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For Peter. This is half yours. This is ours.




‘The axe forgets, but the tree remembers.’

African proverb




Aftermath

Am I strong enough?

The woman sits huddled in the corner of her bedroom. Her dress is ruined – the button missing, the belt ripped. One seam has come apart, exposing her bare shoulder.

She’s clutching a sculpture in both hands. It’s a head, a little under life-size. She stares into its unblinking eyes, willing it to come to life. She wants it to tell her that this is not her fault. That there’s nothing she could have done differently. That she’s the victim here.

But it’s made of leaded brass. It can’t speak.

With trembling hands, she places it gently on the carpet. Then, holding the split halves of her wrap dress together, she clambers to her feet.

Am I strong enough?

She knows the answer. Justice must be done.

She picks up the phone.

‘Help me. Please …’




Four Months Earlier




1

Ronke

POUNDED YAM AND EGUSI? Eba with okra? No, it had to be pounded yam. But maybe with efo riro. Ronke ran through the menu in her head as she walked up the hill to Buka. She knew it by heart but that didn’t make choosing any easier. As usual she wanted it all.

And as usual she was running late. She stopped at the cashpoint anyway and withdrew a hundred pounds. The girls teased her, told her it was an urban myth, but ever since Ronke had heard the story about Simi’s cousin’s friend getting her card cloned at Buka, she’d paid in cash.

Ronke had been looking forward to their Naija lunch all week. And not just because of the food. For the first time in ages, when Simi asked, ‘So what’s new?’, the answer wouldn’t be, ‘Nothing.’

She hustled past the Sainsbury’s Local, the Turkish grocery and the Thai nail bar. The Nigerian flag outside Buka was looking a little tatty, frayed at the edges. The green was still vibrant but the white was a dirty beige. Ronke studied her reflection in the shiny mirrored door, yanked at her hair to fluff up some of the curls, patted to flatten some down. As good as it gets. At least once a day someone said to her, ‘I wish I had curly hair,’ but Ronke knew better – curls meant frizz, knots and chaos. She pushed open the door and stepped out of suburban London and into downtown Lagos.

The smell hit her first. Smoky burned palm oil, fried peppers and musty stockfish. Next came the noise: Fela Kuti blared out of the speakers, struggling to compete with the group of three men at a corner table, talking over each other. And because this was effectively Nigeria, their voices were louder, accents stronger, gesticulations wilder.

The waiter looked up with a scowl. As Ronke turned to shut the door, she knew his eyes would linger on her arse. It felt like home.

She spotted Simi deep in conversation with a striking woman and felt a spike of irritation. ‘Just us two,’ Simi had said. The stranger had long toned limbs and glossy brown skin; she looked almost sculpted. Something about her profile was familiar and for one heartbeat Ronke was sure she knew her from somewhere. She blinked and the feeling disappeared. She didn’t know anyone who showed side-boob at lunch. Or had such an over-the-top blonde weave.

Ronke tried to tamp down her annoyance as she wove between the tables towards them. The men stopped talking and turned to watch her and she realized she was holding in her tummy.

Simi stood and beamed at Ronke. It was easy to love Simi. When she looked at you she made you believe you were the only person in the world she wanted to see. Simi had given Ronke the same grin the first time they met, seventeen years ago, at freshers’ week in Bristol. Teeth, dimples, sunshine, joy.

‘Ronks! This is Isobel – you’re going to love her.’ Simi spread her arms out in welcome.

I wouldn’t bet on it, thought Ronke. She leaned into Simi’s hug and fixed a smile on her face before turning to say hello to the interloper. Still, three people meant three starters. This Isobel had better be a sharer.

Simi poured her a glass of fizz as Ronke unwound her scarf. ‘Champagne?’ Ronke asked. ‘We always have rosé at Buka.’ It’s not forty pounds a bottle, she didn’t add.

Simi nudged Ronke with her knee under the table. ‘Iso’s allergic to cheap wine,’ she said, ‘and we’re celebrating.’

‘Here’s to my divorce,’ said Isobel, holding her glass aloft, ‘and to friends – old and new.’

Ronke thought divorce was a strange thing to celebrate but she smiled and clinked glasses.

The waiter plonked three massive menus on the table. Pages and pages of laminated sheets nestled in faux leather folders. Ronke adored the old-fashioned, over-long menu, the notable absence of words like seasonal, local and sustainable, the bad spelling and dodgy typography. She stroked her menu and a rush of nostalgia flooded through her, echoes of long family lunches at Apapa Club.

‘Wetin you people want?’ the waiter asked, glowering down at them.

‘Another bottle of this.’ Isobel gestured at the empty champagne bottle. The waiter’s frown deepened.

‘Thank you!’ called Ronke to his retreating back. She tended to overcompensate with waiters. Even rude ones.

‘Isobel is embarrassingly rich,’ said Simi, ‘but she loves throwing her money around, so I forgive her.’

Ronke laughed in spite of herself. ‘How do you two know each other?’

‘We met when we were five,’ said Simi. ‘The only half-caste kids in our class …’

‘Simi! You can’t use that word,’ said Ronke.

‘Oh, come on, this is us. Everybody called us half-caste in Lagos.’

‘You can’t even think it in LA, unless you want to be sent on a race awareness course.’ Isobel stroked Simi’s arm. ‘It’s so good to have my alobam back.’

‘We clocked each other straight away. You know how it is when you spot another mixed-race person in Lagos.’ Simi made exaggerated air quotes as she said ‘mixed-race’. ‘Isobel beat up a boy on our first day. After that we were inseparable.’

‘He deserved it,’ said Isobel. ‘The little shit called you a mongrel. It was only a little tap.’

‘You knocked two of his teeth out,’ said Simi.

‘He insulted us. Anyway, it worked.’ Isobel smiled. ‘No one messed with us after that.’

Ronke tried and failed to place her accent. ‘Is your mum American?’

‘Russian. My dad was working in Moscow, that’s where they met.’ Isobel placed her hand on Ronke’s arm. Her nails were electric blue, long and pointy. ‘What about you? I want to know everything.’

Ronke fiddled with her scarf and glanced around for the waiter. She hated talking about herself. ‘My mum’s English. I was born in Lagos, but we moved here when I was eleven. Have you looked at the menu?’

‘Ronke is the best dentist in London,’ Simi said. ‘And an amazing cook.’

‘I’m not.’ Ronke wished Simi would stop jabbering like an overexcited PR. ‘But I do love food. We should order – they’re so slow here.’

Simi ignored her. ‘She’s practically perfect. Apart from her dodgy taste in men.’

Ronke clenched her jaw and looked around for the waiter.

Isobel clapped her hands together and beamed. ‘Me too! I knew we’d get on. I always go for the bad boy.’

‘Kayode isn’t a bad boy.’ Ronke glared at Simi and yanked at a curl.

‘I love your hair,’ said Isobel. ‘How do you get it to spiral like that? Is it real?’

Ronke gave Simi one more hard look, then turned to Isobel. ‘Yes, it’s real.’

‘This isn’t.’ Isobel flicked her blonde mane from side to side.

No kidding, thought Ronke. She didn’t want to be mollified. ‘Let’s order, I’m starving.’

‘Quick,’ Simi said. ‘If Ronke gets hangry, we’re in for it. She’ll bitch-slap us with these tacky menus.’

Ronke patted her menu as she swallowed down another twinge of annoyance. Hanger was a real thing; she’d read an article about it in the Sunday Times just last week.

‘I’m not doing carbs – well, apart from wine,’ said Simi. ‘Fish pepper soup.’

‘No carbing in a Naija restaurant?’ Isobel’s laugh was high-pitched and jangly. ‘You’re such a coconut. I’ll have amala with ogbono and assorted meat.’

‘Jollof rice with chicken for me,’ said Ronke. She couldn’t bring herself to order pounded yam in front of skinny, glamorous Isobel. ‘Are we having starters?’ she added hopefully.
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ISOBEL AND SIMI PICKED AT their food – they were too busy chatting about the good old days. Their Nigerian childhoods had been filled with swimming pools, beach clubs, air-conditioning, drivers and maids. Ronke’s memories were of noisy family gatherings, power cuts, spicy street food, the car breaking down and playing clapping games with her cousins in the dusty courtyard.

Ronke listened as she ate. Simi was wearing a single oversized earring, which made her look lopsided. Isobel on the other hand was perfectly balanced – shoulders back, head held high, blonde fringe perfectly straight.

Isobel pushed her plate away after three tiny bites. Don’t stare, Ronke told herself, fighting the temptation to spear a piece of shaki off her plate. Her jollof had been so-so – she should have ordered the yam. Thank God she was getting a takeaway.

The waiter dragged himself away from the TV and sauntered over to clear their table. Ronke watched as he slammed her empty plate on top of Isobel’s, squishing the black pillow of amala. What a waste.

Isobel’s phone buzzed. ‘Got to go,’ she said. ‘My driver’s here. I’ll get this – my treat.’ She went to the bar to pay the bill, sashaying past the rowdy men.

One of them, eating eba and egusi with his hands in the traditional way, paused, licked his fingers and called out to her, ‘Hello, luscious yellow baby, why don’t you come and greet us, ehn?’

Ronke froze. Simi tutted. But Isobel was unfazed; she winked and put even more swagger into her walk as she came back to the table. She bent to give Simi a hug, air-kissed Ronke, and then she was gone, the door slamming behind her.

‘Na wa, o!’ said Ronke.

‘That’s Iso,’ said Simi.

‘She has a driver? In London?’

‘Her dad’s loaded. I mean, proper rich. He was in the government and in business. Legalized corruption – you know the type. My dad used to be his lawyer, but they had a big falling out. She’s been through hell so he’s being ultra-protective.’

‘What sort of hell?’

‘A dodgy ex-husband. The controlling sort. He told her what to wear, who to see, how to spend her own money. Fucked her over. I’m guessing he was violent, but I didn’t want to pry.’

‘That’s not like you,’ said Ronke.

Simi held her hands up in protest. ‘She was close to tears. I couldn’t keep pushing her to talk.’

Ronke tried to imagine Isobel crying, but couldn’t. ‘But she seems so confident, so self-assured, so … shiny.’

‘Ronks, you know how it is. We all have faces we put on. I think her dad came to the rescue – saved her from him. Hence Boris. The driver-cum-bodyguard.’

‘Boris? You are joking?’

‘OK, I made that up. But Boris suits him – he’s massive and he’s Russian.’ Simi said the last bit in a terrible Russian accent and they both burst into giggles.

‘I need to order a takeaway for Boo,’ said Ronke. ‘She’s having a major strop with Didier. I’m going to hers after. Come – it’ll be fun.’

‘I’ll pass. I had the oh-poor-me, I-do-everything spiel on the phone this morning.’

Ronke managed to get the waiter’s attention and reeled off her order. ‘Jollof rice with chicken stew, no chilli. Jollof rice with fried beef. Pounded yam with seafood okra, extra hot, please. Beef suya. Chicken suya. Two portions of dodo. One moin-moin, please. Oh, and a Buka fish special.’

‘And one espresso.’ Simi gave him one of her high-watt smiles. He almost smiled back, remembered himself and went back to surly.

‘So what’s new?’ asked Simi. ‘How’s Kayode?’

‘My dodgy boyfriend?’ Ronke narrowed her eyes. ‘I can’t believe you said that to someone I don’t know.’

‘Relax. Iso’s one of us. She gets it.’

‘Well, Kayode is fine. Tomorrow we’re going to look at a flat in Clapham.’ Ronke had been waiting for this. She was careful to keep her voice level, slipped it in as if it was idle chit-chat.

Simi took the bait. ‘What? You’re flat-hunting? Together?’

Ronke wanted to stay deadpan but it was too exciting. ‘I know. And it’s his idea. We spent hours on PrimeLocation last night and he called the agent to book the viewing. I’m seeing batik curtains, lots of raffia baskets, wooden floors just like Boo’s – and a cot.’

‘A cot?’ said Simi.

‘Cat, I meant – cat.’ Ronke blushed. ‘But yes, I want kids. You and Boo aren’t the only ones allowed happy ever after.’

‘Of course not. But come on, Ronks – we’re talking about Kayode! He can’t even commit to a weekend in Paris.’

Ronke blinked at the peeling paint on the ceiling. This was the downside of telling your friends everything: it meant they knew everything. Yes, Kayode had left her standing like a saddo at St Pancras, watching the train pull out without them. Yes, she’d been in bits. But if Ronke could get over it, why couldn’t Simi?

‘It wasn’t completely his fault,’ she said. ‘I know he didn’t handle it well, but we’re fine now. Can’t you just pretend to be pleased for me?’

‘I’m sorry. I just want you to be happy. Let’s start again. Show me the flat.’ Simi shuffled her chair closer. ‘Please?’

Ronke tapped her phone with a short unpainted nail. ‘It needs a lot of work, but that’s fine – good even. Like a blank canvas. I can move into his flat while the builders fix it up. I thought we could make it more open-plan.’ She jabbed at the phone, scrolling through the images. ‘It has a yard, south-facing; we can have loads of pots. It’s at the top of our budget and we won’t get it, but …’

‘I love it,’ said Simi. ‘You can do a Kirsty, knock all the walls down and fill it with scatter cushions.’

Ronke laughed. She did have a scatter cushion problem. There were twenty-six in her little flat. Kayode had counted once. All in similar shades of cream and silver. With tassels. With sequins. With pompoms. And one extra special one with tassels, sequins and pompoms. Kayode called her the mad cushion lady, but in a nice way. He’d bought her the extra special cushion. It was the only one that didn’t get thrown on the floor at bedtime.

Simi chatted with her about houses and builders until Ronke’s takeaway arrived. ‘Give Martin my love,’ said Ronke as she wound her scarf round her neck. No lurid comments from the loud men as they left. Simi hopped into her Uber and Ronke, weighed down with her takeaway, headed for the Tube. She hoped Boo would be a bit more positive about her news.




2

Boo

BOO WAS PISSED OFF. She slammed a mug into the dishwasher and kicked it shut. An occasional Saturday lunch with the girls wasn’t too much to ask. Not even the whole of Saturday. God no. She wasn’t a monster, for fuck’s sake. Just a few hours. Enough time to get to Buka, catch up with her best friends – whose lives revolved around more than cooking, cleaning and ferrying – eat food she hadn’t made herself and enjoy a glass of wine. A little time-out from being mum, wife and fucking doormat.

But no. How could Didier be expected to remember he’d been booked to look after his daughter for a few hours? How stupid of Boo to assume he might take a cursory glance at the calendar, the one she kept up to date. She’d been ridiculous to expect that much of him, not when every morning he stood in the exact same spot and asked, ‘Have you seen my keys?’ In front of you, moron, she didn’t say.

How could someone as important as Didier waste valuable time tuning in to dull domestic conversation? She’d only reminded him every day this week. ‘You know I’m with the girls Saturday and you’ve got Sofia? Yeah?’

So when this busy, influential, corporate dynamo committed to go to some stupid rugby jolly (sorry, high-powered work function), could he be expected to tell his wife? Or put it on the fucking calendar? No. Of course not. Best not to mention it until they were lying in bed on Friday night. When it was way too late to find a sitter.

‘I’m sorry, ma chérie,’ he’d said. ‘But you can see the girls any time.’

‘We’re not girls. We’re women.’ Boo dared him to say – but you always call them the girls. He didn’t.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘It is for charity.’

Which pretty much translated as: Stop being a selfish cow. Don’t you give a shit about Syrian refugees? They hadn’t spooned.

The next morning, in penance, he had cooked breakfast for Sofia. Pancakes. About the messiest thing he could have chosen. Flour everywhere. And never mind about the splatters all over the stove. It was such good fun to watch Sofia toss a pancake and miss. Over and over. Tosser.

‘Merde!’ squealed Sofia, as another pancake hit the floor.

‘Houp-là!’ Didier ruffled her hair and slopped more batter over the hob.

Encouraging Sofia to speak French was another of his crap ideas. ‘She’s half French and it’s important she speaks her language,’ he’d said. ‘Her brain is a sponge at this age.’

Yes, Boo thought, a sponge that was brilliant at soaking up swear words.

‘Get Ronke to bring us a takeaway,’ he suggested as he left. Like he’d come up with a brilliant idea. ‘She won’t mind. I’ll have jollof rice with beef, nice and spicy.’

‘Where’s Aunty Ronke?’ yelled Sofia. ‘When will she get here?’

Thanks, Didier, Boo thought sourly. Now I can spend the rest of the day repeating over and over again, ‘No, Sofia, Aunty Ronke won’t be here till four o’clock.’ And, ‘No, Sofia, it’s not four o-fucking-clock yet.’ Without the F word, obviously. Sofia’s spongy brain only soaked up French swear words. Boo’s Fs were always internal.

Maybe she was being a bit pathetic when she nudged his wallet behind the cabinet. But it was the principle of the thing. Why were her plans more changeable? What had happened to being equal partners? And why was he always so bloody calm and smiley? Even when he was in a rush and couldn’t find his wallet. Even when she was goading him into a fight.

Once he’d left, Sofia gave her a Gallic shrug. Another thing she’d learned from Didier. Head tilted to the right, lips pursed, eyebrows raised, hands thrown dramatically into the air. It said, ‘Mama, you’re a bitch.’ But in French. Boo couldn’t fault her reasoning.

Why am I so angry all the time? she wondered. In uni, Simi used to call her Goody-Boo-Shoes. Because she never, ever swore. But over the past few months all Boo’s thoughts had been punctuated with profanities. How long before they dripped out of her mouth like poison into Sofia’s sponge-like brain? A kid who said ‘Merde’ might be called precocious. One who said ‘Fuck’ was a chav.

She looked at her daughter, sitting cross-legged on the floor, crushing candy on Didier’s iPad. ‘Fishes! Swimming!’ Sofia trilled as she bashed away at the screen.

‘Half an hour tops, then we’re going out.’ Boo picked up a dishcloth and started on the hob.

‘Can we go to the park, Mama?’

‘Yes, darling.’

‘Can I go on the swings?’

‘’Course you can.’ Boo scrubbed at a blackened crust.

‘And the slide?’

‘Yup.’

‘Can we get a dog, Mama?’

‘OK.’

‘A brown sausage dog? Like Kate’s?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, we’re not getting a dog.’

‘But you said.’

‘Stop talking. Crush candy.’

Boo spent the next half-hour doing things she hated. Loading the dishwasher, unloading the washing machine, wiping, clearing, putting away crap. Wiping some more.

Sofia’s room was a bombsite. Didier had got her dressed. Part of his I’m-so-sorry and look-what-a-great-dad-I-am shtick. They must have tried on everything before settling on her little rock chick outfit. Boo refolded tiny clothes, re-paired shoes, made the bed and put a dozen stuffed toys away.

Her child was fucking spoilt. And that was Didier’s fault too.
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THEY SET OFF FOR THE Common, Boo marching to keep pace with Sofia’s scooter. It was a glorious morning, the polar opposite of Boo’s mood. Warm, with a clear blue sky and bright low sun. Even the grass looked vibrant – lush and extra green.

Sofia wore a black biker jacket with a red Stone Roses T-shirt, white jeans and silver Aviators – all gifts from Simi, who worked in fashion, got huge discounts and lots of free samples. She was a generous godmother – as long as it involved credit cards, not hands-on time.

Boo was in joggers, her old athletic team hoodie and a puffer gilet leaking fluff. My child is more stylish than me, she thought. I look like her fucking nanny.

‘Sit here, Mama.’ Sofia abandoned her scooter and pointed at the bench. ‘You can read your book. I won’t be long.’

‘Ta.’ Boo raised her flat white in a sarcastic toast. ‘Give me your jacket or you’ll roast.’

‘No!’ Sofia strutted off to accost three boys on the climbing frame. Minutes later, they were under her spell, Sofia shouting, ‘Red light, green light,’ in some complicated game no one else knew the rules to, winning every round and punching the air in celebration.

Boo studied her little girl, oozing determination with her skinny limbs and copper corkscrew hair. How on earth had she and Didier managed to create a person with such confidence? Sofia was nothing like laid-back Didier. Boo called it apathetic. He called it Zen-like calm. And nothing like her, cautious at the best of times, nervous at the worst.

Boo had bad memories of being five. She’d been an outsider, wished her hair was straighter, her skin paler, her nose narrower. The only mixed-race girl in a small Yorkshire village – white mum, white stepdad, white stepbrothers. Desperate to fit in. Being inconspicuous had seemed the best way to achieve it.

She wasn’t much older than Sofia when she decided to change her surname. The register at school was daily torture.

‘Boo Babangari?’ the teacher would call.

‘Bang. Bang. Boo!’ the boys at the back would chortle.

So she asked her mum if she could use her stepdad’s name. There were lots of reasons for not wanting to be a Babangari. She’d never met her biological dad – he had abandoned her mother before she was born. And it was a daft name, indecipherable and unpronounceable. But it wasn’t the best idea she’d ever had.

‘Boo Whyte?’ said the teacher.

‘Oh no, she’s not! Boo’s brown!’ the boys at the back would snort.

She’d never been outright bullied but she was made to feel like a misfit. One day she’d stand out – be picked on and poked at. The next she’d be wallpaper – overlooked and ignored. Boo coped by keeping herself to herself, staying quiet and never making a fuss. Running had helped – she was good at it, won prizes for the school. Best of all, it wasn’t a team sport.

Her mum and stepdad loved her, but they didn’t understand her. ‘A levels?’ they’d asked when she was sixteen. ‘Why? You can get a job now, start earning money.’ They hadn’t gone to university so why would she want to? She didn’t admit she had to get away. She didn’t want to hurt them.

It wasn’t until Bristol (chosen mainly for its distance from home), where she met Ronke and Simi, that she started to feel comfortable in her skin. They were the first mixed-race people she’d ever spoken to and to them, being brown was an asset, not a liability. It meant you could always fit in – with black people, white people and all shades in between. They pitied the poor souls with one solitary culture, who used fake tan (or worse – bleaching cream). They were proud of being half Nigerian and half English. They loved jollof rice and fish finger sandwiches. They had two football teams to support.

Determined to fit in, Boo softened her Yorkshire accent and squashed down her shyness. The three of them were soon a unit – The Naija Posse. They were Boo’s first real friends. She felt connected. She liked it.

Simi taught Boo how to transform frizzy curls into smooth waves. (Rule number one: There is no such thing as too much hair conditioner.)

Ronke introduced Boo to Nigerian food. She tried to introduce her to Nigerian guys too. That was never going to happen. Boo had learned all she needed to know about Nigerian men from the father she’d never met. They were dodgy, not to be trusted.

Sofia stood in a classic Wonder Woman pose. Hands on hips, feet wide apart, shoulders back, sunglasses perched on her forehead. She read the riot act to a little boy who had dared to question her rules. He looked petrified, nodding, eyes wide, tongue sticking out. Poor kid. He didn’t stand a chance.

Part of Boo wanted to freeze-frame this moment. Time goes by too fast. She wanted to keep Sofia little for ever. But a bigger part couldn’t wait for her to grow up. Time also goes by too slowly. Boo wanted to be Boo again. Go back to work full-time. Work on challenging research projects, not the stuff no one else wanted to do. Wear suits instead of sweats. Talk about deductive theory instead of the tooth fairy. Go to meetings instead of smelly soft play centres. Get a cleaner.

Boo had left her job at Tech Times to go freelance before Sofia was born. She’d got plenty of work but most of it was editing. She had a first in biochemistry and a PhD in bioinformatics – she missed having her own projects, seeing her name in the byline. She resented other people getting credit for her work.

So, when Sofia started school, Boo started job-hunting. She’d been at Modern Science, a think tank, for three months now. She didn’t feel like one of the team – she only did two days a week and the full-time team was cliquey. But now she had a new boss and he seemed to have noticed she had a brain.

She pulled out her phone and re-read his latest email. Was it flirty? Did she want it to be flirty? Of course not. But it was nice to be recognized and respected. Valued even. He wanted her to do more days, run her own projects, do innovative stuff – head up a regular syndicated podcast. And he was fit. She read it again. Flirty? Yes. Definitely flirty.
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THE DOORBELL RANG AND SOFIA tumbled down the stairs, screeching, ‘Got it!’

A minute later Ronke shuffled in, Sofia clinging to her legs, and dumped two massive bags on the island. Boo got a cursory peck on the cheek and a ‘Hello, chick’, but it was all about Sofia. ‘How’s my favourite girl?’ Ronke slid to her knees and hugged her.

‘We’re going to play war and I’m going to win.’ Sofia tugged off Ronke’s coat as she gave a detailed if baffling lecture on what ‘war’ involved. ‘It would be much better if we had handcuffs.’ She pointed to where Ronke was to sit and arranged an upended clothes airer around her. ‘But don’t worry, we can make pretend.’

‘Phew.’ Ronke held her hands up so Sofia could clamp on imaginary wrist restraints.

‘Fancy a brew?’ asked Boo. ‘I’ve got that awful herbal stuff you like?’

‘No, Mama! You’re not allowed to speak to the prisoner,’ Sofia barked. ‘You sit on the sofa and watch.’

Boo saluted. ‘Yes, sir! I’ll be a human rights monitor; I think we might need one.’ She settled on the sofa with the papers, while Sofia did a frightening Pol Pot impression – patrolling the prison walls and yelling out a litany of ever more violent punishments to be enacted on her POW.

Boo had to pretend to write important notes and take pictures with her phone. She tried to keep Ronke’s muffin top out of the shots. Sofia had to approve the photos – she cropped, added filters and sent them to Papa and Aunty Simi. Boo encouraged Sofia to take her time curating the photos; it allowed Ronke to have a break.

At some point during the game, Boo realized she was enjoying herself. Watching Sofia and Ronke together always made her happy. Ronke was a natural. And patient. Boo was a little concerned by her daughter’s bloodthirstiness but it could be worse. She could be putting a pink crop top on a blonde doll. Having a little despot was much more progressive.

By the time Didier got home from his important charity thing (jolly), the sitting room floor was covered in toy soldiers, Sofia’s goose-steps were getting less exaggerated and even Ronke was starting to flag. When he leaned over and kissed Boo, she didn’t turn her face away.

‘Désolé, ma chérie,’ Didier whispered into her ear. ‘Je t’adore.’

Boo rolled her eyes and kissed him back.

‘Merde.’ Sofia pulled a disgusted face.

Ronke collapsed in giggles, knocking over her makeshift prison. Her joy was infectious. Boo started laughing too. ‘I know. It’s all his fault.’ Boo pointed at Didier, who beamed proudly. ‘She’s got her whole class saying it. I’m dodging mums at pickup.’

‘Let Mama play with Ronke now. You help me tidy up.’ Didier held the door open for Boo and Ronke. ‘I’ll bring you some wine in a sec. I’ve found this new red I want Ronke to try.’

‘I’m so jealous,’ said Ronke. ‘Sexy French husband. Adorable child. Huge kitchen. If I didn’t love you so much, I’d hate you.’

Ronke always made Boo realize how lucky she was. Maybe they should swap lives. Ronke would enjoy the cooking and cleaning. And Sofia’s endless questions. And Boo would quite like a clean and empty flat.

‘I know I shouldn’t moan but I get all the boring stuff and Didier gets all the fun.’ Boo kicked off her shoes and sank into the sofa. ‘Sofia runs into school without a backward glance, leaving me standing at the gate like a saddo. A goodbye kiss would be nice. Papa always gets one.’ She knew she’d said ‘Papa’ in a whiny voice.

‘Girls love their dads,’ said Ronke.

‘Not me!’

‘My dad was wonderful,’ sighed Ronke. ‘I miss him every day.’

Boo kicked herself for being so insensitive. Father issues was the other thing the friends had in common. And a subject best avoided. Ronke’s – perfect but dead. Simi’s – alive but disappointed. Boo’s – non-existent and good-for-nothing. ‘Didier’s obsessed with moving,’ she said. It wasn’t the smoothest way to change the subject, but it worked.

‘You can’t move. I love this house.’ Ronke slid her socked feet across the parquet. ‘I dream of wooden floors.’

‘Sofia jumping up and down on them is the sound of nightmares. Anyway, it’s Didier’s big idea. Sell. Move out of London. Bigger garden, better schools, a dog, a Volvo estate. He wants us to be middle-class, middle-aged, welly-wearing bores, listening to Radio Four and moaning about the commute. He says it’s all for Sofia. But we both know it’s what he wants.’

‘Me and Kayode can buy this place. Mates rates?’

‘You and Kayode?’ Boo snorted. ‘The bloke who couldn’t commit to two nights in Paris?’

Ronke was silent but her fingers were twisting her hair. Boo felt instantly ashamed. ‘Oh, Ronke. I’m sorry. I just wish you’d find someone you could count on, who’d treat you right. Someone white. Or at least not Nigerian. Dull and steady, like Didier.’

‘You are so racist, Boo. And Didier isn’t dull – how can you say that?’ Ronke blinked rapidly. ‘Kayode is a keeper. And please don’t start with your racial profiling nonsense.’

‘There is some truth in it,’ said Boo.

‘Whatever. Me and my boyfriend are buying a place together. We’re looking at a flat off Clapham Common tomorrow. So if you don’t become a country bumpkin, we’ll be neighbours.’

Boo was saved from explaining what a dumb idea it was by the arrival of Didier with the wine. He’d used the posh glasses, as big as goldfish bowls. Didier had a soft spot for Ronke: only the best was good enough. ‘Sofia’s begging for Ronke to do bath time,’ he said. ‘I can tell her no?’

‘Tell her yes,’ laughed Ronke. ‘Go warm the food. Being a prisoner is hungry work.’ She took a sip. ‘Yum, this is good.’

Boo raised her arms and Didier hauled her off the sofa. She fixed her ponytail and traipsed after him. The kitchen was tidy, all signs of battle cleared away. Boo gasped when she opened the takeaway bags.

‘C’est un banquet,’ said Didier. ‘Who else is coming?’

‘You know Ronke – never knowingly undercatered.’ Boo lifted silver carton after silver carton on to the island. She put the trays in the oven to warm while Didier laid the table, using the smart cutlery his parents had given them for their wedding, seven years ago. They could hear muffled giggling coming from upstairs.

‘She looks happy,’ said Didier.

‘You won’t believe this …’ said Boo. ‘She’s house-hunting with Kayode.’

‘About time,’ said Didier. ‘I like Kayode; they’re good together.’

Boo shook her head. The world had gone fucking mad. She was the only sane person left.
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‘HOW WAS LUNCH?’ BOO ASKED fifteen minutes later, spooning suya and dodo on to Sofia’s plate.

‘OK. Not the same without you. Simi was wearing this daft earring – just the one. It was as big as an orange. I asked if she got it at Primark and she got stroppy. It was by a designer I was supposed to have heard of. Two hundred pounds! For one earring. Can you believe it? And she brought a friend along.’ Ronke whimpered with joy as she swallowed a mouthful of pounded yam.

‘Who?’ asked Boo.

‘Her name’s Isobel. Looks like a Bond girl: blonde weave down to her arse and plastic boobs. Posh but slutty.’

‘What’s a slutty?’ asked Sofia.

‘Less talking, more eating, you,’ said Boo.

‘Sorry,’ mouthed Ronke. ‘She’s half Russian, used to live in LA. Now she’s freshly divorced and over here. Oh, and her dad’s as rich as Bill Gates. Some government big shot with unlimited access to the public purse.’

‘Typical Nigerian politician then,’ said Boo.

‘Yes, but don’t start.’ Ronke held up a palm and turned to whisper into Didier’s ear, ‘You should have seen her. Side boob at lunch! The old boys were dribbling.’

‘I can’t wait to meet her,’ said Didier.

‘You’re in the doghouse, remember.’ Boo gave him a poke in the ribs.

‘Can I have a dog?’ asked Sofia.

‘No.’ Boo mimed eating movements with her fork. ‘How does Simi know her?’

‘They were besties in primary.’

‘She’s never mentioned her,’ said Boo.

‘They lost touch when Isobel went off to boarding school.’

‘Can I go to boarding school?’ asked Sofia.

‘Now that is a brilliant idea,’ said Boo.
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Simi

SIMI GOT THE UBER to drop her on the north side of Tower Bridge so she could walk across the river. The champagne at lunch had made her fuzzy. She hoped the fresh air would clear her head, give her the impetus to go for a run, make the sofa less appealing.

But the dazzling sun made it worse and her earlobe was sore – her new earring was gorgeous, but heavy. The cheek of Ronke. Primark! Honestly! At least Isobel knew it was Phoebe Philo for Céline. Ronke just didn’t get fashion. Even when it was iconic.

She turned on to Shad Thames and into another world – shaded, silent, still. One more corner and there he was, Jacob the dray horse, the life-size sculpture that guarded their home, black and stark against the bright blue-bricked apartment block.

Right now, Simi lived alone. Her husband, Martin, was in Manhattan, halfway through a nine-month secondment. It meant more money – enough to afford a bigger flat, better views, maybe even a second home. Security. A pension pot. And if Martin had his way, a baby.

She smiled and waved at Ebenezer, the Senegalese doorman, relieved he was taking a delivery. He was a good guy but it was hard to just say hello; he’d tell her all about his family and ask after Ronke, who could do no wrong in his eyes – she remembered the names of his kids (all six of them) and kept him supplied with home-made scotch bonnet pepper sauce. Martin always stopped for a natter; he seemed to actually enjoy it. But for Simi, it was duty; she felt racially obliged to make small talk with a fellow African. But not every day.

She opened the door to her flat and took a deep breath. Simi loved coming home after Essie had cleaned. Their flat was never messy these days, she was a neat-freak and Martin wasn’t there to wreak havoc, but post-Essie it was pristine. The cushions plumper, the units shinier, the pile of fashion magazines straighter. Even the plants on the balcony glistened. But without Martin, it felt too perfect. Empty and sterile when it was supposed to be minimalist and classy.

She half expected someone to walk in at any moment and demand: Who are you? What are you doing here? Her impostor feeling had come back again since Martin left.

The I’m-a-fraud foreboding had happened twice before in her life, but both times there’d been good reasons. She was only eleven the first time, more than a quarter of a century ago. But the memory of being marched out of Ikoyi Club was still visceral, provoking a swell of shame and self-loathing.

The second time was after she dropped out of medical school, halfway through year three. Simi tried not to dwell on that awful chapter. But you can’t legislate your thoughts, they have a mind of their own.

The first two years of uni had been everything she’d hoped for. Freedom, parties, new friends, a city to explore and boys. Skeletons, cadavers, lectures and exams. But year three was different. Clinical medicine, a white coat, live (often barely) patients, disgusting smells, clanging alarms, infected bedsores, fear, grief and humiliation. It hadn’t taken her long to realize she didn’t have the compassion to be a good doctor. And one morning she couldn’t stomach it. So she didn’t go. That day, the next day or the day after.

Ronke was loving dental school and Boo was on track for a first in biochemistry. They wouldn’t understand, so she didn’t tell them. She didn’t tell anyone. If she didn’t acknowledge it, she wouldn’t have to face it. So why not pretend everything was normal? Turned out Simi was good at pretending.

Medicine isn’t quite the same as English Lit – you can’t just stop turning up to the ward. Two weeks later, she was hauled into the dean’s office, offered counselling (they suspected a breakdown) and told she’d have to repeat the year. She’d already decided to drop out. But still she didn’t tell anyone.

Of course, the truth had to come out. And it did, in the form of a letter from the faculty to her father’s house in Lagos. Dad had caught the first flight over and read (well, yelled) the riot act. My daughter will not be a university dropout. She will not disgrace my family name. Simisola – are you listening to me? You will graduate with honours or I will cut you off. Ehen! Not one kobo.

Typical Dad – making it all about money. He was a specialist in authoritarian parenting with added blackmail. He assumed he could bully her into repeating year three. He failed.

Simi’s mum had cried (she was brilliant at the crying game) and made it all about her. In between sniffs she tried her hardest to make Simi feel worse. She succeeded.

Deep inside, Simi knew they both meant well. Financial collapse had damaged them and destroyed their thirteen-year marriage – they wanted the best for her.

Dad’s arrival (and shouting) meant Simi’s secret was out. She had to come clean to Ronke and Boo. They were shocked, upset she hadn’t confided in them and guilty they hadn’t noticed. They wanted to know what was going on in her head. But how could she tell them when she didn’t know? ‘I’m fine. I know what I’m doing,’ she lied.

With no cash and only six weeks’ rent left in their shared student house, Simi took the first job she was offered – as a runner for a photographer in Clifton. She found a cheap (damp and dingy) bedsit in Easton. It was the worst year of her life. True to his word, Dad cut her off – no money, no phone calls, no nothing. Mum called once a week to tell Simi to stop wasting her life. The calls always ended with Mum in tears. ‘You’re so ungrateful, I can’t believe you’re doing this to me,’ was one of her favourite lines.

Simi lived on food parcels from Ronke and ‘three for a pound’ noodles from the ethnic shop. She put a chair against her door at night – scared of her druggy neighbours.

She hid all this from Ronke and Boo. When she was with them (most weekends) she pretended she was coping, put on her big smile and faked being OK. When she was alone, she struggled, fluctuating between fear and shame.

But then Martin happened. It was a photoshoot in London: corporate portraits of busy professionals hard at work for a finance company’s brochure. She was the gofer – tasked to fetch coffees, move props, dab shine control powder on faces and keep track of the schedule.

Martin was the first model. The plan was to photograph him at his desk, staring at a screen of charts and figures, looking like the hardworking forex trader he actually was. But Martin had other ideas, delaying the shoot by pulling silly faces, refusing to stop unless Simi agreed to go for dinner. Egged on by the photographer and Martin’s colleagues, she said yes. Why not?

He had a floppy blond fringe and kind grey eyes, was five years older and made her laugh. When she was with him, she felt golden. Martin decamped to Bristol most weekends from this point. She’d stay at Hotel du Vin with him, glad to escape her bedsit. He was the first (and only) person who didn’t think she’d made a huge mistake. ‘You don’t need a degree to succeed,’ he’d said. ‘You’re smart and strong. You can be whatever you want to be. You just have to believe in yourself half as much as I believe in you.’

Three months later she moved into his flat in Maida Vale. And soon she was working as a brand executive for a fashion house run by a mate of Martin’s, earning more than a junior doctor. Simi hadn’t eaten packet noodles since. She’d done more than survive. She had flourished.

Just when she had life figured out, the anxiety returned. Out of nowhere Simi would be struck by a crippling fear that disaster was impending. It felt physical – like a blow to the chest. It made her edgy and paranoid. She’d be convinced she was going to be caught out as a fake and lose it all – her job, her home, Martin. It went on for months. She never spoke to anyone about it. And then it stopped, as suddenly as it started. Until now.

Simi kept busy so she had less time to think. Monday to Thursday were bearable. She went to work early, stayed late, met friends for after-work drinks or supper. When she got home, she’d change, head for the basement gym, then fall into bed, mentally and physically exhausted. She was slimmer and fitter than she’d been since she got married thirteen years ago. But weekends without Martin were a drag.

Five p.m. here. Midday in New York. Now was a good time to talk. She went to the bathroom, reapplied her lipstick and ironed her already perfectly straight bob. That was the thing about FaceTime, it made her too self-aware. She took her coffee to the sofa, sat cross-legged and clicked on the app. His face filled the screen, grey eyes twinkling.

‘How you dooooin’?’ Simi did an awful Joey from Friends impression.

‘You talkin’ to me?’ Martin drawled.

‘Too EastEnders. Not enough De Niro,’ Simi laughed.

‘You look beautiful. I miss you.’

‘I miss you too. Ronke says hello – we had lunch. What are you up to?’

‘Off to watch the Yankees with Bill, like a proper New Yorker.’

‘Oh God, like Jay-Z. I wish I was there. I could channel my inner Beyoncé for the kiss cam.’

‘But it’s not football.’

‘It beats watching Strictly on your own. Get a Yankee cap for Sofia.’

‘I will. And one with cup-holders and straws for my Beyoncé.’

Martin talked about work and Simi moaned about her useless brother, Olu, who was broke – again – and wanted another loan. When Martin had to go, they argued about who should press end.

There was one upside to a long-distance marriage: travel. They saw each other once a month, in Manhattan or over here. They’d racked up a trillion frequent flyer points, which they spent on upgrades; they both loved turning left.

They explored the short hops from New York – Boston, Martha’s Vineyard, the Hamptons. And in a few months’ time they’d be in Vermont. She’d booked a beautiful log cabin overlooking the slopes, perfect for a pre-Christmas break.

It was like having a series of mini-honeymoons. They shagged like rabbits, spoilt each other rotten, ate in fancy restaurants and held hands like teenagers. No housework. No DIY. No arguments. They re-enacted Love Actually with tearful goodbyes at the airport. They spoke every day and messaged first and last thing. It had made them realize how much they loved each other. Sex had always been good – now it was great.

She finished her coffee and prowled the flat. She was fidgety. Nothing to clean, nothing to put away, no work to finish. She knew that going for a run would help but couldn’t be bothered. She flicked on the TV and scrolled through her Sky+ list. A Nordic drama she’d saved for three months (still not in the mood for subtitles); Question Time (Martin must have set up a Series Link); Horizon – Is Binge Drinking Really That Bad? (God no, way too depressing); and Arsenal v. Everton (Martin again).

Her phone buzzed: a picture message from Boo. Ronke, tangled up on the floor in a wire frame – a drying rack? Hands over her head in surrender as Sofia stabbed her in the belly with a lightsaber. Simi smiled.

She stepped out on to the flat’s small balcony and gazed down at the statue of Jacob. Her mind drifted back to lunch. What was it Ronke had said about Isobel? Na wa, o! Isobel was full on. Sometimes too full on. A trust fund and looks that stopped traffic helped. But the truth was, Isobel hadn’t changed since she was five. For six years at Grange Primary, Simi and Isobel had been inseparable in school and out. Isobel had a pool and her parents were never around, so her house was base camp. She and Simi ran feral, bossed the house girls, snooped where they weren’t meant to, played dress-up in Iso’s mother’s clothes and watched movies they were way too young for.

It was their colour that had thrown Simi and Isobel together. Mixed-race kids were unusual in 1980s Lagos. It wasn’t that different in 1990s Bristol – that’s how she met Boo and Ronke too. It was natural – you had an affinity, a bond – there was nothing prejudiced about it. Simi believed it was impossible to be racist if you were mixed. The more of us the better. If only the world would shag racism into oblivion.

In Nigeria, Simi had been called oyinbo or akata, but mostly she’d been called yellow. It wasn’t meant to be offensive, it was a compliment. After all, yellow girls were the hottest, prettiest and richest. Except if you were one of those people who thought they were diluted, wild, immoral or downright wrong.

In Devon, with her maternal grandparents, it was the same but different. As a child, Simi had spent summers in their seaside village. Her grandmother spoilt her, let her choose her favourite sweets in the local shop, where Simi would get her hair fluffed by strangers who asked, ‘Where are you really from?’ or worse, ‘What are you?’

‘Human,’ her mum once snapped. ‘What do you think she is? A savage?’

Simi bared her teeth and growled. She and her grandmother thought it was hysterical. Mum didn’t agree; she’d pinched Simi’s arm hard as she dragged her out of the store.

When Dad’s business nosedived, he blamed Isobel’s father. His hatred was palpable. He changed overnight, became hostile and angry. Simi once made the mistake of asking if she could go to Isobel’s. He exploded, pounding his hands on the table and shouting, ‘You will never associate with those people again.’ It wasn’t difficult to obey – not long after that, Isobel was sent to boarding school in America.

Overnight Simi’s family went from well off – weekends at the club, driver, cook, gardener, house girls (plural), summers in Devon, Easters further along the coast in Lomé, Togo – to average. They were forced to leave their detached five-bedroom colonial house in Ikoyi for a cramped three-bed flat in Surulere. Mum missed her expat friends, her staff and her status. She left Dad and returned to England less than a year later. Their worst fight was over their biggest asset – their son, Olu. They agreed to share: school in England, summer holidays in Nigeria. Simi’s dreams of Malory Towers were dashed – they couldn’t afford two sets of school fees, so she went to Queen’s College, a selective government-owned school in Lagos.

In the summer holidays, Simi and Isobel were sometimes in the same place at the same time – eating suya at Glover Court, hanging out at Mr Bigg’s or sitting bored out of their minds at Murtala Muhammed International Airport. But they never spoke. It was clear they’d both got the same fatherly diktat. They pretended not to know each other and went their separate ways, Isobel chauffeur-driven, Simi a lot more pedestrian.

So it was a bolt out of the blue when Isobel called last Thursday. ‘I’m in London,’ she said. ‘I don’t know anyone. I need a friend. I need my alobam.’

It had been over twenty years since they had last spoken, and Simi didn’t recognize the husky mid-Atlantic voice. But she knew who it was. Nobody else called her alobam. ‘Oh my God – Isobel! Is it really you? How did you find me?’

‘On Facebook. I recognized you straight away.’

‘But I don’t do Facebook.’

‘There was a photo of you on Asari’s page – at her wedding. I messaged her and she gave me your number. I’ve missed you. We used to have so much fun.’

It was true. Isobel was fun. And that’s what Simi needed right now – a way to shake off this I’m-a-fraud feeling. She went on Facebook and found the picture Isobel had mentioned. It was a lovely photo, with the six of them: Boo giving Didier a dirty look, Ronke gazing adoringly at Kayode, Simi and Martin looking golden. Simi was wearing a Stella McCartney tuxedo jacket that she’d forgotten she owned.

She couldn’t spend another Saturday night alone with Strictly, a bottle of wine and shitty thoughts. Everyone knew Strictly was more fun when you watched it in bed on Sunday morning, fast-forwarding through the boring bits. She punched a quick message. Seconds later her phone chirped.

Frock on bitch! I’ll pick you up at 8. Iso x

Simi smiled. Her Stella tuxedo deserved another outing.
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THEY PERCHED ON STOOLS AT the VIP end of the long curved bar, sipped cocktails and slurped oysters. Well, Isobel slurped oysters. Simi didn’t get the oyster thing. It was like giving a blowjob to a fish. She was quite happy to wait for her squid.

‘Will you stay in London?’ asked Simi.

‘I think so. I’m sick of being a nomad. I’ve lived in ten cities: Cape Town, New York, Dubai, Abuja, Lagos, Moscow, Hong Kong.’ Isobel held up seven fingers and paused. ‘I can’t remember where else. Oh, LA, obviously. But Chase has put me off that for life.’

‘What actually happened?’ Simi was dying to get all the dirt on Isobel’s divorce, but a waiter arrived with her calamari and a long drawn-out apology for the delay. The moment was lost.

‘Your friend Ronke seems lovely,’ said Isobel when he finally left. ‘Is she always that quiet?’

‘No!’ said Simi. ‘Usually you can’t shut her up. Wait till you get to know her. She’s a sweetheart – no edges, no sides.’

‘How come we didn’t know her in Lagos? I don’t remember seeing her at the club.’

‘They lived in Apapa; they went to the club there.’

‘Apapa? I didn’t even know they had a club.’

Simi laughed. ‘You’re such a snob. We can’t all live in Ikoyi. Not everyone’s as rich as you. Her dad was a dentist, not a politician.’

‘Where is he now?’

‘Dead. Killed in a carjacking when she was young.’ Simi popped a crispy tentacle in her mouth and chewed. ‘Now she’s looking for him in husband form. It’s not going well.’

‘How sad. Tinubu … That’s her surname, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah. How did you know?’

‘She was tagged on the Facebook picture. Anyway, enough about her. Tell me what you’ve been up to. I want to know everything.’

Isobel was a great listener, she always had been, and Simi found herself opening up more than usual. She talked about her family. How disappointed her dad had been when she’d dropped out of medical school. How he hadn’t spoken to her for two years – not until she had enough money to sub Olu – her fuckwit brother. How he deferred to Martin but spoke to her like she was still twelve. He didn’t have a clue what her job involved – fashion was beneath his notice, marketing wasn’t a proper job and anyway, she didn’t have a degree – to him, she was an embarrassment.

Isobel talked about her dad – his awful women and umpteen children – twelve and counting. ‘A tribe of little bastards. He’ll keep trying till he has a boy or his dick falls off – whichever happens first.’

‘Do you get on with them?’ Simi asked.

‘Sometimes. But they’re so needy. And greedy. He relies on me to manage the others. So they’re either sucking up to me or slagging me off.’

‘Ultimate power,’ said Simi. ‘I’ve got two stepsisters, Tosan and Temisan. They call me “aunty” and curtsy to me. It drives me mad. I mean, they’re lovely, but so timid I want to shake them.’ Fresh cocktails appeared in front of them. ‘My stepmother is obsessed with church. That’s where she met Dad – he found God when he lost his business. She’s desperate to convert me. Gives me a prayer book every time she visits.’

‘I know all about
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