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Grains on a Kitchen Floor

The dead are light travellers: they don’t take their secrets with them. Orphaned secrets are abandoned amongst papers, books and other now useless things, to be discovered by grasping hands. Or, they spill from careless lips. Promises grow brittle straining between this world and the next; it wouldn’t take much to break them.

A dead man’s secret is spilled in this way, like grains on a kitchen floor – rolling into corners, nestling between floor tiles. It’s the kind of spill where days after, bits still turn up. They crunch under slippers and are disturbed by the tips of the brooms in this part of the world, those upside-down bouquets of palm frond stalks.

Peter Odafe is the deceased. The spiller is his sister, Aunty Eguono.




CHAPTER 0

Aunty Eguono

Onome Odafe inherited several things from her mother: spindly sugar-cane legs, a slightly crooked spine and a strong dislike for her Aunty Eguono.

Nothing Onome’s mother says reveals her feelings towards Aunty Eguono. In fact, if roused from a deep sleep and interrogated at gunpoint, Onome is sure her mother would say, ‘Eguono? She’s my sister, no-ow.’ It is something in her manner that gives her away.

Around her sister-in-law, Yoma Odafe’s smile is over-bright, like a lightbulb buzzing on a high current. Whenever Aunty Eguono comes to stay (usually indefinitely), a silent war breaks out in the Odafe house and the kitchen is the battle-front. Utensils are rearranged and emphatically returned to their proper places. Aunty Eguono rises before dawn to scrub at gleaming surfaces. Only Onome’s father could persuade her to stop. He would say, ‘Biko, sit and relax. I have only one sister.’ Then, and only then, would she allow herself to be led away, glancing over her shoulder as she went. As for the running of the house, the help are told one thing by their Madam and another by Aunty Eguono, so they scratch their heads and do nothing at all. The family would sit to slapdash meals at a frosty table, Peter Odafe pretending not to notice that his wife and his sister do not get along. Better to ignore it than to get caught in the crossfire.

Onome learns early that there are only sharp things beneath her aunt’s cuddly exterior. Aunty Eguono is not fond of children; her own children – all four men – have had the good sense to grow up. Onome addresses these older cousins with an honorific ‘Uncle’. If she calls any of her cousin-uncles plainly by their given name, Aunty Eguono will jump up and shout, ‘Is he your mate?’

Aunty Eguono has many other rules about how children ought to behave and she won’t spare the rod. She’s a godly woman, moved to pray at any moment. Onome’s mother’s embroidered antimacassars are often stripped from chair backs and arms and pressed into service as prayer scarves. The entire household must attend. Not even children are exempt from Aunty Eguono’s interminable prayers. After all, Christ said, ‘Suffer the little children to come unto me.’ On the approach to a natural conclusion of her prayers, Aunty Eguono’s voice rises sharply, only for her to bypass the exit.

When Aunty Eguono’s eyes – two currants in a doughy face – are not shut in prayer, they watch the younger Onome suspiciously. It makes her nervous. She drops things, making a mess, and sees the vindication in those currant eyes.

Something changes after Onome moves from Lagos to an English boarding school for her A-levels. She returns home at Christmas to find that the veil of suspicion has cleared from Aunty Eguono’s eyes. Stranger still, her aunt speaks to her and it isn’t a reprimand. Onome can’t get used to it, shrinking under Aunty Eguono’s gaze.

This new Aunty Eguono often says to Onome, ‘You’re not a small girl again-o.’

After the secret is spilled, she says those very words. Only this time, they are spoken in self-defence.




Part I




CHAPTER 1

Blood on the Doorposts

She thinks she will know. Onome thinks she will sense someone she loves leaving the world. She might be tipped off by the flapping commotion of a deserting flock. A heavy curtain drawing shut across the morning sky. Balding trees rasping warnings in the wind. Or maybe she would feel it. A jolt when the invisible chain connecting her to a loved one snaps. Goose-flesh and raised hairs. She would shiver in a warm room and smile and say, ‘Somebody walked over my grave.’

There is nothing.

When the phone call comes, Onome is in a campus computer room. She’s trying to prepare for her property law class, consulting her lecture notes and the online library. It is not going well. Her friend, Safiya, keeps sending her distracting emails with links to funny videos. She has to click on them – Safiya is sitting at the workstation beside her, expectant. Sparky Safiya. They’d approached each other after a first-year criminal law lecture, eyes narrowed, Nigerian senses tingling. Then, they’d exchanged names and laughed in recognition.

‘So you’re the Safiya?’

‘And you’re the Onome herself!’

For weeks, they’d been mistaken for each other, tapped on the shoulder and called by a stranger’s name. Funny, since the girls look nothing alike. The only commonality is brown skin, and not even the same shade of brown. They bonded over this shared grievance, their sheltered Lagos childhoods, lonely but productive stints in stuffy English countryside boarding schools, and became inseparable.

Onome’s ringtone is embarrassingly loud. It’s her older sister, Ruona, calling. A daytime call likely means Ruona is desperate to speak to someone who isn’t Onome’s baby nephew, and Onome won’t abandon her in her hour of need.

‘Hey, sis,’ she whispers. ‘One second.’ She motions for Safiya to watch her things and hurries out into the corridor. ‘OK, I can talk now.’

‘Onome.’ There’s a tremor in her sister’s voice.

‘Hey, what’s up?’

Ruona tells her, and her world flips over like a cockroach in a death-dance.

Daddy … stroke … he didn’t make it.

He didn’t make it.

Those words belong in the hackneyed script of an American medical drama. Somehow, they’ve found their way into Ruona’s mouth. They travel through the receiver into Onome’s ear. Let loose in her body, the words chill her from the inside until her whole body is trembling. Ruona’s words become mere noise; it takes repeated mentions of Onome’s name to bring her to alertness and her sister is saying she has to go, that she’ll call Onome back – then, silence.

Jesus. Jesus. Jesus. A one-word prayer is all she can manage.

Onome keys a +234 number into her mobile, phone bill be damned. Her heart quickens as it rings.

‘Peter Odafe’s line,’ her father says. She cries out, but he’s not done yet. ‘Leave a message and I will get back to you.’

She tries her mother’s number. ‘The MTN number you’re calling is switched off. Please try again later.’

She can’t reach her older brother, Tega, either. He’ll be asleep. It’s still early in New York.

This isn’t the sort of thing that happens to someone like her. She has so far had an unremarkable life, reaching the usual milestones unscathed, her world and everybody in it intact.

Her paternal grandmother, Mama, was the first person she knew who died. Whenever Onome’s family made the annual pilgrimage to Warri, their ancestral hometown, Mama greeted them with happy cries of ‘Do ọmọmẹ! Do ọmọmẹ!’ They crammed into her living room, bottoms shuffling along the deep sofas as she chimed, ‘Chedia, chedia.’ Dewy bottles of soft drinks were arranged on Mama’s centre table. Onome would not take her eyes off the Fanta Orange, fearful it might end up in the wrong hands. Her mother’s forbidding looks had no effect. They rolled off her back like rind curling off a knife’s edge.

Mama died when Onome was five. Her parents said she was too young to attend the funeral and she was left in the care of her mother’s cousins who would not tell her anything useful or interesting.

Weeks after, Onome was upset about some forgotten thing. Her father assumed her tears were for Mama and was moved. Onome did not have the heart to correct him. She let him hug her and say, ‘Don’t worry, Meme. Mama is in Heaven, watching over us.’ Her father’s words, intended to be comforting, missed the mark. Onome did not want Mama watching her all the time – especially not when she was in the bathroom. Growing up, Onome took bucket baths. She tried different configurations to hide herself from Mama’s gaze. Finally, she settled on one: Onome would squat and bend forward in the bathtub, offering Mama and any peeping celestial beings a view of her bony back.

After Mama, there was Tobi Williams’ mother. Tobi Williams was Onome’s primary school classmate. He sat at the desk in front of her one year, his big head jutting out at the back like a nineties TV set. Tobi was popular with the boys. His older brother had let him watch Coming to America. He amused himself by saying, apropos of nothing, ‘The Royal Penis is clean, Your Highness’ and made delicate girls cry. In Primary Three, his mother died. That’s when Onome realised people didn’t have to be old to die.

Tobi was absent from school for a short time. When he returned, Onome and the rest of his classmates didn’t know how to act around him. They wanted to ask how his mother died, so that they would know how best to avoid it. Teachers had warned them not to ask foolish questions so they acted unnaturally, delivering halting lines from mental scripts.

Onome felt sorry for Tobi. He was no longer an ordinary seven-year-old. He was marked forever by the tragedy. She watched him closely for signs of his grief: drooping shoulders, shiny eyes, something. Tobi was stubbornly unchanged. He played football at break-time, he still teased the girls, he made smart remarks to teachers, trying to discover the ends of their grace. When he caught Onome staring at him, he winked. Shame warmed Onome’s face. She lifted the hinged hood of her wooden desk and searched for nothing. When she brought the hood down again, Tobi was still looking at her. He was smiling, enjoying her discomfort. Onome promptly withdrew her sympathies. Tobi was not acting like somebody whose mother had died. If either of her parents … God forbid! She stopped the thought there, in case Death overheard and mistook it for an invitation.

Not that Death needs an invitation, winging its way over rooftops, swooping down to take what it wants. A gate-man two streets away was taken in a blaze when he shuffled sleepily to turn on a faulty generator. One lady from church was plucked out of twisted metal on the Lagos–Ibadan Expressway. If rumours are true, Death found a whole ‘President and Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces’ in flagrante delicto and took him like that. That day, cars on opposite sides of the road slowed and drivers honked wildly at each other. Onome was spared after-school lessons. She was grateful to the dead General.

Death was insatiable, foraging in the obvious places: sites of armed robberies, firing squads and scorched earth in the wake of the swift machine of mob justice. It snatched up what was left of the victims of Clifford Orji, the Toyota Bus Stop Cannibal. Death didn’t stop at those fertile hunting grounds. It went to places it had no business being – beach parties, maternity wards. It slipped past gate-men, breached locked doors and caught people unawares in their homes.

The Odafes lived in a residential part of Victoria Island. Death had flown low over these streets before, but it never stopped at the Odafes’ compound. It would hover, look for and find blood smeared on the lintel and the doorposts. Silently, it would pass over them. This time, something had gone wrong. The markers were faded. Death had descended on the pale orange tiles of the Odafes’ roof.

An ocean away, Onome is unprepared and she stands in the corridor shaking. A skinny white boy saunters up the dim corridor, approaches the computer room. He looks from the closed door to Onome, who’s still rooted to the concrete floor. Then, he tries the handle and shrugs as he disappears inside. Her things – they’re still in there. The ripped triangle packaging of a Meal Deal sandwich, a fat Gray & Gray textbook and her class notes lie on a blond wood desk. Her coat and a branded cotton tote-bag from last year’s Law Fair are slung on the wing of an ergonomic chair. She has to get them.

Inside, Safiya’s pink head-wrap is a beacon. Onome finds her workstation easily among the rows. She starts to gather her things.

Safiya wheels around, earphones in her ears, ‘BABE, I WAS—’ Her shoulders go up and her neck winds in. She takes an earphone out, ‘I was about to come and look for you. What’s wrong?’

‘I have to go.’

‘Go, ke? Class is in less than twenty minutes.’

‘I— Safiya, please pray.’ Onome wants all of Heaven, all of Paradise on her case.

Worry leaks into Safiya’s heart-shaped face. She doesn’t ask what for. Just says, ‘OK, OK,’ and ‘I’ll call you.’

Onome emerges from the building into the heart of campus. It’s business as usual. Students and staff cut across the pedestrianised street, ignoring the future politicians campaigning for Student Union (SU) positions and the campus activists outraged by whatever global injustice is in vogue. There’s a queue for free mush from the Hare Krishna lunch cart, populated by people from high-trust societies who have no problem accepting food from strangers. Pigeons loiter hopefully, inspecting cigarette butts and bits of dirt.

The scene does not feel real to her. Everybody seems to be an extra on a movie set, unconnected to her reality. A few hours ago, she was one of them, half-running to a lecture theatre, no time for breakfast. She’d slunk in and was trying to concentrate when her stomach rumbled. Ṣàngó, the Yoruba god of thunder, had taken up residence in her belly. Only a food sacrifice would appease him. She tried not to squirm as she waited for the lecture to end.

There was the obligatory chit-chat as everyone filtered out of the lecture theatre. These days the preoccupation was vacation scheme applications to City law firms. ‘What’s the point of asking for my CV if I have to fill five pages of educational history on the application form?’, ‘If I read about a firm’s “collegiate culture” one more time, I will kill someone and ruin my chances of becoming a lawyer’, ‘What if I never get a job? I’ll have to return to Nowhere-on-Sea and live with my parents for-bloody-ever’.

What was she doing while her father was dying? How had she carried on as normal when he was dead? Was he already gone when she set out to grab lunch before meeting Safiya at their usual computer room?

Alice from her EU law class had detained her at the stone steps of the old law faculty building. ‘Ono-may, these morning lectures? Grim. Couldn’t keep my eyes open. I shouldn’t even be here – I should be in a villa somewhere sunny getting my beauty sleep …’ Her mouth was moving, moving, moving. The heatless sun lit the blonde whiskers above her upper lip.

No sooner was she rid of Alice than she heard from behind her, ‘Onome Odafe. How far?’

Onome didn’t have to turn around. ‘Eromosele Osai. What do you want?’

Eroms wanted a home-cooked meal. He wasn’t going to get it from Onome. She was buying lunch and even if she wasn’t, her parents hadn’t sent her to London to feed hungry boys.

This hungry boy was unaccustomed to hearing ‘no’. The planes of his face were granite-hewn. He moved his tall frame with the ease of a person who is heir to a solid patch of the world. ‘Oya, stop pretending to be a feminist. Do you have food?’ he said. Then, ‘So, you won’t cook for me? How will I know if your food is sweet like you?’

Onome had laughed. ‘You will wait.’ The Second Coming would happen first.

She envies that laughing Onome, located in the place between Death and Knowing, her world unaltered.

This Onome pulls her shoulders up against the wind as she moves through the winding street and crosses the invisible border where the campus melts into the city. She no longer notices the grand listed buildings, focused on her father and the wrongness of what her sister said. Her father and the fact that she’s not there with her family. Her father and her need to speak to someone who can dispel Ruona’s report. She doesn’t register a girl from the African and Caribbean Society (ACS to its members) waving at her on Kingsway until it is too late and the girl’s smile has soured.

Just after the tube station, she crosses onto High Holborn. She walks past her local Sainsbury’s, glass-fronted offices and the Post Office to the red-brick building of her halls. Her scoliosis has been good for something – securing a coveted room in halls for her second year. She goes down the windowless corridor of a shared corner flat to her room. No matter how much she airs it, she can’t get rid of the smell of old carpet. She flicks on the light and her eyes go to the corkboard above her desk. Her family photos are tacked to it.

There’s one from her first birthday, curling at the edges. She’s been shoved into a frothy pink dress and is sitting comfortably on her father’s right hip. They have perfectly rounded matching afros. She’s looking at something or someone out of the frame and he’s looking at her.

In another one, her whole family is huddled in front of Cinderella’s Castle at Disney World. Her squinting mother is wearing a massive T-shirt and cycling shorts. Ruona has on a spaghetti-strap top and flared jeans. Her father and Tega are wearing polo shirts buttoned all the way to the top, thick socks and chunky trainers. She’s twee in a smocked dress, colourful beads that clash noisily at the end of her plaits. Her eyes are alight. Her father is stooped slightly, hands placed lightly on her shoulders in case she breaks away.

Everyone is older in the remaining pictures. They chart Tega’s growth spurt, Ruona filling out, Onome getting taller than her mother and Ruona, their parents becoming softer, greyer.

Onome lingers on the stiff photos of her siblings’ graduations from university. Then, the official ones from Ruona’s wedding to Misan. Something seizes in her chest.

She gets out her phone and keys in the same numbers repeatedly.

Eventually, she takes her shoes off and sits on the edge of her single bed. She feels the distance between home and here. She wants her mummy. She wants her daddy. She wants her daddy.

Condolence messages come in trickles at first and then they pour in. Texts, missed calls, voice messages and notifications on BlackBerry Messenger, on her social media platforms. It’s only been a few hours and the news has already spread to old school friends from home and wider family. The more people know about it, the more real it becomes. Onome puts her phone on silent.

There’s a knock at her door. ‘Onome? It’s Safiya.’

She stiffens and hopes that if she stays quiet, Safiya will leave.

‘Please can you open the door? You shouldn’t be alone.’

More insistent knocks. ‘Babe, if you don’t say something, I’m going to have to break this door.’

Down the corridor, she hears a door open and the sound of an irritated voice.

‘Can I help you?’ It’s Charles, an intense fresher studying Actuarial Science.

‘No, thank you,’ Safiya says.

‘Was Ono-me expecting you?’

‘Onome knows I’m here. Anything else?’

‘No, no.’

‘Good.’

Onome gets up then, her head ringing. She stands behind the door and pulls it open.

‘I was just trying to—’ Charles is saying.

‘Don’t worry about it. Really,’ Safiya says. As she steps in, she mutters, ‘Idiot.’

The door shuts and reveals Onome. She knows she must look awful; her face feels raw from crying. She cannot meet Safiya’s eyes.

‘Oh, babe. I’m so sorry.’

Onome doesn’t want Safiya here, seeing her like this – truly Godforsaken. She moves to her bed and lies on her side, facing away from Safiya, eyes and nose streaming. To her annoyance, she hears Safiya putting her things down, making herself comfortable.

A dainty hand with a fading brown henna pattern on the inner wrist appears over her, dangling a packet of pocket tissues. She takes them and says, ‘Thank you.’ Onome’s mother would be proud. Her home-training is grief-proof.

A half-full bottle of water comes next. ‘Don’t backwash-o,’ Safiya warns.

She can’t even laugh.

Time passes in a brooding silence, Onome aware of Safiya’s unobtrusive presence.

‘How did you hear?’ she asks Safiya.

‘Eroms. He saw it on Facebook and was worried. A newspaper posted it.’

The thought of strangers consuming her personal catastrophe as news is almost too painful to bear.

Nothing more is said as daylight vanishes into an early dusk. When it grows too quiet, Onome looks over her shoulder and sees Safiya seated on the floor, praying. She finds that she is relieved.

A flare lights up the cave of Onome’s duvet. It persists, so she squints at the phone screen through puffy eyes. Ruona. Finally. Onome scrambles to answer, ‘Sis?’

She interrogates her sister, pressing her for the tiniest details in desperate hope that there’s a solution that her mother, her sister, the doctors have missed. It has not been so long that they cannot correct whatever mistake has been made, make her father undead.

‘They tried everything,’ Ruona says. ‘I was there, Mummy was there.’

Onome wants to speak to their mother. She can’t believe their mother would accept this so easily.

‘Mummy is – she’s in no state to talk.’

‘Are you with her?’

‘Not right now. I’m in my house, packing. I’m going to stay with her … I don’t know how long for.’

‘What of Tseye?’ Onome asks. Her nephew is happiest strapped to Ruona’s back.

‘I’ll leave him with his daddy.’

Onome don’t cry. Onome don’t cry. Onome don’t cry.

The rhythm of Ruona’s breathing changes.

‘Sis? Are you crying?’

‘Yes,’ her sister says.

‘Me too.’

‘This is stupid. Am I going to cry every time I say the word?’

‘I keep thinking about the last time I spoke to him,’ Onome says. ‘I was asking him for money.’

‘You can even remember. I don’t think I said bye to him properly last time I went to the house. Tseye was cranky so I was rushing home. I thought next time …’ She exhales.

‘I was always asking him for money.’

‘He knows – he knew you loved him,’ Ruona says. An awful pause follows the necessary change of tense. ‘And he liked taking care of us. I’m somebody’s mummy, somebody’s wife. He still put money in my hand, sometimes in my account.’

They’re too used to their father looking after them. He’s the one who arranged Onome’s return ticket home for Christmas, just over two months away from now. Onome asks Ruona for help to change her ticket and get the next flight out.

Ruona warns her not to be impulsive: Tega has taken the first available flight and what is he going to do here? Everything is up in the air. He doesn’t know if his work will give him bereavement leave for the weeks it will take to plan the funeral. Has Onome even informed her school of her situation? No? ‘Let’s sort out where you’re staying tonight first.’

Onome doesn’t feel like going anywhere, but Ruona has other ideas. ‘I don’t want you to be on your own tonight.’

‘Safiya is here.’

‘Is she spending the night?’

‘I won’t be alone. I live in halls.’

‘You need to be around family.’

It’s difficult to argue with her big sister, the authority on everything from navigating girlhood crushes to make-up. Ruona had seen her early clownish attempts at make-up and laughed for a full minute but said, ‘Come, I can’t let you leave this house looking like a masquerade.’ Onome relents and lets Ruona be her big sister in this moment.

Apparently, any family will do. A distant cousin of their mother’s answers Ruona’s call. Their mother has turned down previous offers for Onome to stay with this cousin. It has something to do with the cousin living with a man Onome’s mother insists is her husband for propriety’s sake. This is an opportunity for the cousin to restore herself to Onome’s mother’s good opinion. She offers to drive down from Hertfordshire to pick Onome up and insists she stay a while.

It doesn’t take long to pack. Safiya calls out items, ‘Toothbrush. Underwear. Deodorant,’ and they go in Onome’s holdall.

Onome and Safiya see the cousin before she sees them. She looks quite ordinary in a mumsy bou-bou and scarf, her head bent over pamphlets for West End plays displayed on a carousel stand in reception. As if sensing their presence, she lifts her head and moves towards them, compassion radiating from her. Onome knows if she looks directly at her, she will cry, so she fixes her gaze where the cousin’s eyebrows should be. Curiously, they’ve been removed and replaced by pencil-thin black marks. The cousin embraces Onome. It makes her feel better and worse all at the same time. The cousin draws back and stares at Onome in amazement before she says, ‘See how you carried Yoma’s face. Carbon copy!’ She’s not the first to comment on how Onome’s mother’s dark skin, wide eyes and dramatic cheekbones have been reproduced on Onome’s face.

Safiya gets a warm hug too and a lift to her rented ex-council flat in Euston. Near the door to her building, she turns and waves. They wave back and watch her go in before they drive off, Onome looking wistfully after her.

With Safiya gone, there’s silence in the cousin’s car. She starts to speak and stops several times. At last, she says she’s glad Onome is finally visiting, but she wishes it was under different circumstances. Onome agrees, trying not to fall apart in front of this stranger who happens to be family. She faces away from the cousin, looks out of the window. City roads turn to motorway, motorway turns to country lanes. Trees reach out to brush the sides of the cousin’s SUV. Beyond the cones of the headlights, there is only darkness.

Their destination is a detached mock-Tudor house, set behind an electric front gate. Inside, it’s like a Baumian wind has whipped up a middle-class Nigerian living room and deposited it intact in the English countryside. There is leather furniture, marble, gilding; there are ornate mirrors, tasselled curtains, and giant portraits of the cousin and her ‘husband’ so you know whose house it is. Onome gets a tour of the place and makes the right noises. In the kitchen, the cousin asks her what she will have: there’s some okro soup, and she can make eba to go with it. Onome declines – she’d devoured a microwave meal Safiya warmed up earlier, surprised she could eat at all.

A large upstairs guest room has been readied for her. There’s a towel set stacked at the foot of the bed like in a bed and breakfast. The en suite bathroom gleams. She won’t remember how to work the complex shower dial in the morning.

At last, the cousin says, ‘You must be tired, my dear.’ She tells Onome to get some rest and pulls the door shut.

The sheets are fresh, the bed is comfortable, but for hours, Onome can’t sleep. She craves a midnight snack from the vending machine in her halls.

When sleep finally comes, Onome dreams of her father. They’re in a wide, open space and she’s some distance away from him. He’s smiling, saying something. It’s blustery – a gust steals his words. The dreamscape shifts and he’s standing in the path of an oncoming train. Onome is calling out to him when she wakes up in a strange bed, her face wet. Her knee-jerk reaction is to pray, before she remembers it’s useless now. Did he know when he was dying? Was he afraid? She lies there and listens to the sounds of water travelling through copper veins and arteries, rippling through the walls, warming up the house.

The cousin and her common-law husband head out to work after breakfast, leaving Onome with emergency numbers and instructions to make herself at home. More alone than when she was in halls, Onome is glad to hear from Ruona when she calls. She’s with their mother and says Onome should speak to her quickly. There are fumbling sounds as the phone is passed along. The urge to bawl like an infant is strong, but her mother is going through this agony too.

‘Mummy?’ Her voice wavers.

‘Who is this?’

‘Mummy, it’s me. Onome.’

‘Onome?’

She’s thrown by the listless tone – her mother doesn’t seem to know who she is. It scares her.

Ruona reclaims her phone. Onome can hear her heels clicking on the floor as she talks. ‘It’s the drugs they gave her. If you saw Mummy yesterday – hm! The doctors had to prescribe something strong.’

Onome has never had to worry about her mother before. Then again, her father has not died before.

There’s little to distract her in the cousin’s big, empty house. She’s all too aware of the clock hands moving. At this time last week, her father was alive. With each second that passes, he has been dead a little longer.

She dreams of her father again the following night. He’s standing on a rocky ledge smiling at her, but his smile collapses when the ground begins to crumble underneath his feet. The next night, her father is in her parents’ bedroom in Lagos, at the wrong end of the barrel of an intruder’s gun, and Onome screams herself awake.

On the third day of lying that she slept well, she thanks her hosts and tells them she is ready to return to London. She needs the clamour of the city to drown out her thoughts.




CHAPTER 2

The Lost Days

In the lost days after her father’s death, Onome’s routines fall away. No church, no lectures or classes.

She speaks with a woman from Student Services and to her kindly personal tutor in a glass-box office. They discuss ways to minimise the disruption to her studies from any absences she may need to take. One option includes taking a year off. The suggestion alone is alarming to an overachieving child of Nigerian parents. A whole year of doing nothing! She doesn’t have to make a decision right away, and of course, her well-being is the priority. Onome says she’ll think about it; for now, she will need some time to gather herself.

‘Take as long as you need, Ono-may.’

Indeed – as long as her absences do not violate the conditions of her student visa.

She writes perfunctory emails to her tutors giving a reason for her absences: I am recently bereaved.

There is no script for her new role as bereaved daughter. So, she wakes up and pretends to be Onome Odafe. She wears Onome’s clothes, arranges her face the way Onome would, says the things Onome would normally say. To the undiscerning eye, there is no change. Actually, she’s a mere word, action or memory from unravelling.

Speaking to her mother isn’t helpful. Her mother’s voice has lost the power to comfort. Since the night Onome heard her mother sounding frighteningly dazed, she calls daily to check on her. On the phone her mother is distracted, repeating herself, swinging from mother to widow in minutes. ‘Have you eaten? Good, good. You need to keep your strength up. Shey you’ve eaten?’

‘Yes, Mummy.’

‘I can’t believe this man. So, he has gone? He has just left me like that?’

‘Mummy, please. Mummy, don’t cry.’

‘My baby, what am I to do?’

Ruona would know what to say, something wise and soothing. Ruona of old, that is. Her replacement is brisk and business-like on the phone, the way Onome imagines she would have been in her pre-Tseye job as a Big Four consultant. She wants to talk dates for the funeral, get Onome’s measurements for the funeral wardrobe, know if Onome has any guests to invite, all soundtracked by Tseye’s cries.

‘It looks like the funeral will be on the third weekend in November but we’ll do the Lagos service the week before,’ Ruona says. ‘When is your half-term?’

Onome can’t believe they’re actually talking about her daddy’s funeral.

‘You mean my Reading Week, sis. It’s … second week of November.’

‘Eh, you know what I mean. I’m just trying to find the best time for everybody.’

Ruona is in discussion with all the stakeholders – extended family, old men in the village with varying claims of kinship, church and their father’s close friends in Lagos and Warri who want to commemorate him. The programme Ruona is putting together must accommodate them all. Onome wants to confide in Ruona about everything from her worries about their mother to her strange dreams, but she decides against it. Her sister has enough on her plate as it is – what can she do about Onome’s bad dreams? It’s not the sort of thing Onome would bring up with Tega either. Her relationship with her brother has changed since the days he could buy her affection or stop her tears with packets of five-naira biscuits, Buttermint and Malta sweets. These days, the twin thrusts of their brief and infrequent phone conversations are ‘Little sis, how is school?’ and ‘Are there any small boys you want me to beat up? Ha, ha!’

He tried a new line when they spoke for the first time after, while she was still in Hertfordshire, asking gravely, ‘How are you doing?’

‘I don’t know, bro. How is this even real?’ she replied.

‘Pfft. I keep asking myself the same thing.’

‘I didn’t think Daddy could die. I mean, I knew he would die one day … when we’re old and him and Mummy are like hundred.’ Her voice carried the threat of tears.

Tega heard it. There was a streak of panic in his ‘We’ll be fine, OK? We’ll be fine.’ He changed tack. ‘How are you for money?’

Onome hadn’t thought beyond October. Her father transferred her pocket money on the first of each month. He’d paid her tuition fees for Michaelmas term. Lent term fees were due in January, along with her accommodation fees.

‘Are we—?’

‘We’re good, don’t worry. We can’t just go and take money out of Daddy’s account – there’s a lot of admin, court stuff. You’re a lawyer, you should know. These things take time. For now, I just want to make sure we don’t miss any important payments.’

She was shocked anew. Her father wouldn’t be making transfers any more. Was Tega the one that would be doing all of that now? Would he also replace her father as her partner on late-night suya runs, letting her pick out sizzling skewers of spice-dusted chicken and beef to be wrapped in newspaper? Spar with her over dinner and take her embryonic arguments seriously? When she’s home, will he check on her in the witching hour, fixing the covers she’s tossed off?

Tega was still tackling the first question. He asked her to send a list of outstanding fees and deadlines, so he could put payment plans in place before he returned to New York and his investment banking job. ‘I’ve used up my compassionate leave on this trip sef. I’ll have to take some unpaid vacation days for the funeral.’

‘That’s not fair.’ Five working days’ compassionate leave wasn’t enough.

‘That’s capitalism, little sis.’

How was he able to keep functioning? She wished he would tell her. They all seemed to be handling this differently, Tega and Ruona faring better than her and their mother.

Her friends are careful with her, sending sweet messages, asking if they can stop by. Onome says yes to some old school friends at other London unis and some ACS girls. They visit in turns, appropriately sad and subdued. One girl brings white flowers. Onome has no vases so she uses a plastic bottle with gummy residue from the peeled-off label. Her guests perch on the edge of her blue swivel chair, saying little, staring a lot. They hesitate when Onome offers biscuits, as if they’re not quite sure whether it’s good etiquette to accept food from a grieving person.

Safiya doesn’t ask if she can visit. She drops in so often Charles doesn’t bat an eye when he bumps into her in Onome’s shared kitchen. As she tells it, he eyes up the snacks she brings for Onome until she offers him some. ‘He’ll now pretend to be surprised, “Oh, me? Ooh. Don’t mind if I do!”’ Safiya does a good Charles imitation, going in for an imaginary snack. In her normal voice she growls, ‘Long-throat.’

The girls start to laugh, but Onome stops – she shouldn’t be laughing.

Safiya notices. Her X-ray eyes miss nothing, peering past Onome’s Onome mask. She gives Onome a look, the doleful look a bleeding heart might give a wounded animal.

Onome can’t bear it, being different in Safiya’s eyes. This is one experience she cannot share with her friend. She’s an involuntary member of a secret society, closed off to the uninitiated, the lucky ones like Safiya whose families are still whole.

It’s exhausting, sleeping fitfully and waking up with Grief at her feet. Grief, that ungovernable pet – it comes and goes as it pleases, never straying far. It’s with her when she brushes her teeth or eats a bowl of Crunchy Nut cereal. It circles her legs as she discusses the bin rota with her flatmates in a kitchen fragranced by reheated food and green washing-up liquid. When her room feels too small for both of them, it follows her to the shops or on chilly walks past closed stage doors and the ironwork of exposed fire escapes. It brings her to a halt in the cereal aisle, in front of a heartachingly familiar muesli brand. Posters for West End shows remind her of all the musicals her father has slept through on visits to London, and Grief barrels into her.

She can’t escape it, especially not by going home.

Later, Ruona calls to confirm the funeral date. In a little over a month, they will bury their father, and the concept remains absurd.

‘So, have you decided what you’re doing about school?’ Ruona asks. She needs to know so she can make changes to Onome’s flight booking.

Onome is lying in bed, Grief pushing up against her. She will have to learn to live with it somehow.

‘Yes,’ she says.

Her personal tutor seems delighted with her decision.

‘Well, I’m pleased you’re staying until the funeral,’ he says from behind his tidy desk. ‘As you well know, this course is demanding, but you might find the distraction of work is the very thing you need.’

Onome has a feeling that whatever decision she made would have met his approval – this twinkly middle-aged white man clearly has a variety of positive responses at the ready.

In one of their meetings last year, he asked how old she was.

‘Nineteen.’

‘Good age, good age,’ he said, leaning back in his chair. Onome wanted to ask him what was good about this age – her last year as a teenager, her second year of apparent adulthood (in the eyes of the law, bouncers and bar-staff). She suspected he said this to students of all ages assigned to him.

Today, she imagines tucked in his back pocket, an unused ‘Well, I’m pleased you’re taking time out to get the support you need. We must look after ourselves.’

He goes over the formal process for requesting absence for the funeral and steers her towards campus counselling services in case she needs to ‘talk to someone’. Onome nods politely, looking over his shoulder out to the fading green of Lincoln’s Inn Fields. She’s not going to talk to anyone. Talking won’t bring her father back.

Her tutor stands when she does, walks her to his glass door. ‘If it all gets too much, Ono-may, remember, you can always change your mind.’

Her phone rings almost immediately when she texts Safiya to let her know, and she starts. Once upon a time, a ringing phone was always a good thing.

‘I knew you would stay,’ Safiya says.

‘How come?’

‘Babe, if you were going, you would have gone since.’ She pauses. ‘Where are you? I have something for you.’

An ornate wall hanging (the Middle East via Camden Market) is the focal point of Safiya’s tiny living room. Other Safiya things are the furry Argos scatter cushions on the faux-leather sofa and the throat-tickling scent of incense sticks burning. Onome sheds her coat, remnants of the cold still about her face and hair.

At home, Safiya’s head is uncovered, her hair in two plaits that fall past her shoulders. Onome follows her to the kitchen area, a small wedge of the living room with kitchen fixtures and fittings.

‘What will you drink?’ Safiya asks. ‘Juice? Ribena?’

‘D’you have tea?’

‘Tea? This country has infected you. You want milk and sugar, ba?’ Safiya busies herself with the kettle, setting out tea things. ‘Eh-heh, before I forget. I saw Chantelle on campus today. She said to say hi,’ she says. ‘And Eroms too. He asked after you.’

‘Yeah?’ Onome moves towards the ridged heater, rubbing her icy hands together.

‘Maybe now you’re back on campus I can retire as your messenger and your fans can greet you in person.’

‘I mean, we don’t have to change things.’

‘Gerrout jo,’ Safiya says. ‘You hungry?’

‘No, thanks.’

‘Sure?’ The kettle starts to gurgle.

‘Yes, I’m sure.’

Safiya’s hand is at the fridge door. ‘Because I made too much fried rice yesterday. I can’t finish it by myself—’

‘Safiya … I said I’m not hungry.’

‘OK.’

The gurgling intensifies.

Onome is annoyed at herself for snapping at Safiya and annoyed at Safiya for treating her like a child. ‘So, you said you had something for me.’

‘Oh, yes! Let me go and get it.’ Safiya leaves the room, taking some of the tension with her.

The kettle reaches a fever pitch and quietens.

Safiya returns with a thin red ring-binder as Onome is steeping her tea. ‘Here you go, babe.’

Inside, photocopies of about a week’s worth of property and EU law lecture notes in Safiya’s neat, slanted writing and annotated handouts, filed in clear plastic wallets.

‘Safiya! Print credit, nko?’

‘Nothing to a boss,’ Safiya says magnanimously.

‘Safiya, it costs like 3p per page. That’s nothing to … many people.’

‘Just say “thank you” and go.’

‘Thank you and go.’

‘Ingrate.’

‘I love you.’

‘Love you too, babe.’

Can her father see her walking back to halls? Is he watching her somehow? In films, when people die, they find a way to communicate with their loved ones through peaceful creatures like butterflies and doves. The only possible vessels in her vicinity are streetwise feral pigeons. He wouldn’t choose a pigeon. She’d shoo it away.

She’s supposed to believe he’s up there somewhere. Her mother does. ‘I know your daddy is with the Lord,’ her mother said earlier, more to herself than to Onome. ‘The Bible says whosoever believes in Him shall not perish but have everlasting life.’

Everlasting life. Attainable only upon death. An unfair contract term if there ever was one.

Back at her flat, someone’s laughter spills out into the corridor. Onome is tempted to crawl under her duvet and mute the sounds of other people’s happiness. Instead, she sits at her desk and opens her laptop. In the photos on her corkboard, her family is all present and correct. She takes a deep breath and logs on to Moodle. Unopened reading lists and recordings of missed lectures are waiting for her. She shakes her head to clear her mind. There is work to be done.

Returning to campus is nerve-wracking. Onome feels like she’s in secondary school again, back from the long vacation a little bit changed, self-conscious of new curves. She wonders how far her news has spread. The fact that there’s not much overlap between her social circle and her course-mates calms her a little.

She’s early for her EU law class in one of the stately buildings along the sweep of Aldwych. There’s no one else in the draughty classroom, so she has her pick of seats. She settles for the edge of the second row – as far from the sash windows as she can get. Her ears prick up at approaching voices. She flips the pages of her notepad, arranges her stationery. As the first of her classmates come in, she tries to smile at them. It comes out stiff.

‘Hey, how are you?’ Antara, an Indian girl she’s friendly with, asks.

The question throws Onome. She knows. Did her tutor say something? Is there a menacing rain cloud above her head? Then she realises it’s just a greeting and there’s a ready answer to it.

‘Fine! I’m fine, thanks. How are you?’

‘Bleeeeh. But it’s Friday. And I’m counting down to Reading Week.’

‘Oh. Yeah.’

A couple of white boys come in after Antara, talking vacation scheme applications.

‘How many firms did you apply to?’

‘Eleven so far. You?’

‘Five. I’m going for quality over quantity.’

‘You’re doing it wrong, mate. It’s a numbers game.’

Application deadlines aren’t until the end of January, three months from now. Onome is just trying to get through each day. She files the exchange away. Safiya would enjoy it too, maybe even more than Onome. Unlike Onome, she’s not applying to any London firms; her eyes are fixed on Lagos.

Alice is among the next wave of arrivals, chattering away until she stops, mid-sentence. In blinking time, she’s right by Onome, eyes the size of dinner plates, one hand pressed to her chest. ‘OhmyGod, Ono-may,’ she breathes, ‘I’m so sorry about your dad.’

Onome squirms, hoping no one else is paying attention. ‘Thanks, Alice.’

Alice drops into the seat beside her, ‘You’re so brave. I can’t even imagine what I’d do if my dad died.’ Are these meant to be words of consolation? Alice inches closer, eyebrows knitted together. ‘Can I ask – was it sudden?’

The question is shocking to Onome – her father’s final moments should be private, cordoned off and under a white tent, out of the view of rubber-necking amebos.

‘Was he ill?’

Onome’s never known Alice to require an answer to her questions. She must be hoping for a good story. One that can be repeated in a Starbucks to headshakes and gasps, one that would make her audience value the gift of their one wild and precious life.

‘He had a stroke.’

If Alice is disappointed at the ordinariness of her father’s death, she hides it well.

‘Oh, how awful!’ The hand departs the chest, is placed on Onome’s forearm. ‘How old was he?’

What, why? ‘Sixty-one.’

Tragic enough to elicit an arm squeeze. Onome gets the feeling that if he had been any younger, Alice would have crushed her in a hug.

‘If there’s anything at all I can do, Ono-may – anything – just say the word.’

Throughout, Alice maintains eye contact. Onome feels as if she’s entered
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