. Dominic did a eulogy. He managed to make it all about himself.

The final hymn was “Let There Be Light.” Kate had suggested it to Grandma when they’d gone through the order of service. Mum used to sing it whenever NEPA cut power, so pretty much every day. Kate knew all the words and, as she sang, she pictured her mother in the parlor at LUTH, her face reflected in candlelight.

* * *

THE MORNING AFTER THE FUNERAL, the house seemed as restless as Kate. Plug sockets hummed and pipes clanked as the boiler ignited. She lay in bed trying to work out if Liv had spoken to her mother or not. Aunt Margot was impossible to predict—complacent when Dominic was suspended for smoking pot, choleric when he forgot her birthday. Her window rattled and her edginess intensified. Only two things could settle her nerves—Liv or a run. And since Liv wasn’t speaking to her, it had to be a run. She pulled on her leggings, suddenly keen to be out before the house woke up.

She ran faster than usual, almost managing to squash her unease, but it returned with a vengeance as soon as she got home. A hyper Aunt Margot was pacing the kitchen, bouncing with excitement. It was the day she’d been waiting for: will-reading day.

“You should have worn a suit, Dominic. And stop smiling—it sends the wrong message.” The doorbell amplified her hysteria. “Oh! This is it! They’re here! Answer the door, Katherine. Put them in Daddy’s study. I’ll get Mummy.”

Windham & Sons were the family solicitors. Derek the Older leaned heavily on his cane. His son, Derek the Younger (who was not remotely young, at least thirty), had a briefcase in one hand and a bunch of flowers in the other. “Stargazer” lilies, of course.

“These are for Dorothy. Well, for all of you.” He handed the bouquet to Kate. “Olivia not about?”

Kate smiled. Derek the Younger had a massive crush on Liv. He blushed bright pink whenever they were in the same room.

“Upstairs, I think. Aunt Margot knows you’re here, they won’t be long. Tea?” She pulled out a chair for Derek the Older, who looked about to collapse.

Kate took the heavy tea tray to the study and offered to pour, but her aunt flapped her arms and shooed her out, as if she was an annoying chicken. She couldn’t help but smile when Grandma asked Dominic to leave too. He stomped off, face like a side of ham, florid and sweaty. In normal times, she and Liv would have crept to the front of the house and positioned themselves under the window, but eavesdropping on her own felt wrong. It was pointless, anyway: Grandpa’s will was no secret. Aunt Margot had talked about it often enough when he was alive. She’d get it all. Kate wouldn’t be surprised if an estate agent turned up this afternoon to hammer in a For Sale sign.

She heard a car and rushed outside. It wasn’t an estate agent. It was Jojo. “Where have you been so early?” she asked.

“Liv wanted a lift to Taunton,” he said. “She’s in a strange mood, didn’t say a word on the drive. Silent Liv—hard to believe, I know. It’s like she’s had a personality transplant.”

“The station?” Kate couldn’t believe she’d gone back to London without saying goodbye.

“No. Dropped her on the High Street. Said she’d be back late. Pool?”

Kate changed into her swimsuit and tried to work out what Liv could be doing in Taunton. Maybe she was meeting that horrible man to pay him off. She wished she was with her; Liv shouldn’t have to do this on her own.

She and Jojo spent the rest of the morning by the pool, chatting about Bristol and medical school. When they went in for lunch, Aunt Margot was shouting at someone in the study. They found Dominic in the kitchen, hunched over the table, his face like thunder.

“What’s going on?” Jojo asked. “Who’s Margot screaming at?”

“Grandma. Can you believe it? She gets everything. Grandpa’s fucked us over. It’s bloody outrageous.”

“I’m glad,” said Kate. “Grandma loves this place—she shouldn’t have to move. And Aunt Margot will get it eventually.”

“Shut up, Zebra. This has nothing to do with you.” Dominic shook his head. “It’s family business.”

Kate and Jojo improvised a picnic of bread and cheese and headed back to the pool as quickly as they could. Kate felt a real sense of relief; she’d been so focused on Liv that she hadn’t realized how worried she’d been about Grandma. Old people shouldn’t be turfed out of their homes. Grandpa had done the right thing.

“Anatomy’s the real shocker.” Jojo flicked a bee away from Kate’s face, touching her arm. “Having my own cadaver took a bit of getting used to.”

“I can’t wait.” Kate sliced into a triangle of Brie.

“It’s the smell that gets you—a bit like ammonia but garlicky, it stings your nose. But you get used to it. By the third week you start to think of your cadaver as a mate. I called mine Bob. He died of emphysema. I even started talking to him.” Jojo deepened his voice and waggled his finger. “Stop smoking, Bob, you’re going to kill yourself.”

Kate giggled. “I know it’s awful to think of new beginnings when Grandpa’s just died, but I’m excited. I can’t wait to start uni. I’m so glad you’ll be there.” She felt Jojo’s bare arm around her and leaned into his shoulder, closed her eyes.

“I’m glad too, Kate. I think I’m in love with you.” Jojo put a hand to her face and caressed her cheek. Then he kissed her.

It wasn’t a brotherly kiss. It was the kind of kiss she’d read about in Just Seventeen. The kind of kiss she and Liv had practiced on their hands. His tongue probed her mouth, his arm pulled her closer. It was disgusting. Wrong.

Kate pushed him off and jumped into the pool. She swam three fast lengths, head underwater, wishing she could disappear.

When she finally resurfaced, he’d put his T-shirt on. “It’s OK. I get it.”

“I’m sorry, Jojo. I do love you, but . . . not like that.”

“Please, it’s fine. I thought you felt . . . oh, it doesn’t matter. Look, I think maybe it’s best if I leave tomorrow—I don’t want things to be awkward between us. But don’t worry, I’ll be back to normal by the time you come to Bristol.” He shook his head and smiled. A sad smile.

Kate watched him walk away, his head down. First Liv. Now Jojo. What am I doing wrong? She took a deep breath and sank to the bottom of the pool. She felt completely alone.

* * *

The atmosphere at supper was toxic. Hardly any conversation and very little eating, apart from Dominic, who stuffed his face. Aunt Margot sat stiffly, red spots on her cheeks. Grandma stared into space, unseeing. Jojo was formal and polite. There was no sign of Liv. Kate stood to clear their untouched plates.

Aunt Margot sneered at her. “Always helping, aren’t you? Clever Katherine.”

“Enough,” said Grandma. “Please, Margot, leave it.”

“No. I can’t.” Cords stood out on Aunt Margot’s neck. “He lied to me. You both did. You made me think I’d get it all. How am I going to look after my children? Are we supposed to starve?” She sounded unhinged.

“Don’t be absurd, Margot. Nothing’s changed. We’ll all go on exactly as we did before. I don’t want to talk about this anymore. It’s vulgar.”

“Come and sit down in the drawing room, Dorothy.” Jojo took Grandma’s arm.

“I’ll bring cocoa,” said Kate. But by the time she got there, her grandmother had gone.

“She’s upstairs packing,” Jojo said. “I’ve persuaded her to stay with my parents. She needs to get away from Margot. She’s coming with me tomorrow.”

Kate wished she could go too. She took the cocoa up to her grandmother then escaped to the folly. She picked up the stones Liv had painted eight years ago. It had rained earlier and the colors glistened.

She heard tires on gravel, dropped the stones and ran to the drive. Liv emerged from a taxi with three bulging shopping bags. Aunt Margot had clearly dished out the cash.

“Where’ve you been? You’ve missed so much drama. Grandpa has left everything to Grandma and your mother is furious. So now Grandma’s going away. And Jojo kissed me and said he—”

“Lucky you. I’m glad someone’s getting what they want.” Liv turned and headed for the porch.

“Liv, wait! It wasn’t like that.” Kate grabbed at her cousin’s arm. “Why are you mad at me? What have I done?”

Liv shoved her away. “Leave me be, Kate. I don’t have time for this. I’ve got problems of my own.”

Kate slunk to her room, a heavy knot in her empty stomach. She pulled her brown suitcase out from under her bed and rifled through her treasures. Femi’s Action Man, his newspaper cutting, the spiky Clairol roller, Liv’s birthday cards. She took the cards out and arranged them in order on her bed. They were little works of art, charting Liv’s growth as much as hers. Kate as a mermaid for her tenth birthday—the individual scales on the glittery tail were made out of silver foil, hammered with tiny dots. Her seventeenth birthday card was a charcoal sketch, Kate’s face rendered with bold strokes of light and dark. Her eyebrows raised, a half smile on her lips. She’d opened it in this room a year ago, told Liv how talented she was, begged her to reconsider art college. Liv had laughed her off.

She opened her maths set and took out her mother’s necklace. And for the first time in her life, she put it on. The biggest pearl sat perfectly in the hollow of her throat. She’d be eighteen tomorrow; she wasn’t a scared little girl anymore. She had her grant and her grades and she was going to medical school. And sooner or later, Liv would come to her senses. She could wait.





~ Liv ~

IT’S OVER. ALONE IN her room, Liv pressed her knuckles into her eye sockets. She knew she should be guilt-ridden—what she’d done was unforgiveable—but she was crushed by disappointment. Her dream was over. And her heart ached for it.

Clinton hadn’t bothered to show up. That’s how irrelevant she was. Instead, Mary, still in her silver brogues, had met her at a dodgy pub near Waterloo station. “You look like shit, babes,” was her greeting. She’d been surprised Liv had all the money and Liv realized they’d have settled for less. Much less.

“You’ll destroy the pictures? And the negatives?” Liv despised the desperation in her voice.

Mary handed over an envelope. “All here. Hang on to them. In ten years, you’ll wish you still had this body. And here’s a tip from me: if it sounds too good to be true, it probably is. Now cheer up, babes—it’s all over and no one died. Well, except your poor granddad, and you can’t blame Clinton for that.”

Liv had £250 left after paying Mary so she’d gone to Brompton Road to run her fingers over the clothes she’d dreamed of modeling. She’d stopped at Katharine Hamnett and bought an overpriced, oversized Choose Life T-shirt. And kept buying. Gold leggings, a glittery tube top, cowboy boots. Anything that didn’t say secretary or Sloane.

The euphoria didn’t last. By the time she got on the train home she was back to feeling stupid and ashamed. She’d gone to London like a latter-day Dick Whittington, convinced the streets were paved with model scouts, certain she was destined to be a star. Instead, she’d found a real-life dick.

She could only see two choices. Accept defeat and go to secretarial college. Or accept defeat and call Wiffy. It was hard to decide which was worse. Standing on her own two feet felt too hard. Her wages at Benetton, if they’d take her back, weren’t enough to live on.

To make matters worse, today was Kate’s eighteenth birthday and they were supposed to be going to the Hunt Ball. They’d planned it weeks ago when Grandpa, and Liv’s dreams, had still been alive. She knew it was unkind but she couldn’t bear to hear Kate bleat on about her shiny future. She just wanted to stay in bed.

Liv stared at the birthday card she’d painted for Kate. She’d gone back to Dulwich to study the Pieter Boel painting. It was good, possibly the best piece she’d ever done. Even the calligraphy, which she rarely had the patience for, was perfect. Head of a Kate. She put the card back in its envelope and slid it between the blank pages of her sketch pad.

Once the coast was clear, she headed downstairs to raid her grandmother’s bureau. She chose a Van Gogh sunflower card and signed it. Kate was in the kitchen, leaning against the Aga.

“Happy birthday,” Liv said, handing her the card.

“Oh, Liv.” It was clear Kate was close to tears. “You don’t know how much these cards mean to me. I got upset this morning, thinking you wouldn’t do one.”

“I didn’t,” said Liv. “I haven’t had time.”

Kate opened the card. “Oh. That’s OK. Thanks. Fancy a swim?”

Liv stared at her. My life is over and you want to go swimming? “No. I’m not in the mood.”

“I could make you breakfast?” said Kate.

“I’m not hungry. I’ve got a headache. I think I’ll go back to bed. See you at seven, for the ball.”

“Shall we get ready together?” said Kate. “Like we used to.”

“We’re not twelve anymore.” Liv clocked the dejection on Kate’s face and felt bad. But only fleetingly. Kate had everything. She had nothing.

* * *

When Liv got to the porch, Kate was already there, staring out of the window into darkness, wearing the dress Grandma had bought her for the sixth-form disco. Dusty-pink taffeta with a sweetheart neckline, ruffled sleeves and a flouncy skirt. Liv had pretended to like it when Kate had shown it to her two months ago, but now she couldn’t resist smirking. “Are you coming as Cinderella?”

Kate turned slowly, her shoulders slumped, her fingers caressing a necklace. A pearl necklace.

Liv sagged in relief. Kate had come to her rescue. She should have trusted her. She grabbed her cousin’s arm, her voice a cracked whisper. “Oh, Kate! I can’t believe you went and got it. You’re the best. Quick, give it here, I’ll run upstairs and tell Mummy I found it—she’ll never know.”

Kate stepped back, clutching her neck. “What are you talking about? This is mine. These were my mother’s pearls. Not Aunt Margot’s.”

Disappointment and betrayal hit Liv like a hammer. “Yours? How come you never told me? I thought we didn’t have secrets.”

Kate rubbed at the largest pearl. “We don’t . . . I just . . . It’s the only thing I’ve got of hers.”

“You’ve got to take it off. Now. If Mummy sees it, she’ll hit the roof. I pawned her pearls. I had to. Please, Kate. If she sees yours, I’ll have to tell her everything. And I can’t.”

“You pawned your mother’s necklace? Seriously? Liv?”

“I had no choice. You weren’t going to help me. What was I supposed to do? Stop giving me your goody-two-shoes look. We can’t all be bloody perfect.”

“You ready, Oink?” Dominic’s voice made them both jump.

“Please, Kate,” Liv whispered. “I’m begging you. If Dominic sees it, I’m finished.”





~ Kate ~

KATE SNAPPED HER HANDBAG shut as Dominic stepped into the porch. He was wearing a black tux, white shirt, red bow tie and, for reasons Kate couldn’t fathom, carrying Grandpa’s golden-handled, lion-headed cane.

“We’ll take Grandpa’s Jag.” He lifted the keys off the hook.

“Won’t Grandma mind?” asked Kate.

“She’s not here,” he replied.

They drove in silence. Kate rubbed the pearls through the soft silk fabric of her bag and stared at the back of her cousins’ heads, resentment mounting. They were as bad as each other; Liv was just better at hiding her massive sense of entitlement. How could she be so brazen? Convinced she had a God-given right to whatever she wanted—Kate’s grant money, her mother’s pearls. And then to paint herself as the victim. I can’t wait to get away. I’ve been so blind.

As soon as they got there, Kate realized she should have stayed at home. The ballroom was packed and everyone was either drunk or determined to get drunk as quickly as possible. She adjusted her headband; the metal frame pinched her left ear.

Liv smirked at her. “You’d love to be a Sloane Ranger, wouldn’t you?”

Blood roared in Kate’s head. She looked Liv up and down, eyebrows raised. “Yeah, I’ll take that over busty bimbo Barbie any day.” The barb hit home and Liv’s face dropped. Kate felt a tiny twinge of guilt. She pushed it away. Liv deserved it; she’d come as a disco diva in skintight gold leggings that made her legs look shiny and wet, brown leather cowboy boots and a silky black vest. And she was clearly not wearing a bra—her nipples jutted out of the fabric.

As they pushed through the throng, a red-faced girl bursting out of a too-tight tartan corset frock stumbled into Kate, spilling her sticky orange drink over her dress. Liv laughed. Kate wanted to slap her. She rushed to the ladies’ and attempted to clean the mess with a wad of damp napkins but only made it worse, spreading the spatter of orange dots into a large damp mass. She pressed her skirt against the hand dryer, thumping the button repeatedly to try to dry the layers of fabric.

A gaggle of girls exploded into the bathroom, faces flushed, voices slurred. “Look! She’s wet herself,” said one.

Kate abandoned the hand dryer and headed back to the ballroom, hitching up the wettest part of her dress in one hand to hide the worst of the stain. She spotted Dominic, holding court at the bar, chasing pints with shots, but Liv was nowhere to be seen. She heard a panicky scream but it was just the girl in the tartan corset falling off the bucking bronco and landing on her arse, skirt scrunched to her waist. Her friends cheered as they pulled her to her feet.

Kate glanced at her watch. Half past eight. Their taxi was booked for midnight; she wasn’t sure she could bear another three and a half hours of this. She was about to head to the foyer, to scout out somewhere quiet, when she felt a hand grab her bum. She turned, expecting Liv. Instead she was face-to-face with a short, squat man-boy—greasy face, spots on his chin, splashes of red wine on his shirt.

“Hello, darling. You’re quite pretty for a Black girl. Fancy a bit of this?” He thrust his hips and laughed. When Kate turned away from him, he grabbed her waist roughly and spun her around. “Not so fast.”

“Leave me alone.” Kate tried to wriggle out of his grip.

“You heard her,” said a sober voice.

It was Ishir, from school. Liv called him Dishy Ishi. She’d fancied him like mad, used to turn up at Kate’s maths club pretending she was waiting for her but really hoping he’d ask her out. He’d been in the year above Kate but they were sort of friends—both geeks, both brown, both outsiders. Although, to be honest, Ishir was much paler than her and could have passed for white—if he’d changed his name and if his mother hadn’t turned up in a sari on Sports Day.

“You OK?” he asked.

“Hi, Ishir. Thanks. Yeah, I’m fine.” Kate pointed at her wet skirt. “Well, apart from this. Some idiot threw her drink over me.”

“I wouldn’t worry. They’re all too wrecked to notice.” He pointed to the dance floor. “Shall we?”

“Er . . .” Kate just wanted to leave. But the music changed and she heard the call of seagulls, piano chords and then Mick Hucknall’s soulful voice. “Holding Back the Years”—she adored this song. Liv teased her, said it was because Mick was a redhead, like Jojo. But it wasn’t his hair; it was the words. He was singing about missing his mother and it was clear he understood pain. She nodded and Ishir led her to the dance floor.

It was the first time she’d danced with a boy. Other couples were snogging, some grinding into each other; one guy had his hand up his partner’s skirt, her underpants on full display. But Kate and Ishir just swayed, close but not too close, his hands on the small of her back, hers on his shoulders. It felt nice.

They danced to a few more songs then went to the bar. Kate liked the feeling of her hand in his.

“We should meet up when you start uni. Bristol’s not far from London.” He turned to the barman. “One Coke, and . . .”

“Same.” Kate smiled. “And yes, that would be nice.”

“Hello, little cousin.” Liv slid her gold-clad bottom onto a stool. Her glass of wine wobbled dangerously.

Kate stepped back; her dress was wet enough. “Careful, Liv.”

“Get you, Little Miss Innocent. I didn’t realize Dishy Ishi was another of your conquests. Aren’t you a pair of dark horses?” Liv giggled.

“I think I’ll leave you to it, Kate. But call me.” Ishir scrawled a phone number on a coaster, gave her a peck on the cheek.

Kate watched him melt into the crowd then turned to Liv. “What is wrong with you? That was such a racist thing to say.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.” Liv teetered on the stool. “Why are you always putting me down? When did you start thinking you’re better than me?”

Kate swallowed her anger. “What on earth are you talking about?”

“Now you don’t need me, you’ve stopped pretending you even care. I know you think I’m ridiculous.” Liv waggled her fingers in Kate’s face.

“You are ridiculous. And you’re making a scene,” Kate said. “Hold my drink. I’m going to apologize to Ishir. For you.”

Kate hurried off but Ishir had disappeared. The bucking bronco had been taken over by a group of lads, yee-hawing and cracking imaginary whips. Couples were groping in dark corners or slow dancing to “You Spin Me Round,” one of the fastest tracks Kate had ever heard. She gave up, returned to the bar and gulped her Coke. It tasted horrid. “What’s happened to us, Liv? What on earth are we fighting about?”

Liv pouted. “It’s you. You’ve changed. You’re just like Mummy—you think I’m a waste of space.”

Kate stared, shocked. Liv’s pupils were huge, big black circles surrounded by a thin green ring. Her skin had a sheen on it, as if she’d been running. “How much have you had to drink, Liv?”

“Not enough.” Liv downed her wine. A dribble ran down her chin. She slammed her empty glass on the bar and leaned over, practically shoving her breasts into the barman’s face. “White wine,” she purred.

“You’ve had enough and mixing isn’t smart.” He turned his back on her.

Liv dropped her arms. Her tiny purse slipped to the floor. “I don’t feel so good.” Her face was ashen and her eyes rolled up in her head.

Kate retrieved the purse, tucked it into her bag and took Liv’s arm. “You need fresh air. Come on.” She pulled her through the ballroom, past the shrieking girls and yee-hawing boys. “Ishir,” she yelled, spotting him in the crowd.

“What’s wrong with her?” he asked.

Liv was slumped over Kate like a deadweight.. “I don’t know. She was fine ten minutes ago.”

“Is she on drugs?”

“No, of course not. Help me get her outside.”

Between them they half carried, half dragged Liv out and propped her against a wall. Liv retched, dropped to her knees and threw up over the pavement. Kate squatted beside her and held back her hair.

Ishir looked revolted. “How are you getting home?”

“Taxi. But it’s not due till midnight. Could you try to find my cousin Dominic? He’s in there somewhere: tall, dark hair, stupid cane. Dominic Stone—see if the DJ will do an announcement.”

“OK.” Ishir rushed inside; he couldn’t get away fast enough.

It felt like forever but eventually Dominic strolled out of the swing doors, ground a cigarette under his shoe and waved his cane at them. “Wait here. I’ll get the car.”

“No! You’ve been drinking. Call a taxi.” But it was too late—he was off. Kate squatted beside Liv. She didn’t feel right either; her head was spinning. They must have eaten something dodgy. Hurry up, Dominic.

Liv started crying, huge heaving sobs. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I keep doing stupid things. I can’t seem to stop myself. I love you, Kate. I’m so sorry.”

Kate stroked her back. “Don’t worry. You’re going to be fine. I’ve got you.”

Grandpa’s Jag sped round the corner and screeched to a halt, tyres scraping against the curb.

“Chuck her in the back,” Dominic yelled through his open window. “I don’t want sick all over me.”

Kate managed to manhandle Liv into the car, where she collapsed across the back seat. She tried to slide in beside her but Liv wouldn’t budge.

“Don’t just stand there, get in the front!” Dominic yelled.

Kate reluctantly walked round and, for the first time since the accident, climbed into the front seat of a car. As she clunked the seat belt into its notch, a wave of nausea overpowered her. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to block out the past, stroking her mother’s pearls through the fabric of her bag.

The Jag jerked forward as Dominic wrenched the gears. “You two lightweights really fucked up my evening.”

Visions of Mum and Femi swam through Kate’s head. She doubled over, head between her knees, pressing her face into her bag. It smelled of Liv’s perfume. She breathed deeply.

“For Christ’s sake, Zebra! Not you too. Don’t puke in the car.” Dominic took his hand off the wheel and reached across her for the window winder.

The car lurched violently to the left. Dominic spun the steering wheel frantically to compensate. “Shit!”

But it was too late. Kate had been here before. She knew how this ended. She screamed as the car crashed into a tree, her head slamming against the dashboard, her soft bag cushioning the blow. She held her breath and waited for the worst.

“Get out! Get out!” Dominic shook her, yelling in her face. His breath stank of beer and cigarettes.

Kate wriggled her fingers and toes. She heard her father’s voice. Not even a scratch. How is this possible? She scrambled out of the car. “Is Liv OK?”

“She’ll be fine.” Dominic thrust the car keys at her. “You have to say you were driving.”

“What? I can’t drive. I don’t even have a license.”

“You’ve got your provisional and I was in the car with you. It’s fine.” He pressed the keys into her hand. “Just say you were driving. Yeah? You’re the only one who hasn’t been drinking. If I get tested, I’m fucked. Mummy will kill me.”

Kate put the keys in her bag and opened the back door. Liv’s face was covered in blood; there was a gash on her left cheek. Her eyes flickered. She’s alive! But then Kate saw her leg, bent at an impossible angle. “Dominic! Call an ambulance. Run to the phone box. Go!”

“You’ll say you were driving, yeah?” Dominic didn’t move. A vein throbbed in his neck. “You have to say you were driving.”

“Yes!” Kate pushed at his chest. “Now go!”

She turned back to Liv, stroked her face to wipe off the blood. The motion made her woozy. The ground swam and she sank to her knees. Please let Liv be OK. I’ll do anything. Just let Liv be OK.

* * *

KATE WATCHED TWO MEDICS stretcher Liv to the ambulance, a mask over her face, her gold leggings sliced open from heel to thigh. She stumbled forward to go with them, but they shook their heads and slammed the doors in her face.

Dominic was sitting on the pavement, head in hands, a policewoman crouched beside him.

“Dom!” Kate shouted. “We need to go to the hospital, we can’t leave Liv on her own.” He stared at her, shook his head and said something to the policewoman, who shook her head too.

A policeman asked her to blow into a tube. Made her repeat it three times but still seemed angry with the result. “I’m not drunk,” Kate said. “I had Coke, that’s all.”

“Who gave it to you?” he asked, notebook in hand.

“My friend Ishir. What does it matter?” Kate couldn’t keep still; her legs kept bouncing. “I need to go to the hospital? Liv will be terrified if she wakes up alone.”

The officer shook his head. Why are they all shaking their heads? He bundled her into the back of a police car roughly.

When they got to the police station, Dominic was already there, nursing a polystyrene cup, a blanket over his shoulders. The policewoman he’d been with earlier was beside him, patting his arm, writing notes in her pad.

Her ill-tempered policeman led her to a small windowless room that stank of disinfectant. He didn’t offer her a cup of tea or a blanket, even though she was shaking. He took her bag, her shoes and her pink satin belt, then left, locking the door behind him. Kate stumbled to the stainless-steel toilet and threw up into it. Tomato soup, fizzy Coke, thick green bile. She couldn’t stop retching. Her pink dress was completely ruined—sticky orange liquid, napkin fibers, Liv’s vomit, Liv’s blood, dirt from the pavement, her vomit.

When she finally stopped heaving, she sat hunched on a plastic-covered bench. Her head throbbed, her skin was dry and itchy, her stomach kept cramping. Food poisoning? But all she’d eaten was tomato soup. Kate tried to remember if the tin had been dented; Grandma often raided the supermarket bargain bucket. She closed her eyes but could still sense the flickering fluorescent strip light. When she clamped her palms over her eyes to shut it out, her mind spiraled: she was nine again, lying in a hospital bed in LUTH, a bottle top in her hand. She opened her fist, half expecting to see the little black harp, but it was empty.

Hours later, or it might have been minutes, the door opened and she was escorted to another windowless room and told to sit. Two stony-faced plainclothes policemen sat opposite. They asked for her name, date of birth and address. Then one of them slapped a small plastic bag on the table in front of her. “Can you tell me what these are?” he asked.

Kate blinked at the bag. It contained two pills: one yellow with a smiley face, one green with a star. They looked like shrunken Swizzels Love Hearts. “I don’t know,” she replied.

“We found them in your purse. Were you selling them?”

“They must be Liv’s. She loves sweets. Please can you take me to the hospital? I need to see my cousin—Olivia Stone.”

He ignored her question. “Don’t play the innocent. You’ve admitted taking coke. Who’s Ishir? Your dealer? Do you work for him?”

“No! He’s a boy from school. Please, can you at least tell me if Liv’s OK?” Kate rubbed her eye, which had started twitching.

“Do you have any idea how much trouble you’re in?” The officer slammed his hands on the table. “Drug possession, intent to supply, driving under the influence, driving without a license. And Mr. Stone says you didn’t have permission to take Lord Stone’s car, so we can add theft to the list.”

“But I wasn’t driving. Dominic was,” Kate whispered. “I swear. And I’ve never taken drugs. Ever.”

The policeman flipped through his notebook. “You told the officer at the scene you were the driver.”

“Dominic told me to.”

He shook his head at his colleague. “So you admit lying to a police officer?”

They were interrupted by a knock. A nurse and a policewoman led Kate back to the cell. Kate felt relieved; nurses were kind. “I feel sick. I think I might have food poisoning. My cousin was ill too—that’s why we had to leave the ball.”

The nurse ignored her. She took a blood sample more aggressively than she needed to, made her pee into a plastic cup, watched her do it. “Her pupils are dilated and her jaw is clenched. Classic MDMA,” she said to the policewoman.

Much later, Kate was escorted down a different corridor to a plush office—carpets, walnut desk, leather chairs. And windows. It was daylight; she’d been here all night. She recognized the man behind the desk from Grandpa’s funeral, the police bigwig Aunt Margot had spent ages talking to.

“You’ve caused quite a lot of trouble, young lady.” He tapped a file. “I’ve read through the statements and had a nice chat with Dominic. Seeing as it’s your first offense, I’m going to pull some strings and let it go with a caution. The Stones don’t need this kind of bad publicity. Not now. You should be ashamed of yourself, after everything that family has done for you. Bad form.”

Kate tried to make sense of what he was saying. Why didn’t anyone believe her? She tugged at her filthy dress and took a deep breath. “I haven’t done anything wrong. I wasn’t driving. Dominic is lying.”

A walkie-talkie on his desk chirruped. He picked it up and listened. “Time to go. Margot’s here. I wouldn’t take that line with her, if I were you.”

Aunt Margot was in reception, standing rigidly, her helmet hair in place. “Thank you, Chief Super—”

“Raymond, please. I was telling your niece, I’ll do what I can to keep this out of the papers. You can count on me, Margot.”

“How’s Liv?” interrupted Kate.

“She’s in intensive care, thanks to you.” Margot gestured at Kate’s feet. “Did she have shoes?”

The young policeman behind the counter rushed off, head bowed. If he’d had a cap, he’d have doffed it.

Kate stared at her aunt. Her eyes were puffy, her nose red; she’d obviously been crying. “But Liv’s going to be OK? Isn’t she?” Margot didn’t answer.

The policeman returned, holding Kate’s shoes at arm’s length, as if they were contaminated. He dropped them at her feet and held out her bag. And her pearl necklace.

“You little thief!” Margot snatched the pearls out of the policeman’s hand, her eyes narrow and hard. “Raymond,” she said more softly. “Do you have a minute? I need a word. In private.”

“I can explain,” whispered Kate.

“Enough. Go to the car.”

Kate sat on the back seat, trembling, her eyes fixed on the entrance to the police station. Half an hour later, they came out. Chief Superintendent Johnson kissed Margot on both cheeks then went back in.

Her aunt slammed the car door and swiveled round. “You’ve cooked your goose,” she snarled. “Poor Olivia treated you like a sister and all the time you were scheming, plotting how to steal what belongs to me.” She waved the pearls in Kate’s face.

“They’re not yours. They’re my mum’s. Look at the clasp, you’ll see—my dad changed it.” Kate rubbed her twitching eyes.

“Stop lying. Do you think I’m stupid? Your mother ruined my life and now you want to do the same to my children. Well, I’m putting a stop to it. I will not let history repeat itself.” Aunt Margot turned and started the engine.

Her aunt dumped her at the top of the drive. Kate watched her leave before retrieving the spare key from under the plant pot. Once inside, she phoned the hospital, explained she was Liv’s cousin, but they still wouldn’t tell her anything. “Can I visit her?” she asked.

“She’s in intensive care,” the woman said. “Only immediate family can visit. Her brother is with her now and her mother’s on her way back. Don’t worry. She’s surrounded by the people who love her.”

I love her. Kate lay on the couch, grinding her teeth. A few hours later, she phoned the hospital again, made her voice plummy and officious, said her name was Lady Caroline. She avoided pleasantries—no “please,” no “thank you.” She crossed her fingers as the call was transferred.

“Lady Caroline? You’re calling about Olivia Stone?” a woman said, eager to help.

“Yah! Jolly worried. How is she?” Kate hoped she wasn’t overdoing it.

“I’m Nurse Cecily, your ladyship. Olivia is in an induced coma. Her leg is pretty bad, she’ll need an operation. It’s scheduled for Friday. She won’t be dancing for a few weeks but the consultant says she’s going to be fine. She’s on the Louise ward. You’ll be able to visit soon.”

“Marvelous. I’ll call again tomorrow.” Kate dropped the phone before she gave herself away. Liv is going to be OK. And Liv will tell her mother the truth.

* * *

Alone at The Ring, days passed slowly. Aunt Margot left early and came back late. She ignored Kate completely, wouldn’t even make eye contact. Of Dominic, there was no sign.

On the third day, Derek the Older turned up. Kate tried to ask him about Liv but Margot ordered her upstairs and ushered him into Grandpa’s study. He limped down the corridor, avoiding her eyes.

Kate channeled Lady C and called the hospital daily. She started to think of Nurse Cecily as a friend; she was the only person she spoke to. She’d taken to calling her Nurse C and Cecily called her Lady C. Liv would have found it hysterical.

On the fifth day, Kate answered the bell to find Chief Superintendent Johnson at the door, in full uniform—stars on his epaulettes, medals on his pockets, an oversized peaked hat covering his bald head.

Kate’s heart thumped. “My aunt’s not home.”

“It’s you I’ve come to speak to.” He refused tea, plonked his hat on the table, sat in Grandpa’s seat and gestured for her to sit opposite.

Kate sat, clutching her clammy hands.

“Let’s get this over with, shall we.” He took a deep breath. “Dorothy and Margot want you gone. They’ve telegraphed your father and all the arrangements have been made. If you go back to where you came from, all the charges will be dropped. No court case. No disgrace. You’re lucky, really. You get to go home scot-free.”

“I’m not going anywhere. This is my home! And I haven’t done anything wrong.” Kate held her head high and set her jaw, determined not to cry. This is insane. They can’t make me. I’ve got my grant. I’ve got my place at Bristol. I’m eighteen. I don’t need them. I don’t need anyone.

He leaned forward and light bounced off his bald head. “Listen to me, young lady. You confessed to driving without a license. And you were under the influence—blood tests don’t lie. Then there’s the theft of Margot’s pearls. They’re worth over ten thousand pounds.”

“They’re my pearls. I wasn’t driving. And I’ve never . . .” Kate’s lips were trembling so much she had to stop speaking.

“Be sensible. Who do you think the court will believe? You? Or a Stone?”

“I am a Stone,” Kate whispered, tears running down her face.

“That’s not what your passport says.” He slid a green passport over the table.

“Where’s the other one?” Kate mumbled. “I have two.”

“You’re not British anymore, Katherine. You’ve lost that privilege. You don’t have a choice. If you stay, the Stones will press charges and you’ll be off to prison, not medical school. This family has gone out of their way to help you, done more than anyone had the right to expect. You’ve treated them shabbily. Do the right thing and go home. They don’t want a scandal. Cut your losses, girl. You’ve done pretty well out of them.” He slid an envelope across the table. “Your ticket. Margot’s arranging to send you some money. She’s prepared to be generous.”

“Please, you need to talk to Liv,” Kate begged. A word from her past came crashing into her head. Long-leg. That’s what her father would have called it. “Liv will tell you the truth.”

“I think you’ll find blood is thicker than water. Now, that’s enough. Your flight’s at ten tomorrow morning. I’ll send a uniform to take you to the airport. Be ready at five. Set your alarm.”

Kate gasped for air. It felt as if she was falling through space. She tried to ground herself but couldn’t. Her world seemed to crumble before her. This couldn’t be happening. Not again. She slumped on the table. It will be OK. Liv will explain everything. And then I’ll come back.

She packed a few things into her brown suitcase—she wouldn’t need much, she’d be home soon. Then she called the hospital one last time. Nurse Cecily had good news: the operation had gone well. “You can stop worrying, Lady C. She’s going to be fine. You must come and visit. Give Liv some notice so I can make sure I’m on duty.”

“Thanks, Nurse C,” sniffed Kate. “I’ll try. But will you do something for me? Will you tell Liv I love her?” She hung up before Nurse C realized she was sobbing.

* * *

KATE WAS STARTING TO PANIC. What if he doesn’t turn up? She’d been standing in the hot and sticky arrivals hall for forty-six minutes, eyes darting between her watch and the automatic sliding doors propped open with a dusty fire extinguisher. Sweat pooled in her armpits, ran down her back and filled her Converse trainers. She’d been harassed by forceful taxi drivers, money changers and hawkers. Her polite “No, but thanks” wasn’t working, so she changed tack and fixed a scowl on her face. The flight crew strode out, hats at jaunty angles, cases trailing behind like obedient black dogs. Kate wanted to go with them, stay in a hotel overnight, fly home the next morning.

A skinny young boy in battered flip-flops with a bucket on his head approached and stood too close to her. He reached into the pail and thrust a plastic bottle of water in her face. “Ice water, aunty? One, one naira.”

Kate stared at the droplets of condensation on the bottle. She had an envelope full of ten-pound notes in her purse; they’d been with her ticket. She was almost thirsty enough to consider this bottle worth one of them. He’ll come and pick me up, won’t he? I’m his only child.

“Funke! Funke!”

She swiveled her head. It can’t be him. The man striding through the doors didn’t have an Afro; he wasn’t in a pastel safari suit. This man was close-shaven and wore boring dark-brown trousers and a white shirt. He looked like her father’s older, fatter, less flamboyant brother. But Dad didn’t have a brother.

“Funke! Have they brainwashed you? Do you not know your own father?”

His voice was different too. More Nigerian. She remembered how his pretentious accent had mortified her as a child, the way he’d tried to sound British, thinking it made him sophisticated.

“You’ve grown!” He pulled her into a hug.

It’s been eight years! What did you think would happen? She stiffened. He released her and stepped back.

“Let’s go. The roads are dangerous. Nigeria has changed o, and not for the better. Is this all you have?” He picked up her case and took her hand, as if she was still nine.

No, it’s not. For the second time I’ve been forced to leave everything I know and love behind. His gold Mercedes had been replaced by a nondescript black car. He held open the front passenger door; she shook her head and got in the back. After the stifling heat of the airport, the air-conditioning was heaven.

“Your Aunty Margot sent me a long letter by courier.”

He pronounced “Margot” Maggot. Kate almost smiled.

“She said all sorts of fantastical things. Drugs. Crashing cars. Stealing. Talk to me. What is your account of the matter?”

Kate felt something snap. She wanted to scream, to hit someone, to jump out of the moving car. But instead a giggle bubbled in her throat. And she couldn’t stop it.

“Oluwafunke! This is no laughing matter.”

“Her son was the one driving. He was drunk and he lied to protect himself. There were no drugs—that’s a lie too.”

“What about this necklace business? She said you stole her pearls.”

“I didn’t. They were Mum’s. Maybe she thought they were hers.”

“I should never have let you go to those people.” He glanced at her in the rear-view mirror. “So the necklace was Lizzie’s, ehn? I searched everywhere after you left. I wanted to send it to you. Why did you lie to me?”

“I was scared.”

After a long pause he spoke, his voice less strident. “Maggot always hated your mother. Anyway, you are home now.”

Kate closed her eyes. She wanted to tell him this wasn’t her home. But she was too tired. Thankfully, her father stayed silent for the rest of the long drive. Kate must have fallen asleep because she woke with a jolt when the bottom of the car scraped a pothole. “Where are we?”

“We have reached the turnoff for the village. Not far now.” He switched to full beam; light bounced off red earth.

Kate felt her stomach churn. “You live with Iya Nla?”

“No. My mother is late. She passed three years ago. Did I not tell you?”

“You didn’t tell me anything. You only wrote one letter.”

“I thought it was better for you to settle. I made mistakes but you are here now. I have built my own house, o. We have a borehole and two small generators.” He stopped at an iron gate and pressed on the horn, three short blasts.

Kate wondered who “we” was. The gate swung open and her father maneuvered the car over two planks straddling a wide gutter. His headlights illuminated a young boy, who padlocked the gate and ran beside the car.

The child opened the driver’s door. “Daddy! Welcome!”

Her father patted the boy’s head. “This is your big sister. Be a good boy, Femi, help her carry the case.”

The boy smiled at her. “Hello, Aunty.”

“Femi?” Kate heard hysteria in her voice. “You have a son? And you called him Femi?” She swallowed and tasted bile.

It turned out her father had left a lot out of the letters he hadn’t written. A new house, a new wife and two new children, Femi and Funmi. He hadn’t wasted much time grieving. Kate had been gone for eight years and two months. Femi was seven.

* * *

This house couldn’t have been more different from their home at LUTH. Every surface was crammed with stuff. Two TVs and four floor fans cluttered the living room; dusty framed photographs (none of her, Mum or the real Femi) hung lopsidedly on the walls; a stack of water bottles sat in one corner, a crate of Guinness in another, a dozen little black harps freaking her out. Bundles of wires pooled out of every plug socket, extension leads trailed across floors. The lighting was dim: mood lighting, set to melancholy.

The little boy—no way was she calling him Femi—dragged her suitcase to a bedroom. The little girl followed; she insisted on carrying Kate’s handbag. They both seemed transfixed by her but too shy to speak. It was obvious this was Funmi’s room—a framed photograph of her hung on a nail above the single bed. A confirmation picture: she was dressed like a little bride, white ribbons in her plaits.

A cockroach scuttled out from under the bed. Kate screeched and leaped onto a chair. Funmi laughed, took off her slipper and whacked it. Kate felt her flesh crawl. In LUTH, a man in a white plastic coverall had sprayed the compound for bugs once a month.

“Children! Food is ready, come and eat,” her father bellowed.

If Dad hadn’t introduced her, Funke would have pegged Bisi as the housegirl, not his wife. She was so young and docile, rushing in and out of the kitchen, fetching and carrying.

Supper was a brown ball surrounded by a moat of red stew and a dam of viscous green sauce. Amala and okro. She knew what it was but had never eaten it. Mum used to say amala tasted of mud and Femi said okro looked like snot.

Her father bowed his head and said grace. Kate glanced around the table: eight closed eyes, four pious expressions. She didn’t join in the “Amen.” She did a double take when her father used his fingers to pinch off a blob of amala, dipped it in the stew. What had happened to the man who ate chips with a knife and fork, who said eating with hands was unhygienic and bush?

“Eat, now.” The wife gestured at Kate’s plate.

Kate shook her head. Even looking at it made her feel sick.

“She’s not yet used to swallow,” said Dad. “Bring bread.”

Bisi took Kate’s plate to the kitchen and came back with bread and stew. Kate wanted to keep sulking, to put up a show of defiance, but her stomach rumbled and her hand wouldn’t obey. She tore off a small piece and chewed. Sweet fluffy Agege bread, it tasted like comfort. She ripped off a bigger chunk, dipped it in the red oily stew. Hot pepper burned her mouth, delicious and moreish.

When they finished eating, Bisi cleared the table on her own. Kate didn’t offer to help. Sweat was dripping off her. She went to the nearest fan, turned it to the highest setting, stood in front of it and lifted her T-shirt to get the breeze on her skin. The children giggled.

“Femi! Funmi! Bedtime!” her father bellowed. “You too, Funke. You’ve had a long day. Tomorrow we can talk. I know there’s a lot to take in. But it will be well.”

Kate was exhausted but couldn’t sleep. The pillow and mattress were too hard, the room too stuffy, the ceiling fan too loud. At some point the fan stopped and the room became stifling. She heard a generator kick in and realized NEPA had taken power. “Let there be light,” she sang softly, tears soaking her pillow.

She must have slept because when voices woke her it was six in the morning. She decided not to join them—these people weren’t her family, this place wasn’t her home. She just had to be patient; Liv would put this right. Liv would tell the police the truth about the pearls and Dominic driving. Kate tried to picture them coming to rescue her. Banging on the rusty iron gate, standing in the courtyard, screaming, “We’re here! We’ve come to get you.” But she wasn’t like Liv—she couldn’t imagine impossible things.

Three hard taps at the door startled her. Her father didn’t wait for an answer; he came in and sat on the bed. She shuffled away and hugged her knees.

“I know this is difficult. But you are a Nigerian, you will acclimatize. Why don’t you come to the university with me today?”

Kate shook her head.

“OK. Maybe tomorrow. Let me make you breakfast before I go. You used to love my yam and egg sauce. I haven’t cooked in years but for you I will try.”

Kate knew he was trying to say sorry. Trying to become her father again. But it was too late. She turned away from him.

* * *

A week went by. Kate counted hours. During the day, she stayed in her room, dozing fitfully. She communicated in shrugs, head-shakes and nods. She thought of her first days at The Ring and wondered if her body’s way of coping with unendurable situations was to turn off the sound.

At night, when the house was asleep, she crept to the living room, unlocked the padlocks on the front door and roamed the huge compound for hours, her torch flicking over red earth. She slapped away mosquitoes and stared at the stars, searching for aeroplane lights, telling herself this was temporary.

On the seventh day, her father refused to take no for an answer. “You cannot stay inside forever. It’s not healthy. I know you are upset but try to understand: back then, I didn’t feel I had another choice. When your mother died, I lost everything, even my mind. I allowed Chloé and Ndidi to convince me you were better off without me. I was wrong but I’m still your father. Now, get up. You are coming with me today, if I have to drag you.”

He was right. Mum had been his saving grace; she’d made him a better person. She’d elevated all of them. Kate found she couldn’t blame him for finding a way to survive. She’d done the same thing. Maybe she should stop feeling sorry for herself and make the most of this. Just until Liv sorted things out. She got dressed and went to the parlor.

* * *

The university campus was a sprawling mass of half-finished buildings with rusty corrugated metal roofs. The student halls were shabby prefabricated huts, the cafeteria had no windows and there was litter everywhere. But Dad acted as if he was guiding her round a prestigious redbrick cloister. He pointed out the various departments, moaned about the numbskulls he had to work with and bragged about his plans to transform the college into a world-class institution. The tour took forever. Sweat dripped down Kate’s back; strands of hair stuck to her face.

“What do you think?” he asked at last.

“About what?” she replied.

“Studying here, of course. Your A level results were excellent—you inherited my genes. It is too late to enroll for medicine this year, even as Provost, I cannot swing it. But how about pharmacy? You can switch after. You can’t stay at home doing nothing, the brain needs exercise.” He grinned at her.

She ground her teeth and choked back a sob.

He mistook her tears for sweat. “Come, my office has AC.”

In his office, he settled in a large leather chair and handed her a booklet, six sheets of badly photocopied paper, fastened together with a rusty staple, the faded type on the first page at an angle: Welcome to Oduduwa University College of Medicine and Health Services. “I don’t think halls is a good idea until you have acclimatized. Better you stay at home with us.”

Kate sat in the white plastic visitor’s chair, squirming. This wasn’t the plan; she was supposed to be in Bristol, not in the bush. “Dad, I’m thinking maybe I could go and stay with Oyinkan?”

He drummed his fingers on the desk. She could tell he was composing himself, trying not to shout. “Oluwafunke, you can forget about the Bensons. They abandoned me a long time ago. This is a respectable university in your fatherland. You will adapt. Or do you think you are better than me?”

She found a shady spot under a tree and sat, shaking with frustration. She picked at an infected mosquito bite on her arm as she flicked through the booklet. Halls of Residence Provisions Checklist was the last sheet.


	Mosquito net

	Padlock

	Broom

	Bucket

	Water-heating coil (optional)

	Insecticide



Her Bristol pack had been printed on glossy paper with separate brochures for accommodation, social events, societies, restaurants, sports teams. Color photographs of happy students at play and at work. It hadn’t mentioned buckets, padlocks or heating coils. She buried her face in her hands and sobbed.





~ Liv ~

AS LIV DRIFTED IN and out of consciousness, impending doom nagged the edges of her mind, near enough to torment, too far away to grasp. Disoriented and confused, time felt elastic. Was it still Kate’s birthday? She slipped back under, grateful to be engulfed in a warm blurry haze.

When the conscious moments became longer, Liv realized she was in hospital—beeping machines, a squeaky trolley wheel and the stench of antiseptic gave it away. The last thing she could recall was throwing up over Kate. Were the pills dodgy? Her memories were fragmented: a wind machine, silver brogues, two crisp fifty-pound notes, her mother’s pearls, the pawnbroker with a graying mullet who’d examined them under a magnifying glass, his greasy rattails resting on his dandruff-encrusted jacket. She’d bought the pills off a sleazy barman at the ball—he’d said they were ecstasy—and swallowed two, desperate for happiness. It had seemed to work: she’d felt confident and sexy, hotter than the country bumpkins on the dance floor, cooler than Kate in her awful Laura Ashley dress. Kate. Oh my God. What have I done?

Liv remembered watching Kate slow dance with Dishy Ishi, being envious of the way he gazed at her, eyes full of admiration and respect. Completely different from the look he gave Liv, which was full of pity and disgust. A red mist had descended. She remembered tipping two pills into Kate’s Coke, stirring it with a straw, watching them dissolve. Kate had warned her about jealousy, said it was the worst thing in the world. Liv hadn’t believed her. Now she knew better. She let out an involuntary low moan. A needle pricked her arm and she sank into blissful nothingness.

* * *

When Liv next awoke, she knew this was the calm before the storm. The pain in her leg soothed her, part punishment, part redemption. At some point soon, she’d have to face her mother’s wrath. Kate would have told her everything—about the photographs, the pearls, the drugs. Mummy would have an apoplectic fit, Dominic would make crude jokes and Grandma would be disappointed. But the world would keep turning. She just had to get past the screaming and shouting phase and out the other side.

Fragments of conversations penetrated through the fog: Lady C called again . . . She’s being so brave . . . Best orthopedic surgeon . . . My beautiful little girl . . . She recognized her mother’s voice but the tone was wrong, soothing instead of brittle. She opened her eyes and blinked. Her right leg was elevated in a strange pulley system, bars and clamps holding it aloft. It looked like a bizarre Meccano robot creation.

“It’s all right, darling, Mummy’s here and the worst is over.” Her mother stroked her hair. “You’ve been in a coma for a week but they operated yesterday, put pins in your leg. I insisted on the top surgeon. He says you’ll be fine—a small scar, that’s all. Look, Dominic is here. We’ve barely left your side, we’ve been so worried.”

Her mother was being kind. Something was terribly wrong. Maybe I’m dying.

“It was all Kate’s fault. She was driving like a maniac, crashed Grandpa’s Jag into a tree.” Dominic’s voice was urgent, agitated. “I told her we should take a taxi but she swore she was sober. I didn’t know she’d been popping pills.”

Liv’s thoughts were jumbled but one thing was clear: her secret was safe. Kate hadn’t told. “Where is Kate?” she croaked, her throat dry and sore.

“She’s getting on with her life. You don’t have to worry about her. You need to focus on getting better.” Her mother’s chin quivered.

“I’m sorry, Mummy,” said Liv.

“Nonsense.” Her mother licked the corner of her hanky and dabbed at Liv’s face. “You have nothing to be sorry for. We’re going to be fine. All of us. Nothing else matters.”

“But Kate’s OK?” Liv tried to sit up but the movement sent a spike of fire through her leg.

“Katherine is fine. Not a scratch on her, luck of the devil. Now, enough talking, you need to rest. The pins come out in ten days and then you’ll be able to move. You’ve been so brave, darling. Mummy is proud of you.”

Dominic leaned over her, his eyes wide. “Do you remember anything about the accident?”

Liv shook her head. I remember stealing Mummy’s pearls and spiking Kate’s drink. But I definitely don’t remember either of you ever being this nice.

“OK.” Her brother smiled at her. “Well done, Liv.”

“Caroline’s called every day.” Her mother stroked her hair. “She’ll come and visit soon. Maybe she’ll bring Wiffy.”

Liv tried to process their words but nothing made sense. Kate can’t drive. Caroline hates me. Mummy has never stroked my hair. She knew she should confess. Now. Get it over with. But she held back. If Kate was going to keep her secret, why tell? She needed to talk to Kate first, then she’d figure out what to do. Kate would know what was right.

A nurse took Liv’s pulse and gave her an injection. As the pain in her leg receded, the need to confess ebbed away too.

* * *

Liv’s mother visited every day, always bearing a gift. A cashmere blanket, the latest issue of Vogue, a tube of lipstick, Lucky by Jackie Collins (which she dubbed “filthy”). She was attentive, brushed her hair gently, rubbed expensive cream into her face, called her “darling” and shouted at the nurses if they were late with food or if she thought Liv wasn’t getting enough attention.

This new warm version of her mother was more unsettling than the old irritable edition. Liv kept waiting for her to revert to type. The closest she came was when Liv mentioned Grandma or Kate. Her mother would get those telltale red splodges on her cheeks. “They don’t care about us. And we don’t care about them,” she snapped, closing down further discussion.

Nurse Cecily was the only member of staff who treated her as a person, not a patient, but all she wanted to talk about was Lady C, who, as far as she was concerned, was the dearest friend a girl could wish for.

“She’s so lovely on the phone, kind and considerate. She’s been worried out of her mind about you. Does she look like Lady Di? I bet she does.”

Liv knew there was zero chance of Caroline schlepping out to Taunton to see her, so Nurse Cecily would never find out she was more horse than princess.

A couple of days later, Liv managed to collar Dominic alone. “How come Grandma hasn’t come to see me?”

Dominic paused and scratched his ear. “She’s still with Jojo’s parents. Mummy hasn’t told her about the accident, she’s furious with her about the will.”

And still no Kate. Not a visit. Not a card. Nothing. Liv was desperate to talk to her, to say sorry, to explain. She asked her mother to bring in her sketch pad, the one with the green cover. When she was alone, Liv rescued the birthday card she’d hidden between its blank pages. She stared at her cousin’s beautiful face. Head of a Kate. Why hadn’t she given it to Kate on her birthday? Why was she so petty and pathetic?

It wasn’t easy to write; her movement was limited. There was so much she wanted to say, but for now she just needed Kate to know how sorry she was. And how grateful.

I’m so very sorry. Please forgive me. And thank you for not telling. What’s it like there? I bet you’re in your element.

Liv.

Instead of a dot over the “i,” she drew a little heart. Liv sealed the envelope, then realized she didn’t know Kate’s address in Bristol. She’d ask Dominic to call Jojo and get it off him. He’d post the card for her; she couldn’t trust Mummy to do it. She stared at the bars and clamps around her right leg. It was weird how it had taken her nearly dying to make her mother and brother realize they loved her.





~ Kate ~

KATE REFUSED TO ACCEPT this was a permanent state of affairs. Liv would explain everything. They would ask her to come back. She just had to get through another week. Or two. A month, at most.

The only thing she unpacked was the picture of her mother and Miriam Makeba. Liv had given her the frame for her first Christmas at The Ring. They’d chosen it together at Beales.

She spent most of the time alone in her room, only joining her father and his family for meals. She missed everything about England; her heart ached for home. As she poured claggy Carnation milk from a tin into Lipton tea, she wished it was Earl Grey with fresh cold milk. As she ate another supper of rice and stew, she longed for minestrone soup. She wanted to be cold, to snuggle under a blanket. She wanted to run up Lakey Hill, not round and round the compound. Last night she’d dreamed of Sherbet Dip Dabs, and she didn’t even like them.

Kate knew her father was doing his best to make her feel part of the family, but they were strangers. His wife went out of her way to be nice, was obsessed with making her eat, but Kate couldn’t stop comparing her to Mum. Always unfavorably. Yesterday she’d asked Kate to call her Mama Femi. As if! Mum was Mama Femi—she’d loved it when people called her that. “I’ll stick to Aunty Bisi,” she’d replied, knowing it sounded rude, not caring. The kids were sweet and desperate for her attention but she didn’t want their company, either. They were Dad’s family, not hers. She couldn’t call the boy Femi. No way. And it was hard to talk to someone when you couldn’t say his name.

After another week of being cooped up, she felt an urge to escape the walled compound. She crept out of the house, teased open the gate and set off. She stomped past naked kids, old women with wrappers barely covering their slipper-like breasts and a man cleaning his teeth with a chewing stick. She skirted a trio of horned goats, a shack selling peanuts, a tire repair shop. Everyone stared at her; even the chickens pecking at the ground eyed her warily. She’d gone from being the only Black in the village to being the only oyinbo.

When she turned on to what must be the high street (it had a bank), a gaggle of children encircled her, singing, “Oyinbo pepe, if you eat pepe, you go yellow more more.” Mum would have given them sweets, cuddled them, joined in the song. Kate walked faster, fighting back tears. This was like being nine all over again, dumped in a strange, alien place. She wanted the safety of what she knew—Crewkerne High Street, where people did a double take but turned away when she caught them looking.

She paused at a makeshift hairdresser’s; a faded board with bad drawings of different plait styles gave it away. A young woman—a girl, really, not much older than her—sat on a small stool, reading a battered novel. She smiled at Kate then returned to her book.

Kate stared into the gutter separating her from the girl. It was full of dank water, plastic bags and God knew what else. Quick glance, quick step. She made it across.

The girl closed her book and smiled again. “Bawo ni, sis. You are welcome.”

Kate clocked the cover. Murder on the Orient Express. “You like Agatha Christie?”

“Yes o. Evil Under the Sun is my favorite.”

Kate glanced at the board, pointed to a classic shuku, like the style Bimpe had done when she was a child. She had the naira her father had given her in her pocket. She hoped it was enough.

“Did you bring hair?” the girl asked.

Kate touched her head. “I have hair.”

The girl laughed, took a packet from a wooden cupboard and handed it to Kate: X-Pressions Premium. Soft and Natural Braiding Hair. A picture of a beautiful Black woman with plaits down to her bum.

“Just my own hair,” Kate said.

“Joko.” The girl gestured at the stool. “Sit.”

Kate sat.

The girl started dividing her hair into sections with a wooden Afro pick. “My name is Abiola. You nko?”

“I’m Ka—” Kate took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “I’m Funke.” It felt strange saying her old name. But good. “Funke,” she said again.

“OK o! Hello, Funke!” Abiola laughed.

Abiola’s English was excellent, a million times better than Kate’s Yoruba had been when she was Funke. She was nineteen and a student nurse in Lagos, visiting her aunt to help out during the holidays. “Lagos is better,” she said. “This place is dry and the guys are bush.”

Kate laughed so much she got hiccups.

Two hours later it was dark and Kate had a perfect shuku, the lines oiled with lovely green Ultra Sheen. She’d been bitten to smithereens but she didn’t care. For the first time since she’d landed, she didn’t feel paralyzed by fear.

“How much?” she asked, once Abiola had finished greasing her scalp.

Abiola shrugged. “Give me whatever you like.”

Kate handed over all the naira she had. Abiola insisted on walking her back, shining her torch at the ground so they could avoid puddles and rubbish. She wanted to know all about London, couldn’t understand why Kate would leave there to come here. Kate didn’t tell her she’d lived in Somerset and she’d had no choice. “My father is here,” she said.

* * *

The next morning, her father came to her room early. “We all leave for church in thirty minutes.”

Kate was glad she’d have the house to herself. She showered, pulled on denim shorts and a white T-shirt and went to the parlor. Aunty Bisi was transformed. She wore a full face of makeup and the teal lace of her iro and buba was dotted with sparkling crystals. Her shoes were high and shiny and her headscarf was a work of art, sharp angles pointing to the sky. Long brown hair that definitely wasn’t hers cascaded down her back. She looked like she was going to a society wedding, not a village church. Her father wore native in the same teal lace, minus the crystals. His shoes looked as if a crocodile had died for them. The little boy wore a brown suit, the girl a pink princess dress.

“Oluwafunke, why now? You cannot wear short trousers to church,” her father scolded. “Go and change.”

Kate stared at him. Her insides were trembling. She’d had enough. “I’m not going. I don’t do God,” she said.

“Kai!” Bisi crossed herself and ushered her children out of the door, as if their souls were in mortal danger.

Her father shook his head sadly, then followed them out.

Alone in the house, Kate took the opportunity to explore. She was desperate to find her mother’s things—hats, clothes, blue eyeshadow, cork platforms, paintings, anything at all. She searched every room but found nothing. Dad had expunged his old family from his new life.

She decided to try the three garages, but they were hitched with padlocks. She found a bunch of rusty keys on a hook behind the front door and tried them one by one till she got the garages open. The first two were a waste—full of old oil drums, broken tools, a rusty generator and dozens of petrol cans. She hit the jackpot in the final garage. Two dusty Choppers, their tires flat. She remembered seeing a pump in the first garage, retrieved it and set to work.

She pedaled slowly then fast on Femi’s yellow Chopper, round and round the silly roundabout with a palm tree in the middle. She was still making circles when they returned from church. The kids ran to her, clapping and screaming. “Me! Me! Teach me!”

The excitement on their little faces made her remember how she and Femi had loved cycling round LUTH and, in spite of herself, she found she couldn’t deprive them of that joy. The boy—she really needed to think of something to call him—got the hang of it quickly and was soon doing little circles of his own. Funmi was more nervous, screeching when Kate let go of the seat she was holding. Then she fell off, grazing her knee. The more Kate fussed, the louder she wailed.

Aunty Bisi ran out and scooped the little girl out of Kate’s arms. “Abeg, don’t kill my children, o.”

“Bisi!” Her father stormed out of the house, his voice harsh. “Leave her. It was an accident. Funmi is fine.”

You stupid bush woman, thought Kate. My mother was worth a hundred of you. She left them huddled round the Chopper and went for a cold shower. She was still boiling afterward.

* * *

The next morning, Kate woke up feeling grim. Today should have been her first day at Bristol. But the problem wasn’t just in her head; it was physical too. She couldn’t stop shaking, boiling hot, then freezing cold. Her whole body ached. She lay in bed, drenched in sweat, her breathing shallow and rapid, listening to the sounds of the house. Her father hurrying the children, the three of them leaving; it was the first day of term and he was dropping them at school on the way to work.

She forced herself out of bed but was too weak to walk. She crawled down the corridor, past the two freezers, her knees covered in dust.

Bisi knelt beside her, panic on her face. “Funke, ki lo de? What is wrong?”

“I don’t know.” Kate slumped. “I’m not well. I think I might need to see a doctor.”

Bisi practically carried her to the sofa and placed a cushion under her head. She rummaged through a drawer, found a thermometer, put it in Kate’s mouth and counted seconds on her watch. “Thirty-nine point five,” she announced. “It must be malaria. I know you’ve been going out at night, I saw you but I didn’t tell your Daddy—he would vex. I have quinine. It’s OK, you will be fine.”

Kate knew she shouldn’t swallow the tablets. Knew there was a fifty-fifty chance she’d be allergic. She swallowed them anyway, curled herself into a ball and waited for the worst.

Her arms began to tingle, her legs twitched and her mouth tasted metallic. She felt Aunty Bisi shaking her, then her body started convulsing. She saw her mother and Femi. They were smiling, waving her over.





~ Liv ~

“NO!” LIV WAILED, THUMPING her head into the pillow. “It can’t be true.”

“Stop being so dramatic, Olivia.” Her mother glared at her then turned to the consultant with a sugary smile. “Sorry, Mr. Stracey. You were saying?”

The orthopedic surgeon held the X-ray to the fluorescent light. “If you look here, you’ll just about see it.” He pointed at a gray blob on the acetate sheet. “It’s coming along nicely, but the bone hasn’t quite knitted. Don’t worry, Mrs. Stone, she’ll be out of here soon. Five more days, a week at the most.”

“You should have said thank you, Olivia. He doesn’t treat just anyone, you know,” her mother scolded once the surgeon had left. “I’d best be off, I don’t want to miss my train.”

“Where are you going?” Liv half sobbed.

“Up to town for a few days. All this worrying about you has worn me out. You don’t need me, anyway—you’re supposed to be resting.”

And that was it. As soon as it became clear that Liv wasn’t going to die, her mother and brother stopped visiting.

Liv was never alone; every five minutes a nurse poked or prodded her. But she had never felt so lonely. She craved simple luxuries—a hot bath, proper clothes (not the awful polyester hospital gown with its access-all-areas slit up the back), fresh air and decent food. And Kate. She’d give anything to hear Kate’s voice.

Liv had been so sure Kate would visit when she got the “I’m sorry” card—Bristol was only thirty minutes away on the train. She knew Kate had every right to be pissed off but it wasn’t like her to sulk. As soon as she got out of here she’d go and see her, apologize in person.

* * *

Four miserable days passed before Liv had a visitor. But it wasn’t Kate. It was Grandma. Liv sagged in relief when she saw her walking across the ward in her tweed skirt, buttoned-up cardigan and old-lady shoes. She was surprised at how emotional she felt; until that moment, she hadn’t quite realized how much her grandmother represented safety.

“Oh, Olivia. Margot should have told me straightaway. I called twice a week, she said everything was fine. If I’d known, I would have put a stop to it.” Her grandmother rubbed at her wrists with spindly fingers. “Now it’s all too late.”

Liv reached out to reassure her. “Don’t worry, Grandma. It’s not half as bad as it looks, honest. They did another X-ray this morning, the bones have knitted, the clamps come off tomorrow. I’ll be home getting on your nerves before you know it.”

“Well, that’s a relief. There’s been too much death in this family. I can hardly bear it.” Grandma’s voice was shaky.

Guilt bloomed in Liv’s head. She’d been so preoccupied with her own troubles she hadn’t spared a thought for her grandmother’s loss. She looked awful: puffy bags under her eyes, a haunted look in them. “You mustn’t worry anymore, Grandma. I’m going to be fine. Have you spoken to Kate? Is she loving uni?”

“Oh, Olivia! You don’t know, do you?” Her grandmother started sobbing, bony shoulders shaking. “I’m so sorry, dear, there’s no easy way to say this. Poor Katherine is dead. Her father wrote to Margot, she caught malaria. There was nothing anyone could do.”

No. No. No. Liv tried to swing herself upright but her leg was strapped into the pulley. Blinding hot pain shot through her, ricocheting up her spine. “It’s not true. It can’t be true. Kate’s in Bristol. You don’t catch malaria in Bristol.”

“She was in Nigeria. She decided to go back after the accident. She was so young, too young, her whole life in front of her.”

Liv shook her head. “I don’t believe you. Kate’s life was here. This is her home. She wouldn’t have gone back.”

“I’m sorry, Olivia. I know how much you loved her. I did too. But she’s gone and you have to be strong. We all do.”

“It can’t be true. No. No. No.” Liv was howling now, shaking her head vigorously. “It’s my fault. I killed her.” She crunched herself into a ball, her leg swinging in its harness. The searing pain was a comfort, easier to bear than the idea of Kate being dead. She kept rocking, hands over her ears to drown out the awful noise she was making.

A nurse rushed over and closed the curtain around Liv’s bed, as if thin blue fabric could protect the ward from her wretchedness. And then a doctor came in with a needle and she fell into blessed unconsciousness.

* * *

Liv told them everything. The whole sordid story: her naked pictures, Clinton’s blackmail, stealing the necklace, pawning it, spiking Kate’s drink. She didn’t sugarcoat it. She left nothing out. She took total responsibility for Kate’s death, craved punishment and censure.

The pawn ticket was exactly where she’d left it, in the pocket of her angel-winged black leather jacket. The day after Liv was discharged from hospital, Grandma went to Taunton and reclaimed the pearls from the pawnbroker. She didn’t mention the cost. The three of them sat at the kitchen table staring at two identical necklaces.

Margot folded her arms across her chest. “Don’t look at me like that. How was I to know? Of course I thought they were mine. It didn’t occur to me my daughter was the thief.”

“Kate would never steal—you should have believed her.” Liv held her head in her hands.

“It wasn’t just the pearls, though. She set out to ruin us. She shouldn’t have been driving,” said Margot. “She tested positive for drugs. If I hadn’t intervened, she would have been arrested. I was the one who begged Raymond to let her off with a caution. Katherine wanted to go home and I had no reason to stop her.”

“I told you, she didn’t take the drugs—that was my fault. She didn’t even know about them,” Liv repeated.

On and on it went. Round and round, the same wretched story. Liv’s mother didn’t want to believe the truth. She liked her version of events too much. Liv and Dominic as victims, Kate as the culprit, herself the loving, protective mother, doing the right thing.

Eventually, Grandma picked up one of the necklaces and held it out. “But Margot, look at the clasp.”

Liv leaned forward. A silver fishhook instead of a gold toggle. “Mummy, you must have known it wasn’t yours.”

“Hold on! This is not on me.” Her mother sounded shocked. “You were in a coma. I was beside myself with worry, so please excuse me if I didn’t notice a clasp. You cannot make this my fault. I didn’t take my clothes off. I didn’t steal anything. I didn’t take drugs. I didn’t ask a bloody mosquito to bite her.”

Liv couldn’t bear to hear any more. She grabbed her crutches and stumbled out of the house. She hobbled to the folly, faster than her bad leg could bear. The shooting pain was soothing; she deserved worse. The stones she’d painted taunted her. She swung her crutch at the Liv stone, smashed it, again and again, until it was rubble and her crutch was bent out of shape. She craved oblivion but knew she wouldn’t find it in The Ring.

* * *

LIV ESCAPED TO LONDON the day after her physio moved her onto a cane. She would have gone earlier but lugging a suitcase on crutches had proved impossible. She’d tried.

Grandma tried to console her but her half-hearted platitudes were unbearable. Each time she said, “It wasn’t your fault”—so, about five times a day—Liv wanted to scream. Stop fucking lying, it was totally my fucking fault.

Kate’s ghost was everywhere. In the pool, doing her perfect front crawl; leaning against the Aga, sprinkling cayenne pepper into Heinz tomato soup; lying on the tatty chaise longue, a maths book open on her lap. These glimpses were traumatic, not comforting, forcing Liv to face up to her part in Kate’s death over and over.

Of course, Grandma tried to stop her leaving. When it became clear that Liv wasn’t budging, she got Jojo to visit. He tried to persuade her to stay with him in Bristol for a couple of months, just until Christmas. But even sweet kind Jojo enraged Liv. If he hadn’t given Kate driving lessons, she’d never have got behind the wheel. If he hadn’t stuck his tongue down her throat, he’d have been at the ball and none of this would have happened. She snapped, called him insensitive and heartless. How dare he think we could prance around Bristol, where Kate should have been, pretending she didn’t exist? He started crying then and she felt bad. But not bad enough to take it back. He should be devastated. They all should be. But even that wouldn’t be enough. The world should stop turning.

* * *

Liv’s plan was simple. Get away from The Ring, from Grandma’s solace and Kate’s ghost. And get off her head so she was too fucked to remember. She guilted Jojo into lending her some cash and giving her a lift to the station, caught a train to Waterloo and lost herself in London. It was easy. A copy of Loot and nine phone calls scored her a flatshare with three fun housemates.

Trisha did bar work and introduced Liv to the manager at Lucid Jobs, an agency that specialized in hospitality. She assured her the tips would make up for the crap hourly rate, especially if she flirted. Liv enjoyed working behind the bar but on her fourth shift she got fired for drinking more than she sold. Turned out Lucid Jobs expected their staff to live up to the brand name.

Nat was the squarest of the group, on a gap year before starting her degree. Her parents earned too much for her to qualify for a maintenance grant but were too tight to actually support her—so she was working all hours (typing in an office by day, stacking shelves in a supermarket by night) to save for uni. She liked a drink but only at home, refusing to pay bar prices. Liv hardly saw her, which was good; talk of university grants led to the “if only” game.

She mostly hung out with Becky, whose parents were evangelical Protestants. Like Liv, she’d been desperate to get away, had fled the Outer Hebrides looking for salvation in booze, drugs and sex. They brought out the worst in each other. Most people partied hardest on Saturday but after a lifetime of not being able to do anything on the Sabbath (even hanging your smalls on the washing line was a sin), Becky was committed to spending Sundays off her head, which suited Liv perfectly—she was committed to doing that every day of the week.

After the bar work dried up, Liv started temping with Office Angels. The jobs were mind-numbingly dull: scanning microfiche at a medical library, photocopying scripts for an advertising agency, sending endless faxes in a solicitor’s office. Most of the time she was so hungover these mundane tasks took all her focus.

Unfortunately, Kate’s ghost followed Liv to London. At least once a week, she’d see a brown woman of a certain height and build and be sure it was Kate. Until they moved or spoke or blinked, when they’d reshape themselves into complete strangers. She chased a phantom Kate down the street, screamed at her twin across a nightclub dance floor, jumped off the tube to accost a lookalike. Every bogus Kate made Liv hate herself more. The only way to avoid these apparitions was to have another drink, snort another line, pop another pill, roll another joint or fuck another dickhead.

After a particularly hard night (way too many Harvey Wallbangers followed by a bit too much headbanging at Heaven), Liv was struggling to stay awake, let alone misfile paperwork at a solicitor’s office in Islington. The only way to get through the day was to get some fresh air and eat her body weight in carbs. As she walked back, a jumbo portion of chips in her hand, Kate’s doppelgänger came out of Boots the Chemist. She had a big Afro, like the one Liv had drawn on the mami wata birthday card. Liv stopped, greasy chip halfway to her mouth, and gaped.

“Who the fuck are you looking at?” Kate’s ghost demanded angrily.

“Sorry.” Liv swallowed. She wasn’t even a good ghost—too tall, nose all wrong, no gap in her front teeth—but the encounter winded her. Back in the office, she scrambled in her bag for paracetamol and found a joint. She fired it up and took a deep drag. It was a smoking office; no one would know it wasn’t tobacco.

* * *

Trevor, the branch manager, slammed his filing cabinet shut. “What does that sign say, Liv?”

Liv tried to look contrite. “Office Angels.”

“Are you sure? Because you’re behaving like an Office Arsehole.”

“I’m sorry, Trev. I was having a shit day. Besides, they were all smoking.”

“Silk Cut, Liv, not fucking weed. They could have called the police.”

“It won’t happen again. I promise.” Liv tilted her head and smiled, hoping she looked cherubic, not neurotic.

“Last chance saloon.” Trevor pulled out an index card. “Vixens. Estate agent in Knightsbridge, holiday cover. The usual stuff: answering phones, booking viewings. You need to look presentable and you need to turn up. Every day. One more fuckup, Liv, and you’re out.”

Liv grabbed the time sheet. “I won’t let you down.”

“Oh, and Liv?”

“Yeah?” She paused at the door.

“You don’t have any more of that stuff, do you?”

“No. But I know where we can get some.”

Half an hour later they were sipping pints and smoking weed in the beer garden of a local pub. Two hours later they were in Trevor’s bed. Four hours later Trevor was snoring and Liv was playing the “if only” game.

If only we hadn’t gone to that fucking ball. The torturous cycle always started there: the two of them eyeing each other in the porch, Liv mocking Kate’s pink dress, sneering at her Alice band.

If only Kate had called a taxi. If only I hadn’t bought those pills. If only I’d never met Clinton Bonner. That was the problem with “if only”: the further back she went, the worse it got. The guilt got heavier and the grief cut deeper.

Liv removed Trevor’s hand from her waist. She needed to stop her brain whirring. As she zipped up her dress she noticed his wallet on the bedside table. Why the fuck not, she thought, and slid out twenty pounds.

Fifteen minutes later she was in a nightclub in Camden, snorting coke off a broken toilet seat. Cocaine stopped the “if only” game in its tracks. It turned Liv into someone else entirely—someone merry and worry-free, a brilliant dancer, a great conversationalist, the best version of herself. It made her forget.





~ Funke ~

“HELLO, LIZZIE!” SQUAWKED THE African Grey.

“I know, Billy. I miss her too.” Funke took a big bite out of a star apple and gave the rest to the parrot. Billy was a good confidant. Apart from Dad, the parrot was the only one who knew her secrets. Luckily, he was crap at parroting; her shame was safe with him. Best of all, Billy didn’t keep asking if she was OK. “No” was the honest answer; “I’m fine” was what Aunty Chloé and Aunty Ndidi wanted to hear.

“Hello, Lizzie!” Billy reminded her he was still listening.

She’d been out of hospital for a week and hadn’t left the Bensons’ house once. She spent her days on their veranda, talking to the parrot. She didn’t want to go out today but Aunty Chloé had insisted. “If you can’t cope with a swim and a Chapman at the club, how will you manage at university?” she’d said at breakfast.

Funke knew she was worried about her; they all were. After the quinine episode, they didn’t trust her to look after herself. She’d known full well there was a fifty-fifty chance she’d inherited her mother’s quinine allergy, and her bad luck had held out. Her father had driven like a maniac but she had been delirious by the time they’d arrived at LUTH. Aunty Ndidi hadn’t been on duty so he’d sent someone to fetch her—he didn’t trust anyone else. According to Aunty Ndidi, she hadn’t stopped to don her whites or wig; she’d run to casualty in her bubu and rubber slippers (Funke found the running a bit fanciful—Aunty Ndidi didn’t run). The blood transfusion had saved her life but it had been touch-and-go for days.

Funke had spent two long weeks in LUTH having daily dialysis to normalize her kidney function. Her father had barely left her side. He blamed his wife for giving her the tablets but Funke knew how distressing it was to be wrongly accused. She’d told him the truth: she’d swallowed knowing full well they might kill her. He’d cried like a baby at that, confessed he’d written to the Stones to inform them of her condition, to berate them for treating her so badly, to ask them for compassion. He’d sent the letter by expedited courier, expected their reply any day now.

Hope got Funke through those long days in hospital. Soon, she thought. They’ll send for me soon. She worried she might have a dissociative identity disorder as well as kidney failure. Her father and aunties treated her like the nine-year-old she used to be but she felt old before her time. Everyone called her Funke but she still thought of herself as Kate. They said she was lucky but she felt cursed. As she became stronger physically, her mental anguish grew proportionately—being in hospital was hellish but the thought of returning to the village was worse. What’s taking Liv so long?

After a particularly restless night, her father had bounded into the room, a huge grin on his face, a sheet of paper in his hand. “At last! They have sent word!”

It was embarrassing to remember how her heart had leaped, so dizzy with relief she couldn’t speak. She’d snatched it from him. It was a computer printout, not a letter.

Serum creatinine: 0.7 mg/dL

Glomerular filtration rate: 62 mL/min

Blood urea nitrogen: 9 mg/dL

A kidney function report. She was officially in the normal range.

Her father clapped his hands. “It’s time to go home. Femi and Funmi will be so happy to see you.”

Funke sagged. “Why hasn’t Liv written?”

“Funke, those prejudiced people have done enough damage. You need to forget about them.”

It turned out the reply had arrived two days before. He’d been waiting for her to be strong enough to read it. Which was ridiculous—superhuman power wouldn’t have been enough to withstand the rejection. She unfolded the letter again now, smoothed it out and read it to Billy for the umpteenth time, putting on her best Maggot voice, nasal and nasty.

“‘Dear Mr. Oyenungaer.’” She paused, went back to her own voice. “Mr., not Professor. That would have wounded him, Billy, even more than the mangling of his name.”

“Hello, Lizzie.” Billy sounded plaintive; he was an extremely empathetic bird.

“‘We are sorry to hear Katherine is unwell and wish her a speedy recovery. However, she is no longer our responsibility. We looked after her for eight years and we have discharged our duty.’” Funke paused to peel a banana for the long-suffering parrot. “Duty, Billy. That’s what I was. An obligation, a burden, a chore.”

Billy gripped the banana in one leg and nibbled furiously.

“‘The whole family agrees Katherine should stay in Africa. We would also like to remind her the police caution was contingent upon her leaving.’” Funke balled her hands into fists. She rattled through the rest of the letter, wondering why she kept torturing herself like this. “Blah, blah, blah . . . ‘generous and enclose a banker’s draft’ . . . blah, blah, blah . . . ‘the pearls are family jewels, they belong with us. Yours sincerely, Margot Stone for the Stone family.’”

Billy tapped at his bowl. It was full of seeds but he wanted more fruit.

Funke shook her head at him. I mistook charity for love.

Her father had wanted her to return to the village, rest and recover, then go to university in America the following year. The Stones’ hush money would make a huge dent in the cost and he promised to fund the rest, scrimping and saving if he had to.

They’d argued. Funke didn’t want to adapt to yet another country; she wanted to go back to England, take up her place at Bristol. “I’ve done nothing wrong,” she kept saying. “It’s not like here—the police can’t be bought.”

Her father was dead set against it. “They might not call it long-leg,” he said. “They have their own names—school-tie chums, old boys’ network, looking after your own, patronage, cronyism—but in the end it’s all about using connections to bend the rules. Corruption is universal, Funke. It doesn’t matter where they are, the rich get away with murder.”

In the end, Funke had to accept he was right: she could never go back to England. Maggot would pull whatever strings it took to get what she wanted. It was how Liv had got a job (she didn’t even want) at Whitehall, how Dominic had got into Oxford (Polytechnic), how she’d ended up here.

For the second time, her mother’s friends stepped in. Aunty Chloé insisted she stay at their house in Ikoyi and Aunty Ndidi pulled strings to enroll her in first-year medicine at Medilag, even though the semester had started and enrollment had closed months earlier.

Funke knew it was humiliating for her father to accept she’d rather live with the Bensons than with him. He was a proud man—too proud, maybe. But he’d learned from his mistakes and they reached a kind of truce. She refused to take the Stones’ £10,000 hush money, though, told him to send it back. Liv had her legacy. She had hers. Pride trumped prejudice.

“Funke!” shouted Aunty Chloé. “The driver is here. Leave the poor parrot in peace. Let’s go.”

At the club, her aunt disappeared to gossip with friends. Funke knew she’d be gone for hours so she headed to the pool, ordered chips with pepper sauce and a Chapman.

“Cash or sign?” asked the waiter.

Funke scrawled her name, wrote Guest of Mrs. Benson underneath.

The man stared at her signature, scowling.

“I’m with my aunty—she’s inside. I can call her?” Shame filled her chest. He thinks I don’t belong here. And he’s right.

“Funke Oyenuga,” he read slowly. “Are you a relation to Misses Lissie?”

“Yes! She’s my mum. She was my mum.”

“Omo Misses Lissie?” The man beamed at her, his eyes wide. “Ah ah! I remember you, now. Little Funke. Your mother was a wonderful woman. God rest her. She paid for my firstborn to do his Common Entrance. He is now a teacher.”

Funke’s eyes welled. She’d searched that motherless land in vain, looked for Mum all over The Ring, tried to find her by the lightning tree, sought her out at the folly. But she’d been in Lagos all along. In Billy’s squawk. In this waiter’s voice.

As she lay on the lounger, waiting for her food, Funke thought of Liv’s card. The picture of her head in profile on a dark-brown background was beautiful but the words were horrific. She hadn’t shown it to anyone; no one knew what it said, not even Billy.

I’m so very sorry. Please forgive me. And thank you for not telling. What’s it like there? I bet you’re in your element.

Liv

Liv’s writing was careless, as if she’d knocked it out without much thought. She’d drawn a heart in place of the dot on the “i.” Every time Funke saw the doodled heart, a little bit of her heart froze. Liv had never been coming to save her. She was too busy saving her own skin.

The waiter brought her food; he’d added chicken suya to her order. Usually they plonked the food down but this time he spread a white cloth on the little table, placed a plastic rose in the center, fetched her a pool towel, asked if she wanted extra ice. And then he tore up the bill, told her if he was on duty, she would never have to pay. As far as this man was concerned, anyone connected to Misses Lissie was special. All this time, she’d been searching for her mother in the wrong land. This was where Mum was, in the hearts of all the people she’d touched.

* * *

WHEN THE BENSONS’ DRIVER dropped her at Medilag late the following Friday, Funke was a nervous wreck. She heaved her brown suitcase and a bulging Ghana-Must-Go bag (Aunty Chloé had loaded her up with supplies) up the stairs, checking door numbers, telling herself it couldn’t be worse than her first day at Downsview.

She paused outside the door, eyeing the corridor she’d just come down. She could hear two girls having an animated conversation in Yoruba. Should I knock? No, it’s my dorm. She turned the handle softly, pushed the door open and held her breath. The talking stopped. Four wary eyes appraised her from head to toe. Brown Nose! Brown Nose! Brown Nose! Funke’s toes curled in her red Converse trainers.

“Can we help you?” the shorter girl demanded.

“I think this is my dorm.” Funke’s face grew hot; she sounded too English.

“And you are?” The taller girl had hundreds of long braids, little multicolored beads attached to the ends. They jangled as she moved.

Depends what day it is, she thought. “Funke,” she said. But her voice was still wrong. She took a deep breath, forced herself to project a confidence she didn’t feel. “My name is Funke Oyenuga. First-year medicine. This is my dorm.”

“Ehn! You are Nigerian? Na wa o!” The girl with the braids smiled and her face went from combative to congenial. “Yellow Funke! How bodi? I am Morenike, this is Blessing. Which do you prefer: top or bottom bunk? Me, I don’t mind. Where is the rest of your load? We can help you carry it.”

Yellow Funke. A drop of her brother’s bubbly fearlessness slid into her and Funke chose to embrace it. These girls didn’t know she was a reject. They would see what she showed them. She uncurled her toes and smiled.

Morenike and Blessing adopted her into their friendship group. Their generosity was startling. That first evening, she watched in awe, stomach rumbling, as Blessing rustled up boiled yam and corned beef stew on a single-ring hot plate. She didn’t ask if Funke would eat, just divided the food onto three plates.

After supper, they lay on their beds chatting, Funke mainly listening. Her new friends (yes, just four hours in and she thought of them as friends) gave her the lowdown on the lecturers: Anatomy—only turns up to do spot identification quizzes; Physiology—terrible body odor, reads verbatim from the textbook, inserts unnecessary “h”s; Biochemistry—she’s fierce, pushes us harder than the boys, says women have to work twice as hard to get half as much.

They talked about food. A lot. Argued about which buka was best (there seemed to be dozens of them), were disappointed Funke had never eaten amala (hissed at her when she said it was smelly), agreed Mr. Bigg’s did the best meat pies in the world and decided to take Funke there on Monday after lectures.

There was more hissing (and some shouting) when they talked about boys. “Chatting up” was called “toasting” and, from what Funke could make out, was nothing short of sexual harassment. Morenike and Blessing were dumbfounded when Funke told them about the arsehole at the Hunt Ball who’d basically thrust his penis at her.

“Na wa o!” said Morenike. “I thought it was only Naija men.”

“Na oyinbo demon be dat o,” said Blessing and they both laughed.

Funke joined in although she didn’t get the joke. It felt good. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed.

* * *

At The Ring, it had taken Funke months to get used to baths instead of showers; at Medilag, she became an expert bucket-bather in one weekend. She filled her red bucket the night before, stored it under her bed, heated it with an immersion coil in the morning (crossing her fingers to ward off electrocution), pulled on her plastic flip-flops, wrapped a towel under her arms and headed for the communal showers, trying hard not to think about what was in the two inches of water she was schlepping through.

Her learning curve was accelerated. In the six weeks she’d been back in Nigeria, Funke had learned to cope with being sticky-hot. In her first week at Medilag, she learned how to cope with being hot-hot. In Taunton, she’d been stared at but she’d never turned heads the way Liv had. Now heads spun. In the four minutes it took to walk from Old Great Hall to the anatomy block, she got propositioned an average of twenty times. Forty catcalls before lunch. Shouts of “Esquiz me sista!” became as common as birdsong had been at The Ring.

The first time it happened, it took a second or two for Funke’s brain to decode the phrase. Foolishly, she stopped and smiled. “Hi . . .”

The man grabbed her arm, pulled her toward him and breathed into her face. “Burriful girl. Do you see what my shirt is made of?”

Funke was about to say, Cotton? But he finished his own sentence.

“Boyfriend material.”

She rolled her eyes but he followed her all the way to the anatomy lab, becoming louder and lewder with each step.

By her third day, she knew the drill: walk fast, head high, no eye contact. But it didn’t stop them trying.

To help dampen down her hot-ness, Funke decided to get her hair plaited like Morenike’s. It wasn’t that Morenike didn’t get male attention; she did, but it was less aggressive, less sexual. After four painful hours at the braiding salon, with Morenike laughing at her yelps and calling her ajebutter, she emerged with shoulder-length box braids. It didn’t work. She was even more sticky-hot (with added itch) and still hot-hot. She hadn’t taken five steps out of the salon when she got her first chaser: “Sweet yellow pawpaw, you fine pass!”

Morenike tried to talk her out of the Bantu knots. “You will never find a boyfriend o! Men like girls with long hair.”

That was enough to convince Funke. If Bantu knots kept her hair off her face and men off her back, she would be happy. So back to the hairdresser’s she went.

Bantu knots weren’t quite the passion killer she’d hoped but they made her feel strong. Strong enough to look predators in the eye and roar, “Fuck off!”

It worked. Nigerian toasters liked their women to be submissive. Funke got tagged as “the wild yellow girl.” This was how Femi must have felt—confident in his skin, happy to be different. He’d had it right. She couldn’t stop standing out, so she might as well get used to it.

* * *

There was one boy she liked a bit (OK, a lot): Bola, her anatomy partner. He reminded her of Ishir, good-looking but nerdy and soft-spoken. He’d helped her catch up on the weeks of dissection she’d missed out on, talked her through his notes and insisted she take the lead for the next couple of weeks, to help her get used to handling the scalpel.

“What shall we call her?” Funke asked him, the first day.

“Ehn?” Bola looked up from his anatomy atlas.

“Our cadaver.” She pointed at their body. “We should give her a name.”

He smiled. “You choose.”

“Margot,” she said, pronouncing it Maggot. “I bet she died of spite.”

“What’s that?”

“Bad belle,” she replied.

Months later, when they got to the cadaver’s stomach, they found she’d died of a perforated ulcer; the rugae pattern in her pyloric region left no room for doubt. “Na wa o! You were right,” Bola said admiringly. “Maggot died of bad belle.”

* * *

Morenike taught Funke essential Medilag survival skills but it was her other roommate, Blessing, who taught her the most important lesson of all: gratitude.

Blessing had loads of money and loads of stuff. Her locker was full to the brim with designer dresses, matching shoe-and-handbag combos for each outfit. She drove a brand-new Honda Accord with pop-up headlights, way nicer than any lecturer’s car. And she always carried a brick of naira. Every Monday she took Funke and Morenike to Mr. Bigg’s on Marina for meat pie and she insisted on paying when they went dancing at Floating Buka on Fridays. She let them borrow her clothes, perfume and makeup (she had a department store’s worth), loaned them cash and waved them away when they half-heartedly tried to pay her back.

Blessing never talked about money so Funke assumed she was embarrassed about her family’s affluence. Later she’d realize how stupid this was. Rich Nigerians were monumentally arrogant—they loved flaunting their wealth.

Every Saturday, Blessing would doll herself up to the nines. At two p.m. on the dot, she headed off, not to be seen again till late Sunday.

“Where does she go?” Funke asked on the fourth week.

“To see her sugar.” Morenike giggled.

Funke was getting used to Naija slang but “sugar” was new. She assumed it was a term of endearment, like “sweetheart” or “darling.” “I didn’t know she had a boyfriend. She never talks about him.”

“Boyfriend ke! Her sugar is over sixty if he’s a day. Where do you think the money comes from?” Morenike laughed, rubbing her fingers together in Funke’s face.

“He pays her?” Funke couldn’t help it; she knew she sounded puritanical.

Morenike shook her head. “Funke, abeg, don’t vex me. Who are you to be judging her? She’s an orphan. Medical degree is not free.”

Funke thought of Liv and her topless shots, wondered if everyone except her thought it was fine to sell your body for cash. “I don’t think I could do that.”

“Lucky you, ehn?”

“Lucky?” Funke snapped. “You know nothing about me. My mother died when I was nine. I have no one.”

Morenike sucked her teeth. “Shine your eye. Aunty Chloé nko? Do you think we all have aunties in Ikoyi? Aunty Ndidi nko? Is my own aunty a professor? Your father pays your fees? No be so? You know there are students squatting in this very hall. Omo! Wake up. You are the one percent. You are very lucky.”

Funke stepped into her flip-flops, desperate to escape this unfair attack.

Morenike blocked her path. “Don’t be a baby. There are twelve-year-old girls working all over this country. All this pity-pity is oyinbo nonsense. Hustle is part of life here. We all do what we have to do.”

Funke wiped angry tears off her face. She wanted to argue. But deep inside she knew Morenike was right. Just last week, she’d walked to their old house at LUTH, twenty minutes from her hall. Her mother’s beautiful garden had been concreted over, the magnolia tree was a stump and a rickety table sat on the veranda where Billy used to live. She watched a young woman stroll into the boys’ quarters and thought of Bimpe. Bimpe had been eighteen when Funke left Lagos and she’d worked for them for more than two years.

That evening, Morenike made pineapple upside-down cake in a frying pan. She used Blue Band margarine from a tin with a picture of a boy who looked just like Femi on it. The cake was the most delicious thing Funke had ever eaten.

Morenike put another slice on Funke’s plate. “Pele, I was harsh.”

“No. You were fair. I am lucky. I have good people around me. And I’m my mother’s daughter.”

“Exactly,” said Morenike. “Eniyan l’aso mi.”

Funke had to ask what it meant. It would become her mantra.





~ Liv ~

LIV MANAGED A WHOLE week at Vixens without getting fired. Mainly because the men who worked there were complete dickheads—sharp-suited, obnoxious charlatans who thought they were God’s gift. She tweaked her persona to fit in, sat at reception with big hair, red lips and no bra, flirted with buyers and sellers. They all loved her.

On her second day, she managed to convince a wannabe landlord that a shithole basement flat with mold and ten years on the leasehold was a wise investment. He made an offer without viewing and Vixens offered her a full-time job, starting in January. They didn’t mind her getting in late, they all drank in the office and most of them did drugs. On Fridays, at any rate. Of course, she said yes.

But the next Monday, four days before Christmas, her luck ran out. A particularly obnoxious client (and the bar was set very low) called to complain about the family Liv had sent to view her three-bed mews on Tite Street. “I’m sure they’ll be there any second,” said Liv, assuming she was upset they were late. “I put them in a cab myself, but you know rush-hour traffic . . .”

“They’ve already been. I didn’t let them in. They don’t belong round here—they’re Indian.” The client spat the word out like it was toxic. “This is Chelsea. Not Calcutta.”

Liv heard her mother saying Kate didn’t belong. She heard herself: Aren’t you a pair of dark horses? Guilt, shame and remorse coagulated and came out as rage. “You fucking racist bitch, how fucking dare you, she’s worth a hundred of you.” The whole office sat listening in stunned silence.

Of course, Vixens withdrew the job offer. There was no way they could keep her on.

She spent the next two days gate-crashing office Christmas parties: free drinks, free drugs and anonymous sex. She wasn’t worried about a job. Trisha knew someone who knew someone who worked at Selfridges, was going to have a word, get her into the cosmetics department. Liv did her housemates’ makeup; they all agreed she was as good as any pro. All those years of wanting to be a model were paying dividends, just not the way she’d hoped.

On Christmas Eve, Liv got in at five a.m. to find a note from Becky in their filthy kitchen.

Gone to stay with my aunt in Glasgow for Christmas (don’t worry, she’s not a bampot like my ma). Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do! Haud Hogmanay.

Trish and Nat had left the previous evening, back to their families for roast turkey, Baileys Irish Cream and Quality Street. Liv was on her own.

In her bedroom, a parcel sat on her bed. She knew from the neat but spidery writing that it was from Grandma. She ripped it open: a sketch pad, a box of Derwent graphic pencils and a note.

You shouldn’t be on your own at Christmas and I would love to see you. Please come home, I’ll pay for your ticket. It will just be us, Margot is off to New York with Dominic.

Liv was tempted. Misery loves company. But Christmas at The Ring would be unbearable—way too many memories. She closed her eyes and saw Kate dancing around in the red Converse trainers she’d bought her last Christmas. Liv couldn’t go to The Ring. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to go back there.

She sat on a wobbly chair in the kitchen, staring at empty beer bottles and takeaway containers. As soon as it was daylight, she went to the corner shop. The Indian owner sighed deeply when she asked for his cheapest bottle of gin and twenty Marlboro Reds. She didn’t care. Back home, she rinsed a mug and filled it with gin. Turned on Capital radio and listened to an overexcited Chris Tarrant crack lame jokes in between Christmas tunes. By midday, she’d had enough. She rummaged in her bag for coins then headed to the phone box across the street. “Hi, Wiffy, it’s me.”

“Liv?”

“Yeah. What are you up to?”

“Was about to set off for Marlow, spending Christmas with the olds.”

“Fancy some company?”

“Yes! Yes. I’ll come get you. Are you at Caroline’s?”

“No. Camden. But I need to pick something up on the way. Have you got any cash?”





~ Funke ~

LEARNING TO BE FUNKE, not Kate, to be Nigerian, not English, was exhausting. There was so much to get used to, countless new rules to remember.

The need to be deferential to anyone in authority; no comebacks, no conversation. Students were expected to act like half-wits; head down, timid, compliant. And calling people “ma” and “sah” or “aunty” and “uncle” took a lot of getting used to, especially when eight years ago you’d trained yourself to do the exact opposite.

Not being able to rely on things she’d taken for granted. Studying by flashlight in bed because NEPA was useless. Filling a bucket last thing at night in case water had run out in the morning.

Being comfortable naked. Privacy was non-existent; the showers were tiny cubicles, doorless with barely functional drainage. Most of the toilet cubicles were doorless too. Funke avoided those.

Keeping anything valuable under lock and key (Morenike recommended double padlocks). Nothing was too small or worthless to steal—buckets, flip-flops, pencils, even padlocks. Funke took her treasures back to the Bensons’ the first weekend—Femi’s Action Man and newspaper cutting, Mum’s Clairol roller and the framed picture of her dancing with Miriam Makeba.

Being called kolo for doing completely standard things. Like jogging, which perplexed everyone. Or picking fresh hibiscus flowers and putting them in empty Coke bottles to brighten up their room.

The joy on people’s faces when they found out she was Nigerian and their eagerness to accept it as fact—always asking, “Which village?” So different from the shock on English faces when she’d claimed to be one of them—inevitably asking, “Where are you really from?”

Learning dance moves. Because that’s what going out was all about. Dancing till dawn. Nobody got drunk; the girls didn’t drink at all.

And never being alone. Except for a few blissful hours on Sunday morning when Blessing was with her sugar and Morenike was at church.

Becoming Funke and keeping on top of her classwork was a full-time job. Which was good. It meant there was no space in her life, or brain, for The Ring. Or Maggot. Or Grandma. Or Liv.

Funke was dreading the Christmas break. She didn’t want to go to the village, although she knew she’d have to visit for a few days. She didn’t want to go to the Bensons’, either. Oyinkan wouldn’t be home; she’d got a tiny role in an off-Broadway play. They’d talked on the phone a few times, but it was stilted, not helped by the delay, which meant they were both talking at the same time, then apologizing and waiting for the other to speak, then doing it all over.

In the end the village wasn’t as bad as she’d feared. Dad was determined to make her feel welcome and included. He didn’t suggest she come to church, didn’t hound her with questions, and he gave a cash gift, which was very welcome. Aunty Bisi went out of her way to make her comfortable, spraying insect repellent every time she entered a room and cooking whatever she wanted. She was delighted to find Funke now loved amala and okro, amazed when she ate it with her hands. Bobo (Funke’s nickname for her half brother to avoid having to call him Femi) and Funmi made it almost fun. They were smart and witty and looked up to her. It was a nice change from being looked down on by family.

On Boxing Day she went to the Bensons’, planning to spend most of her time on the veranda with Billy. But Aunty Chloé was on maneuvers, determined to play matchmaker. Her nephew Toks was home from uni in London and she insisted they go to the club together.

Toks was ridiculously good-looking in an over-the-top, Luther Vandross kind of way. He was tall and well built, wore a flamboyant yellow silk shirt with black cutoff jeans. Yoruba demon, thought Funke. She preferred Bola’s geek look.

She made it clear from the get-go she wasn’t interested in him. He laughed, told her she really wasn’t his type. That made her determined not to like him but it proved impossible—he was so easy to talk to, funny and self-deprecating (very unusual in Nigerian men). They chatted about the differences between Nigeria and England.

“My brother loves London,” he said. “But I don’t think I could settle anywhere but here. Once I’ve graduated and got a couple of years’ experience, I’m coming home.”

He stopped at the club entrance. Funke lowered her window and handed Aunty Chloé’s card to the gateman.

“And your name?” he asked.

“Funke Oyenuga,” she replied.

“Praise God! So it’s true! Omo Misses Lissie has come home. You are welcome o! Any problems, just ask for me. My name is Winston. Your mother used to give me schoolbooks for my children. My eldest is now in university. Omo Misses Lissie!” He was positively squealing.

By the time they got to reception there was a welcoming committee. A waiter who’d been in charge of collecting bottle tops, another who’d found Mum’s pearls, a chef who said she’d complimented him on his zabaglione. Her mother had touched so many people.

Funke lay back on her lounger and let Toks rub Piz Buin on to her back. She smelled her mother. But even better, she felt connected to her. Her spirit was here. Lagos was her motherland. I’m going to try, Mum. I will try to be the daughter you wanted me to be.





Part Three

1992

Kevin jumps in front of Whitney to save her in The Bodyguard.





~ Liv ~

“THIS IS COOL.” THE man whose name Liv had forgotten, if she’d ever known it, stroked the long zip-like scar that ran from her upper thigh to her knee. “How did you get it?”

“I killed someone.” Liv pushed his hand away, her buzz dead. A bare low-wattage bulb hung from the ceiling, illuminating a bedsit even dingier than her own. Dirty clothes dumped in a corner, a dusty orange bong on a rickety table, a clichéd Che Guevara poster stuck crookedly to the wall with yellowing masking tape. She glanced at the man’s face—a chipped incisor, eyes too close together. She needed to be much more wasted to shag him. “Any more coke?”

“You’ve done it all. But don’t worry”—he went back to stroking her leg—“it doesn’t put me off . . .” His hand wandered higher. “I think it’s sexy.”

Liv shoved him off and stepped into her discarded dress, stuffing her bra into her handbag. The whole point of fucking a random stranger was to blot out the past, not bring it into sharp focus.

“Hey, Lynne! What did I say?”

He couldn’t remember her name, either. Mortifying, even by her pathetic standards. She slammed the door and scanned the street. Where the fuck am I? Terraced houses, overflowing bins, betting shop, Indian restaurant. She could be anywhere.

She’d met Mr. Nameless in Bagley’s at King’s Cross. He’d bought her a drink and offered her a line. The bouncer had caught them snorting coke off a rancid toilet seat in the male cubicle and kicked them out. Liv had been too preoccupied snogging in the cab to notice where they were going. She glanced at her watch—four a.m.—chose left and started walking. A landmark would turn up sooner or later.

The scar on her leg throbbed. Her consultant said it was nothing to worry about, a sign that, nearly six years on, the nerve endings were beginning to regenerate. Regenerate. What a word to choose. Now whenever her scar pulsed she imagined Kate rising from the dead. The twitching yanked her back to memories she’d spent years trying to escape. Her usual tricks—drowning the guilt in alcohol, frying it with cocaine, numbing it with weed, crushing it with sex—seemed to have stopped working.

She spotted an underground sign. North Acton. It would take forty minutes to walk home. She picked up her pace. The cool breeze on her face conjured up that wind machine. If only.

The sun was rising by the time she got to North Pole Road. Her bedsit was marginally less dreadful than the one she’d left an hour earlier. The sheets were clean, her lamp had a shade and the carpet wasn’t sticky. She’d lived here for four years; it was a dump but it was cheap.

Her original flatshare had broken up after eighteen months. Trisha had got engaged to a boring accountant and moved to Croydon. Nat had gone off to study literature in Manchester (no big loss—she was never any fun). Liv had been floored when Becky took a job as an office manager for a plastic-molding company in Edinburgh, justifying it by saying everyone had to adult at some point. Liv was living proof that you really didn’t; she’d turned twenty-five a few months ago and was still quite capable of acting like a juvenile delinquent.

She was supposed to start work at ten, so no point trying to sleep. She lit a half-smoked joint to stop her brain whirring. She couldn’t play the “if only” game twice in one night. Even she had limits.

* * *

Four hours later, Liv strolled into Selfridges through the Duke Street entrance, ten minutes late for her shift. She’d worked here for five and a half years, spent her days applying thick layers of makeup to women who wanted to disguise their real selves. MAC expected their staff to embody the brand so her first task was to slap a bit (a lot) of slap on herself. A shroud of concealer, a veneer of Studio Fix, a veil over her cheeks, eyes and lips. Like magic, she looked human.

It was getting harder to blot things out. If the scar on her leg wasn’t tugging her back in time, it was her mother’s obsession with Liv’s inheritance. Another answerphone message had blinked at her yesterday, the same script as the previous four: “You need to sort your inheritance out. Why are you still living above a kebab shop? I can’t bear to see you wasting your life like this. Can’t you see how much you’re hurting me? Come to Dolphin Square for lunch soon. I miss you.”

The best thing about Liv’s bedsit was its location. Her mother had visited once, been horrified to discover North Kensington was nothing like South Kensington and sworn she’d never come back. Thankfully, she’d kept her word.

As Liv painted glamorous shimmering eyes on a bored housewife, her energy levels began to wane. She’d been feeling under the weather lately—dizzy spells and nausea, even when she hadn’t binged. No way could she get through the next three hours without a pick-me-up. She nipped over to the Estée Lauder counter, pretended she was there to help Angela build a lip-gloss tower.

“You look tired,” said Angela.

Liv released her face from its third fake yawn and tapped her nose. “You don’t have any . . . you know . . .”

“I’ve got some speed . . . Any good?”

“Perfect. You’re a star.” Liv popped the tiny pill in her mouth.

At six, as security guards herded out the stragglers, Angela asked if she wanted to go to Sleaze Nation for a quick drink. “Sorry, meeting friends,” Liv lied. Truth was, she’d had enough of real people for the day; she wanted her celluloid soulmates.

At the base of the escalators, Liv paused at a huge display of Madonna’s new book, Sex. She flicked through a copy. It fell open at a full-page, full-length, full-frontal picture of Madonna, naked as the day she was born, holding on to bungee ropes above a purple sea. What if I’d called Clinton Bonner’s bluff? The “what if” game was no better than the “if only” game—it started and ended in the same place. Luckily, there was another reliable way to shut her brain down. Food. Chips, crisps, chocolates, doughnuts—any carb would do as long as it was very salty or very sweet. Eat until you feel sick. Then be sick.

She stopped at the corner shop, bought a multipack of Wotsits and a family-sized bar of Dairy Milk, and settled down in bed with her remote control. She was addicted to all the soaps—Brookside, Coronation Street, EastEnders, even the new and utterly terrible Eldorado. It was nice watching lives more fucked up than hers.

* * *

Liv woke at five with the most terrible stomach cramps. She put it down to last night’s binge, swallowed two paracetamol with the leftovers from a bottle of wine and tried to go back to sleep. But an hour later, the cramps were worse and her sheets were soaked. She assumed she’d wet herself (it wasn’t unheard-of) until she realized it was blood. She thought about calling Angela. Then decided, for once, to do the sensible thing and called Jojo. He’d stayed in touch in spite of her, calling once a month and taking her for lunch when she let him. He was a pediatrician at Guy’s Hospital and happily married (she’d gone to the wedding, got drunk and got off with the best man). They’d just had a daughter (she’d meant to send a gift, but hadn’t). Jojo was a good egg; he’d help, not judge.

He turned up twenty minutes later, wrapped her in a blanket and half carried her to his car, parked on the double yellow outside the kebab shop. She crunched herself up, more worried about his leather seat than herself.

“How far along were you?” Jojo started the car.

“I didn’t know I was pregnant,” she replied.

He glanced at her briefly. “When was your last period?”

“No idea.” Liv turned her face to the window. The truth was her periods had been irregular for years.

“It’s going to be OK, Liv.” He patted her leg. “Don’t worry. You’re going to be fine.”

* * *

The hospital kept her in overnight for observation. Liv was pretty sure they only did it because Jojo was with her. The nurse treated her like a dozy teenager, explaining how contraception worked in a patronizing sickly-sweet voice. “I’m not a fucking idiot,” Liv said when asked if she knew what condoms were for.

“No? You drink too much, take drugs and sleep around without using protection.” The nurse raised her eyebrows and tilted her head. “What would you call it?”

Jojo gave her three options: move in with him (no way, she couldn’t face being around a baby right now); stay with her mother at Dolphin Square (hard no); or go home (and he didn’t mean North Kensington).

Liv didn’t put up a fight. A tiny part of her was glad he was taking over. Someone had to. She phoned Selfridges to say she was ill and wasn’t sure when she’d be back, then stuffed her possessions into black bin bags while Jojo loaded the car. She didn’t have much—clothes, makeup, a TV and VHS player. She hadn’t read a book or picked up a 2B pencil since Kate had died.

Jojo shoved the ruined bedsheets into a refuse sack and took it to the wheelie bin along with her empties. Liv cleared the fridge. It only held nail polish, thirty or more bottles, freebies from work. Angela swore the cold made the colors stay truer for longer.

They surveyed the room when they were done. “What should we do about the mattress?” Liv asked, hoping he wouldn’t ask her to help him carry it.

“Leave it for your landlord to sort.” Jojo gave the room a disgusted look. “He should be ashamed of himself, charging rent for this dump. Come on. I phoned Dorothy last night. She’s expecting us. I knew you’d make the right decision.”

Liv smiled grimly. “Have I, though?”

* * *

LIV LAY ON KATE’S OLD bed, staring at the lacy network of cobwebs stretched across the vaulted ceiling. She’d given the room a good clean but hadn’t thought to look up. She wondered if Mabel had some special extendable feather duster. Did Mabel clean Kate’s room when we were kids? She did all the others, but Liv couldn’t remember seeing her in the attic. She’d chosen to ignore so much. Like the fact that all her clothes were new, while most of Kate’s were her hand-me-downs.

Liv had moved into the attic, half hoping she’d find Kate’s ghost. Having avoided The Ring for six years, she was now desperate for memories. Plus, Grandma hated the steep stairs, so, if nothing else, it gave her some respite from her fussing.

“Olivia?” her grandmother called. “Come down, dear. I’ve put the kettle on.”

“In a minute, Grandma.” Liv kept staring at the empty bedside table. It used to have a picture of Kate’s mother on it; Liv had given her the frame. She’d been transfixed by the photo, didn’t believe this beautiful, smiling woman could possibly be her mother’s sister.

Kate had taught her the dance her mother was doing in the photo. It was their first summer and they’d practiced all afternoon, only quit when Grandma ordered them to stop stomping around like baby elephants.

Liv clambered out of bed and stood in front of the rickety tarnished mirror. Toes in, toes out, penguin, pigeon, left foot kick, jump to the right. It all came back. She closed her eyes and could see them, ten-year-old Kate, eleven-year-old Liv, dancing in synchrony, crossing their arms, patting their shoulders, clapping, laughing.

“Are you all right, dear?” Grandma’s voice, from the first floor. “I heard banging.”

“Yes, Grandma. I’m fine. I’ll be down in a sec.” Liv opened her eyes and stared into the mirror. She was all alone.

* * *

After tea they went for a walk round the garden. Grandma took Liv’s arm. She’s seventy-three, older and frailer. Liv stood straighter so she could offer more support. When she slipped on an exposed root and her grandmother righted her, she realized it was the other way round—her grandmother’s arm was there to keep her up.

Grandma led them toward the pool. “I couldn’t drag you away from here when you were a girl.”

Liv stared at the dank water. There was no way anyone would swim in that; even the birds were giving it a wide berth. A layer of green algae topped the murky water; it smelled as if it was breeding its own ecosystem, and not a good one. The dead lightning tree used to look incongruous next to the clear blue water but now it fitted. “When was it last cleaned?”

“Not for years.” Her grandmother shrugged. “There didn’t seem to be any point.”

When they got to the folly, Liv tried not to look at Kate’s stone but, of course, she could see nothing else. “Kate said her mother wanted to build one of these in their garden in Lagos.”

“Poor Lizzie,” said Grandma. “She was always such a happy child, so easy to love. Everyone doted on her: Douglas, teachers, even perfect strangers smiled when they saw her. You remind me of her, you know—the same free spirit. I’m sure that’s why Margot was harder on you than she should have been. She was always jealous of Lizzie. I blame myself. I should have done so many things differently.”

“Like what, Grandma?” Liv sat on the circular concrete bench and patted the space next to her.

“Oh, I don’t know. We overindulged her, let her get her way too often. It was just easier than saying no—Margot could be very demanding. It’s what parents do: neglect the easy child and overcompensate with the difficult one. Your mother was the same with you and Dominic. But it doesn’t matter now.” Grandma squeezed Liv’s hand. “I’m sure it’s all my fault. That’s the fashion now, isn’t it? Blame the mother for everything. But you can’t change the past. Let’s talk about you instead. I worry about you, Olivia. You’re still so young, you’ve got your whole life in front of you.”

Liv snatched her hand back. She knew her grandmother meant well but she didn’t need another lecture. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. I’m feeling better already, honest. I’ll be out of your hair and back in London soon.”

“But I do worry, Olivia.” There were tears in her grandmother’s eyes. “And you’re not better. Please don’t go, not yet. This is your home. Stay as long as you need. And promise me you’ll go and see Derek. You can do what you like with your inheritance, give it away if you must, but you can’t just pretend it doesn’t exist.”

They walked back to the house in silence.

* * *

Liv was flustered when she arrived at Windham & Sons’ offices two days later. As she’d walked down the High Street in Taunton, she’d seen Ishir and the whole world had seemed to spin.

She’d ducked into a phone box, cheeks burning, skin crawling. She knew it was him; he hadn’t changed at all, still dishy. What was it Grandma said? Margot had always been jealous of Lizzie. Liv remembered how she’d felt when she saw Ishir and Kate slow dancing. I’m my mother’s daughter.

Derek Windham was flustered too. First he dropped the brown manila file he was holding, then he knocked over a pot of pens. His forehead was shiny and he couldn’t stop fidgeting. “Hello, Olivia. You look, um . . . nice. Very nice. Tea? Coffee?”

Liv was parched but couldn’t risk saying yes—the poor man was so nervous he’d probably upend it on her lap. “No, I’m fine, thanks. And please, call me Liv.”

Derek nodded like an excitable puppy. “Liv. OK. So how much do you know? Are you familiar with the terms of your grandfather’s will?”

“Er . . . well . . . pretty much, I think. Now I’m twenty-five, I get my lump sum. And when Grandma dies, Mummy gets the house and everything else.” Liv wished she’d said yes to a drink; her mouth was dry.

“Yes, that’s the nub of it, I suppose. Fifty thousand pounds—not an insignificant sum. I know your grandmother is keen for you to invest it wisely. And she’s right, Liv: this is your inheritance. Douglas wanted you, Dominic and Katherine to have a good start in life. I can put you in touch with a financial advisor if that’s helpful—they could work up a share portfolio . . . but I’d recommend property. Buy yourself a home. Can’t go wrong with bricks and mortar. Safe as houses, my father used to say.”

Liv thought of Kate and sighed.

“So what do you think?” Derek continued. “Would you like to stay close to The Ring? I know a good local estate agent. I could give them a call, see what’s available?”

“Dulwich,” Liv said without thinking.

“Can’t say I’ve ever been there. I don’t go to London much. But I’ll put out some feelers.”

Liv made her excuses and left. She needed to think. Maybe Grandma and Jojo were right. Maybe it was time for a fresh start.

* * *

Liv pushed her bowl of soup away. Seeing Ishir and talk of her inheritance had filled her head with guilt. Again. “Sorry, Grandma, I’m not hungry. Did Kate know she was in Grandpa’s will?”

“No, dear. I wanted to tell her but Margot wouldn’t hear of it. She was terribly angry. It’s why I had to get away. I thought she’d get used to it, given enough time.”

“But why was she so angry?”

“Margot had got it into her head that it was all coming to her. And she couldn’t accept that I got to stay here for my lifetime. She always hated sharing. We didn’t handle it well. Douglas and I should have prepared her, been more up front. We knew she had the wrong impression but we didn’t set her straight—we both hated confrontation. Silly, really.” Her grandmother took their bowls to the stove. “I’m not hungry, either.”

Liv watched her pour their untouched soup back into the pan. Waste not, want not. “But, Grandma, what if Mummy made Kate go away?” Liv whispered.

Her grandmother turned off the tap. “Sorry, I missed that. What did you say, dear?”

Liv blinked and continued her thought. “What if Mummy sent Kate away so she couldn’t get the money Grandpa left her?”

“That doesn’t make any sense, dear.” Grandma spoke slowly, as if to a child. “Margot was the one who insisted Katherine got her lump sum straightaway. She sorted it all out with Derek Windham, sent a banker’s draft by courier to Nigeria, didn’t feel it was right for Katherine to wait until she was twenty-five. You have to give her credit for that. Stop searching for someone to blame, Olivia. It’s not Margot’s fault. It’s not your fault. Kate died of malaria. It was a tragedy.”

But Liv couldn’t settle. Something kept nagging at her. As soon as her grandmother went to bed, she started to search. She had no idea what she was looking for. In Grandpa’s study she found a clutch of blue airmail envelopes. They were from Lizzie, the aunt she’d never met. Letters she’d written to her parents with news of her family, all dated in the seventies. Liv rushed through them, picking out sentences . . .

I wish you could see the magnolia tree in my garden, it flowers twice a year. Yes! Twice! The first year I thought it was a miracle.

Funke and Femi are such sweet children—you’ll love them. Funke is a bit of a worrier. Femi is the happiest boy you could ever meet.

I know you had doubts about Babs, but I want you to know I love him and I’m happy. We have a wonderful life here. Please don’t worry about me.

There were photographs too. A beautiful redheaded woman holding a little boy in a sailor outfit. A handsome Black man in a primrose-yellow safari suit holding a young Kate. A happy family on a beach, beside a silver Christmas tree. Kate and her brother in school uniforms way too big for them.

Liv took the photos and tiptoed to her mother’s room, careful to avoid the loose floorboard. At the back of the wardrobe, behind moth-eaten cardigans, she found a wooden box. Inside, Kate’s black passport was on top. Her British passport.

Underneath was a folded letter, the handwriting barely legible.

28 September 1986

Dear Margot,

I am writing from the teaching hospital in Lagos and will send this by courier. Funke—or Katherine, as you people call her—is very sick. She contracted malaria and was given quinine without my knowledge or approval. She suffered a severe allergic reaction and has internal bleeding. They have just done a blood transfusion and we are praying it is not too late to save her. Even in her delirious state, she keeps calling for Leeve. I believe this is your daughter. I do not know what transpired between them but I am convinced a message from this Leeve will give Funke peace of mind. She needs to fight and it appears she has given up.

Reply urgently by courier. I am begging you. And please return her mother’s necklace—it is her birthright. Time is of the essence. I am praying.

Yours sincerely,

Professor Babatunde Oyenuga (Provost)

Liv felt like her insides were being ripped out. She only realized she was bawling when her grandmother appeared in the doorway.

“Olivia! What on earth has happened?” Her grandmother was barefoot, holding her dark-green dressing gown together.

Liv handed her the letter, rocking from side to side. “Why didn’t anyone show me this? Kate died thinking I didn’t care. If I’d known, I would have gone to her. You know I would have.”

“Olivia. Stop this!” Her grandmother lowered herself gingerly to the floor and took Liv’s hands. “It was already too late. Katherine was dead before this letter arrived. You were still in hospital, there was nothing you could have done. Margot was just trying to protect you. Her intentions were good.”

The road to hell is paved with them, thought Liv. “How do you know Kate was already dead?”

“Because the second letter arrived the next day. That’s when Margot called me. I kept it. It’s in my jewelry box.”

“I want to read it.” Liv led the way to her grandmother’s bedroom and flicked on the light.

Her grandmother rummaged through her walnut jewelry box, moved the pearl necklace to one side and handed Liv the letter. It was typed on cartridge paper.

2 October 1986

Dear Mrs. Stone,

I am writing to inform you that my daughter, Katherine, passed away last night. She will be buried next to her mother and brother.

Yours sincerely,

Professor Babatunde Oyenuga (Provost)

“It’s so short.” Liv sank on to her grandmother’s bed. “And how come this one is typed?”

“He’d just lost his daughter, Olivia. He was probably too distressed to write longhand. He must have got someone to type it for him.”

Liv convinced her grandmother to go back to bed. She went to the kitchen, sat at the table and demolished three packets of digestive biscuits. Then threw up. Kate had died thinking Liv didn’t care. The thought was unendurable.





~ Funke ~

FUNKE HEARD SLOW, HEAVY footsteps. She peeped out of her window to make sure. Yup. Aunty Ndidi, laden down with food, as usual. She tapped twice on Morenike’s door, their agreed code. They’d moved into Aunty Ndidi’s boys’ quarters in their fourth year, after Blessing’s sugar bought her a flat.

The building was small: two bedrooms, a small shower room and a narrow hallway which they’d converted into a makeshift kitchen, complete with two-ring burner and mini fridge. A bowl improvised as a sink, the fridge top doubled as a work surface. Compared to their room at Old Great Hall, it was the height of luxury. And being able to shut the door on your own room meant sex didn’t have to be a snatched affair, in the back of a car or when you’d persuaded your roommates to disappear for half an hour. Not that Funke was getting any sex. Toks, her “boyfriend,” was in London (and gay) and Bola, her “side-dick,” was in Scotland (and not speaking to her). So Funke didn’t really mind Aunty Ndidi barging in with food or unsolicited advice, acting as if she owned the place (she did).

“Good morning, Aunty.” Funke took the tray out of her hands and stood blocking Morenike’s door. “Let’s go to my room. Morenike is still sleeping.”

“Ehn? At this time?” Aunty Ndidi sucked her teeth.

“She was up late packing, Aunty.” Funke closed her door and turned on the radio, hoping it would drown out Obi. Nigerians were sexist about everything, even sex. Men were lauded for being promiscuous; women were expected to remain unsullied. Here she was, nearly twenty-four years old and a medical doctor, qualified to prescribe opioids, review critical patients, perform an appendectomy (she’d done two last week) and supervise A&E, but Aunty Ndidi’s head would explode if she found out that a man had stayed in her room. Of course, it was fine for men to have sex before marriage—it was expected, celebrated even. Women who had sex were loose; men who didn’t have sex were loons. The hypocrisy was staggering. The bizarre thing was how all the women, including herself, went along with it. By the end of the first year, none of the girls in her hall were virgins, but all of them were good liars.

Funke chewed a crispy bean fritter. “This is delicious.”

“Let me wake Morenike.” Aunty Ndidi stood. “They are not good when they are cold.”

Luckily, at that moment, Funke’s door flew open.

“I boola chi, Aunty.” Morenike did a half kneel.

It took them twenty minutes to get rid of Aunty Ndidi. She reminded Funke to take her Sunday–Sunday anti-malaria tablet four times and gave Morenike a long and detailed lecture on how to conduct herself in Nsukka (she was leaving tomorrow for her National Youth Service), warning her not to trust Enugu men, who, like all men, only wanted sex. Considering Morenike had spent the night having (very loud) sex with an Enugu man, the lecture was somewhat fatuous. She was nearly out of the door when she stopped and came back in.

“Funke, you will be lonely. It’s not good. Come and eat with me later. I’m making catfish banga soup.”

“Ah, thank you, Aunty. But Oyinkan is back from filming in Cape Town, so I’m staying with the Bensons tonight. Maybe tomorrow?”

“You can’t go there empty-handed! Let me go and pack chin chin for Chloé. I will come back now, now.”

“Don’t worry, Aunty, I will collect it on my way.” Funke knew if Aunty Ndidi returned, she’d spend another half hour dispensing more wisdom.

When Aunty Ndidi left, Morenike rushed back to Obi and Funke tried not to think of Bola. They’d gone from flirting over a dead body (poor Maggot) to becoming study partners and best friends who occasionally had sex. Bola was one of the very few people who knew her long-distance relationship with Toks was a front. Even Morenike wasn’t in on it. You couldn’t be too careful; the most seemingly liberal Nigerian could turn out to be homophobic. Bola would never admit it but in truth her arrangement suited him too—his parents were Muslims and not keen on interfaith marriage; his sister had been ostracized when she’d married a Catholic. He wasn’t sure if they’d think not doing God was better or worse than doing the wrong one.

For their six years of medical school, she and Bola saw each other practically every day, making love whenever they got the chance (she knew every inch of his battered Honda Civic). With Toks away at uni in London, it was easy to keep up the pretense of just being friends. Nobody suspected a thing. Toks was a catch: good-looking and from a wealthy, well-connected family. Why on earth would Funke cheat on him? And if she did, why would she choose Bola Bakare? A nerd, a Muslim and, compared to Toks, a pauper.

When Bola got the bursary (and his almost-impossible-to-get work visa) to train as a surgeon at the Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh, he asked her to go with him and they had their first, and only, fight. He was shocked at her refusal. To him it was the perfect opportunity—they could be a proper couple and train together as surgeons in a leading hospital. She couldn’t tell him the truth, so she lied. “Look, Bola, this is just a bit of fun. We’d never work in real life. And it’s not like we’re in love or anything.”

He was hurt and humiliated, reacting angrily, accusing her of thinking she was better than him. She didn’t deny it; his anger made things easier. She knew how desperately he wanted to go and she couldn’t take his dream away. But she couldn’t go with him—she’d sworn never to step foot in Britain again. And even if she’d wanted to, she wasn’t sure she actually could.

So now Bola was a houseman in Scotland (a title that proved sexism wasn’t just a Nigerian problem); Morenike was excited about Nsukka, being called Dr. Fadipe and getting engaged to Obi (which still didn’t mean they were allowed to have sex); and Blessing had somehow got out of doing her National Youth Service altogether and was starting a cushy job in a pharmaceutical company in Abuja. Everyone was sorted, getting on with their lives. But Funke was dreading this new chapter. She hated change and couldn’t bear the thought of losing the people and structures she’d learned to depend on. It felt like the world was shifting under her feet. Again. And, just like the other times, there was nothing she could do to stop it.

She was due to visit her father next weekend, which wasn’t helping her mood. All he wanted to talk about was the hush money. She’d thought he’d returned it. He hadn’t. At her graduation last week, he had given her the good news.

“It’s not only the Bensons who have friends in high places o. My old mentor from UCL is now a top shot in Harley Street. You see, I too have contacts. Anyway, he helped me open a five-year savings bond with your mother’s family money. God was smiling down on you, Funke. Interest rates went up and up, fourteen percent at one point! You are lucky. The bond matures in three weeks’ time and, thanks to me, you have nearly eighteen thousand pounds! I will help you exchange it. The official rate is twenty-two to one but nobody does official, we can get ninety to one on the black market. Over one point six million naira! It’s a good thing I had this foresight. The exchange rate in eighty-six was two to one. Can you imagine?”

The hairs on the back of Funke’s neck stood up. “But I told you, I don’t want their money.”

“It is not their money. It is yours. Your birthright.” Her father thumped his fist on the table.

But Funke wasn’t convinced. She’d managed to survive without them; taking their money would mean letting them back into her head. It would mean accepting their version of events. But the most upsetting thing was that she knew she’d take it—she couldn’t afford not to.

* * *

“Hello, Lizzie!” squawked Billy.

“Wahala dey o!” screeched Milly.

Billy had a girlfriend now. Milly. An African Grey hen. It was easy to tell them apart—Milly was shorter, slimmer and a great deal shoutier.

Aunty Chloé had bought Milly after Funke started medical school, convinced that Billy was pining for her. It hadn’t worked out how she’d planned: Billy had attacked Milly every time she got close, which made her squawk like a banshee. In the end they’d put her in a separate cage. But after a year of living side by side, they’d made friends and now they were inseparable. Proof that birds, like people, will get used to anything if you give them enough time. Billy still only said, “Hello, Lizzie.” Milly was much more verbose.

“Funke! Come on!” Oyinkan yelled out of the sliding door. “It’s time to cut the cake.”

“Coming!” She stroked Billy’s beak through the cage. She was here to celebrate her graduation. The Bensons hadn’t come to the official ceremony because Dad had been there. Unlike Funke, Aunty Chloé couldn’t forgive her father for how he’d behaved after Mum had died, or how quickly he’d remarried.

The cake was in the shape of an academic book, topped with a stethoscope and a bottle of aspirin, exactly the sort of over-the-top thing she’d learned to expect from Aunty Chloé. The message, in bloodred icing, read, Congratulations Dr. Funke Oyenuga, love from the Bensons.

“Happy graduation to you,” they sang to the tune of “Happy Birthday.” Funke’s eyes were wet. Again. She’d been overly emotional lately; becoming a doctor seemed to have unraveled her.

“And this is for you, Dr. Oyenuga.” Uncle Ade beamed as he handed her an envelope.

Funke ripped it open. It wasn’t a card. It was plane tickets. To Barcelona. She stared at Oyinkan, uncomprehending.

“We’re going to the Olympics!” Oyinkan’s scream was more piercing than Milly’s. “Me, you and Folusho. And Toks is going to meet us there. It’s going to be amazing!”

“Separate hotel rooms o! You are sharing with Oyinkan, not Tokumbo. I’m not funding any hanky-panky.” Uncle Ade laughed.

Oyinkan rolled her eyes.

Funke shook her head. “I’m so grateful, Uncle, but it’s too much. Way too much.”

“Nonsense,” said Aunty Chloé. “We are so proud of you, mon ange. You deserve this. And you don’t have to worry about money, we’re covering everything. Hotels, Olympic tickets—it’s all on us.”

Funke didn’t want to go. How could she explain that aeroplane journeys made her think of peril, not pleasure? How could she say she didn’t need charity without sounding ungrateful? But once she and Oyinkan were alone, she made a start. “It’s so lovely, but I can’t possibly accept. You’ll have to explain to them, it’s just too generous.”

“You dey craze? This is a once-in-a-lifetime thing. It’s the Olympics!! What is wrong with you?”

“But it must have cost a fortune.”

“And so? Daddy can afford it. He bought Folusho’s ticket—you won’t hear her complaining.”

“She’s his niece. It’s different.”

“No, it’s not. You are family too. And you are coming to Barcelona. If necessary, I will beat you until you hear sense.”

Funke tried one more time. “It’s in two weeks. I’m not sure I can get a visa in time.”

“Visa ke? Use your British passport.”

“I can’t, it expired.” Funke gritted her teeth as she lied. She loved Oyinkan but some things were too shameful to tell anyone, even your best friend.

“Don’t worry. Daddy will sort it. He’s bound to know someone at the Spanish embassy. Or someone who does.”

“No!” Funke snapped. “I mean, he’s done enough for me already. I can’t keep relying on his long-leg, I need to stand on my own two feet.”

“Funke, enough of your wahala. You’re coming to Barcelona by force. No arguments.”

That night, Funke lay awake listening to Oyinkan’s steady breathing. Oyinkan didn’t recognize how her privilege made things easy. To her it was normal. She didn’t know what it was like to be in constant fear of rejection. She had a safety net. Just like Liv.

* * *

IT TOOK FUNKE HALF a day to book her visa appointment at the Spanish consulate. Not to get the actual visa, mind—just to collect the forms and secure an appointment to apply for a visa she might or might not be granted. When she arrived at seven, a dozen people were already waiting, and by the time the consulate opened at eight, an unruly queue snaked all the way down Kofo Abayomi Street.

Appointment secured, Funke boarded a danfo to take her to LUTH, her grievances roiling inside her. This morning she’d been chauffeur-driven in Uncle Ade’s air-conditioned Mercedes, now she was hoping a fellow passenger didn’t molest her. If a man pressed himself against her right now, she might lose her rag and smash his face in.

All this wahala for a holiday she didn’t want in the first place. But her anger was laced with guilt, a toxic mix. Deep inside, she knew the Bensons weren’t like the Stones; they were generous and kind. And Oyinkan wasn’t like Liv—it was wrong to resent her easy assuredness. Oyinkan didn’t think Funke was a pity project. Or did she? How could Funke be sure? She’d been so wrong about Liv. She couldn’t trust anyone. It was safer that way.

The danfo deposited Funke at Mushin Gate. “Omo Misses Lissie! E kabo o!” shouted the gateman as she walked through. Funke smiled, her first genuine smile in days.

Today she was attached to a consultant she’d never worked with. But she’d heard of him, Dr. Sex-for-Grades. He didn’t pretend to be single; his too-tight wedding ring glinted on his too-podgy finger. Oyinkan said Nigerian men were incapable of monogamy and she had a point—a man without a side-chick was as unusual as a week without NEPA taking light. But they did exist. Her father had never cheated on her mother. Funke wondered if he cheated on Aunty Bisi, hoped he didn’t.

“Are you confident to do the discharge round by yourself?” asked the consultant. “Or would you enjoy my company?”

“Hundred percent confident, sir!” Funke nodded vigorously. Now fuck off! He stepped toward her, way too close. She could smell his lunch, sardines. He stroked the stethoscope hanging from her neck. She looked to see what was wrong. Has one of the ear tips fallen off? Then he ran his palm over her left breast.

Funke gasped. It wasn’t the first time she’d been groped by a man she didn’t know (not even the fiftieth time) but his brazen casualness was breathtaking. They were in a ward full of patients and nurses.

“I had to feel them for myself.” He breathed fishy fumes in her face. “To check if they are as soft as they look. And yes, Dr. Oyenuga, I am pleased to report: they pass! Do the discharge round then come to my office.”

This. Like all Nigerians, Funke had a love-hate relationship with her country. This was top of her hate column. She could handle not having light (as Morenike said, that’s why God invented generators). She could cope with the erratic water supply (a cold bucket of water would not kill her). She could even put up with how difficult it was to do simple things, like get a visa. But the acceptance that women should be silent while men in positions of power harassed them was impossible to get used to.

Funke stormed off, her face burning. She would go to his office and tell him her aunt was the vice chancellor and her mother-in-law-to-be was on the board of governors (Toks’s mother was a harridan; everyone was scared of her). She’d warn him that if he dared touch her again, or any other member of staff, he’d lose his tenure. It might give him pause around female doctors but she wasn’t naive enough to think it would help the poor nurses.

By the time she’d got to her last patient, her breathing had returned to normal. Funke glanced at the notes: Sade Folarin. She’d performed the appendectomy yesterday, her fifth—straightforward, easy. The two-inch scar was healing well and the patient was pain-free and keen to go home. She asked the usual questions and ticked the appropriate boxes, signed the discharge slip and wished Sade well.

She was pulling back the curtain when the patient called out. “Excuse me! It says you are Dr. Oyenuga? Are you the same family as the Misses Lissie who used to teach at Crown School?”

“Yes. She was my mum. Why? Did she teach you?” Funke sat on Sade’s bed.

The woman burst into tears. “She did so much more than that. She gave me my voice.”

Funke handed the sobbing woman a tissue. She’d learned Rule 101 of doctoring in third-year clinicals: Always have spare tissues.

“I had a bad stammer as a child and everyone—classmates, teachers, even my own parents—told me I was stupid. But not Misses Lissie. She spent an hour with me after school every day, for a whole year. In her own time o! She had this book, The Swiss Family Robinson, and each day I would read one chapter out loud to her. She didn’t finish my sentences, she never rushed me. And she didn’t beat my knuckles with a ruler when I couldn’t get a word out—she let me go at my own pace. If I didn’t want to read, she gave me pencil and paper and told me to draw. She was the first person to tell me I was smart, said I could achieve anything I wanted to. No one had ever believed in me like she did.”

Funke dabbed her own eyes. “Sounds like Mum. She died when I was nine. I still miss her, every day.”

“Pele. She was a remarkable woman. I wouldn’t be a barrister today if I hadn’t been blessed to be in her class. You were lucky to have such a wonderful mother.”

“Yes, I was.” Funke knew this was true. Her mother had saved her life. She’d got where she was thanks to the people her mother had touched. Not just Mum’s friends, like Aunty Ndidi and Aunty Chloé, but the hundreds of people in Lagos who remembered Misses Lissie. The children she’d taught, their parents, the waiters at Ikoyi Club she’d smiled at, the gatemen she’d waved to. A month couldn’t pass without someone realizing she was Misses Lissie’s daughter; invariably it was a passport to special treatment. Maybe Dad was right: she should embrace every aspect of her mother’s legacy, including the money. She was her mother’s daughter. It was her birthright.

* * *

That evening, Funke filled in the Spanish visa application form by torchlight. She hated lying but some of the questions were impossible to answer honestly.

Do you have a criminal record? She ticked no and wiped a bead of sweat before it dropped onto the form.

Do you have dual nationality? No. Not exactly a lie; the policeman had seized her British passport.

Have you ever been refused a visa to Europe or the USA? No. Because I haven’t applied.

Do you have any family in Europe? Definite no. The Stones weren’t family. They’d disowned her mother, they’d disowned her.

The questions went on and on. All designed to find reasons to decline, worded to demean the applicant, underpinned by an assumption that a Nigerian visitor would overstay their welcome. They might as well ask outright: Are you planning to abscond in Spain and live under the radar? She’d be able to answer that one honestly: No, I’m not. I’m a newly qualified doctor. Why would I want to live as an undocumented migrant in your yeye country?

Funke didn’t know much about Spain, but if Spaniards spoke with forked tongues like the English, she wouldn’t like it. Straight talking was one area where Nigeria trumped England any day of the week. Nigerians said what they meant. It might not always be nice to hear but it was better than being lied to. Oyinkan was self-conscious about her weight, went ballistic every time someone said, “Ehn! You have expanded o!” or, worse, “Haba, you are looking nice and round!” But Funke relished the bluntness. In England, people lied to your face. “You look well!” meant “Bloody hell, you’ve chunked up.” “How lovely!” usually meant “How awful!” and “You’re one of us” translated as “You’ll never belong.” I’ll take brutal rude honesty any day, thought Funke.

She’d been deluded to think Liv saw her as a sister, blind to think Liv was color-blind. Because, when it came to being disingenuous, the English were world-beating. And the Stones were gold medalists. Stop thinking about the bloody Stones!

Funke gathered the documents she needed for her visa interview. Passport, birth certificate, return tickets. But she also needed things she didn’t have—hotel reservations (they were in Oyinkan’s name), proof of funds (Uncle Ade was paying).

Morenike was in Nsukka but her voice was in Funke’s head: Yellow Funke? Your yanga is too much! What is the point of having connections if you don’t use them? Funke sighed dramatically. She would ask Uncle Ade to help. He’d know someone who knew someone. Sometimes you had to use long-leg.

* * *

FUNKE AND OYINKAN WERE sitting in the premium lounge at Murtala Muhammed International Airport waiting for Folusho. The combination of Funke’s too-tight Bantu knots and Oyinkan’s nonstop chatter was making her head thrum. She’d gone to the salon yesterday, planning to get “more oyinbo-friendly, less African” box braids but, as she sat in the swivel chair, she’d decided to be herself. She was Yellow Funke and Bantu knots were her normal. Plus, they made her feel strong, warrior not victim.

“Stop daydreaming!” Oyinkan said, whacking Funke’s already sore head with a pen. “We need to make a list. Obviously, the Sagrada Família and Park Güell go at the top. Na wa o! This Gaudí man never tire—how many buildings can one man build, sef?” She tapped her guidebook aggressively. “Next, El Corte Inglés. Don’t give me side-eye, I know you hate shopping. But if you’re in Spain, you have to buy something there—it’s pretty much a law.”

Funke picked at a cuticle. She didn’t want to think of laws.

“Right, let’s practice the lingo. Hola is hello. Gracias is thanks. Easy enough, although being half English you don’t have to bother. British tourists expect everyone to speak their language.”

I used to be half English. I’m not anymore. Funke tugged a knot harder than intended and let out a small yelp.

“Ki lo de?” Oyinkan dropped the guidebook.

“Nothing! I’m fine.” Funke folded her arms.

“I don’t understand you, sha. We’re going to Barcelona and you’re acting like you’re off to prison.”

“Every time I’ve been on a plane it’s because something terrible has happened. I’m scared, OK? I can’t help it.” Funke blinked back angry tears. “My life isn’t like yours. I’m used to things going wrong.”

“Nothing will go wrong. I’m here. I’ll look after you. You trust me, don’t you?”

Funke didn’t trust anyone. She closed her eyes and let out a huge sigh.

“I’m sorry about what happened when we were kids.” Oyinkan’s voice was low and serious. “It took me a long time to forgive Mama. She thought she was doing the right thing but she was wrong. Let me be clear, Funke, I will never let you down. Never. I’m not like your family. OK?”

Funke burst into fresh tears as Oyinkan hugged her. She wished she’d told her the full story years ago. Now it was too late—it had become a shameful secret only Billy knew. When Oyinkan asked about her life in England, Funke glossed over details and never mentioned Liv. How could she explain that, in spite of everything, she still loved her fickle cousin? That even now she still dreamed she’d turn up and beg her to come back.

Folusho arrived ten minutes before boarding, swept in by armed security, asking why they hadn’t paid for VIP protocol. Funke managed a quick hello then pretended to be engrossed in the Barcelona guidebook. Folusho was Toks’s sister as well as Oyinkan’s cousin, but Funke found her snooty and spiky. When Funke and Toks had first started “dating,” Folusho had pulled Funke aside, told her she’d have more luck going after Kunle, her younger brother. Folusho knew it was an “arrangement,” but it was clear she didn’t approve of it.

Club class was wasted on Funke. Folusho and Oyinkan guzzled champagne; she had one sip, it tasted like fizzy acid and made her stomach flip. They ate a three-course meal; she nibbled half a cream cracker, hoping the engine hum would drown out her churning stomach. After six failed attempts, she worked out how to use the seatback screen and selected the first film option: The Bodyguard. She blubbed her way through it and spent the rest of the flight thinking how refreshing it was that Kevin being white and Whitney being Black didn’t even get a mention. It could only happen in Hollywood.

They transited at Charles de Gaulle Airport and boarded a much smaller plane to Barcelona. Ninety minutes later they disembarked at Josep Tarradellas Barcelona–El Prat Airport and divided into queues for passport control. Oyinkan (Bordeaux-red French passport) and Folusho (new burgundy British passport) turned left and walked on the blue line, stomping over the words Comunidad Europea.

“See you at baggage reclaim!” Oyinkan waved.

Funke (green Nigerian passport) turned right, stepping gingerly over the words Otros Pasaportes. She supposed “others” was slightly better than “aliens,” which was what Oyinkan said they called non-American passport holders at JFK. She watched their queue zoom along, while hers inched at a snail’s pace. Eventually she got close enough to read the sign: Control de Policía. Her knees wobbled and sweat prickled in her armpits. She handed her passport to a stony-faced woman, looking side to side for an escape route. A loud bang made her jump. Her heart kept thumping even when she realized it was just the policewoman stamping her passport.

“Bienvenida a España.” The policewoman smiled, revealing perfect teeth.

Funke took back her passport with trembling fingers. “Gracias,” she whispered. A woman in a sari walked across her path and suddenly she remembered: Ishir. Ishir had been outside the Hunt Ball. He’d seen her get into the passenger seat, he knew Dominic was driving. All this time she’d had a witness, could have proved her innocence. It didn’t matter anymore but, for some strange reason, it made her feel lighter.

She rushed to baggage reclaim.

“You took forever,” said Folusho. “I thought they weren’t going to let you in.” They’d got the bags already, Oyinkan’s shiny and blue, Folusho’s huge and covered in gold “LV”s, Funke’s battered and brown.

“Sorry.” Funke reached for her case.

“Right!” said Oyinkan. “We need to find the right bus, eat a kilo of tapas and do culture. I don’t want to waste one second.”

“I’m not going on a bus.” Folusho led the march through the Nothing to Declare lane. “We’re taking a taxi. I need a shower and a nap. Toks gets in at eight—let’s meet for dinner.”

Funke pulled Oyinkan into a tight hug. “I’m sorry. I’ve been such a brat. Starting now, I’m going to be fun. I promise.”

“Hey. You’re my favorite brat.” Oyinkan hugged her back. “Come on, let’s dump our bags and Folusho. We’re on holiday!”

* * *

It was a fairy-tale week, completely divorced from reality. The food was incredible; Funke had forgotten how wonderful a crisp apple tasted or how a salad with no meat in sight could be delicious. The shops were treasure troves, bursting with shiny bright things. They’d spent hours at El Corte Inglés because Funke wanted a green top to wear with her white jeans to the Olympic stadium, so she’d look like the Nigerian flag. The choice had been paralyzing. In the end, she’d picked the simplest option, a ribbed green vest. Oyinkan had insisted on treating her to green Converse high-tops to complete the green-white-green flag effect. Funke loved them; they reminded her of the red ones Liv had given her. She’d worn those till they’d fallen apart.

So much about Barcelona evoked memories of England. Hot water on tap when you wanted it, knowing whenever you pressed a switch the light would come on, queuing for a bus rather than forcing your way on. And baths. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed a long soak. The first night, she’d made them late for dinner, lying in a deep bath of bubbles until her skin had gone wrinkly and the water had gone cold. Oyinkan had been disgusted, called her a proper oyinbo.

At breakfast on their last morning, Folusho asked, “So, what’s the plan?” as she pushed her barely touched egg-white omelette away. She’d ordered off-menu at every meal, as if it was her life’s mission to make waiters miserable.

“Let’s meet in the lobby in fifteen and head to the stadium. We don’t want to miss anything.” Funke smiled, expecting agreement.

“No way. All the good events are this evening.” Folusho shook her head. “I say shopping, lunch, siesta. In that order. We don’t want to get there before five. Six, even.”

Funke blinked. More shopping? Folusho had already bought an extra (designer) suitcase to fit all her purchases. “But we’ve got all-day passes?” Uncle Ade’s cousin’s friend’s brother was on the Nigerian Olympic Committee (there were literally no lengths to which his leg didn’t reach). She’d assumed they’d spend the day at Estadi Olímpic, soaking up the atmosphere. The Ethiopian runner Derartu Tulu had a good chance of winning Africa’s first ever women’s gold medal in the 10,000 meters. Funke had read about her yesterday, in a copy of the Telegraph she’d found in reception. She’d also done the cryptic crossword, thinking of her grandfather and how much she’d loved those quiet hours in his company.

“I’ve got a better plan,” said Oyinkan. “Folusho goes shopping and we head back to the Sagrada Família for one last look.”

“We’ve seen it twice!” Funke was desperate to watch Nigeria in the 4 x 100 meters women’s relay. They were rank outsiders with zero chance of making the final, so if she missed the heats, she’d have no reason to wave her flag. She’d bought it from a Nigerian street trader on Las Ramblas last night; he’d been amazed (and overjoyed) when she spoke to him in Yoruba.

“I’m with my girlfriend: Olympics all the way.” Toks reached out for Funke’s hand. “You guys can meet us there later.”

Folusho sighed and rolled her eyes but Funke didn’t care. She ran to change into her green-white-green.

* * *

Minutes before the women’s 4 x 100 meters relay final was due to start, Oyinkan and Folusho joined Funke and Toks in their front-row seats, bearing plastic beakers of beer.

“You made it!” Funke’s voice was hoarse from screaming. She took a long sip. Her body thrummed with energy. The four Nigerian women on the track had defied expectations, qualifying ahead of perennial powerhouses—the USA, Germany and France. Only Jamaica had run a faster time.

“Come on, Nigeria!” Funke croaked. Toks grabbed one side of her flag, she held tight to the other and they waved it between them, eyes fixed on Lane Four. The arena went silent as the runners crouched in their starting blocks. Funke took a deep breath.

Bang! Everyone was on their feet screaming but all Funke could hear was blood roaring in her ears. Faith Idehen grabbed the baton off Beatrice Utondu, and charged down the back straight. Great change at the second, Christy Opara-Thompson flying round the track. Funke and Toks clasped hands and leaped as Jamaica, the favorites, dropped out and Mary Onyali charged toward the finish line.

It was too close to call. Had they made third? Had they medaled? Funke held her breath, watching the four Nigerian women, who were holding hands, staring at the scoreboard intently. And then the Nigerian runners jumped into the air, hugging each other, huge smiles on their faces. Funke leaped into the air too, screaming, “We did it! We did it!”

“Nigeria no dey carry last!” screeched Oyinkan.

Even Folusho was grinning. The four of them hugged and jumped, Funke draped in the Nigerian flag. A camera panned to them, and their huge faces and wide smiles filled the big stadium screen.

Toks lifted her on to his shoulders. Funke gripped tightly with her calves, waving the flag high. The pundits had written off the women’s relay team, called them no-hopers, but they’d been wrong. The Stones thought they were better than her and they were wrong too. For the first time since the Hunt Ball, she was flooded with hope and possibility.

Later, at the bar, a woman asked if she could take a photograph of Funke and Toks. “You two make such a beautiful couple,” she said.

They put their arms around each other, wrapped themselves in the Nigerian flag and smiled for the camera.

“I got that job I applied for, so I’m coming home for good next month,” said Toks. “Can we keep being a beautiful couple?”

Funke didn’t have to think about it. In Nigeria, women were supposed to be married, knocked up and locked down by twenty-five. Toks could protect her from being single-shamed and from unwanted male attention. And she could protect him from stigma and unwanted female attention. It was a no-brainer. “Yes,” she said.





~ Liv ~

LIV FLICKED THROUGH THE four channels: Last of the Summer Wine (too geriatric), Bullseye (too tragic), Channel 4 News (too depressing). There was never anything good on a Sunday evening and Grandma didn’t have a VCR so she couldn’t catch up with her soap opera friends. She settled for BBC One; the Olympics was easy to ignore.

“Also going well is Nigeria!” announced the commentator. Liv glanced at the screen: a women’s relay race. Kate had loved running. She’d been selected for the athletics team at Downsview but said no because she couldn’t get to seven a.m. meets on Saturdays; the first bus was at eight. Liv had suggested asking Grandma but Kate refused, saying weekends were the only time their grandparents got to be together. Liv had never had such qualms. She’d joined drama club, singing club and dance club—only lasted a few weeks in each because they were boring, but Grandma had never complained about ferrying her around Somerset.

“Nigeria well into this first change! Good change for the Nigerians!” The commentator sounded frenzied. Liv shuffled forward, eyes riveted on the race as the baton passed from one woman in a green leotard to another. It was over in less than a minute: the USA won and some team called Unified came second. Third was too close to call . . . and then the four Nigerian runners leaped into each other’s arms, eyes bright with joy.

The camera panned the crowd in the packed stadium. And there was Kate’s ghost: smiling, that gap in her front teeth, her smooth intelligent forehead. Her hair was different, little bunches all over her head. She looked beautiful. And happy. The camera pulled back. It is Kate! Liv was sure of it. Her Kate. Draped in a Nigerian flag. “Grandma!” Liv shrieked. “Grandma! It’s Kate! She’s on TV! Hurry!”

A very good-looking man hugged Kate and lifted her onto his shoulders. Kate waved her green-white-green flag in the air. Beautiful, happy Kate. Then the camera panned away.

Her grandmother rushed into the living room. “Olivia! What on earth is the matter?”

Liv pressed her palms to the TV. “I saw Kate on TV just now! She was there, in the crowd.” She turned to her grandmother. “I swear, it was her.”

Her grandmother turned off the TV. “Enough! You can’t keep doing this. Kate is dead. You have to let her go. I’m calling Jojo. You need professional help.”

* * *

The Priory was a bit like a country house hotel if you ignored the nurses’ stations at the end of each corridor, the lack of locks on the doors and the missing bar. Liv was theoretically there by choice but the gate to the outside world was locked (she’d checked on the first day).

Her grandmother hadn’t blinked when Jojo had told her what this would cost. They both thought she’d lost her mind. And they were right. Sane people didn’t hallucinate.

For the first couple of days, all Liv did was cry. Self-consciously in group sessions, uncontrollably through individual therapy. On day three, it dawned on her how unremarkable she was. Everyone there was struggling. Most of them had more reason than her—they’d taken more drugs, drunk more booze, hurt more people, suffered more grief. She wasn’t special. In fact, she was intensely boring.

On day five, her self-obsession started to grate. Even on her. Oh God, am I a narcissist? If she didn’t want to turn into her mother, and she really didn’t, she’d have to change. So she started listening in group. On day seven, she started talking.

“And how does the ‘if only’ game make you feel?” The counselor spoke calmly, without any emotion.

Liv managed not to roll her eyes. “Pretty fucking rubbish,” she said, proud of herself for not saying, What do you fucking think, you fucking moron?

“So what do you think you could do to change the pattern?” was the next dumb question.

“I don’t know.” Liv gazed out of the window at the landscaped grounds. A gardener was clipping an unruly box bush into a perfectly round ball. And it came to her. Recast yourself. She’d spent her life wanting to be someone else; this was her last opportunity.

That afternoon, she blagged some paper and a pencil off one of the nurses, sat under a tree and doodled. Three hours later, an orderly came to fetch her for group chat. By then she’d used up both sides of the six sheets.

Liv ended up spending a month at the Priory. She learned about the importance of structure and routines and how to deal with her “all or nothing” thinking. She even managed to stop grimacing at the daft quotes on the walls of the therapy room—Time Heals All! was the most infuriating.

In the end, it was art, not therapy, that saved her. By the time she left, she’d filled two binders with drawings. Sketches of the folly, the lightning tree, the view from the top of Lakey Hill and quite a few Kates. Always in a vest, jeans and Converse high-tops, beautiful little knots on her head. Always smiling.

* * *

A week after she came back to The Ring, on what would have been Kate’s twenty-fourth birthday, they had a little memorial service. Liv had been nervous about suggesting it, worried that Grandma, who wasn’t big on emotional outpourings, might think she was having a relapse.

But, surprisingly, her grandmother embraced it. “What a lovely idea,” she said. “We never got to say goodbye. They call it ‘closure’ these days, I think.”

The preparations were soothing. Liv wanted it to be perfect; it was the last party she would give Kate. The first, the mami wata pool party, had been for her tenth birthday. For her seventeenth, Jojo had driven them to Lyme Regis, where they’d eaten sandy fish and chips and swum in the freezing sea. On her eighteenth they’d gone to the Hunt Ball. If only. But Liv couldn’t turn back the clock—what was done was done. Her fellow Priory inmates had made her realize how self-indulgent the “if only” game was.

Liv took a trip to Taunton to hunt down a Miriam Makeba CD. Grandma asked if they could sing “Let There Be Light.” She’d dug out the order of service from Grandpa’s funeral; the words were printed on it.

“Kate chose it,” said Grandma. “She told me Lizzie used to sing it. She was such a help after Douglas died, kept bringing me cups of tea, making sure I was all right. I don’t know what I’d have done without her. She even bought me a jar of expensive face cream, said she was worried about the skin under my eyes.”

Liv felt the familiar grip of self-loathing. She’d done nothing to help with the funeral planning. She’d stayed in London, practicing poses in her bedroom, thinking of her life as a supermodel. You can’t change the past.

They stood under the magnolia tree. The weeping cotoneaster with its clusters of red berries was much more attractive at this time of year, but the magnolia had been Kate’s favorite. They held hands and listened to the mixtape Liv had made. “Brown Girl in the Ring,” “Pata Pata,” “Holding Back the Years.” They sang “Let There Be Light” tunelessly.

Then they planted a magnolia tree for Kate near the folly, throwing in clods of mud as if it was a grave, both weeping unselfconsciously.

Later, they sat in the kitchen eating Kate’s favorite foods. Sausage rolls, cheese straws and fizzy orange pop.

“Put the kettle on, dear.” Her grandmother pulled back her chair. “I’ve got something for you. I’ll only be a minute.”

Liv was clearing the plates when her grandmother came back, Kate’s pearls hanging from her right hand.

“This is for you.” She held the necklace out. “I think it’s the right time.”

Liv wrapped her arms around her chest. “No, I can’t take it.”

“Yes, you can,” Grandma said. “These pearls belonged to Lizzie, then Katherine, and now they’re yours. She loved you, Olivia. She’d want you to have them. Remember the happy days. You were so good to her.”

“But I wasn’t.” Liv wiped away more tears.

“Yes, you were. You put the rest of us to shame. Now, stop being silly and put it round your neck. Oh, and Derek dropped this off while you were in Taunton yesterday.”

Liv opened the envelope. Property brochures. A Post-it note was attached to one of them:

This is the only one in your budget, I’m afraid. Is East Dulwich any good? Worth a look, maybe? I could drive you up if you like. DW.

“You know you don’t have to go anywhere,” said Grandma. “This will always be your home. I’ve lost a daughter, a husband and two grandchildren. I can’t lose you too. It would be too much to bear.”

“Don’t worry about me, Grandma. I’ve decided to survive.” Liv stroked the pearls at her neck. It was true: she’d reached some level of acceptance. For the first time in years, she could see forward and not just backward.





Part Four

1998

“I’ll never let go,” was Rose’s promise to Jack in Titanic. (Spoiler alert: she lied.)





~ Liv ~

LIV GRABBED ANOTHER BLOCK of Play-Doh and slumped into the beanbag. The toddler beside her was yanking off starfish arms faster than she could make them.

Valerie scowled as she put down the phone. “Said he’d be here at half six, so another twenty minutes. What’s the betting it’s more like thirty?”

“You go. I’ll lock up,” said Liv. “We’re having fun. Aren’t we, Lola?”

Lola grinned, flung another arm across the room.

“You sure?” Valerie was already buttoning her jacket.

“Yeah, I don’t mind.” Unlike Val, Liv had nothing to rush home to. No children to feed, no dog to walk, no husband to argue with. Besides, she had a soft spot for Lola; she had a gap in her front teeth, just like Kate, and when she smiled at Liv (which was a lot—she was a happy kid), Liv’s chest ached.

Forty minutes and a hundred starfish limbs later, the bell rang.

“Daddy!” Lola screeched, arms raised, as if she’d seen an angel.

Liv didn’t blame her. Tall, big-boned but slim, this man was heavenly. She forced herself to stop looking at his thighs.

He lifted Lola, kissed her forehead then turned to Liv. “Sorry. I hope I haven’t ruined your evening.”

Liv glanced at his hand. Gold wedding ring. “It’s fine. Right, let’s do the coat flip.” She placed Lola’s coat face up on the rubber floor, knelt beside it and pointed. Lola squatted, put her hands through the armholes, leaped into the air and flipped the coat over her head.

“Way to go!” The heavenly man smiled at Liv. “Did you invent that?”

Liv smiled back. “No, I’m not that clever. It’s a Montessori trick.”

“Ah. How much do I owe you?” He pulled out his wallet. “A pound a minute, isn’t it? Shit, that’s fifty quid.”

Lola shook her head. “Bad word.”

“You don’t pay me, it goes on your bill.” Liv opened the door. “I’ll put it down as twenty.”

“Thanks.” He plonked Lola on his shoulders, ducked under the doorframe and was gone.

Liv summoned an image of Lola’s mother as she turned off the lights. Slim, young, blonde, pretty. Harried. But then, all the mothers were. Mothers were the worst thing about working at It Takes a Village. Apart from the name, of course. The name was chuffing ridiculous. But the mothers were fudging annoying.

The chic Europeans who pretended not to speak English were bad enough. The trophy wives were worse; the struggle to fit yoga, creative-writing class, lunch, a spot of shopping and teeth whitening into a seven-hour window was real, and they made sure you knew it. Arriving five minutes late, running perfectly manicured nails through perfectly blow-dried hair, moaning about the sheer impossibility of collecting their child at six and the outrageous injustice of It Takes a Village charging a pound a minute for late pickups. But working mothers put all the other tribes in the shade. Rude and abrasive, they demanded to know why their little genius couldn’t do cursive writing yet. Because he’s only two! When she’d first started working in childcare, Liv had been shocked. Where’s the sisterhood? I’m a professional woman too. But now she got it. To get to the top, these women had to behave like men. And when you spent the whole day being adversarial, it was hard to switch it off.

Luckily, most of the children had nannies to do pick-up and drop-off. Is the woman who drops Lola off her mother or her nanny? It was hard to tell. And why did she care? Liv stroked the pearls at her throat, double-locked the doors and trudged past Dulwich Old Burial Ground to the park. It was a longer route home but she’d been cooped up all day and needed fresh air.

At her flat, she hung up her coat and stared at the meal planner stuck to her fridge.

Friday: salmon, new potatoes, broccoli.

Rules and routines helped ground her. Plan your meals. Avoid your mother. Don’t date jerks. She took the salmon out of the fridge, filled the kettle and went upstairs to take off her bra.

Her flat was at the top of Underhill Road and her bedroom overlooked Camberwell Old Cemetery. She woke next to dead people, worked next to dead people, went to sleep next to dead people. It was apt.

* * *

The next morning, after breakfast (two slices of toast with butter and Grandma’s Seville orange marmalade), Liv steeled herself for the weekly conversation with her mother. Thirty minutes of being browbeaten and listening to her grumble. Liv had let her mother down by being too fat then too thin; too wild then too boring; too loud then too quiet. Each week her mother picked a specific failing to interrogate.

Liv always did something else while talking to her. Jojo had suggested it, called it “distraction therapy”; he used it to help children cope with painful procedures. Usually she sketched but today felt positively spring-like so she grabbed a bottle of pink nail polish from the fridge and dialed.

“Olivia. Have you seen The Times?”

“No, I read the Guar—”

“Alexander Huxley is getting married. You were such a fool to let him go.”

Liv tucked her baby toe into a blue separator. She’d dated Alexander for a few months two years ago. She’d been in one of her desperate (Twenty-nine and not married. Shame! Shame! Shame!) phases, trying to convince herself he could be “the one” even though he kissed like a German Shepherd (sharp teeth and slimy saliva) and thought rough finger-banging was appropriate foreplay. She’d trained herself not to flinch when he called her a “silly sausage,” used Herculean willpower to keep her eyebrows level when he was rude to waiters, and didn’t defend her friends when he nicknamed them The Undesirables. Of course, Mummy had loved him the second she’d found out who his family were. Liv had bailed out after she’d met them. The final straw had been his (married) brother groping her in the kitchen. When she’d slapped his hand away, he’d called her a “prudish bitch.” She’d told Alexander on the drive home and he’d taken offense. At her, not his brother.

Liv screwed the top onto a bottle of basecoat forcefully.

“The wedding’s at North Cadbury Court—that won’t come cheap but, God knows, they can afford it. Anyway, I went to see your grandmother yesterday. You need to convince her to sell. I’ve tried but she’s being cantankerous.”

“Sell what?” Liv asked, innocently, wiggling a set of pink toes.

“The bloody Ring, of course.”

“Oh! I couldn’t make her sell it even if I wanted to. Which I don’t. It’s her home. She can’t wait to get back.”

“She’s had a stroke. She should be in a home.” Her mother’s cold voice turned icy.

“Mummy! You know The Ring means everything to her. All her memories are there. All mine, come to that.”

“Memories don’t pay bills, Olivia. And we need to be practical. It was ridiculous, her rattling around The Ring when she was well. It’s out of the question now. Besides, it’s immoral to have all that money tied up in a house no one’s using while I have to scrape by in this poky flat.”

It’s a two-bed in Pimlico, thought Liv. “She’s getting stronger,” she said instead. “She looked positively sprightly last week.”

“She’s nearly eighty.”

“Seventy-eight.” Liv took a deep breath and started on a second coat.

“Stop splitting hairs. She’s had one stroke, chances are she’ll have another. If we sell The Ring now, we’ll save a fortune on tax and we’ll all be able to get on with our lives. It’s better for her too—she’ll be safer and happier in a proper care home.”

“She won’t go on forever—you’ll get your wish soon enough.”

“Knowing her, she’ll live till she’s a hundred, just to spite me. Dominic doesn’t think she’s got the capacity to make financial decisions anymore, he’s going to talk to a lawyer about a lasting power of attorney. So, if you care about her, make her see sense.”

“I’ve got to go. There’s someone at the door.”

“Who is it? Are you going on a date?”

“No! It’s ten in the morning. I’ll call you next week.” Liv hung up.

She carefully slid her feet into her Birkenstocks. It wasn’t quite warm enough for sandals but if she waited for the polish to dry, she’d miss the train.

* * *

The consultant had warned of possible personality changes after Grandma’s ischemic stroke, explained neural tissue damage could make her depressed, aggressive, anxious, even bitter. And he’d been right: the stroke had changed her. She was decidedly more nostalgic. “Poor Katherine,” she would sigh, a pained expression on her face. Liv didn’t mind; it was nice to be able to talk about Kate.

Her grandmother was waiting in the drawing room, tapping her fingers on the arm of a winged chair, looking almost as redoubtable as she had pre-stroke. The left side of her face was still a bit droopy and she needed a walking stick, but her voice was back to normal. And there was absolutely nothing wrong with her eyesight.

“What ridiculous shoes,” she said. “And dungarees? You look like a lesbian.”

Liv flopped into the chair opposite her. “You look well. Positively gay.”

“Very droll. Don’t get too comfortable—the taxi will be here any minute.”

“Where are we going?”

“The Ring, of course. I need to make sure Herbert hasn’t let the place go to rack and ruin.”

As the car coasted along the drive, Liv felt the gravitational pull of home. They walked slowly into the garden, Liv’s grandmother leaning into her, saving her energy to poke her cane into bushes, pointing out the things Herbert, the gardener, hadn’t done. This was the one bit of The Ring which hadn’t been neglected and, to Liv, it looked perfect. Freshly mown verges, clumps of yellow primroses under the silver birch trees, box clipped into perfect round balls, the tulips so bright they looked plastic.

They paused as they rounded the corner to the folly. The magnolia tree they’d planted for Kate six years ago was magnificent, its pale-pink flowers unfurled like open cups.

The swimming pool had been drained years ago and looked desolate: an inch of green stagnant water at the base of the deep end, bird poop on the tiles in the shallow end. Liv hoped her grandmother wouldn’t want to go in the house—it had been dusty and neglected before her stroke, and six weeks of abandonment would only have made it worse. Grandma had “solved” the leaking roof problem with a collection of strategically placed buckets. Only one of the Aga ovens still worked, but it didn’t matter—Grandma hadn’t baked in years. Mabel came in twice a week these days but a gentle swipe with a duster couldn’t stop the smell of damp. The Ring needed serious money thrown at it but, when it came to spending, Grandma’s maxim was to spare all expense.

“I won’t sell it.” Grandma grabbed Liv’s arm, her grip surprisingly strong. “Not while I can still draw breath. I don’t care what Margot says, I won’t change my mind.”

“I know, Grandma.” Liv forced brightness into her voice. “It’s your Tara.”

“What on earth are you talking about, Olivia? Pay attention. I don’t want it sold. Even after I’m gone. I need you to promise you’ll keep The Ring in the family.” Her voice was earnest, her eyes almost feverish.

“I promise.” Liv ran her hands through her hair.

By the time Liv got to the station, the sun had disappeared, taking the hope of spring with it. As the slow train clanked its way back to London, stopping at every tiny outpost, Liv curled her cold toes and let her mind creep back in time. Back to The Ring and the promise she wouldn’t be able to keep. Her mother would put the house on the market the second Grandma popped her clogs, sooner if she could persuade a doctor she was incompetent. And maybe she was. There were moments when she seemed her usual self—sharp, observant, determined. But how could she have missed the Tara reference? Gone with the Wind was her favorite film; she must have watched it a hundred times.

* * *

LIV GOT OFF THE BUS three stops early, delaying the inevitable. Her mother and brother had moved into Grandpa’s Dolphin Square flat after he died and she visited as infrequently as possible.

“Hello, Mummy!” Liv tried to sound jolly.

Her mother sized her up. “Hello, darling. Have you put on weight?”

“I don’t think so.” Liv stood straighter.

“You need to be careful. At your age it’s harder to shift. Did you talk to her?”

“Yes. She was on good form. We took a taxi to The Ring, walked around the garden.”

“But did you talk sense into her? Convince her to sell?”

“There was no point. But I did speak to Jojo. He’s given me the name of an agency with nurses who do home visits. It means she can go home.”

“Oh, I see. And is the wonderful Jojo offering to pay?” Her mother’s tone was acerbic.

“Well, no. Of course not. Why should he?”

“After all those summers treating him like a little king, you’d think he’d feel obliged to chip in. It’s not as if he can’t afford it—consultants earn a fortune. But he’s always been lucky, not like my poor Dominic.”

Liv forced herself to stay calm. “He did have another good idea, Mummy. He thinks we should release a bit of equity from this place. Derek Windham would have to sign off on it, but he’s a poppet. That way, Grandma can pay for care, you stay here and when she dies, the trust pays it back.”

Bright splodges appeared on her mother’s cheeks and neck. “That ship has sailed. I’ve already taken out a mortgage on this place.”

Liv felt a chill go through her. “That’s impossible. Grandma would have had to sign forms.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake. She’d had a stroke. What was I meant to do? Shove a pen in her hand and force her to read the Ts and Cs from her deathbed? As your brother said, it’s just an autograph.”

“You got Dominic to forge her signature? But Mummy! That’s theft or fraud or something. Golly gosh!” Years of childcare had erased Liv’s swear words; she had an internal bleep sensor. “Golly gosh” was code for “fuck me sideways.”

“Stop being so bloody melodramatic. Theft is stealing my pearls and pawning them. I haven’t taken anything that won’t be mine. And don’t you dare tell her. I need you to promise, Olivia.”

“I promise,” Liv said, a sour taste in her mouth.

* * *

Liv usually avoided pick-up duty like the plague but on Monday she volunteered. Mother or nanny? Usually the handbag gave it away. “It” bag meant mother, scruffy rucksack meant nanny. Annoyingly, Lola’s mother-or-nanny was bagless. Low-slung, belly-baring cargo trousers over narrow hips, Timberland boots (they’d clearly never seen a construction site), tight white T-shirt and tortoiseshell sunglasses. Too young, surely. But was there such a thing when it came to men? Lola raised her arms to her, a huge grin on her face. The woman leaned to kiss her nose and Liv felt her heart sink. She tried to make out Lola’s greeting. Her lips didn’t make an “m” shape. And, after all, Liv had kissed seven little noses today.

By the end of the week, she’d almost forgotten Lola had a father and was looking forward to an evening with Fi and Simone. They’d met on the nanny circuit and connected in a way Liv never had before. They were her first, and only, real friends. They used to call themselves The Arsewipes (after what they spent their days doing) but had rebranded themselves The Undesirables when Liv dumped Alexander, appropriating his slur and wearing it as a badge of honor.

She bought two bottles of red (cheap and 20 percent off), a yellow-stickered quiche (best before today) and a jumbo bag of own-label crisps at the Sainsbury’s on Lordship Lane. Fi and Simone laughed when Liv talked about being frugal. She didn’t mind; people always assumed the Stones were wealthy. Until she was eighteen, she’d thought so too. With a Grade II listed home, three woods and a pool, how could they be anything but rich? But in truth, The Ring had always been a bit shabby. Now it was decidedly decrepit.

Fi arrived first, clutching a liter bottle of Asda gin.

“I’m sorry.” Liv hugged her tightly; it was clear the latest round of IVF hadn’t worked.

“Don’t.” Fi shook her head fiercely. “I don’t want to talk about it. I want to get drunk.” The intercom buzzed again and Fi headed for the door. “I’ll let her in. You go pour, make it a triple.”

Children were the mainstay of their conversations. But tonight, kids in general and babies in particular were off topic, so they moved on to their other staple: Liv’s love life. Or, more accurately, her lack of one.

“Match-dot-com,” slurred Fi, after her third triple gin. “It’s how people meet these days.”

“Good idea. You must be sick of masturbating.” Simone laughed. “It’s got to be, what, two years?”

“Two years, four months,” sighed Liv. “But computer dating isn’t for me. I did have a moment of lust last week, though. One of the dads at nursery.”

“Spill!” Fi sloshed gin on the sofa. “Do you remember how to flirt?”

“There’s no point. I think he’s married. To a teenager who looks like she’s walked off an All Saints video.”

“You think he’s married?” said Simone.

Liv shrugged. “I’m not sure.”

“Well, find out!” Fi slammed her glass on the coffee table. “Ask the kid.”

“Come on! I can’t pin a three-year-old against a wall and interrogate her.” Liv didn’t admit this thought had actually crossed her mind. Only fleetingly, though. And not the pinning-against-a-wall bit; she wasn’t completely nuts.

“Desperate times call for desperate measures,” said Simone. “What is he? Gammon or Spam?”

It was a running joke that Liv’s men fell into two distinct camps. Type one, Gammon, wore brogues with colored cords, spoke with long vowels and worked in the City; Alexander (Stinky to his closest friends) was archetypical. Type two, Spam, wore trainers and ripped jeans, said very little and worked even less. Both types treated Liv badly.

“You’re not going to believe this, but neither,” Liv said. “Tall. Very good-looking. Oh, and he’s Black.”

“Whoa!” Fi sloshed more gin. “Mummy will explode.”

They all burst into raucous laughter. Her friends blamed Liv’s mother for her lack of self-esteem. They also thought it was very odd for a full-grown woman to call her mother Mummy.

* * *

The next Monday, Liv plucked up the courage to quiz Valerie. “Lola’s mum seems awfully young,” she said, hoping it didn’t suggest any interest in the father.

“She’s the au pair,” said Valerie.

“Oh.” A butterfly fluttered in Liv’s chest.

“I’ve met her mum, though. She came in when they registered. Lola takes after her, same coloring. Amazing hair, in plaits down to her bum. She asked loads of questions.”

“Oh.” The fluttering stopped.

Friday evening, Liv was busy tidying the playroom, putting instruments back in the music chest, when she heard Valerie’s voice: “That was Miss Stone. She’s in there.”

Liv gritted her teeth. Please don’t let it be Reuben’s mum. He’d had an accident earlier and she’d had to change his clothes. His mother had been irate the last time this had happened, ranted about how, with the vast amount she was paying, she expected them to have potty-trained him by now.

It wasn’t Reuben’s mum. It was him, Lola by his side. A smile on his face. “I wanted to say thank you, again. For staying late.” He held out a hand. “I’m Kunle. Kunle Soyege.”

His dark-brown eyes were flecked with amber and he smelled delicious, like bitter oranges. His grip was firm but not forceful.

“Sorry,” he repeated, smiling.

“You already said that. Silly Daddy!” Lola giggled.

His smile seemed genuine. Liv couldn’t not smile back. “It’s fine, honestly.”

“We’re going to the park for ice cream. You can come,” said Lola.

“I’m sure Ms. Stone has better things to do.”

“No!” Liv said hurriedly. “I don’t. I mean, it’s on my way home. Give me two minutes. And please, call me Liv.” She scanned the floor, pushed the last of the beanbags to the wall and reached for a pair of maracas. Seeds jangled in her shaky hands like a drumbeat. Warning signal or rallying cry?

Talk of the weather got them through the six-minute walk to the ice-cream van. Kunle persuaded Lola she wanted an Orange Maid instead of a 99 Flake. They strolled to the duck pond, Lola skipping along in front, orange liquid dripping down her arm.

They laughed at what a stupid name It Takes a Village was and mused on how much mess kids could create. Then Liv went in for the kill: “Is your wife working late this evening?”

Kunle’s eyes were fixed on the pond. “I’m a widower. It’s just me and Lola.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Liv covered her mouth, wished she could rewind ten seconds.

“It’s OK. You weren’t to know.” He gave her a half smile.

“I feel awful. It should be on our file, so we know to be sensitive around Lola.”

“Don’t worry. This is her normal. Us two.” He turned back to the pond. “We talked about it before she died. Katy, my wife, lost her mother when she was very young—left a big hole, the fallout messed up her childhood. She didn’t want that for Lola.”

Liv tried to make sense of this. Lola had been in the nursery for over a year and Valerie had met her mother. It didn’t add up. “But doesn’t she ask about her?”

“She was only six months old when Katy died. There’s a picture of them together by Lola’s bedside and she knows she can ask me anything.”

Liv wanted to hug him. “It must have been so hard.”

He gave a half-hearted shrug. “Grief is shit. But you can’t fall apart when you have a child to look after.”

Lola ran over, lolly stick held aloft, half her face bright orange. “Daddy! Dustbin!”

“Did you eat it or rub it over your face?” He hauled her into his arms. “Come on, let’s get you home. Say goodbye to Ms. Stone.”

“Bye bye, Miss Stone!” Lola waved an orange hand.

Liv walked home feeling calmer than she had in a long time. A fellow griever. She knew the terrain of loss. Heartache wasn’t the ideal thing to have in common but it was a connection. And for some unfathomable reason, she felt connected to Lola. And Kunle.

* * *

IT’S INNOCENT. LIV SWEPT blusher over her cheekbones. She’d started wearing makeup to work. Nothing anyone would notice—a pat of concealer, a hint of blusher, a swipe of mascara, a dab of lipstick. She used the warmer weather as her excuse for changing her wardrobe: shorter skirts, fewer and flimsier layers. On Fridays she made even more of an effort. Usually a Boots No7 type, she’d blown the budget on a tube of Clarins Beauty Flash Balm and peered at her face as she rubbed it in, searching for the instant brightening.

“Nice dress. Wasted on these horrors,” said Valerie.

“This old thing? Had it for ages,” Liv lied.

The park on Friday had become the highlight of her week. Ice cream, feed ducks, coffee (hot chocolate for Lola) at the Pavilion Cafe. Liv hadn’t realized she was lonely until she wasn’t. They always began with the weather. “Nice day, isn’t it?” was code for starting a proper conversation. Last week, the topic had been school. Kunle had been sent to board at Dulwich College when he was seven.

“So young!” Liv had been shocked; Dominic had started boarding at thirteen.

“Yeah, I know. The idea of Lola going away to uni when she’s eighteen freaks me out. But I loved it. It’s why I moved here after Katy died—it kind of felt like coming home.”

Their conversations were always wholesome—they had to be suitable for three-year-old ears. So it was easy to avoid contentious subjects like her family and her demons. He’d been an accountant but had always wanted to run his own business. After Katy died, everything had changed, so he’d taken the plunge and opened a mobile-phone shop called Hello. It had done really well (right place, right time, according to him); he now had four stores across South London and three more in the pipeline.

His wife had died of cervical cancer. She’d been diagnosed days after Lola was born; it was aggressive and they’d caught it too late. She’d been a doctor, an oncologist—ironic, really. The mysterious sassy woman Valerie had met was Yinks, Kunle’s cousin and Lola’s godmother. She lived in Lagos but had come to England after Katy died, stayed for six months to help look after Lola. She’d given him the space to grieve, pull himself together, find their new house and start his business. A cousin. Thank God they weren’t in a Jane Austen novel, Liv thought; he’d have married her.

She spent a lot of time trying to work out if Kunle was attracted to her or not. Last week he’d asked if she was gay. “What the fudge?” she’d said, feigning anger. “You sound like my grandmother! Is it the Birkenstocks?”

He laughed, hands held out. “No! I’m fishing. I keep expecting you to dump us for a hot date.”

“Lola’s a pretty hot date.” Liv peeked at him through lowered lashes, hoping she looked sexy, positive she looked like an imbecile.

“Make a move!” Simone pushed on Saturday, over a bottle of wine. “Let him know you’re interested.”

“I can’t exactly come on to him in front of Lola. Anyway, I’m happy being friends.”

Simone laughed. “Yeah, right. Look me in the eye and tell me you don’t lie in bed fantasizing about bonking him.”

Only every night. “Shut up!” Liv sighed. “Anyway, even if he does fancy me, and I don’t think he does, rebound relationships never work.”

“Liv! She’s been dead for three years!” shouted Simone. “It’s hardly rebound.”

The next Friday, Kunle turned up at six on the dot. White T-shirt. Baggy dark-green shorts. Amazing legs. They walked to the park, swinging Lola between them, one hand in each of theirs. It was a sunny evening, the kind that brings out the best in everyone. People smiled as they passed. They must think we’re a family. Liv smiled back.

“I might be going to Lagos soon,” Kunle said. “Yinks has found a possible investor for Hello. There’s no mobile coverage in Nigeria yet, it’s a race to get there first. Togo and Ghana are way ahead: they’ve had GSM for years. Yinks gave me the idea—she moans about NITEL non-stop. It’s the Nigerian version of BT but a million times more shit.”

“Bad word, Daddy,” said Lola.

Liv felt ridiculously sad. “And what about Lola?”

“She’ll come with me.”

“I’d love to go to Lagos,” said Liv.

“Really?” He stopped and tilted his head at her. “It’s not exactly a tourist hotspot.”

“My cousin was half Nigerian. I always wanted to see where she grew up.”

“Can Miss Stone come for tea?” Lola tugged at Liv’s sleeve.

“Call me Liv.”

“No. That would be rude. How about Aunty Liv?” Kunle looked at Liv, one eyebrow raised.

“Perfect.” Her whole body tingled.

“I’m Aunty Liv’s favorite.” Lola bounced like a pogo stick.

“A little horror like you? I doubt it!” He swung Lola around and she giggled.

“Lola’s right,” said Liv. “She reminds me of my cousin.”

“Why? Do we all look alike?” He dropped Lola and turned to her, eyes narrowed.

“No!” Liv blushed. “Gosh, no!”

“I’m only teasing.” He laughed and touched her arm, softly.

She felt a spark. Wondered if he felt it too. “She doesn’t look like her, apart from the gap in her teeth. It’s the expression on her face when she’s concentrating. My cousin had the same look, a sort of steely determination.”

“She got the gap from Katy but the serial killer look is a hundred percent Lola. So what about it?” he asked.

Her heart thumped. “What about what?”

“Would you like to come for tea?”

His house was on Court Lane, two minutes from the park. The trendy young All Saints look-alike was coming out as they went in.

“Liv, meet Carina,” Kunle said. “She’s the only thing between me and complete chaos.”

Carina smiled and ruffled Lola’s hair. “Ciao. Don’t worry, I remembered my keys this time.”

“I used to think you were a couple,” Liv whispered once they were through the door.

“She’s nineteen!” he whispered back. “Young enough to be my daughter.”

“Not quite,” she laughed.

“I was quite the stud when I was sixteen, you know . . .”

This time the frisson was palpable; the air crackled with it. Liv twiddled a strand of hair around her finger and realized she was flirting.

Tea was scrambled eggs with yam chips. Liv had wanted to try yam since Kate had told her about it. Kunle seemed quite at home in the kitchen, chatting as he sliced the yam. Liv and Lola sat at the table drawing. Well, Lola pointed at things and Liv sketched them. “Do Daddy,” she demanded once they’d exhausted inanimate objects.

“OK, I’ll try.” She did a caricature: Kunle in a chef’s hat, slicing a yam. She exaggerated his mouth, made his smile huge and toothy. Added a speech bubble. How many chips can Lola eat?

“A hundred!” squealed Lola. “Do me!”

Kunle handed her a glass of white wine. Cold, flinty. She licked her lips. “Cheers.”

“Cheers.” He leaned over and they clinked glasses.

Liv watched, in between bouts of frantic sketching, as Kunle added thick batons of yam to oil. She couldn’t hide her surprise when he poured boiling water into the pan and covered it. “You put water in chips!” she exclaimed.

“Trust me.” He cracked five eggs into a bowl and whisked.

Lola tugged at her arm. “Finish my picture.”

Kunle waggled his whisk at Lola. “Excuse me, young lady?”

“Pretty please, Aunty Liv,” said Lola.

The yam chips were delicious. Crunchy outside, soft inside. Like regular chips but denser, more savory.

“I should get going,” Liv said as he washed up; he wouldn’t let her help.

“Yeah, it’s Friday night. You probably have a date.” He gave her a look.

She held his gaze. “Still very much single.”

“Good.” He walked her to the door, his hand on the small of her back, and pecked her on the cheek.

Liv smiled all the way home.

* * *

The next morning, Liv packed an overnight bag and headed to Waterloo for the eight nineteen to Crewkerne. Grandma was going home today and she was staying over to settle her in. They had a roster of nurses lined up, Mabel was booked to come in daily to help with food and cleaning, and Herbert would keep an eye on her too. The stairlift had been installed last week—Grandma didn’t know about it yet and was bound to be apoplectic at the expense. But the doctors had insisted she wouldn’t be ready for stairs for several months, if ever, and plumbing a bathroom downstairs would have cost even more.

Liv wouldn’t have been able to sort it without Jojo. When she’d told him Mummy had taken out a mortgage on the Dolphin Square flat, he’d made her realize she had her mother over a barrel and convinced her to use her knowledge as leverage—“gentle persuasion,” he’d called it. Of course, Mummy had gone ballistic, accused her of being devious and underhanded. But Liv had stood her ground, given her mother two choices: agree to the plan or own up to mortgage fraud. As Liv had expected, Derek Windham had been a poppet. He’d fast-tracked the sale of some shares and set up an account with the nursing agency.

Predictably, Grandma objected to the stairlift, to the nurse sleeping over and to Mabel visiting daily. But she was going through the motions. Her relief at being home trumped her irritation at being looked after. She spent Saturday afternoon in the folly, a blanket on her lap, her cross-stitch untouched, her eyes fixed on her garden.

Liv felt a tiny bit guilty when she set off for London on Sunday evening. “I’ll be back next Saturday. And I’ll call you tonight.”

“Don’t bother, dear. I won’t have anything to say. Call on Wednesday. Go and live your life. I’m quite happy. I’m home.”

* * *

THE FOLLOWING THURSDAY, AFTER all the kids had been picked up, Liv paused stacking chairs when she heard Valerie’s voice.

“She was collected twenty minutes ago. Has there been a mix-up?” Valerie sounded worried.

“No. I’m not here for Lola. I’m here to see Liv. I mean, Ms. Stone.”

Liv’s heart thumped. It wasn’t Friday, so she hadn’t bothered with Beauty Flash Balm or mascara. She was dressed like a lumberjack, knee-length denim skirt and a checked shirt that she hadn’t bothered to iron. Her hair was wild. Not artfully-mussed-for-half-an-hour-in-front-of-a-mirror messy but twelve-kids-yanking-at-it-with-grubby-hands-all-day knotted.

Ten minutes later they were sipping coffee in a little cafe. Kunle’s leg kept bouncing, making the table jiggle. He’s nervous. Liv twiddled a strand of hair around a finger. The table jiggled again.

“Lola did the coat-flip thing this morning. It made me think of you. To be honest, I can’t stop thinking about you.” He kept his eyes fixed on his coffee cup. “So I was thinking . . . fuck it, I’m being pathetic . . . I haven’t done this for a while.” He took a deep breath. “What I’m trying to say is, would you like to have dinner with me on Saturday? Just the two of us.”

“I can’t . . .”

Kunle yanked at his collar. “Don’t worry. I shouldn’t have . . .”

“No! I’d love to have dinner, I just can’t do Saturday.” Liv leaned forward, hoping her cleavage looked classy, not trashy. “My grandmother’s back home and I promised I’d spend the weekend with her. But I’m free any other night.”

“Oh!” A slow smile crept over his face. “Tonight?”

* * *

Two hours later, Liv’s doorbell buzzed. It had been a busy two hours. Paint nails. Flap hands madly to speed up drying. Wash and condition hair. Shave legs and armpits. Blow-dry hair (thirty long minutes). Tip head and scrunch hair to make it wavy. Stare into wardrobe deciding what to wear (ten minutes). Pull out sleeveless silky gray slip dress. Apply full face of slap. Put sexy dress on—w-a-y too much boobage. Take it off. Stare into wardrobe again. Put frumpy dress on—w-a-y too matronly. Take dress off, ruining lipstick. Hear buzzer. Panic. Put original dress back on. Add denim jacket to hide huge bust. Hustle down, reapplying lipstick en route.

Kunle gave her a peck on the cheek. “You look amazing. Are you hungry?”

“Ravenous.” Liv’s insides were molten; she was starving. Just not for food.

The taxi took forever. They sat in silence. Liv chewed a cuticle. Maybe without Lola they had nothing to say. Maybe this was a huge mistake. She couldn’t bear to lose their Friday afternoons.

They pulled up outside Benihana on the King’s Road and Liv’s heart sank further. She’d been here before. An awful first (and last) date.

A kimono-clad hostess ushered them to a U-shaped station where six inebriated Texan businessmen were talking loudly.

“You hate it, don’t you?” He rubbed his hands down his jeans. “Yinks said it was cool. Well, ‘happening’ was the word she used.”

One of the Texans snapped his fingers at a passing waiter and Liv rolled her eyes.

“Should we go somewhere else?” He looked crestfallen.

“No. Let’s stay. It’ll be a giggle.” She touched his bare arm. Crackle.

Their teppanyaki chef arrived, all in white with a large red hat and matching natty bandana, scout crossed with pirate. He bowed to the table and the Texans fell silent. With a dramatic wave, he magicked a spatula out of Liv’s ear. The Texans cheered. “Sweet baby cheeses,” said Liv.

Kunle raised his eyebrows.

“Sorry, I mean Jesus.” She laughed. “It’s working with kids—I’ve forgotten how to swear.”

“I fucking haven’t.” Kunle winked.

The chef started his act, flipping cooked shrimp, then tossing an egg into the air and cracking it mid-flight. He pointed at Liv and Kunle and drew a heart on the griddle with a stream of yolk. The Texans pumped their fists and blew kisses at them.

Kunle leaned over and whispered into her ear, “Cheeses wept.” His breath made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up.

“Do you like dancing?” he asked once the meal was over.

“I used to,” she replied. “Years ago.”

“Yinks told me about a club in Notting Hill, Subterania. She knows the owner, put my name on the list. But this place was her idea, so . . .”

“Did she say it was ‘happening’?” Liv made air quotes around the word.

“It will be when we get there.” He winked again.

Liv didn’t care if it was awful; she wasn’t ready to go home. “Let’s go.”

Kunle pulled out his mobile. “I’ll book a taxi.”

“Don’t bother—we’re not going south of the river. We’ll get one on the King’s Road.”

“Um, I guess.” He slid his phone back into his pocket.

It had started to drizzle so she waited under the restaurant awning while he flagged down a cab. It slowed but didn’t stop. After four more taxis, orange lights glowing, did the same thing, he walked back to her. “Maybe you could try.”

Liv realized what was going on and her face was suddenly hot. She nodded, walked to the curb and held out her hand. The first taxi stopped. She opened the door, he ran out and they hopped in.

“It’s outrageous,” she said loudly, glaring at the back of the driver’s head. “You shouldn’t have to put up with this.”

“Leave it. You know the saying, ‘Black cabs aren’t for Black people.’” Kunle laughed, dryly.

Liv had never heard that before. “We should do something.”

“I have. I’ve got an Addison Lee account. Please drop it, Liv. We’re going to a club, not a demo.”

She slipped her hand into his. He squeezed her fingers.

Outside the club, Kunle fist-bumped the Black bouncer and the velvet ribbon was pulled back. When he placed his hand gently on the small of her back, her knees wobbled. They didn’t talk much; it was difficult to have a proper conversation over the music. But it didn’t matter—being close to him was good enough.

The music was a mix of seventies classics, hip-hop and new stuff Liv didn’t know. Around one he asked if she was ready to leave. She was. He was helping her into her jacket when a familiar track came on: steel drums, a woman’s vocal. This one had a funky reggae rap that shouldn’t have been there. Liv tilted her head, trying to make it out. And then the chorus transported her back in time. She grabbed Kunle’s arm. “We have to dance.”

“To Boney M.? Seriously? Katy used to sing this to Lola. Why do all the women in my life have such shit taste in music?” But he was smiling, and he let her drag him to the dance floor.

Liv danced like she was eleven again. She sang along, eyes closed, not caring what she looked like. For the first time in years, she thought of Kate with love instead of guilt. Then Kunle pulled her into his arms and kissed her. He was a very good kisser.

* * *

Liv knew all the dating rules. Her mother’s “how to catch yourself a husband” lessons had started when she was thirteen, and only two years ago she’d given Liv a book called The Commandments: Foolproof Tricks Guaranteed to Make Him Fall Hard and Stay Down. She’d helpfully highlighted key points in red pen.

Listen attentively whenever he speaks.

Don’t talk too much.

Look demure.

Let him shine.

Be mysterious.

And most importantly (her mother had put six big red stars next to this bit): Do NOT sleep with him on the first date. Or second. Or third. And never, ever, act like you are sex-mad.

But Liv had never been good at following rules. So yes, she did invite Kunle in. When he kissed her softly, she kissed him back, hungrily. And when he said, “I’d better go,” she raised her arms, pulled up her dress and said, “Take it off.”

“Have you got a condom?” he asked.

“No. Haven’t you?”

He shook his head.

“Fox me.” Liv lowered her arms.

“I foxing wish I could. Cold shower for me, I think.” He kissed her and left.

On Monday they met at Barcelona Tapas on Lordship Lane. They were back at her flat by nine and this time they’d both come prepared. Just as well: there were only three in a pack and they needed four. It was a night of firsts. The first time Liv giggled during sex and the first time she told a partner what she wanted. It was the best sex she’d ever had. She wanted to fall asleep in his arms, wake up and do it all over again. But she understood he had to be in his own bed when Lola woke up.

On Friday, instead of their usual jaunt to the park, Liv suggested they visit the Horniman Museum. It was closed for a private event so they wandered around the gardens instead. Lola banged on the giant xylophone while Liv and Kunle sat on the bench, holding hands.

“We should bring Lola here one Saturday,” Liv said. “They’ve got amazing African stuff inside. Batá drums, masks, pottery, all sorts.”

He raised his eyebrows at her. “Is that why you brought us here? Because we’re African?”

“No! Of course not.” Liv wanted the ground to swallow her up.

“I know exactly what’s going on in your mind, Ms. Stone.” He glanced round to check Lola wasn’t looking, kissed her neck and whispered in her ear, “You brought me here because I’m a horny man.”

Their laughter brought Lola running. “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing!” they answered in unison.

“Can Aunty Liv come back for tea?” Lola asked.

“We’ll have to check—she might have a hot date,” he replied.

“No, I’m free this evening,” said Liv. “But I have torrid plans for Monday night.”

“Lucky fella.” Kunle winked.

Lola took Liv’s hand. “Maybe Daddy could be your boyfriend?”

“Hey, enough of your matchmaking,” said Kunle. “How about pizza?”

* * *

KUNLE HAD GIVEN LIV a state-of-the-art shiny Nokia 5110 and introduced her to texting. She didn’t know anyone else who had a mobile so all her messages, at least ten a day, were to him. They went out for dinner on Mondays and Wednesdays, then back to hers. He snuck home in the early hours. The three of them spent Friday evenings together. And on Saturday mornings, she went to The Ring for the weekend.

When Kunle invited her to dinner with his friends, Liv was euphoric. Martin and Henry, and their wives, Lucy and Rachel, were lovely. But the best bit, the thing that made her tummy flip: he’d talked to them about her.

“About bloody time,” said Henry once they were settled at the table. “We were beginning to think you were Kay’s imaginary girlfriend.”

“Hey!” Kunle touched her knee under the table. “Don’t scare her off.”

Before dessert, the women went to the loo together, as women always do. Liv wanted to quiz them about Katy—she was desperate to know what she’d looked like, whether they were similar. She’d had to force herself not to sneak into Lola’s room, to examine the photo on her bedside table. But she knew her fixation was deplorable and just about managed to stop herself.

“Why do they call you Kay?” she asked as they waited for their Addison Lee car.

“It started at school—you know what it’s like. Nietzsche and Pythagoras trip off the tongue, but Kunle is w-a-y too complicated. All those weird vowels and consonants in the wrong order. And why have two syllables when you can have one, eh?” He laughed.

“Don’t you mind?”

“Not really. I objected to Kunta Kinte but Kay I can live with.”

Liv remembered how they’d made Kate change her name. How she’d gone along with it, told Kate not to make a fuss, persuaded her to sell her identity for a Sherbet Dip Dab. She rubbed at her eyes.

“You OK?”

Liv swallowed the lump in her throat. “Oh, it’s nothing.”

“Am I rushing you? Too much too soon?”

“No!” She grabbed his arm. “In fact, if you and Lola would like to meet my grandmother, we could do that . . . maybe?”

“Doesn’t she live near the coast? We could make a weekend of it.”

Mini-break! Liv forced herself not to squeal but couldn’t stop a huge grin spreading over her face. She might not be following the rules, but she knew what they were. A weekend away meant things were getting serious! “Yes, Lyme. I’ll dig out my billowing black cape.”

He opened the taxi door. “I was thinking shorts and sandcastles.”

“You heathen. Don’t tell me you’ve never watched The French Lieutenant’s Woman? I dreamed of being Sarah Woodruff, the scarlet woman. I was an idiot back then—I thought tragedy was romantic.”

* * *

Kunle hired a convertible Golf for their trip. Liv’s hair whipped around her face, getting wilder with every mile. Lola sat in the back (Liv had borrowed Dylan’s car seat from Simone), her Afro fluttering in the breeze.

“So, just your grandmother?” Kunle checked as he unbuckled Lola.

“Just Grandma. And we won’t stay long—an hour, tops.”

He leaned into her and dropped his voice. “She knows I’m Black? Right?”

“Yes, of course. It’s fine.”

Liv had warned her grandmother. It had been awkward but better than reenacting Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner. “He’s got a daughter, she’s three.” She’d decided to cover this first, knowing it was less contentious. “His wife died when she was six months old.”

“Poor man, how awful,” her grandmother had said.

“And there’s another thing,” Liv had said. “He’s, um . . . well, er . . .”

“Spit it out, Olivia.”

“He’s Black. Nigerian. Well, he’s British. But his parents are Nigerian.”

“As long as he makes you happy, dear, that’s all that matters,” Grandma had said. “Times change and I’d like to think I’ve learned from my mistakes.”

Now Grandma opened the door, her stick in one hand. “You’re here! And you brought the sun.”

“This is Kunle, Grandma. And this is Lola.”

“Hello.” Lola shuffled closer to her father, her voice a whisper.

Kunle dipped his head as he held out his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Stone.”

“Please, call me Dorothy,” Grandma replied. “Kettle’s on. And I made fresh lemonade for Lola. Shall we have it outside?”

In the garden they made small talk while Lola sipped lemonade and nibbled pink wafers. After the requisite niceties, Grandma said, “Olivia . . . why don’t you give Lola the tour?”

Liv glanced at Kunle, who gave her a little nod. “OK. I’ll show you the swimming pool.”

“You have a pool?” Lola’s eyes were wide, her voice high-pitched.

“Well, sort of . . . you’ll see.” Liv turned to Kunle. “We’ll be five minutes.”

They ended up being closer to fifteen. Lola was amazed by everything and had hundreds of questions. The folly baffled her as much as it had baffled Kate.

“But what’s it for?” she asked. “What does it do?”

“Well, nothing, really,” said Liv. “It’s just pretty.”

Lola picked up Kate’s stone. “Who painted this rock?”

“I did. It says ‘Kate.’ She was my cousin.”

“I have two cousins.” Lola put the stone down carefully. “Uche and Uzo. They live in Lagos.”

They skirted Bog Wood (they were wearing the wrong shoes) and at last—walking with a toddler took forever—they got to the pool.

Lola scowled. “It’s just a big round hole. Swimming pools have water. Can we fill it up? Then we could go swimming.”

“Maybe one day. We’d better head back, your dad will be wondering where we’ve got to.”

As they rounded the corner of the patio, Liv noticed Kunle’s chair was closer to Grandma’s. He was leaning toward her, his face inclined, brow furrowed.

“You OK?” she asked quietly.

He gave her a half smile.

“Daddy! There’s a pool but it’s just a hole. And a tree that was struck by lightning!”

“This I have to see. Point the way.” He hoisted Lola onto his shoulders. “We’ll give you and Dorothy a chance to catch up.”

“I was telling him how much I loved Katherine.” Her grandmother’s voice was raspy. “I did, I loved her. She was so clever. And thoughtful. I’m so sorry, Lizzie. Can you forgive me?”

Liv’s eyes brimmed. The consultant had warned them about this, how she might be lucid one minute, confused the next. She kept her voice soft. “It’s me, Grandma. I’m Olivia. Not Lizzie.”

Her grandmother blinked. “I know, I’m not stupid.” She took a shaky sip of tea. “I’m tired.”

Liv felt a tightness in her chest. Forty minutes ago, her grandmother had been vital: blue eyes alert, back straight. Now she looked slack and limp, her eyes rheumy.

Liv helped her to her room, walking behind the humming stairlift. She settled her in the recliner chair and draped a blanket over her knees. “Mabel will be here at four and I’ll be back next Saturday. I’ll stay over.”

“You don’t have to keep checking up on me. I’m fine, dear. You must have better things to do.”

Liv kissed her grandmother’s cheek. She paused at the top of the stairs, a sinking feeling in her stomach. Had she made a mistake in helping Grandma move back to The Ring? Should she have listened to her mother for once?

* * *

That night, when Lola was asleep, Kunle snuck into her adjoining hotel room, clutching the child monitor.

“It’s one hell of a house,” he said. “She must rattle around in it, all alone.”

“I’m worried about her. I’ve never seen her confused like that.”

“She thought I was Babatunde.” Kunle spooned her, his voice soft in her ear. “Who is he?”

“Kate’s father. My cousin who died. I’ve never met him, he lives in Nigeria.”

“She kept saying sorry.”

Liv rolled over to face him. “What did you say?”

“I told her I forgive her. I reckoned it was what she needed to hear.”

“You’re a good man, Kunle. I love you.” As soon as the words were out, Liv regretted them. She pulled the bedsheet up to her neck and squeezed her eyes shut. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to say it aloud. Please, forget—”

“Shhh.” He kissed her.

* * *

“So, how was the dirty weekend?” Simone asked when Liv returned the car seat.

“Mortifying,” Liv admitted. “I told him I loved him. I didn’t mean to, it just came out. I shouldn’t have said it, I’ve probably scared him off.”

“Was he funny afterward?”

“No. But Lola was asleep next door so he couldn’t run away. We pretended it hadn’t happened, ate breakfast, walked on the beach, made sandcastles. We couldn’t exactly have an autopsy on the L-word with a toddler listening in.”

“Trust your instincts, Liv. You’re a good person. Give yourself permission to be happy.”

As Liv waited for the 185 bus, she chewed over Simone’s advice. But how could she trust her instincts? Those same instincts had made her pose half-naked. And she wasn’t a good person. Kunle and Lola deserved better.

Her phone beeped as she settled on the empty back seat of the bus. She reached into her bag, searching among tissues, crayons, sweets and makeup, an ache at the back of her throat. Taking him to meet your batty grandmother, telling him you love him—of course he’s going to run a mile.

She lifted the phone. Pressed the green menu button. Scrolled to messages. Crossed her fingers, held her breath.

I was thinking . . . would you like to come to Lagos with me and Lola? Carina can babysit tonight, we could talk?

P.S. I love you.

* * *

WHEN LIV ARRIVED AT the Nigeria High Commission on Northumberland Avenue at half eight, a dozen people were already queuing. She’d naively assumed she could pop over and get her visa sorted during an extended lunch break. Kunle had put her straight.

“You need to get there at least half an hour before it opens. If you don’t get one of the first twenty tickets, forget it—you won’t get seen. They make it as difficult as they can—it’s a tit-for-tat thing. Nigerians have to go through hoops to get a visa to come here.”

Kunle didn’t need a visa. Like Kate, he had two passports, one British, one Nigerian. Liv often wondered what had made Kate leave her British passport behind. Had she always known she’d never come back?

Kunle had given her a letter of invitation from his sister and three hundred pounds in traveler’s checks to satisfy the “sufficient funds” requirement. She triple-checked she had everything: passport, two recent passport photographs notarized by her GP (he’d signed them, even though they made her look like a convict) and a postal order for forty-five pounds (they wouldn’t take cash or checks).

The door opened fifteen minutes late, the queue disintegrated and the crowd surged. She’d assumed Kunle’s instructions (they’d sounded like warnings) were supposed to be amusing: “Take a drink and a good book—you’ll be there all day. And remember, the staff are all power-crazy, they get off on sycophancy, so drop a ‘sir’ or ‘ma’ into every sentence. Oh, and if it’s a bloke, flutter your eyelashes—it will speed things up.”

Now she’d been sat on an uncomfortable plastic chair in this packed airless room for two hours, clutching her ticket (a bit like at the Waitrose cheese counter). A woman was sitting on the floor next to her three little kids, feeding them rice out of a Tupperware box with her hands.

“Heeleven!” shouted a tall man in a shiny suit. It took Liv a beat to realize he meant eleven. “Number heeleven! Where you dey? OK o, na your loss be dat. Twelve! Number twelve!”

The woman with the rice sprang to her feet, licking her fingers. “Na me o! Oga abeg! Number eleven reporting, sah!”

Liv tried to relax. At this rate, she wouldn’t be called for at least another hour. It was strange being the only white person in a room; she could sense people looking at her. Was this what life had been like for Kate?

“Number seventeen!” said an officious voice. “Number seventeen! Don’t waste my time, my friend!”

Liv felt someone poke her arm. “Madam! They are calling you!”

“Oh! Sorry! Thank you. I’m here, sir!” She raised her hand as if back in school.

“Ehn! Oyinbo. Na wa o! I will assist you well-well. Come now, make we enter my office.”

Two and a half hours and a lot of eyelash-fluttering later, Liv was on the tube, a green visa in her passport.

* * *

Liv’s answerphone was full of increasingly irate messages. After weeks of the silent treatment, her mother had decided she needed to see her immediately. Yesterday, she’d threatened to come to Dulwich (she made taking a cab across the Thames sound more perilous than kayaking across the Zambezi) so Liv had caved and arranged to visit her at Dolphin Square.

“Your face is fuller,” was her mother’s greeting. “It sort of suits you.”

Liv prodded her face self-consciously and realized she hadn’t weighed herself in weeks. Before she and Kunle had become an item (an item!) she’d stepped on the scales twice a day, obsessed about what she ate and stuck rigidly to a food plan to make sure she didn’t go off the rails. Now she was making healthy choices intuitively.

“There’s no question about it, Olivia: my mother has lost her marbles. She says you’re dating a Black man.”

“Kunle. His name’s Kunle and it’s serious, we’re in love.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You sound like Lizzie. Surely there’s one single white man in London. Are you doing this to spite me?”

“It’s not about you, Mummy.”

“Is it the sex? I know what they say.” Her mother curled her lips.

“What do you mean?” Liv knew exactly what she meant.

“Don’t be coy. Everyone says they have abnormally large p—”

“Shut up! That’s enough.” Bile rose at the back of Liv’s throat.

“I’m only thinking of you, Olivia. I’m telling you this because I love you and because I’ve seen firsthand what this does. After Lizzie went off with that man, the whole family was a laughingstock. But I paid the biggest price, not that anyone cared. Our engagement was in the papers, you know. Everyone knew I’d been jilted. Can you imagine how humiliating it was?” Her mother turned to look out of the window.

“It was more than thirty years ago, Mummy,” said Liv. “You’ve got to let it go.”

“How can I? Thanks to Lizzie, all my dreams went up in smoke. And then to have to watch bloody Julia swanning around, living my life.”

“I’m sorry. Truly I am. But maybe you’re blaming the wrong person? Maybe you should have been angry with Thomas instead of your sister. Anyway, this is about me, not the Bertrams. And I’m happy. Isn’t that what matters?”

“But it’s not just about you, though, is it?”

“What do you mean?”

“What if you have children? Are you happy to watch them being ostracized? What kind of future do you think they’ll have? If you don’t care about me, think of them.”

“You’re being ridiculous. He has a lovely little girl, Lola. And she isn’t ostracized! People assume she’s mine—they stop me in the park to say how gorgeous she is. And Kate was accepted, she was one of us.”

“She was not.”

Liv stood to leave. “You’re right. She was miles better than us. Look, I’m here to ask you to visit Grandma. She’s lonely. And I’m going to be away—I’m off to Lagos to meet Kunle’s family. I leave on Monday.”

“You can’t.” Her mother sounded panicky, her voice shrill.

“What do you mean, I can’t?” Liv smothered a laugh. “I’m thirty-one. I can do what I want.”

Before her mother could reply, the door banged and Dominic walked in. Liv hadn’t seen her brother in almost a year. He didn’t look great; his rugby muscles were turning to flab, his hair thinning.

“Hello, Oink.” He dumped his Barbour jacket on the sofa. “Grandma says you’re seeing the guy who owns Hello. Do you reckon he could get me one of those new Ericsson flip phones?”

“Dominic!” Her mother grabbed him by the arm. “Olivia says she’s going to Lagos. You’ve got to stop her.”

“Lagos? Why on earth would you go there?” Dominic squared up to her.

His angry flared nostrils were decidedly piggy. Oink. This time Liv didn’t suppress her laugh. “I’m going on holiday, with Kunle.”

“I forbid it.” Her mother’s face was pale apart from the two red blotches on her cheeks. “Please, Olivia. It’s far too dangerous.”

“I’ll be fine. It can’t be worse than Bangkok and you weren’t worried then.”

“Is this about her?” Dominic’s face was inches from hers. “Are you still obsessing about Katherine?”

“Kate is dead. This is about me.” Liv leaned back, her arms folded.

“Are you going to see her father?” Dominic was so close she could see the broken capillaries in his nose.

“I wasn’t going to. Why? Do you think I should?”

“No. I don’t think you should go at all. Mummy’s right. It’s far too dangerous. There’s a reason they call it ‘white man’s grave.’ What if you catch malaria?”

Liv pushed past him. “I’m taking tablets. I’ll be fine. Just visit Grandma, OK?” She stomped to the bus stop.

As she sat waiting for the bus, she rubbed her necklace obsessively. Her mother was wrong. Kate had been happy at The Ring. Or had Liv just seen what she’d wanted to see? Was she complicit? She’d sat squirming, but saying nothing, when Caroline had remarked on how good Kate’s English was. She’d laughed along when friends said stupid things, like “Shagging a Black guy is on my bucket list.” Only three weeks ago, when Valerie had found out she was dating Kunle, she’d said mixed-race babies were the cutest. Liv hadn’t replied but the truth was, she thought so too. Was thinking it as bad as saying it? Was it good enough not to be racist yourself? Or did you have to call it out whenever you saw it?

Back home she called Derek Windham, asked him to check on Grandma while she was away—she knew her mother and brother wouldn’t bother. Then she called Kunle to wish him a safe journey; his flight was early the next day.

“How did it go?” he asked.

“Terrible. She accused me of using you for sex. I know, gross. She basically said I was with you because you’re well-endowed.”

He laughed. “I hope you told her it was true.”

Liv felt the tension dissipate. “Believe it or not, I didn’t discuss your perfectly average penis with my mother.”

“Typical woman, useless at measuring. I’d better go, I haven’t packed yet. Love you.”

“I love you too.” Liv hung up and stared out of her window at the gravestones.

Last night, Lola had asked Liv to tuck her in. She’d glanced at Kunle for approval; she didn’t want to overstep. He’d nodded. Liv had been careful not to look at the photo on her bedside table. Until Lola nodded off. Then she’d studied it. The woman was pretty. Long blonde hair in a ponytail, blue eyes. She was smiling, a finger at her lips, clearly telling whoever was behind the camera not to wake Lola, who was fast asleep in her arms.





~ Funke ~

FUNKE WAS CHEATING ON her fiancé and enjoying every minute. She reached for Bola but her hand swept through empty air. Why was he up so early? She’d assumed they’d spend their first day in bed, like they always did. She stretched languorously on the mangled sheets and touched her lips; they were puffy and bruised. Too much kissing. Her whole body tingled. In a good way.

Toks had come back to Lagos not long after Bola had gone to Scotland and being his “girlfriend” had become a full-time thing. It wasn’t onerous—visit his mother every couple of months, go to parties together, hang out at Ikoyi Club whenever she had time off. She enjoyed spending time with him. Over the years, they’d become very close. He reminded her of Jojo but with one big advantage: Toks would never stick his tongue down her throat. They’d been “a couple” for more than ten years now. Toks had lots of sex; Funke had given it up, with one exception. Bola.

When Bola had come home on holiday that first Christmas, after he’d been in Scotland for three months, they’d picked up where they’d left off: amazing sex, good conversation, shared interests, lots of laughter. Him asking her to come to Scotland, her saying no. Him sulking, her wishing things were different. Him leaving, her missing him. And repeat. Most of the time they both pretended it was enough. But sometimes, Funke wondered what would have happened if he’d stayed in Lagos. Would they have got over the religion problem? Would they be married, with a son, a little boy who looked a bit like Femi?

Bola appeared in the doorway, interrupting her daydream. He was naked, his body damp from the shower, drops of water glistening on his beard. He looked vulnerable when he wasn’t wearing his glasses and Funke felt her body soften. “Come back to bed.”

“I found this in your bathroom.” He wasn’t smiling. He looked upset.

“Don’t tell me it’s a cockroach? The bug man sprayed last week.” Funke threw off the bedsheet and got up to look.

“No. It’s a diamond ring. It was by the sink.”

“Oh yeah, I was going to tell you. Toks and I got engaged, two months ago, to shut his mother up. She kept hassling him.” Funke took the ring out of his fingers and tossed it on the windowsill.

Bola cocked his head. “You’re going to marry Toks to keep his mother happy?”

“Maybe? I don’t know.” Funke pressed her body against his. He stiffened, but not the way she’d expected.

Bola pushed her away and picked up his jeans. “I can’t do this anymore, Funke. It’s fucking with my head. I want more. I want you to want me.”

Funke had never heard him swear. She reached for him, tried to stop him doing up his fly. “I do. You know I do. I want you right now. Let’s go back to bed.”

“Not just for sex. I want you to want us.” He held his hand over his heart. “Come to Scotland for Christmas.”

“I can’t.” Funke grabbed a wrapper; suddenly she felt exposed. “You know I hate England.”

Bola started shoving his stuff into his bag. “I live in Scotland. You’ve never even been there. I’m out. I’m not doing this anymore.”

“It’s not real, me and Toks. You know that.” Funke pulled a T-shirt over her head.

“This isn’t real, either. I mean, look at this place.” He gestured at her room. “You’ve been here for years and you haven’t even got a fucking bed. You sleep on a mattress on the floor.” He waved his arms around. “Funke, this isn’t a home. It’s a cell. Not even one picture! You can’t commit to anything. Not your flat. Not your friends. And clearly not me. It’s like there’s a barrier all around you.”

Funke looked away. Of course she’d built a wall; it was self-preservation.

Bola slapped a piece of paper on the windowsill, next to the engagement ring. “My new address. Break off your fake engagement and come to Edinburgh for Christmas. Or this is over. Whatever this is.” He snatched his bag. “And Funke, even if I’m not the one, don’t marry him. You’re worth so much more.”

Funke sank on to her mattress, her head in her hands, shaking with frustration and anger. He didn’t understand. How could he? And now he’d abandoned her, just like the rest of them. Anyway, he was wrong about one thing. She did have a picture—the framed photo of her mother dancing with Miriam Makeba. She didn’t have a bedside table so it was on the windowsill. Next to his address and the blasted ring.

She spent ages under a cold shower, trying to wash away his rejection. Then she opened her brown suitcase, where she kept her treasures. Held up the newspaper cutting of Femi with the Festac ’77 bottle-top collage. She would frame it, hang it on the wall. She took out Liv’s birthday cards, laid them on the floor in order. And then the tears came.

* * *

After Bola left, Funke spent the day feeling sorry for herself, allowing memories to creep into her head. Usually, she managed to avoid the past: working long, grueling shifts, six days a week, made it easy. But now her resentment spiraled—the life she’d built suddenly seemed small and inadequate. Today, her win-win relationship with Toks made her feel like a loser and the flat she’d been so proud of struck her as pitiful. The Stones’ hush money had been enough for the deposit and Folusho, who’d just started working at UBN bank at the time, had helped her get a mortgage. She’d been so happy the day she’d signed the deed; finally, a place no one could ever kick her out of. Safe as houses.

She lay awake fuming, fiddling with her hair so much that half the knots came undone. When she finally fell asleep, The Ring crept into her dreams. She was transported to her attic bedroom, Liv beside her, sharing a giant bag of Wotsits, spraying orange crumbs on the white sheets. “I’m going to look after you,” promised dream Liv. She was a liar, just like real Liv.

Funke woke hot, sweaty and angry, craving Wotsits, which you couldn’t buy in Lagos for love nor money. Running was the only way to offload her rage.

She pulled on her running gear and set off, determined to keep going until her head cleared. An hour later, Funke waved at Mustapha, her gateman, as she walked to her door, dripping with sweat and too out of breath to say e se. She leaned against the wall, stretching her quads, frowning when she caught a ripple in her neighbor’s net curtains. She knew they called her kolo for jogging but she’d stopped caring what people thought a long time ago. She’d wasted far too much time trying to fit in.

Inside, she flicked the light switch. Nothing. Flicked it again. Still nothing. No point turning on the generator; it would take half an hour to warm the hot-water tank. A cold bucket bath wouldn’t kill her.

Funke dried herself, rubbed cream into her skin and dabbed Vaseline on her lips. She could still feel Bola’s kisses on them. Don’t think about Bola. But he’d been right about one thing—she hadn’t made her flat a home.

She made a list. Bed frame. Bedside table. Sofa (her leather pouffe had seen better days). Rug. Art. As a child, all the art on their walls had been handmade by Mum. Sketches of her and Femi had lined the corridors, Mum’s Head of a Parrot had taken center stage in the parlor.

Funke’s mood lightened. She would spend her week off turning this place into a welcoming haven. She wasn’t artistic, but how hard could it be?





~ Liv ~

IN LIV’S HEAD, LAGOS had always seemed remote and inaccessible, miles away and worlds apart. Her preflight preparations validated this. A whole day of sitting around to get a visa; an expensive visit to the British Airways Travel Clinic on Regent Street for a yellow fever jab and anti-malaria tablets; a raft of instructions from Kunle on what not to do at the airport when she got there—don’t let your passport out of your sight, don’t let anyone carry your luggage, don’t give anyone money. She’d gone to Thailand with The Undesirables four years ago; they hadn’t needed visas or health cards and they’d never worried about disappearing passports.

She was sitting in business class (Kunle had paid) next to an extremely chatty Yorkshireman who worked for Bristow Helicopters, flying Agip staff to and from offshore oil rigs. Liv had encouraged him, hoping to get some insider info, but Dean (“Deano to my friends”) was zero help.

He’d never actually been to Lagos: “Hop off this bird and onto a smaller one to Port Harcourt, where the oil is.”

He’d never eaten Nigerian food: “Never touch the stuff, don’t want dysentery. Agip’s Italian, we’ve got three brilliant restaurants on the base.” He tapped his belly. “Didn’t always have this, you know.”

He didn’t know any Nigerian people: “We stick to our own. Some of their pilots aren’t too bad, though, all things considered.”

He didn’t know how to say hello or thank you: “Don’t bother with all that—the locals speak decent enough English. Picked up a fair bit of Italian, though.” He winked at her. “Bellissima.”

And, like her mother, he couldn’t understand why Liv would have a Nigerian boyfriend: “Pretty girl like you, hard to believe you can’t find a fella back home.”

Liv made a big show of pulling out her book, the Schneider Travel Guide to Nigeria, which she’d bought at Stanfords in Covent Garden. There were a dozen guides for New York, nine for New Zealand, but just one for Nigeria. The introduction was as discouraging as Deano.

Nigeria is one of the world’s most difficult places to visit. It is NOT a holiday destination. There is no tourism industry, Nigerians show no interest in conservation and the country is an environmental disaster. Shiny new cars cruise past jalopies held together by duct tape and prayer. Rich women in beautiful outfits ignore beggars so poor they’ve resorted to eating rats and maggots. It’s a scammers’ paradise with high levels of violent crime, including carjacking and kidnapping. But the people are remarkably happy and, surprisingly, almost everyone is multilingual. It’s appalling and appealing, frightening and fascinating, depressing and delightful, all at the same time. Nigeria is that extreme. Visit at your own risk.

Liv’s Thailand guide had focused on how cheap and charming the country was, how the people were warm and welcoming. It waxed lyrical about picture-perfect beaches, lush jungles, terraced paddy fields, ancient temples and incredible food. The one warning, about taxi scams in Bangkok, was a tiny footnote.

Liv wished she could remember some of the words Kate had taught her. The only one stuck in her head was toto and she’d hopefully have no need to talk about “front bottoms” on this trip. Kunle had been no help; he hadn’t lived in Lagos since he was seven and didn’t speak a word of Yoruba. His Lagos seemed to exist between his sister’s home on Victoria Island and Ikoyi Club, which sounded a bit like a golf club without the golf. He hadn’t been to Tarkwa Bay or eaten curry at Federal Palace Hotel and didn’t know mami watas were mermaids. The only Nigerian things about him were a love of yam chips and Super Eagles. It had taken Liv a while to work out he was talking about the Nigerian football team and not a native bird.

She flicked to the section on cuisine. Kate had missed Nigerian food so much. But here, too, Schneider’s advice was unsavory.

If you are brave (or stupid) enough to try the local cuisine, make sure you stick to plain beef or chicken. Their soups are not runny, like soups should be, but fiery-hot thick sauces, often slimy and glutinous, swimming in palm oil and topped with pieces of meat you won’t recognize—tripe, intestines, kidney, heart, liver, tongue, goat head, even cow skin.

The plane was still taxiing when passengers started opening overhead lockers. The stewardess got stern and officious on the PA system, ordering them to stay seated or risk injury. They ignored her.

“Welcome to Nigeria.” Deano pressed a business card into her clammy palm. “Good luck, bellissima. Call me if you get into trouble.”

The hot air hit her like a sledgehammer. She’d done her research: September was the end of the rainy season, highs of twenty-nine, lows of twenty-three, average twelve days of rain. But nothing had prepared her for the humidity. In the three minutes it took to descend the steps and walk to the terminal, her clothes got damp.

Liv followed the crowd into the arrivals lounge and joined the shortest queue. She regretted wearing her wide-brimmed straw hat, wished she didn’t have her Olympus camera hanging round her neck. No one else looked beach-ready.

At the end of the line a fierce official, in dark-green army fatigues, sat in a wooden booth. “Bicos why are you entering my country?” he barked, snatching her passport.

Liv opened her mouth but was distracted by his gun.

“Explain yourself! Wetin be your business?”

“Hello. Good evening . . . sir. I’ve come to meet my boyfriend’s family.”

His eyes widened and he beamed at her. “Na so? God is wonderful. Wetin dey call am?”

“Pardon?”

“E no get name?”

“Oh! Sorry, sir. Kunle. His name is Kunle Soyege.”

“Ehen! Na Yoruba man. So-ye-ge.” He pronounced it differently to Kunle. “Next time, you must to bring your sister. Me sef, I fit marry fine oyinbo lady, ehn?” He stamped her passport and handed it back, still grinning broadly.

Liv stood at the baggage carousel for a few minutes, wondering why she was the only person there when her flight had been full. And then it dawned on her—it wasn’t moving. She looked around. There was a huge pile of luggage in the middle of the concourse, her fellow passengers in a brawl, trying to retrieve their bags from the jumble. She stood patiently waiting for a gap, then reached for her bright-red case, smiling her thanks as a kind young man hoicked it out for her.

Three unsmiling armed soldiers stood between her and the exit. Liv was used to the system where you walked through if you had nothing to declare; she assumed it was the same here. It wasn’t.

“Oyinbo! Halt!” one of them shouted.

They don’t mean me, Liv hoped. She turned to see all three of them staring at her. Yes, they definitely mean me. She walked over, knees knocking.

“Wetin you carry?” One of them pointed at her suitcase. Liv assumed he was the leader, from the gold braid twirling from overlarge epaulettes adorned with rusty medals. That, and the bigger, shinier gun.

“Hello! Good evening. Er . . . sir. Um . . . just clothes, really. And toiletries.”

“Na so? My own nko?”

“I’m sorry?” Liv heard the uncertainty in her voice.

“We are suffering, ehn? Settle us, abeg. No waste our time.”

It dawned on Liv that this was the bribe situation Kunle had warned of. “Oh, I’m sorry, sir. I don’t have any local currency.”

“Is OK, sterling is better, sef.” He turned to his underlings and laughed. “No be so?” They all joined in the laughter. When Liv didn’t move, he puffed out his chest. “Na so, you want do? OK. We go open your case, seize de contraband, we go do X-ray. Na your choice.”

Liv felt her heart thump. “It’s just clothes, honest.”

“Ehn, open am, make we see. My wife sabi wear cloth.”

Liv sagged with relief when her friendly passport man appeared, still beaming. “Broda Akin, how bodi? Na our wife be dis o! Allow her to pass, abeg, she go settle when she return back.” He ushered Liv through the sliding doors, propped open with a dusty fire extinguisher.

And there he was, her Kunle, hot, harassed and handsome. “You took your time.” He hugged her.

“I’m here now.” She hugged him back, her stomach fluttering.

It was pitch-black but still baking hot when they stepped out of the airport into a blissfully cold black saloon. Pressed up to Kunle on the back seat, Liv felt safe and calm.

“It will probably take an hour to get to VI.” He stroked her arm. “Are you exhausted?”

“No, I’m buzzing with excitement. How’s work going?” she asked.

“Slowly.” He sighed. “I’d forgotten how hard it is to get things done here. There’s a never-ending stream of middlemen with palms waiting to be greased.”

“Is Lola having a good time? I can’t wait to see her.”

“She’s staying with the Bensons till the weekend.”

Liv felt a prickle of jealousy. She’d imagined Lola jumping into her arms at the airport, the three of them touring Lagos like a little family. Now she felt excluded, a gatecrasher in Kunle’s life. “Who are the Bensons?” Her voice sounded peevish, even to her ears.

“My cousin. You know . . . Yinks, Lola’s godmother. She’s been looking after her while I’ve been working.”

“Oh, OK.” Liv forced brightness into her voice.

Kunle grabbed her hand. “I’m not sure this was a good idea.”

“Why? What’s wrong?” She swallowed, her throat tight. He’s changed his mind.

“It’s just, Lagos is . . . well, it’s Lagos. I’m worried you’re going to be bored.” He squeezed her hand. “We should have gone to Tenerife or Rome for our first holiday.”

Liv collapsed against him. “Bored! Don’t be ridiculous. There’s nowhere I’d rather be. It’s going to be perfect.”

“Hmm. Maybe wait till you’ve met my family.”

“I’ll love them.” Liv leaned into his shoulder. “You’re sure Folusho and Michael don’t mind me staying?”

“Of course not. Michael’s away, working in Abuja. But Folusho can’t wait to meet you. It’s not her I’m worried about, it’s my mother.”

Liv laughed. “She can’t be worse than mine.”

* * *

“This is it, Liv. We’re here.” Kunle released her from his arms as the driver flashed his lights and beeped his horn.

A gate swung open. As soon as they were through, a barefoot man, dressed in a loose white tunic and trousers, closed it behind them and clanked four huge padlocks into place. Their driver rushed round to open Liv’s door but she was already sliding out on Kunle’s side. Liv took in the metal window bars, cages protruding from the walls protecting air-conditioning units, sharp rusty spikes atop the perimeter wall. “It’s like a fortress,” she whispered.

“Welcome to Lagos.” Kunle took her hand and led her to the front door, frosted glass behind a black-and-gold ornamental iron scroll.

“Oh, my case . . .” Liv turned back to the car.

“Don’t worry, someone will get it.”

A barefoot young woman opened the door with a deep curtsey. “Good evening, sah. Welcome, ma.”

“Hello.” Liv bent to take off her own shoes.

“You’re fine,” said Kunle, striding in.

Another woman appeared, a young girl asleep in her arms. “Hello,” Liv whispered. “You must be Folusho. It’s so good to meet you.”

“She’s just the housegirl.” Kunle turned to the girl, his tone abrupt. “Where is Madam?”

The woman did the same curtsey, her knees almost touching the floor. The child, balanced in her arms, didn’t stir. “Welcome, ma. Good evening, sah. Madam is watching TV, sah.”

Liv’s slingbacks clacked on the glossy marble floor, gold and gray veins offset by gray paintwork. It was all so shiny and cosmopolitan. She expunged the thought shamefully; she was no better than Deano. What had she expected? Tigers roaming the garden? A mud hut with a straw roof?

The living room was dominated by the largest TV she’d ever seen, tuned to a music video, Will Smith in a black suit and Ray-Bans dancing with a green bug-eyed alien. Kunle swiped a remote control and muted it. “Hey, Folusho, Liv’s here.”

“Agbon, at last! You were ages. Hello, Liv. Welcome.”

Folusho was stunning. Hundreds of tiny long braids cascaded down her back. Her skin was luminous and smooth, her nails long and freshly manicured. She wore a silky robe with leather Moroccan sandals. “Hi,” said Liv. “It’s so good to meet you. Thank you for letting me stay.”

“It’s a pleasure.” Folusho smiled at her then turned to a woman standing in the shadows, a notepad in her hand. “Adaku, tell the girl we will eat in thirty minutes. And release the driver. You too, you can go. Come at six thirty o! Don’t be late.”

“Yes, ma. Thank you, ma.” Adaku bobbed and padded out, her bare feet silent on the marble floor.

It turned out Folusho had staff. Lots of staff. Two live-in housegirls (one for cooking and cleaning, the other to look after her two children, Uche and Uzo); two gatemen (who rotated twelve-hour shifts); a gardener; a driver; and Adaku, her PA, whose main job seemed to be telling the other staff (loudly) what Folusho wanted them to do and berating them (even more loudly) for doing it wrong.

Liv thought of her mother. How she would love to have a team of servants and how horrified she’d be to discover a Nigerian family lived a more pampered life than she could dream of.

Folusho had a high-powered job in a bank. Liv couldn’t work out what she did but it sounded important. She was clearly bemused by Liv.

“So you actually enjoy looking after other people’s children?” Folusho asked as they ate a late dinner.

“I love it.” Liv twirled pasta around her fork. She’d assumed the food would be Nigerian, worried it might be too spicy. Spaghetti with a chicken-and-tomato sauce was disappointingly familiar. “I used to be a nanny. Working in a nursery is much easier.”

“And your parents don’t mind you doing childcare?” Folusho raised her eyebrows at Liv.

“My mother would rather I did something else. Anything else.”

“Folusho,” Kunle interrupted. “I’m stuck in meetings all day tomorrow. Can Liv get into Ikoyi Club with your card?”

“No problem, Agbon. The driver can take her once he’s dropped me at the office.” Folusho sipped her water and turned to Liv. “In fact, I will join you there. My last meeting should finish by three.”

“Umm . . . I was hoping to see a bit of the real Lagos?” said Liv.

“The club is real,” said Folusho. “It’s very European. You’ll like it.”

“I was hoping to go to LUTH. And maybe visit a market. I’ve got to try some street food. Oh, and Tarkwa Bay, I’m desperate to . . .” Liv stopped talking when she clocked Folusho’s incredulous stare.

“Are you serious? LUTH is near Mushin. Why do you want to go there?” Folusho sounded the way Liv did when she was talking to a confused two-year-old.

“My cousin grew up there. I want to try to find the house she lived in.”

Folusho looked far from impressed. “My driver can take you. I will use my official car to come home. But what about this market business? Did your cousin suggest that too?”

Liv shook her head. “I just want to get a feel for the city. The market in Thailand was the highlight of my trip.”

“Lagos isn’t Phuket.” Folusho squinted at Liv. “Me, I don’t leave the Island unless it’s by force. You need a guide; Bia-Bia would have been perfect. The crazy woman eats in all the bukas, she even takes public transport.”

“She sounds great. Who is she?”

“My brother’s girlfriend,” said Kunle.

“Fiancée,” corrected Folusho. “I told you, they got engaged. Keep up.”

Liv blinked at them. Kunle only had one brother. Toks. And Toks was gay. She opened her mouth and closed it again.

“Don’t ask,” said Kunle, a wry smile on his face.

“Best not,” agreed Folusho. “Anyway, Toks told me Bia-Bia was tied up this week, some visitor from Scotland. But the Bensons have a chalet at Tarkwa, so if you want to go there, Yinks can arrange it. Let’s all go! It will do the kids good to spend time outside.”

Liv beamed. “Thanks, Folusho. That would be wonderful.”

“But no street food, abeg. You don’t have a cast-iron stomach like Bia-Bia. Me, I won’t touch it—I don’t want jedi-jedi.” Folusho tapped her brother on the shoulder. “Agbon! Take Liv to Bottles, the Tex-Mex place I told you about.”

Liv smiled politely. Tex-Mex! Almost as bad as going to Magaluf and ordering a full English.

Later, in their huge bedroom (more marble, humming air conditioner, shiny TV, en suite shower room), Liv quizzed Kunle about Toks and his fiancée.

“It’s complicated. My mum doesn’t know he’s gay. Nigeria isn’t a great place to be homosexual. So Bia-Bia is his cover. The name is Folusho’s idea of a joke. It means ‘beard,’ as in Bia-Bia is Toks’s beard.”

“Sweet baby cheeses,” said Liv. “And why does she call you Agbon?”

“Because she’s a fucking comedian. It means ‘coconut.’ Apparently, I’m white on the inside. Now, stop talking and come to bed. I’ve missed you.”

* * *

Melodic chanting woke Liv at half five, rhythmic, haunting and delightfully foreign. She nudged Kunle awake. “What’s that?”

“Call to prayer.” He pulled her into his arms. “There’s a mosque half a mile away.”

By the time they made it downstairs, Folusho had left for work and the children had gone to nursery. Liv’s request for coffee was met by a blank stare so she changed to tea. It was disgusting, pale and weak. The thick, claggy Carnation tinned milk made it worse. Liv forced herself to have three sips, remembering how Kate had hated tea when she’d first arrived at The Ring. How strange everything must have seemed to her. How brave she’d been, never complaining, just getting on with it.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather go to the club?” asked Kunle as he opened the car door.

“Positive.” Liv clambered into the back of the black sedan.

Kunle barked instructions at the driver. His voice changed when he was talking to staff, became louder, harsher. “I’m holding you responsible for Madam’s well-being. Take her where she wants to go but if she gets out of the car, you go with her. Do not leave her alone for one minute.”

“Yes, sah.” The driver saluted.

Kunle leaned into the car and handed Liv a huge wad of notes. “I’ll see you back here at five. Please be careful.”

“This is too much!” The stack would hardly fit in her handbag.

“It’s really not. One pound is one hundred and fifty naira. Remember, stay in the car.” He stared at her neck. “Give me your necklace. You don’t want to be a magnet for thieves.”

Liv shook her head. “I never take it off. It’s my talisman, keeps me safe. Now stop worrying, I’ll be fine. Go and do some work.” She blew him a kiss and pressed the button to raise the window.

The gateman clanked the padlocks, the gates creaked open, the driver pulled on a knitted beanie and the car set off.

As soon as Kunle was out of sight, Liv shunted forward in her seat. “Hi! I’m Liv. What’s your name?”

“I am Pope, ma. Is the AC blowing you well-well, ma?”

Liv unpicked his words; she clocked his jumper. “Actually, I’m a bit cold. Could you turn it down?”

“Yes, ma!” Pope twiddled the dial and pulled off his beanie.

Pope turned out to be a brilliant tour guide. “This is Third Mainland Bridge, ma. The second-longest bridge in the whole of Africa, ma,” he said as they approached a huge multilane bridge. “It was built by Julius Berger, ma.”

Once they were on the mainland, traffic slowed to a crawl, and through the tinted windows, with the doors locked and the AC blowing her well-well, Liv got to see the real Lagos.

There were so many people. She’d thought Khao San Road in Bangkok was crowded, but compared to this it was an oasis of calm. And there was so much to take in. Women in brightly colored traditional outfits jostled with women in tight low-slung jeans and cropped tees. Men in business suits (They must be sweating buckets) next to men in flowing white native robes (How on earth do they stay white?). Hawkers with huge trays on their heads strolled nonchalantly, arms swinging at their sides; Liv could almost hear them saying, Look! No hands! Kids in shiny-clean uniforms, white socks pulled up to their knees, ran beside kids in rags with no shoes at all.

Policemen directed traffic sluggishly; the drivers took no notice. Liv counted eleven near misses in five minutes. Pope leaned on the horn, snarled at other drivers and occasionally lowered his window to shout, “Omo ale!” Liv wondered what it meant; it didn’t sound friendly.

As the car crawled along, a crippled man, dressed in rags, dragged himself alongside Liv’s window, his hands in prayer pose. Liv tried not to catch his eyes, hoping he’d go away. But he kept pace with them, unconcerned at the risk of being run over. Liv put both hands in her bag, peeled off three notes, lowered her window a crack and handed them to him.

“Is too much, ma,” said Pope, alarm in his voice.

Seconds later, the car was surrounded by beggars—young, old, female, male, crippled, able-bodied. A sea of faces pressed against the glass, pleading eyes, folded hands.

Pope put his hand on the horn and left it there. And then the car started moving and the beggars disappeared from view.

Liv made Pope drive slowly around LUTH, searching in vain for a house with a magnolia tree. After their third circuit she gave up.

They drove past the National Theatre, where a nine-year-old Kate had watched Ipi Tombi. It was drab and run-down. Liv tried to picture it buzzing with people and music but couldn’t.

“How many cemeteries does Lagos have?” Liv asked.

“Three official ones, ma.” Pope blared his horn.

“Which one is nearest LUTH? I want to try to find my cousin’s grave. She was buried next to her mother and brother.”

“Na oyinbo?” He twisted round in his seat.

“Her mother was white. But her father is Nigerian.”

“Ehn, na half-caste.” He grinned. “It must to be Ikoyi. The luminaries are laid to rest there. Make we return to de Island, is better, sef.”

Ikoyi Cemetery was depressing. The graves were jammed together and many of them had caved in. Weeds and bushes grew to waist height. They picked their way through, Liv trying but failing to read the inscriptions. Even if she’d known where Kate and her family were buried, it would have been impossible to find them. She stopped at a grave that appeared to be desecrated—the ground dug up, the coffin ransacked—and looked at Pope.

“Na raiders, ma.” He shrugged. “Bandits.”

“But what on earth is there to steal?”

“Body parts, ma. For rituals.”

Liv shivered despite the sweltering heat. Being in Lagos was supposed to bring her closer to Kate but it was having the opposite effect. Maybe she should let sleeping ghosts lie. “Let’s go. I’ve seen enough.”





~ Funke ~

“CHIPS AND PEPPER SAUCE, please.” Funke smiled at the waiter; he’d remembered her mother and given her a Chapman on the house.

“Me too,” cried Lola.

“No, abeg!” said Oyinkan. “Bring ketchup for her. This one is ajebutter.”

Funke had decided to put off shopping till tomorrow (she hated shopping) and had gone to visit Oyinkan instead. The Bensons’ usually peaceful house was chaos, the whole family in thrall to three-year-old Lola. Even Uncle Ade was hanging off her every (nonsensical) word. Funke had been proud of Oyinkan when she’d given up a juicy role in a Nollywood movie to go and help Kunle out in London. She knew what grief could do to fathers and had been desperately worried about the little girl she’d never met. But, clearly, Kunle was not like her father. Lola was happy—bright, bubbly, incredibly opinionated and spoiled rotten. She’d insisted on swimming so they’d all (except Uncle Ade, who was relieved to see them go) decamped to Ikoyi Club. Aunty Chloé had disappeared to say a quick hello to friends (two hours ago), so Funke and Oyinkan were in charge, or rather, Lola was.

Funke didn’t mind; it was sweet watching her strut around in her bright-red armbands, just like she and Oyinkan had at this same pool, all those years ago. And Lola’s chatter was the perfect distraction from Funke’s woes.

“My dad’s girlfriend said she had a swimming pool. But it was just a big hole.” Lola smeared ketchup over her face.

“I’ve heard lots about this new girlfriend.” Oyinkan gave Funke a look.

“What’s she like?” asked Funke.

Lola considered this, squeezing her face and tilting her head. “She’s got big eyes. And lots of pockets. She keeps sweets in them. She doesn’t have bunches on her head like you, though. Can you make my hair like yours?”

Oyinkan wiped the ketchup off Lola’s face. “Come on, I think we should check on Aunty Chloé. She’ll be missing you and you can tell all the aunties what a good swimmer you are.”

Oyinkan returned a few minutes later, having successfully deposited the little girl with her mother. “Now, out with it. Wetin happen? I never see you when Bola is in town.”

Funke made light of it; she didn’t want to let on how upset she really was. She turned it into a joke, made herself the butt of it. Pretending they didn’t care was their customary way of dealing with their mutual singledom. Oyinkan was even more single than Funke—she didn’t have a fake fiancé. The Lagos men who were on her level (super-wealthy families) wanted their women to be submissive and obedient, and Oyinkan had no intention of turning herself into a mumu. The Lagos men who weren’t on her level were after her money, and Oyinkan had no intention of becoming a cash cow. Her career was another problem—she’d appeared in numerous adverts and last year starred in a huge Nollywood movie, Luscious Yellow Baby. Unfortunately, many Nigerians thought “actress” and “ashewo” were synonyms, which made Oyinkan a magnet for the wrong sort of proposition. “So he left, sha,” said Funke, finishing her story. “I don’t care, I’d rather be here with you, anyway.”

“Na wa o! Oyinbo people don scatter Bola’s brain finish. Imagine leaving a beautiful naked woman on the basis of integrity! Don’t mind him.” Oyinkan sucked her teeth. She was an excellent hisser, could drag it out for five seconds.

Funke laughed. “Bush girl.”

“Meanwhile, I have serious gist.” Oyinkan shuffled her chair closer to Funke’s. “Kunle’s oyinbo girlfriend is in Lagos o! She arrived two days ago. It must be serious—he’s taking her to meet Prof.”

Funke felt for her; she hated visiting her mother-in-law-to-be. Toks’s mum was an opinionated, controlling battle-axe. “Kunle is brave, sha. I hope his girlfriend knows what she’s letting herself in for. We were there two weeks ago. I swear, I’ve enjoyed rectal exams more.”

Oyinkan grimaced then grabbed Funke’s arm. “You’ve got to come and meet her! We’re all going to Tarkwa on Saturday. Even Folusho’s coming. It will be a proper beach party.”

“I can’t.” Funke sighed. “It’s village day. Dad’s expecting me. I can’t let him down. But quiz her well-well. You need to look out for Lola—some English people are nasty.”

“Folusho says she’s OK. Bit of an airhead, but harmless. She calls her Omo Odo.”

“Housegirl? Ah ah! That’s harsh—even by Folusho’s standards.” Funke frowned. “I hope she treats her better than her actual maids.”

“You know how Folusho does—everyone must have a nickname. She’s only playing.”

Funke frowned. She didn’t think Folusho’s nicknames were remotely funny. “Why Omo Odo, though?”

“She’s a childminder,” said Oyinkan. “Works at Lola’s nursery. That’s where they met. Poor Kunle— Prof won’t be happy.”

“Wahala dey o,” agreed Funke.

* * *

Funke pushed her way through the crowds at Tejuosho Market, searching for something she liked enough to hang on her wall. After an hour, she adjusted her aim downward; something she didn’t absolutely hate would do.

She stared at an oil painting of a group of market women, bookmarked it as “not abhorrent.” Chuckled outside a shop full of framed pictures of Jesus—there must have been a hundred Messiahs on display. Paused by a watercolor of a woman cooking over a wood-fired stove: nice, but would make her hungry.

“This one na heirloom, ma,” the owner of the shop wheedled. “I give you best price, ma.”

She was distracted from further hassling by her song, “Oyinbo pepe, if you eat pepe.” She didn’t get this often in Lagos; mixed-race women were common, and in ankara clothes and Bantu knots she usually escaped attention. She turned and was almost disappointed when she realized the song wasn’t for her. A crowd of kids were gathered inside a barber’s shop, delirious with joy, leaping up and down, clapping and laughing. “You go yellow more more!”

Funke stood on tiptoe but all she could see was the top of a head and chocolate-brown hair, the same color as Liv’s. And then it came to her. You have home-made art. You just need to frame it! She strode back to the Jesus shop.

* * *

The frames were plastic and the glass bendy acrylic, not remotely as nice as the brass one the picture of Mum and Miriam Makeba was in. Liv had bought it for her at Beales in Yeovil. There’d been so many options: ornate, stained, natural, distressed, brushed, foiled. But Lagos didn’t have a Beales and Funke’s frame choices at Tejuosho were limited. It boiled down to bohemian Jesus or baby Jesus.

She laid out her purchases. Hammer, box of nails, eight identical A5 framed pictures of Christ the hippie and one A3 framed picture of Christ the baby. The man at the stall must have thought she was a religious zealot.

Why would any Nigerian want this Jesus on their wall? White, long-haired and blond, he was dressed in a cream smock and looked a lot like Kris Kristofferson in A Star Is Born, which Funke had watched with Mum at Casino Cinema in Ebute Metta. It must have been the year before she died. Funke and Femi had been bored: too much singing and kissing, not enough action.

She set to work, replacing the eight paper Jesuses with Liv’s cards. She hammered nails into the wall, trying to keep them at the same level. She didn’t frame Head of a Kate—that went back in the suitcase with the Clairol roller, Femi’s Action Man and her bottle top.

She’d spent too much time dwelling on what had gone wrong in her life. Now she would focus on what had worked out well. She had a job she loved and was on track to be the youngest female cardiothoracic surgeon in West Africa. She had friends she could count on. And she’d rebuilt her relationship with her father—they weren’t exactly close, but sometimes civil was the best you could do. As for stuff, she didn’t need it. Stuff had the habit of disappearing as soon as you got too attached to it.

She thought of Bola. Wondered what his Scottish flat was like. It obviously had a proper bed. She tried to imagine living with him, working in a state-of-the-art hospital with shiny equipment and access to the latest drugs, holding hands in public, having a joint bank account, going out for dinner. Stop thinking about Bola.

A run would clear her head. She changed into shorts and a vest. Glanced at the pictures. One Funke and seven Kates stared back. But she didn’t see herself, she saw Liv. She grabbed a cotton wrapper and draped it over the frames. She should have stuck to hippie Jesus. She wasn’t quite as ready for the future as she’d thought.





~ Liv ~

LIV FOUND LIFE AT Folusho’s disappointingly un-Nigerian. The food was European, the TV was permanently tuned to MTV and everyone spoke perfect English. Yesterday Kunle had finished work early so they’d gone to Ikoyi Club. He’d introduced her to his Aunty Chloé, who was sitting with a group of white women, all sipping Campari and soda. Liv was gutted when his aunt said they’d missed Lola and Yinks by minutes. She wished she’d come to the club earlier instead of driving around with Pope, ticking off the culture section of Schneider. The National Museum had been worth it—the masquerade costumes reminded her of the Horniman—but Tafawa Balewa Square was disappointing—not square at all—and Holy Cross Roman Catholic Cathedral was locked, so she didn’t get to see inside. At the club, she and Kunle had sat under a parasol by the pool, nibbling chips and sipping cold Chardonnay. They could have been anywhere. Magaluf, even.

So today, she asked Pope to give her a tour of his Lagos. She was tired of Schneider’s advice. She sat up front, which clearly shocked him, but she’d felt rude in the back.

“This is Tejuosho Market, ma.” Pope pointed at a massive brown building thronged with people. “My broda’s barbing shop dey here.” He pointed at his head and mimed scissors.

Liv leaned out of her window, eager to breathe in the atmosphere. A group of children noticed her, stopped their skipping game and broke into wide grins. “Oyinbo pepe, if you eat pepe, you go yellow more more,” they sang, clapping their hands and leaping around.

Pope blared his horn and shook his fist. “Kuro ni waju e. Awon omo jati-jati. I will come down from this moto and give you gbosa for head.”

The children shrieked with laughter and sang even louder. “Oyinbo pepe!”

“E ma bi nu, ma,” said Pope. “They are bush children, no home training.”

“Can you park?” asked Liv. “I want to see the market.”

“Ehn! No, ma! I beg, ma. Oga no go gree.” He pressed the already locked central-locking button repeatedly. “I fit carry you go Goodies on the Island, ma. That is the shop for oyin—for your people, ma.”

A precariously loaded container lorry inched past them, smoke belching from its exhaust, and Liv reluctantly closed her window. Maybe she should do what Folusho said: go to the club, lie by the pool, sip Campari and eat olives. Trust your instincts, a voice in her head said. She made her tone officious. “Park the car, Pope. I want to see your brother’s shop.”

The kids followed them into the market, delighted when Liv joined in their song. Pope pushed them away if they got too close, threatened to gbosa anyone who tried to touch her. “Leave them be,” she scolded. “They’re not doing any harm.”

They passed stalls selling pyramids of tomatoes, peppers and onions, a repair shop crammed with sewing machines and a kiosk full of framed pictures of Jesus. Liv feasted her eyes; this was the real Lagos and she loved it. She lifted her camera and started taking snaps.

“Ba o ni?” she replied to anyone who called her oyinbo (so, every other second). Her face ached from smiling. She stopped at a stall to buy sweets for the kids and there, in the tiny kiosk, surrounded by brands she didn’t recognize, she found her first glimpse of Kate. The packaging was exactly as she’d described: a glossy red wrapper with thin gold lines on the crimped edges. Goody Goody. Kate had sworn it was nicer than any of the sweets in England. Liv bought a whole box, kept two and gave the rest to the kids, which made them sing even louder. They didn’t stay long at the barber’s; it was clear their presence wasn’t conducive to trade. Liv felt sweaty and alive, “Oyinbo Pepe” an earworm, reverberating in her head. She unwrapped the Goody Goody and chewed on the caramel sweet. Nice, but not a patch on Sherbet Dip Dabs.

Back at Folusho’s, an excited Lola launched herself into Liv’s arms, thrilled to see her (which thrilled Liv), and blabbered, with the kind of detail only kids can manage, about all the incredible things she’d done and seen.

“We went to a club and it has a proper swimming pool with water in it. It’s not round, though. And I met a new aunty—she has lots of bunches and she’s going to do my hair the same.”

Liv kissed her forehead. “I’ve been busy too. And I got you a Goody Goody—the best sweet in the whole world, according to my cousin.”

* * *

Liv spent the next morning playing with the three children. Uche and Uzo seemed surprised when she sat on the floor with them but soon got over their shyness. It was sweet the way they all called her Aunty Liv; she loved the sound of it.

A stressed-looking Kunle interrupted their game. “Best we get ready. Professor Tinuke Soyege doesn’t approve of tardiness.”

Liv rolled herself off the floor. “I didn’t realize she was a professor.”

“The first female gynecologist in Nigeria. She’ll tell you all about it. No one would accuse my mother of being humble.”

As they dressed, Liv in a “make a good impression” tea dress (modest neckline, cap sleeves, below-the-knee skirt), she tried to soothe Kunle’s nerves. “It’s going to be fine. She can’t be worse than my mother.”

“Want to bet?” he replied.

Liv brushed her hair smooth and pulled it into a “serious and sensible” ponytail, twisting the hair round and round into a neat-ish topknot. She looked in the mirror. A level-headed, slightly prim woman stared back at her. “Will I do?”

“You look beautiful. But I prefer the Liv with messy hair.”

“She’ll be back after lunch.” She pulled him in for a kiss. “I love you. Now please stop worrying.”

He kissed her back. “I love you too. OK. Let’s get this over with.”

His mother lived in a colonial-style house in Ikoyi, a fifteen-minute drive from Folusho’s. Bright white with deep verandas, overhanging eaves and window shutters. If you ignored the armed guard at the gate and the palm trees in the garden, you could almost imagine you were in England.

“Impressive.” Liv took off her sunglasses and put on her widest smile.

“That’s the point,” said Kunle.

“Good afternoon, sah!” A barefoot houseboy gave a half bow. “Good afternoon, ma!” Another bow. “You are welcome, sah! You are welcome, ma! Madam is waiting for you, sah!”

Professor Tinuke Soyege was a large woman, strong rather than fat, with a majestic air. She was wearing a floor-length cream kaftan covered in russet and green circles, each circle made out of geometric dots, like mandalas. Her jet-black hair was rigid and wig-like, the color too uniform to be real. It reminded Liv of her mother’s helmetlike hairdo.

“Adekunle!” She made his name sound like a scold. “Two visits in two weeks. Is this what they taught you in Britain? OK o. When I am gone, that is when you will miss me. Where is my grandchild? I told you to bring her.”

“I left her playing with Uche and Uzo. She hardly ever gets to see them.”

“And whose fault is that? Come and greet me properly. Remember, no one can love you as much as I do.”

Kunle hugged his mother. He looked almost delicate in her arms.

“You are too thin.” She pushed him away and eyed him from head to toe. “Why are you still dressing like a small boy?”

Liv glanced at Kunle: trainers, jeans, Super Eagles T-shirt. He looked perfectly normal. She kept her smile fixed on her face.

“I’m old enough to choose my own clothes, Mum.” Kunle held out his arm. “This is Liv. My girlfriend.”

Liv walked over, smiling broadly. “E kaasan!” She’d practiced with Pope for hours yesterday; she’d wanted to make sure she said it perfectly.

Kunle’s mother tilted her head and stared at her. Liv tried again, adding “how are you?” to her “good afternoon,” remembering to smile. “E kaasan. Se alafia le wa?”

“I speak English. What do you say your name is?”

“Liv. I’m Liv.” Liv’s voice was shaky. She coughed and tried to stand straighter. “Olivia Stone.”

“And you are the reason my son is neglecting me?”

“No!” Liv laughed. “I’ve hardly seen him myself. He’s been working all hours. I’m so pleased to meet you at last, Tinuke. You have such a lovely home.”

Kunle’s mother narrowed her eyes. “Who are you calling Tinuke? We are not age mates. We are not friends. You can address me as Professor Soyege.” She spoke slowly and deliberately, spelling out each word as if Liv was illiterate.

Liv’s knees wobbled. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.”

“Mum, come on. She’s English.”

“This is not England. I am not English and neither are you.” She pointed at a chintzy sofa. “Make yourself comfortable. I will send the boy to offer you refreshments. Kunle, come. We need to talk.”

Kunle gripped Liv’s hand. “It’s all right, Mum. We can talk here.”

Liv felt the prick of tears. “Go. I’ll be fine.” She sat beside an air-conditioning unit, her face burning in spite of the icy blast. She’d been so busy worrying that her mother wouldn’t approve of Kunle, it hadn’t crossed her mind for a nanosecond that his mother might think she wasn’t good enough.

The houseboy appeared in front of her, his barefoot entrance completely silent. “What can I serve you, ma? We have many minerals?”

Liv squinted at him fearfully. Arsenic? Asbestos? “Just water, please. Thank you.”

The water arrived on a gold tray with a white doily and a crystal tumbler. The houseboy insisted on offering her ice, then pouring. He took forever.

Liv sat, sipping too-cold water, trying to stop herself spiraling into self-loathing. Kunle seemed to be taking forever too.

Half an hour later, he walked across the parquet floor, shaking his head, smiling ruefully. He collapsed beside her on the sofa and pulled her to him, kissing her on the forehead. “I’m sorry. She can’t help herself. She gets high by putting people down. It’s why I don’t like bringing Lola.”

“No, I’m sorry. It’s all my fault.” Liv pressed her face into his shoulder. “I shouldn’t have called her Tinuke.”

“Don’t be daft. I called your grandmother Dorothy.” Kunle stroked her cheek. “Don’t let her upset you. It’s not worth it.”

“You don’t hate me?”

“What are you talking about? I love you.” He kissed her again. “We can go. We don’t have to stay for lunch.”

“No. It’s fine. I’m OK.”

Lunch was strained. Liv pushed rice around her plate. She’d been dying to try Nigerian food but now she was too nervous to enjoy it. And it was incredibly spicy. She’d downed three glasses of water and was desperate for the loo but didn’t dare interrupt the professor’s flow.

“Where did you study?”

“Woodleigh Abbey,” said Liv. “It’s a girls’ school in Somerset.”

“I meant which university?”

“Er . . . I didn’t go to uni.” Liv stared at her plate, squirming. “I’m not very academic. I did a Montessori course . . .”

“Is that a diploma?”

This time there was a definite smirk in her voice. Liv swallowed a particularly tough piece of meat. “It’s a method of teaching, based on respect for the child, discovery, exploring, freedom to choose . . . I’m a nursery teacher. That’s how I met Kunle. Lola comes to my nursery.”

“Your nursery? So you own the business?”

“No. I just work there.” Liv felt her lip tremble, bit down to make it stop.

Kunle took her hand under the table. “Mum, did I tell you Uncle Ade’s going to invest in Hello Lagos?”

And to Liv’s relief, the conversation moved away from her deficiencies and on to Kunle’s.

“My brother obviously has more money than sense. Mark my words, this cellular phone business is nonsense. People don’t want to walk around with phones in their pockets—they want landlines in their houses. At least you have your degree to fall back on. One day you will thank me for giving you a proper education. All your contemporaries are now big men. Mrs. Lijadu’s son was a year behind you at Imperial College, ehn? Now he is on the board at Julius Berger. Meanwhile, you are playing with this flash-in-the-pan mobile phone nonsense.”

“It’s going pretty well in London,” Kunle said calmly.

“It’s high time you came home. This brain drain is not right. At least Toks is here.” She glowered at Liv. “My firstborn is engaged to a doctor. A cardiothoracic surgeon, no less. Kunle, you should leave Lola here. I’ve raised three children, I can raise one more. This nursery will fill her head with nonsense. The only thing she needs to discover is ABC and One, Two, Three. That’s the problem with the Western model. No respect for elders. No sense of duty. No ambition.”

It was like being with her own mother. With every word, Professor Soyege made Liv feel even more worthless than she already did.





~ Funke ~

FUNKE FILLED HER BUCKET in the sink. NEPA had taken light (again) and she’d run out of petrol for her gen. And because NITEL made even NEPA look efficient, she couldn’t phone Oyinkan to let her know she was hoping to join them at Tarkwa after all. She optimistically dressed for the beach, denim cut-offs and a red vest over her bikini. Oyinkan wouldn’t mind if she just showed up and she wanted to inspect Kunle’s girlfriend for herself.

Going to the village always made her uptight. Iya Nla had been dead for fifteen years but she still haunted Funke’s memories. For reasons Oyinkan couldn’t fathom (and Funke couldn’t explain), she felt the need to see her father at least once a month, to keep some semblance of a parent-child relationship. He was the only family she had and while he wasn’t perfect, she loved him. And in his way, he loved her.

The traffic on the expressway was hellish so in spite of setting off early, she didn’t get to the turnoff till ten, putting a stop to her beach plans. She’d have to spend at least two hours with Dad, which meant she’d struggle to get to the beach before two—not worth it.

Funke grimaced as her car, a bright-yellow secondhand Hyundai Accent (she’d chosen it because it reminded her of Femi’s Chopper), crunched over a huge pothole, then sucked her teeth as the undercarriage scraped a boulder. It didn’t matter how careful she was, her car being wrecked was the soundtrack to the village.

Funke prepared herself mentally as she turned onto his street. Old habits die hard, and she was still a chameleon. She thought of herself as a matryoshka doll, multitudes of different Funkes, Kates and Katherines all stacked inside her. She used to wonder if there was a real version locked away in her core but she’d stopped searching long ago. With her father, she wore her “I’m sorted” mask. She didn’t talk about her life in anything but the vaguest terms: work is fine, Toks is fine, my flat’s fine, everything is fine. “Fine” did a lot of heavy lifting in their conversations. They moved swiftly on to listing all the things that were wrong with Nigeria. Like every Nigerian, it was a subject they could talk about for hours.

Surprisingly, given how things had started, she got on really well with Aunty Bisi. Aunty Bisi was extremely religious and incredibly disorganized. But she was also honest and kind. And Funke knew how important those two attributes were.

She slowed at her father’s gate, and a gaggle of children abandoned their makeshift football and turned their attention to her. “Oyinbo pepe,” they chorused, clapping. This time the song was for her.

“You!” She pointed. “Yes, you, the tall one. Help me open the gate.” She’d come prepared. Not with sweets this time, but something far better. A real football. Made from rubber, not rags. She tossed it out of the window.

“E se, ma!” He skipped away, shouting to his friends. “Boolu! Boolu!”

She drove round the silly roundabout with the palm tree in the middle and left her car by the front door, where her father usually parked. Why isn’t he here?

“E n le, you have come.” Aunty Bisi was sitting on one of six plastic chairs she’d squeezed into the tiny kitchen, a space she managed to keep perfectly clean and chaotically messy. Open cupboards full of appliances, stored in their faded packaging. Three blenders. Two kettles. Three cooler boxes. A dozen aluminium pots.

“E ku joko, Aunty.”

“Welcome! I have cooked your favorite soup.” Aunty Bisi stood and hugged her. “I even added shaki and ponmo.”

“Ah e se, Aunty. Where is everyone?”

“Your daddy had to go to the university. And Femi and Funmi are with my sister in Sagamu—they said the village is too boring. What will you take? Fanta or Maltina?”

Funke groaned. “But Dad knew I was coming today?”

“It was an emergency. He will be back soon, by one latest. Joko.”

Funke felt a tingle. This was a sign. It meant she should go to Tarkwa Bay. “Aunty, I can’t wait. Sorry.”

“Your Daddy will be vexed.” Aunty Bisi flapped her hands. “Wait for him now.”

“Tell him not to be angry with me. I will come tomorrow. You will see me here when you come back from church. I promise. Save food for me. E ma bi nu.”

Funke left before her stepmother could argue. She beeped her horn at the gate; the same boy opened it.

“O dabo, Aunty Oyinbo!” He dribbled the ball between his ankles.

Funke waved at him as she drove off. Quarter past ten. If she was lucky, she’d be on the beach by twelve. And today she felt lucky.





~ Liv ~

LOLA MADE IT EASY for Liv and Kunle to avoid a postmortem on the awful lunch. They stuck to her (much less contentious) conversational gambits, like whether 7up made your wee fizzy or how many slices of dodo she could fit into her mouth. Later, in bed, Kunle tried to reassure Liv, told her he couldn’t care less what his mother thought—he’d stopped feeling responsible for her feelings a long time ago.

But she couldn’t stop worrying. Could a relationship survive when both mothers were dead set against it? Was love enough to overcome that much opposition? And was it fair on Lola? She knew, too well, how much damage toxic families could do.

Yinks was waiting for them at the Boat Club. She seemed genuinely friendly, hugging Liv, telling her how nice it was to see Kunle happy and how Lola never stopped talking about her. Liv felt a flicker of hope as they walked down the slipway.

Liv had been on a sightseeing cruise from Lyme Regis once, in a smelly old fishing boat. This was very different: a fifty-five-foot shiny Sunseeker, all black lacquer and cream upholstery. Lola insisted on sitting next to her and holding hands. The flicker of hope sparked. The kids, and Liv, screamed their heads off as the boat bounced across the waves, whizzing past fishermen in tiny wooden canoes and huge cargo ships laden with containers. Fifteen minutes later they rounded a stony outcrop and Liv caught her first glimpse of Tarkwa Bay, the beach Kate had loved so much. It was smaller than she’d imagined but even more beautiful—golden sand, azure sea and cloudless blue sky. Apart from the rusting carcass of a long-abandoned boat, they had it all to themselves. It was paradise.

The boat stalled in the shallows and Kunle leaped into the waist-deep water. Liv tugged off her summer dress and followed him in. The sea was warm and calm; gentle waves rippled into white froth at the shore.

“Agbon, you have to carry me o,” said Folusho. “I don’t want to drown.”

Kunle laughed but obliged, lifting her off the steps and striding to shore with her in his arms.

“This is why I never come here,” Folusho grumbled. “I’d forgotten how much I hate sand. We should have gone to the club. It’s got waiter service.”

Liv laughed and ducked her head underwater. Seawater made her hair wavy. She’d brought a bottle back from Lyme once; Kate had thought she was mad. She helped Kunle and Yinks ferry children and supplies to the shore. They’d brought a lot of stuff; Liv had watched the housegirl packing. A huge blue icebox filled with frosty bottles of water, ginger ale, Star beer and Fanta for Liv (she’d become addicted to Nigerian Fanta—it was sweeter, less fizzy, more orangey). An insulated bag loaded with Tupperware—and for once the food was Nigerian: fried rice, jollof rice, roasted chicken thighs, shrimp stew, dodo (Lola seemed to eat little else), akara (a deep-fried bean fritter Liv had tried at breakfast) and balls of puff-puff (a chewy, delicious doughnut). And a massive red-checked tote bag stuffed with towels, wet wipes, floats, a Frisbee, a football and spare clothes.

“These bags are great,” said Liv as Kunle dumped the tote at her feet. “I’d love to get one for the nursery.”

Folusho spread a brightly patterned cotton sheet on the sand and weighted the corners. “The Ghana-Must-Go bag? You can take this one.”

“Thanks! What a strange name for a bag.” Liv started unloading supplies.

“It’s a bag with a lot of history,” said Folusho. “We too have illegal immigrants.”

“Don’t start.” Yinks yanked off her top. “You sound like Prof. If you’re doing history lesson, I’m going to swim.”

Liv stayed to help Folusho unpack. She’d been hoping to get her alone. “It didn’t go too well with your mum. I so wanted her to like me. It never crossed my mind she’d resent me for being white.”

“Mum can be hard work.” Folusho brushed sand off her feet. “But it’s not because you’re white. As far as the great Professor Soyege is concerned, no one is good enough for any of her children. She was disappointed when I married Michael.”

“But why? He’s Nigerian, isn’t he?”

Folusho tapped her foot. “Michael is Igbo, and intertribal is as bad as interracial as far as my mother is concerned.”

“But she’s OK with him now?” Liv asked hopefully.

“Not really.” Folusho shrugged. “But I don’t care. It’s her problem, not mine. Poor Toks has it worst. He’s her favorite and, unlike me and Kunle, he’s a people pleaser. God help us all if Prof ever finds out he’s gay. It would kill her.”

“Families can do a lot of damage,” said Liv.

“Only if you let them. My mother thrives on being dissatisfied—just ignore her. Even if you were a God-fearing Yoruba girl, from a good family, with a master’s in maths and childbearing hips, she’d find something to complain about.”

“I’ve got the hips.” Liv slumped. “My mother’s no better—worse, probably.”

“Kunle is the happiest I’ve seen him since Katy got ill. That’s what matters, isn’t it? Now, enough sad talk. I’m covered in sand, I might as well go in the sea.”

Liv watched Yinks, Folusho and Kunle splash in the shallows with the kids. She took off her hat, lay back and stared into the cobalt-blue sky until colored streaks danced across her vision. She closed her eyes and the streaks were replaced by a swirling red kaleidoscope. Palm trees rustled as the sun burned through her eyelids. Folusho was right. Why let their selfish, miserable mothers ruin their happiness?

She must have fallen asleep because the sound of an outboard engine startled her. A small wooden canoe cruised into the shallows and a woman with bunches all over her head jumped into the water.

Folusho’s voice drifted over to her on the breeze. “Bia-Bia! You made it!”

Lola’s excited voice: “Aunty Funke! Look! I can do a handstand!”

Funke? Liv squinted into the sun, but it was too bright; all she could see were silhouettes. She heard a laugh and her whole body stiffened. Kate. That was Kate’s laugh. She’d know it anywhere.

She rummaged to find her hat, pulled it on to shield her from the sun, but the group were still just outlines. Three children. Four adults. She made out their shapes. Kunle. Folusho. Yinks. And a woman who looked like Kate.

Liv staggered to her feet and ran toward them. It was Kate’s voice. It was her Kate. The same gap in her teeth. The same intelligent high forehead. The same toned limbs.

“Kate!” Breathless, Liv dropped to her knees. She clutched her pearls, afraid she was going to throw up.

Kate turned. Her smile disappeared and her forehead wrinkled. When she spoke, her voice was shocked and angry. “What the hell is she doing here? Is this some kind of sick joke?”

Liv’s vision blurred. Her head hit the soft sand and everything went black.





~ Funke ~

AS THE WOODEN CANOE rounded the stony outcrop, Funke’s heart soared. She did a double take when she saw Folusho in the water—Folusho never swam, not even in the chlorinated pool at Ikoyi Club. She spotted Oyinkan and let out a whoop. Tarkwa always made her feel like a child. She paid the boatman, pulled off her shorts and splashed into the water. He passed her bag over and set off back to Marina.

“Bia-Bia! You made it!” shouted Folusho.

Funke waded to the shore. She hugged Oyinkan, waved a quick hello to Kunle and Folusho then turned to the kids. Lola was doing a handstand and seemed ridiculously proud of herself. “Well done!” Funke grinned at the little girl. “But can you do a cartwheel?”

“Show me!” Lola ordered.

Funke lifted her hands in the air, wondering why she’d suggested this. She stepped her right foot forward and then froze, her body reacting before her mind could catch up. A voice from the past was shouting a name that used to be hers.

She lowered her arms and scanned the beach, heart racing. There was a white woman kneeling on the sand, a huge straw hat on her head. Funke squinted into the sun. It can’t be. She wiped her eyes roughly, rubbing sand into them, and turned to Oyinkan. “What the hell is she doing here? Is this some kind of sick joke?”

“That’s Liv,” said Oyinkan. “Kunle’s girlfriend. I told you about her—Omo Odo, remember?”

It was like watching a bad play. The lead actress clutched her pearls then toppled to the ground dramatically. Funke almost laughed—it was so hammy, so blatantly fake.

“Don’t just stand there,” screamed Kunle. “You’re a doctor! Do something!”

On autopilot, Funke rushed forward, knelt and put her cheek next to Liv’s mouth. Her cousin’s chest was moving. Funke checked her pulse: reedy but fine. Her eyes fixed on the pearls around Liv’s neck. She wanted to check the clasp. She wanted to choke her. Her fingers reached out.

“Funke,” Oyinkan shouted. “What are you doing?”

Funke stumbled to her feet. She pressed her hands over her ears and closed her eyes to block out the world. When she opened them, Kunle and Oyinkan were crouching over Liv. Folusho was staring at Funke, holding the children back as if protecting them from her. As if she was the problem.

Funke grabbed her bag and sprinted to the sea. Her little canoe was a speck on the horizon. She waded into the water and swam to the Bensons’ yacht, not caring that her bag was getting soaked. Once aboard, she screamed, “Boat Club. Drive!” She clapped her hands in the bewildered skipper’s face. “Mr. Man! Are you deaf? I said, drive.”

The poor man flinched and sparked the engine.

* * *

The crème de la crème of Lagos society were at the Boat Club bar, sipping cocktails and nibbling small chops, as Funke disembarked. She’d barely taken two steps before the boat set off back to the bay. Heads turned to her, eyes big and round, as she sprinted past. The sight of a soaking-wet half-naked woman was not what they paid their hefty membership fees for.

She paused for breath on Awolowo Road and scanned the bumper-to-bumper traffic. She was shaking with rage, couldn’t stomach the idea of sitting in a taxi.

If jogging, clad in Lycra leggings and a vest, was considered eccentric in a residential area like GRA, a yellow woman cannonballing along Marina in the midday sun, barefoot and wearing nothing but a red vest and black bikini bottoms, was a clear sign of complete mental derangement. Hawkers stopped and stared, cars beeped their horns, there were shouts of “Oyinbo don craze o!” and “Awon werey!”

Funke took no notice, hurtling down the road, weaving between people and cars, desperate to shut off her brain. What does Liv want? And why now?

It took seventeen minutes to run the four kilometers from the Boat Club to Oyinkan’s house on Lugard Avenue. Funke arrived mud-streaked and sweaty. She banged on the gate and barged past the horrified mayguard. He was a devout Muslim, had probably never seen so much exposed female flesh in his life. Fortunately, she’d left her keys in the ignition. She jumped in, screeched into gear and drove out, almost knocking over the poor man.

Back at her flat, Funke ignored the strange looks from her gateman and gave a middle-fingered salute to next door’s twitching net curtain. She locked her door and flicked the light switch. Still bloody nothing. She had her second cold bucket bath of the day, pulled on a dashiki and sat on her bed, staring at the eight portraits on her wall. Had she spirited Liv here by hanging these pictures? She heard Iya Nla’s voice. Omo aje pupa. What if she really was a witch?

Half an hour later she was still staring at the pictures, still feeding her anger, when the banging started.

“Kate! Kate, it’s me, Liv. Please let me in.”

Funke curled into a ball. Go away. Go away.

“Are you sure she is inside, sef?” That was Funke’s nosy neighbor. “The gen is not on. Why would she be sitting in the darkness? Maybe she has gone on her jogging. It’s not safe to be gallivanting the streets. You should warn your friend.”

The gateman joined the debate. “E dey inside o! I see am enter. Maybe na sleep do am, e don run plenty.”

He’s right, thought Funke. I am tired. Sick and tired of this racket.

Liv moved to the bedroom window, rattling the burglar-proof grille. Funke put her head between her knees and rocked.

“Liv, we should go.” Kunle was there too. Of course he was. “She obviously doesn’t want to see you. We can come back tomorrow.”

“No! I’m not leaving till she talks to me.” Liv’s voice sounded calmer. “I thought she was dead. You go, Kunle. Please. This is between me and Kate.”

* * *

Funke heard her gate clang and a door slam. She stood stock-still in the dark, her back to the wall, head tilted as if it would make her ears work better. She’d imagined Liv turning up to rescue her a million times but now it had happened, she was shell-shocked. And conflicted. Half of her didn’t want to hear Liv’s lies. The other clung to the ridiculous notion that she’d have a good reason for betraying her.

There was complete silence. But instead of relief, Funke felt panic. She’s gone. Now I’ll never know. She rushed to the door and flung it open, to find Liv standing in the shadows. And, of course, NEPA chose that exact moment to restore power. All the lights came on, lighting them up like a Christmas tree. And to celebrate her misfortune, the neighborhood let out a collective cheer.

“Why?” demanded Liv. “I deserve an explanation for what you’ve put me through. It’s the least you can do. Go on, Kate. Tell me why.”

Put you through! Blood pounded in Funke’s ears. She stabbed a finger in Liv’s face. “My name is Funke. And that necklace belongs to me.”

Liv put her foot in the doorway and barged past her. “You’re welcome to it.” As she fiddled with the clasp, she said, “Now explain. Why aren’t you dead?”

Funke snatched the necklace and turned the pearls in her hands. Silver fishhook, oval filigree catch, the clasp she’d watched her father fix. It was hers. She started crying but had no idea what the tears were for—rage, relief, regret, maybe all three. She leaned against the wall to steady herself and watched Liv pirouette, scanning her flat. She could feel her judging it, finding it pathetic, inadequate. “What do you want, Liv?”

Liv let out a long, low sigh. “I tortured myself for twelve long years. I don’t blame you for not wanting anything to do with me, but to fake your own death? How could you do that to me? Why, Kate?”

Funke’s tears were decidedly angry now. “Stop calling me Kate. My name is Funke. And stop lying. You knew exactly where I was. I’ve still got your mother’s letter. And your card, asking me to forgive you.” She spat the last words into Liv’s face.

Liv stared at her, mouth open, eyes wide. “How did you get it? I sent it to Bristol.”

Funke was impressed; the bewilderment on Liv’s face was almost convincing. Even her voice seemed sincere: shaky, soft, halting. She couldn’t work out whether to slap her or clap for her. She felt her anger sap away and took a deep breath. “Just go, Liv. Please. You’ve done enough damage.”

“I’m not going until you explain. Why did you leave England? Why did you want us to think you were dead?”

Funke shook her head. “I didn’t leave. Your mother got her friendly policeman to kick me out. He seized my British passport, gave me a plane ticket and two choices: go back to Lagos or go to jail. And, like a complete idiot, I waited for you. I was so sure you’d put it all right, bring me back home.”

Liv sank onto the leather pouffe, her hands at her throat, reaching for pearls that were no longer there. “What are you talking about?”

Funke took another deep breath, blinked to try to stop the flashback. She could see Chief Superintendent Johnson’s hat on the table, hear his patronizing tone, feel her world falling apart. She felt herself close down, her mind disconnecting from her body. She scrambled for words, couldn’t find any. She shook her head to center herself then marched to her bedroom.

Liv followed her. “You framed my cards,” she said, her voice soft.

As Funke watched her cousin take in her sparse room, outrage returned and her muscles jumped under her skin. She grabbed the nearest picture, ten-year-old her as a mami wata, snatched it off the wall, raised it above her head and launched it at the floor. It was plastic. It bounced.

Funke groaned in frustration and reached for her battered brown suitcase on top of her wardrobe. She flung it on the bed, opened it and thrust the Head of a Kate card into Liv’s face. “I didn’t frame this one. You can have it back. What were you apologizing for, Liv? For betraying me?”

Liv held the card in her hands. “For putting the pills in your drink. For making you crash the car. I thought that’s why you left. Kate . . . how did you get . . .?”

“Will you stop calling me Kate! I didn’t leave, I was thrown out.” Funke flopped onto the bed beside her suitcase. “Pills? Oh God, Liv! You drugged me.”

Liv collapsed on to the bed next to her. “It was all my fault. You wouldn’t have crashed the car if I hadn’t spiked your drink. You wouldn’t have been driving at all if not for me.”

“But I wasn’t driving, Dominic was. You know that! You were there!”

“I don’t remember the accident. When I woke up, they told me you were driving. And then we got the letter from your father, telling us you were dead.”

“I’m not bloody dead.” Funke rummaged in her suitcase. In spite of herself, she felt a flicker of hope, like a tiny buzz pulsing in her heart. And then she came to her senses. She pulled Margot’s letter out of her case, thrust it at Liv. “And how do you explain this?”

Liv read it, shook her head and reread it. Her eyes darted left and right. “I didn’t know. I swear. I didn’t know. She told me you wanted to leave.”

Funke’s head spun. She locked her hands together, held them to her chest. “You really didn’t know?”

“Of course not. I love you. I would never have abandoned you. I saw your father’s letters. He said you were dead. I blamed myself. I thought about you every single day. Oh, Kate . . .”

Funke collapsed back onto her mattress and they clung to each other. Sand rained down from Liv’s hair onto Funke’s dashiki. “I’m called Funke!”

“Sorry! I’ve missed you so much,” said Liv through tears.

They sat up most of the night talking. Piecing it together, filling in the gaps, trying to fit twelve years into eight hours. Liv convinced it was her mother’s doing. Funke hoping it wasn’t her father’s.

* * *

FUNKE WANTED TO GO to the village alone the next day but Liv wouldn’t hear of it, insisted on going too. They turned off the expressway and Funke grimaced as the undercarriage of her car scraped on a pothole. Her stomach churned; it felt like her insides were quivering. This journey always made her anxious but today her dread wasn’t caused by memories of Iya Nla. Funke’s mind wouldn’t stop fizzing. Had her father written that letter? It had been hard rebuilding a relationship with him. Please don’t let this be his fault.

They pulled up outside her father’s compound and a gaggle of children surrounded the car. A proper oyinbo, way better than a half one. They clapped and sang, waving their hands in the air, almost hysterical: “Oyinbo pepe, if you eat pepe, you go yellow more more.”

“Look in the glove compartment.” Funke assumed Liv would hand the sweets out of the window. But, of course, she didn’t. She rushed out of the car, squatted and hugged each of the children, singing along with them. She kissed their faces and let them pull her hair. She’s just like Mum.

Her father came out to greet them, still in his church clothes, lace agbada, shiny shoes, his fila at a jaunty angle.

“Dad, this is my cousin, Liv. Aunty Margot’s daughter.” Funke searched her father’s face; she found surprise but no shame.

“Leeve! You have come at long last.” Funke’s father smiled at Liv. “It took you twelve years, ehn! It’s OK, better late than never.”

“I’m sorry, Uncle Babs. E kaasan, se alafia ni?” Liv embraced him. “I should have come a long time ago. Crossed wires. But I’m here now. And I hope Funke will forgive me.”

“Of course she will. She takes after her mother, has a very big heart. She’s even forgiven me.” Her father turned to her, then blinked. “You have Lizzie’s necklace.” Funke saw tears in his eyes. “She always wanted you to have it. I wish she was here to see what a wonderful woman you’ve turned into. She would be so proud.”

And all Funke’s doubts evaporated. She hugged her father for the first time since she was nine, clinging to him, thanking the God she didn’t do.

“Uncle Babs,” said Liv. “I need to ask you something important. We got a letter from you after Ka—I mean, Funke . . . caught malaria. It said she had died. Did you write it?”

Funke’s father crossed himself. “What are you saying? Why would I curse my own firstborn? I have made mistakes but I would never—”

“It’s OK.” Liv reached out for his arm. “I’m sorry. I know who it was.”

“Maggot,” he said. “Well, at least she sent the ten thousand pounds Funke was due. Her birthright. I am grateful for that, at least. But to declare my child dead? God forbid bad thing. As you sow, so shall you reap.”

“Ten thousand?” said Liv.

“Yes,” he replied. “And I invested it well. I have contacts too o! She was wise, used it for her deposit.”

“Come and chop o!” Aunty Bisi called.

At the table, Funke stared at Liv staring at the ball of amala on her plate. Then Aunty Bisi handed her a bowl of red stew with green okro. “Well, Liv. Here you go.” Funke smiled at her cousin. “You said you wanted to eat proper Naija food.”

“Just try one taste,” said Aunty Bisi. “I have chips in the freezer if you don’t like it.”

“No, this looks amazing, Aunty,” said Liv. “Folusho keeps giving me pasta and couscous.”

Funke laughed at all Liv’s aunty-ing and uncle-ing. Liv had told her about her run-in with Prof; she wished she’d been a fly on the wall. She felt Liv’s foot tap against hers. It was like being children again, except this time Liv was watching her, copying her, taking her lead from her.

“What’s it called?” Liv whispered. “How do I eat it?”

“Amala pelu obe ati okro.” Funke wriggled her fingers in the small bowl of water to rinse them, then used her thumb and finger to pinch off a bite of amala. She rolled it from her palm to her fingertips, creating a small indentation, dipped it into the red soup, making sure she got a good coating of okro. She glanced at Liv as she lifted her hand to her mouth, expecting to see shock, dismay or disgust. But Liv was beaming.

Then Liv copied her. She used her whole hand rather than just her fingertips. Red oil ran down her wrist as she swallowed. “It’s so good,” she announced. “And spicy. Can you teach me how to make this?”

Aunty Bisi glowed with delight. “Of course. Anytime. Are you sure you don’t want to use your spoon?”

“I’m sure.” Liv licked her arm. “But show me how to do it properly.”

* * *

“It wasn’t ten thousand,” said Liv, as soon as they were in the car.

“Hmm?” Funke was only half listening as she negotiated a particularly wide pothole.

“It was fifty grand. You inherited fifty thousand pounds. Not ten. That must have been what set Mummy off. She sent you away and forged that letter saying you were dead because she didn’t want you to get what me and Dom were getting. It was spite. Or greed. Both, probably.”

“Na wa o.” Funke touched the pearls at her neck. “I hope it made her happy.”

“Nothing would ever be enough for her. But we can’t let her get away with it. No way! As soon as you’re home—”

“This is my home, Liv,” Funke interrupted. “I belong here. It took me a long time to get over being sent away, but I’m OK now. In fact, I’m more than OK. I’m good.”

“But what about us?”

Funke reached for her cousin’s hand and gripped it. “We’ve found each other, Liv. And that’s wonderful. But I never want to see your mother again. I don’t even want to think about her.”

They stayed silent the rest of the drive. This is it, thought Funke. Tomorrow morning, Liv would be flying back to England and she would be back working twelve-hour shifts. She was surprised Liv hadn’t put up more of a fight, but glad. She never, ever wanted to go back to that land but was too tired for an argument.





~ Liv ~

THE FLIGHT HOME HAD been quiet—no chatty Deano to distract her, just Liv and her thoughts. She’d always known her mother was manipulative and bitter, but this went beyond that. To keep up the lie that Kate—Funke, she corrected herself—was dead. To watch your own child tear herself apart, suffer for all those years. That took malice. She was glad Kunle and Lola were staying in Lagos for another week. She needed space to think. To plan.

When she got to her flat, her answer machine was flashing. Sixteen new messages. She pressed play. Fifteen were from her mother—her voice louder and higher-pitched in each one. Call me . . . Why haven’t you called me . . . Are you back from Africa . . . I shouldn’t have let you go . . . Stop ignoring me.

And one from Derek. “Call me when you can. Dorothy’s fine but we need to talk.”

Liv called her mother. Gave the performance of her life. Told her Lagos had been a disappointment, very boring, she’d spent the whole week indoors with a bad tummy. Didn’t see or do anything.

“Well, you should never have gone,” Margot cut her off. “I think you should know, I’m appointing a guardianship lawyer. Your grandmother lacks capacity to make decisions and Derek doesn’t have her best interests at heart. I’m doing this for her.”

“OK, Mummy. Well, you know best.” Liv hung up. She’d have to move faster than she’d planned; there was a lot to do.

The first day of a new term was always stressful. It was hard to decide which was worse: the neurotic mothers upset that their sensitive flower had survived without them or the psychotic mothers up in arms that their two-year-old prodigy hadn’t mastered multiplication yet. But this first day was worse than usual. Liv was exhausted and every encounter with a panicky mum intensified her already intense anxiety. Were mothers to blame for everything that went wrong?

“You look green,” said Valerie as they handed the last child to her nanny. “Are you OK?”

“Not really. I don’t feel great.” Liv wasn’t lying—she was twisted up inside. “I was hoping I could get a couple of days off this week.”

“Come on, Liv, we’ve got all these new kids to settle in. No way.” Val scowled at Liv. “You got your jabs, didn’t you? You can’t be too careful. I watched this film the other night, Outbreak. Some guy smuggled a monkey in from Africa and it had this contagious disease. He caught it and then people started dropping like flies. It was carnage. Did you see any monkeys?”

“No, Val. I wasn’t on safari. I was in Lagos.”

“That’s Africa, though, isn’t it? You should watch it. Great film. Dustin Hoffman’s in it, he’s always good value.”

“You know what, Val? You’re right. I should get myself checked out. And quarantine—just in case. Like you said, we can’t be too careful. Wouldn’t want to risk one of the kids catching something horrid, would we?” Liv coughed into her hanky. “I’ll take the rest of the week off. Fingers crossed I haven’t given it to you.”

“But . . .”

Liv didn’t stop to hear what Val had to say. She was at Waterloo station an hour later.

* * *

When the taxi dropped Liv at The Ring, a battered Land Rover was parked in the drive. She pushed open the front door and was set upon by a brindle lurcher, tail wagging wildly, wet tongue licking her hands.

“Petra!” Derek Windham rushed into the hall and grabbed the dog’s collar. “Stop being such a tart.”

Liv smiled at him. “Hi, Derek.”

He blushed bright red. “Liv! I meant the dog, not you.”

“I know.” Liv crouched and stroked the dog’s neck. She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Thanks for checking on her. How is she?”

Derek shook his head and put a finger to his lips, then said in an overly chirpy voice, “Dorothy’s through here. We didn’t know you were coming. Kettle’s just boiled.”

“OK.” Liv nodded to show she understood. They walked to the kitchen, Petra leading the way, her tail whacking both sides of the corridor.

Liv drank two mugs of tea as she chatted to Grandma and Derek. Told them Lagos had been great but didn’t mention Funke. Or Kate. When Derek suggested they take Petra for an empty, she leaped to her feet. They took the long way round to the folly, the lurcher at their heels stopping to sniff every twig.

“Today is a good day,” Derek said. “But yesterday she was very confused. Unfortunately, Margot turned up at precisely the wrong time. She brought a doctor with her—not Dorothy’s doctor, some other chap. I was here so I stopped him talking to her but I’m pretty sure she’ll find a way to get a guardianship order. I can make it difficult, delay it, but I don’t think I’ll be able to stop it. Not if Margot is determined.”

“How much was my cousin, Katherine, supposed to inherit?” Liv interrupted. “Grandma said my mother arranged for her to get her money. How much was it?”

Derek looked surprised but said, “Fifty thousand pounds. The same as you and Dominic. Katherine got hers early, that’s all. It was supposed to be when she turned twenty-five, but once she decided to leave, Margot made a good case for giving it to her. My father was in charge back then but I remember it well. He wanted to talk to Dorothy about it but Margot thought it would be too much for her. Douglas had only just died.”

“She got ten thousand. Not fifty.”

“No, it was fifty thousand pounds. I should know—I paid the money into Margot’s account. She arranged the banker’s draft and sent it to Africa.”

“Nigeria, not Africa. And she sent ten thousand. She kept the rest. I saw my cousin in Lagos. She’s not dead. My mother lied.”

“But that’s impossible.” Derek stopped walking.

“Is it? Did you ask for a death certificate? Get any proof? Or did you just take my mother’s word for it?”

Derek tugged at his collar. His face was bright red. “Margot showed us the letter from Katherine’s father. Why would he lie? And, as she said, they do things differently there—not as much paperwork. But if Katherine’s not dead . . .”

“She’s definitely not dead. And there’s more. You need to know this—Mummy took out a mortgage on Dolphin Square. She faked Grandma’s signature . . .”

“Liv. Stop.” Derek held his hands up. “This changes everything. Douglas made his wishes very clear. His will is watertight. If Katherine’s alive, she gets half.”

“What do you mean?” Liv felt her heart race.

“According to your grandfather’s will, the estate was to be divided into two equal shares, one for each of his offspring, Elizabeth and Margot. If either of those shares fails, the failed share accrues to the issue of said child. Elizabeth predeceased him, so her share accrued to Katherine. If Katherine is alive, then, as the only surviving child of Elizabeth, she gets one share. Half the estate. That’s half of The Ring, half of the flat at Dolphin Square, half of all the shares, investments, all personal chattels.”

Liv blinked, her brain foggy. She tried to process what he was saying. Offspring. Failed share. Chattels. “Derek,” she said, her voice shaky. “I need you to spell this out for me. Pretend I’m dumb—shouldn’t be hard. Are you telling me my cousin inherits half The Ring when Grandma dies?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.” Derek stared at her, his eyebrows furrowed. “Liv, are you telling me Katherine is alive?”

For the second time in a week, Liv felt her knees give way. Money. It was all about money. Of course it was. The last thing she heard was the sound of her head smacking against the stone patio.

* * *

As a teenager, Liv had dreamed of being the sort of willowy, delicate woman who swooned to order. In her fantasies, a rich and handsome man would catch her in his strong, tanned arms and gently lower her onto a conveniently placed velvet chaise longue. And he’d kiss her. Obviously.

It turned out fainting in real life wasn’t glamorous and hurt like hell. Her neck still had a crick from the first time on the beach and now she had an egg-sized lump on her forehead. It had taken forever to convince poor Derek she didn’t need an ambulance.

He came back the next morning with a copy of Grandpa’s will in a faded manila envelope. Liv flipped through the document, trying to make sense of the jargon. Why use a straightforward word, like “furniture,” when you could use nonsensical gibberish, like “chattels”? On and on it went. Three pages on executors. Another three on trustees. It was littered with archaic terms—“hereinafter,” “inter alia,” “heretofore,” “non compos mentis.” There was even a section on grandchildren’s school fees—the trust was to fund private education for all his grandchildren. Liv shook her head sadly. If Grandpa had done the right thing, Kate would have gone to Wooders, but he had been too cowardly to have a confrontation with his eldest daughter. Yet again, not upsetting Margot had trumped doing the right thing. She went back to reading, got to the meat of the matter. It was true. Katherine would inherit half of everything.

“What do we do now?” she asked finally.

“We need Katherine. We have to revoke the presumption of death. It’s not complicated, a simple affidavit, but she needs to be here in person to make it legally valid.”

Liv sighed. “She’s adamant she won’t come back.”

“I did some sums last night, Liv. The forty thousand pounds that Margot held on to . . .”

“Stole,” corrected Liv. “Let’s call a spade a spade.”

Derek blushed pink. “Well, it’s worth over a hundred thousand pounds now, what with interest and inflation. And then there’s the mortgage on Dolphin Square. I’ve written to the land registry to find out exactly how much equity she released. But by my maths, Margot’s already had her share of the estate. So when Dorothy dies, there’s a good chance Katherine is legally due to get everything. Would that change her mind?”

“I don’t know.” Liv sighed again. Funke didn’t want the money; she didn’t want anything to do with the family. And Liv couldn’t blame her. But she had to find a way to bring her home. Of course: Grandma. Funke wouldn’t do it for herself, but she might do it for Grandma.





~ Funke ~

FUNKE THREW HERSELF INTO work, volunteered for extra shifts, got in early, left late. She ran twice as often and twice as far. But still her mind kept barreling back to The Ring.

As she sprinted round the perimeter of Ikeja Golf Club for the third time, she instinctively reached for her pearls. But they were safely locked away at home. She thought of Liv, who’d been just as much a victim of Maggot’s bitterness. She used to be such a free spirit, fearless, full of hope and positivity. Now she was nervous, hesitant. Smaller. I am the lucky one—I had Misses Lissie. A dead mother who was good trumped a live mother who fucked you up.

Funke pumped her arms, trying to figure out Margot’s motive. Because she was jealous of her dead sister? To save Dominic? Prejudice? Or for forty thousand pounds? It didn’t add up. Too much hatred, too little justification.

And Funke had colluded with her, which made it worse. Margot had got away with it because she’d given her the whip hand. Funke could have stayed, called her bluff, put up a fight. If they’d pressed charges, she could have gone to court and cleared her name. Why had she been so ready to believe she would lose? She was her own worst enemy; her biggest oppressor was in the mirror.

She turned on to Abimbola Okunuga Crescent and slowed her pace as she got closer to home. Bola had said she couldn’t commit to anything. He’d been right. She should have trusted Liv. Maybe she should trust him.

The gate rattled and Funke stopped to say e se to Mustapha.

“E ka bo, ma,” he smiled. “Ore re ti wa. De oyinbo one from de TV. She go shop, e come back now-now.”

By the time Oyinkan returned, with half the Mr. Bigg’s hot food counter in her arms, Funke had showered and changed into a dashiki. Mustapha followed her in, hauling a huge brown cardboard box. “Thanks, Mustapha.” Oyinkan slipped him fifty naira; she was a generous tipper. He did a full dobale and backed out.

“What’s this?” asked Funke. “A body?”

“No idea. Kunle dropped it off this morning. It’s for you, from Liv. She sent it by courier. Must have cost a fortune—it’s heavy. Are you hungry? I couldn’t decide, so I bought two of everything.”

Funke peeled the brown tape off the box. On top was a card: a sketch of Funke jumping off a canoe at Tarkwa Bay. She opened it.

Funke. I know you don’t want to but you have to come home. I need you, I can’t save Grandma without your help. Please. Do this for her. I love you. Liv.

She’d put a heart over the “i” where the dot should have been. Funke bit her lip, wiped her hands on her dashiki and started pulling things out of the box.

A tin of Heinz tomato soup. She smiled.

A jumbo bag of Wotsits. She laughed.

A pack of Sherbet Dip Dabs. She grimaced.

My black passport. So it was true. She had never been in danger of being deported. It had all been one big deception.

A sketch pad. Funke flicked through it, pages and pages of drawings—the folly; the lightning tree; Bog Wood; and page after page of her at the Barcelona Olympics, Bantu knots on her head, the vest she’d bought at El Corte Inglés, the Converse trainers Oyinkan had given her.

A photo album. She opened it. Pictures she’d never seen before. Of Mum and Dad. Of her and Femi as babies. She couldn’t stop the tears that fell. She had so few pictures of Mum and Femi. These were like gold.

A faded brown paper envelope. Funke undid the string that held it closed and slid out the document. Last Will & Testament. She skimmed it. Then read it again. Slowly.

“What is it?” asked Oyinkan through a mouthful of meat pie.

“It’s the why,” said Funke. “The reason Margot made me dead. Unbelievable. It wasn’t racism. It was greed.”

“Same thing, though, isn’t it?” Oyinkan scrunched up the empty paper wrapper. “Humans are inherently greedy. They hate sharing. So they invented racism to justify keeping all the cake. Don’t give them a slice, they don’t deserve it, they’re too dark. Or too gay. Or too short. Any difference will do: sex, color, tribe, religion, whatever. I’m yet to meet a good ‘ism.’”

“But she’d have got half. Wasn’t that enough?”

“No. She wanted it all.” Oyinkan hissed. “When are you going?”

“I’m not,” said Funke. “She can have it.”

Oyinkan leaped up. “Funke! Are you mad? You are going to reclaim what is yours. She cannot get away with it. Over my dead body.”

“I don’t want her money.”

Oyinkan pranced around the brown box, narrowly missing the bag of Wotsits, which Funke hastily rescued. “Your head is not correct. It is not her money. It is your inheritance. This yeye woman wants to steal what is rightfully yours and you are telling me you don’t care. Ehn, if you don’t go, I will go for you.” She stood still, closed her eyes and rearranged her face. “I don’t want her money,” she said, her voice an exact replica of Funke’s.

Funke laughed. Oyinkan deserved an Oscar. “You’re good. But, unfortunately, we don’t look remotely alike.”

“To people like her we are all the same. A mass. An invading blob.” She hissed again, held it for a record length of time. “Start packing, my friend. Kia-kia. As Liv said, if you can’t do it for yourself, do it for your grandmother. Abi?”

* * *

This time Funke had no qualms about using Uncle Ade’s long-leg to fast-track her visa application. She’d put her British passport in for renewal but it would take weeks. Oyinkan insisted on taking her to the airport, determined to make sure she didn’t change her mind. Funke was wearing her mother’s pearls, kept reaching up to stroke them. Flying made her nervous; she couldn’t help it.

A glowing Liv was at Heathrow to meet her. She looked more like old Liv, less wary somehow. Funke sat in the back. Liv didn’t need to ask why.

Funke remembered the drive from twenty years ago. The weather was the same: gray, damp, miserable, no sign of that green and pleasant land. She and Liv didn’t talk much; there would be time for that later. The first stop was Taunton Magistrates’ Court, to meet Derek the Younger (who looked even older) and get the affidavit witnessed. To make Funke alive again.

A couple of hours later, as the car pulled off the smooth tarmac on to the gravel track, the sun came out. Funke let out a soft moan as The Ring came into view. Ivy crept up the walls and the weeping cotoneaster with its clusters of red berries was more beautiful than she remembered. And there was Grandma, leaning on a cane. She was smiling.

Funke rushed out of the car to hug her grandmother. They were both crying, happy tears running down their faces, mingling with the misty rain.

“Welcome home, dear,” Grandma said. “Come out of the rain, the kettle’s on.”





~ Liv ~

THE NIGHT BEFORE FUNKE arrived, Liv stayed at Kunle’s. She was nervous, unsettled. Scared Funke would change her mind and not get on the plane. Stressed about the confrontation with her mother. Worried about her grandmother, who had taken the news that Funke was alive remarkably well. Too well, maybe. Liv was afraid she didn’t understand. “She’s coming home,” Grandma kept repeating. Liv just patted her hands and smiled.

She finally nodded off at two, then overslept. When she emerged from the bathroom she found Kunle sitting at the kitchen table, a serious expression on his face. Her heart thumped. This was it. He’d had enough of her and her crazy family. Spiking drinks, faking death, stealing, lying. He wanted out. “What’s up?” she asked wearily.

“Lola!” he shouted. “Are you ready?”

Lola flew into the room and stood beside her father, stock-straight. A serious expression on her face too. “Aunty Liv . . .”

“Yes,” Liv whispered.

“Will you . . .” she said.

“What?”

“Marry . . .” Kunle smiled.

“Us?” added Lola.

Liv rushed over to them, scooped Lola into her arms. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” Kunle wrapped his arms around her, hugged her tightly, Lola squished between them. Tears streamed down Liv’s face. “Yes!”

“Good,” he said. “We both love you and we want a lioness in our pack.”

It had taken a long time for Liv to pull herself together. She’d done a terrible thing. She’d paid the price. She deserved this much happiness. And she trusted herself not to fudge it up.

* * *

Liv and Funke spent the weekend at The Ring talking about everything except what they had to do on Monday. Liv didn’t want to have the confrontation with her mother at The Ring. She knew it would be toxic and wanted to protect her grandmother from having to listen to it. The offices of Windham & Sons was the logical place, but Mummy refused point-blank. In the end they settled on Dolphin Square.

Kunle offered to come with them for moral support and Liv accepted readily. Strangely, she wasn’t at all nervous, but it was clear Funke was. She made Kunle promise to stick to Funke like glue. The meeting wasn’t till eleven but they caught an early train, to give themselves some wiggle room—South West Trains were always late. Of course, this one was on time—two minutes early, in fact—so they had ninety minutes to kill. They sat silently in a cafe on Wilton Road, lattes cooling in front of them.

When Derek arrived at ten minutes to eleven, Funke began to shake. Then she started hyperventilating. Liv shook the crumbs out of the paper bag her croissant had come in, and made her breathe into it.

“I’ll be fine,” Funke whispered. There were beads of sweat on her forehead. She was a scared nine-year-old lamb all over again.

“No.” Liv realized she couldn’t put her cousin through this. “I shouldn’t have made you come. My mother, my mess. Derek and I will sort this out. You stay here with Kunle.”

“Thank you.” The relief on Funke’s face was palpable. Liv felt guilty. She’d known all along that Funke didn’t have to come today but she’d craved the drama. Had wanted to see her mother’s face when Funke walked into the room. She’d worked out what to say: Look who’s risen! Had practiced in front of the mirror. But it was selfish and unfair; Funke didn’t need more trauma. Liv turned to Kunle. “Look after her. I’ll be half an hour, max.”

* * *

Derek was magnificent. He didn’t drop anything, didn’t stutter, didn’t blush. He started with the mortgage on Dolphin Square, placed the land registry document on the table, slid it across to Margot, told her the trust needed her to repay the money in full.

Two red blots appeared on Margot’s cheeks. “I’ve got guardianship now, so this is irrelevant. I control the estate, not you.” She turned to Liv. “I’m ashamed of you, Olivia. Whose side are you on?”

“Funke’s side.” Liv held up a picture. A photo of her and Funke on the veranda of Uncle Babs’s house in the village, both smiling into the lens. “I found her. It’s over. I’ll let Derek explain how it all works, but the bottom line is: Funke gets half. And because of what you stole, Funke gets everything.”

“No! You can’t choose her over me. None of this is my fault. I didn’t plan it. I saw a chance to make things right and I took it. You can’t blame me. I was only thinking of you and Dominic—surely you can see that. I was protecting what belonged to me.” Her mother began crying. Proper tears, sliding down her cheeks. “Please, Olivia, don’t do this. Everyone loved Lizzie best. She got everything she wanted. Why can’t you put me first? Why can’t you be on my side?”

Liv felt her anger drain away, her desire for vengeance replaced by pity. She felt desperately sad for her wretched, unlovable mother. Resentment and bitterness had eaten her up. She thought money would make her happy, but she was wrong. She’d never be content. And that was more than enough punishment. Liv pushed back her chair. “I’m sorry, Mummy.”

“Wait. You can’t do this to me.” Her mother’s voice was cracked; she reached out and grabbed Liv’s arms. “Olivia! Stop. Please. I’m your mother. You have to do what I say.”

“No, Mummy. I don’t. You won’t get your way this time. I know it’s hard but you’re going to have to learn—you don’t always get what you want. But don’t worry, you’ll be OK. You always are.” Liv ignored her mother’s tears, shrugged her off and walked out, leaving poor Derek to handle the rest of it.

Funke and Kunle were still at the cafe. Funke was biting her nails, worry writ large on her face. Liv pulled her into a hug. “It’s over. It’s sorted.”

“Was it awful?” Funke asked.

“No. It was OK,” said Liv.

“Will she be all right?”

“Don’t worry about her. She’ll be fine. Now, come on.” Liv smiled. “We’ve got time for lunch before your train to Edinburgh. And I need a stiff drink.”





~ Epilogue ~

THE BRIDE WORE NATIVE. Purple-and-green aso oke with elaborate silver embroidery on the bodice. She looked magnificent. The dress hugged her curves. All of them. She was six months pregnant and determined to highlight her bump, not hide it. No gele, though. Oyinkan had spent hours plaiting her hair—dozens of box braids cascaded past her shoulders, tiny silver balls at the end of each plait tinkling when she moved. Lola, her flower girl, wore a miniature version of the bride’s dress but her hair was in Bantu knots; she’d been adamant. The Undesirables were bridesmaids, in matching ankara.

Funke was maid of honor and the only one dressed for an English wedding: pink taffeta calf-length dress, pearls round her neck. Bola wore a kilt—he’d gone full native too, as Funke discovered when he flashed her. He still had a year in Edinburgh but after that was coming home. Back to Lagos. For good. They were planning to open a private clinic together. He’d played hard to get at first, said he wasn’t sure he wanted to make them official, had got used to being a side-dick. But his bluster had lasted all of five minutes. Then he’d proposed. And, of course, she’d said yes. They were getting married next year, right here, at The Ring. Because although Lagos was home and she’d never live anywhere else, The Ring was home too. Turned out home was where the people you loved were. And you could have two. Also, Liv was good at throwing parties.

Funke walked Liv up the aisle—well, the path to the folly, where she and Kunle exchanged vows, Lola beaming between them. Grandma had made Liv’s bouquet herself. Magnolias, of course, with a few anemones and stems of pampas grass. Liv and Kunle had done the civil bit months ago at Taunton Registry Office; today was just about celebrating.

Toks had brought his boyfriend. They’d been smooching in the folly when Funke had last seen them. In Lagos they pretended to be flatmates, here they could be themselves. Folusho was on good form, did a funny speech welcoming Liv to the Soyege family, gave her a new nickname, Iyawo Wa—our wife—a distinct improvement on Omo Odo. Jojo was there too, with his wife and two kids (both redheads, Funke loved them on sight). And Derek the Younger, who seemed to have transferred his crush from Liv to Oyinkan, staring at her like a puppy. Poor man, thought Funke. She’ll eat him alive.

The bride and groom had wisely decided not to invite their mothers. They didn’t want clouds on their sunny day. They probably wouldn’t have come, anyway. Margot was sulking, feeling hard done by, even though they’d arranged things so she got to stay in Dolphin Square for life and received an allowance, which Liv insisted on calling a stipend. Kunle’s mother was also sulking. She refused point-blank to be in the same room as Funke—she couldn’t forgive her for jilting her favorite son.

The Ring had put on its best face. Today it was the magical palace Funke’s mum had described. Bright sun, cloudless blue sky, lush green grass. Even the clear turquoise water in the newly spruced-up pool seemed to sparkle. There was scaffolding around the back but you couldn’t see it from the marquee. Kunle and Liv had moved in three months ago and were doing lots of work. They’d already enrolled Lola at Wooders. Liv had always said that with the right mother, this house would be paradise. She was right.

Traditionally, the first dance is for the bride and groom. But Liv didn’t believe in following rules and Kunle was more than happy to share his bride with the two brown girls in her life. So when the steel band started playing “Brown Girl in the Ring,” Funke and Lola were right beside Liv and Kunle.

“There’s going to be another brown girl at The Ring.” Liv rubbed her stomach. “We asked at the ultrasound. I won’t let her down, Funke. I promise.”

“I know you won’t, Liv.” Funke linked arms with the bride.

“And, if it’s OK with you . . .” said Liv. “We’d like to call her Lizzie.”

“Oh, Liv.” Funke’s eyes filled with tears. “That would be sublime.”

The two cousins hugged, swaying to the music. Funke knew Liv would be a wonderful mother to Lizzie. She already was to Lola. She wasn’t like Maggot. She was like Mum. They’d found their way back to each other and that was what mattered. Families are complicated things but they were both determined to do their best. And they both still had time to flourish. Maybe her dream of her own little boy, who looked a little bit like Femi, could actually come true.
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