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			To my wonderful wife, son and daughter . . . 

			Everything I do is for you
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			Chapter 1

			Sunrise over Lagos is a beautiful sight. This morning is no different, as the first light of dawn gradually unfurls to pierce the deep blue sky with streaks of gold and burnt orange, and the Lagos Lagoon shimmers like a pool of molten glass. There, on a patch of the expansive banks of the lagoon, two figures carefully rummage through heaps of refuse dumped overnight from the more affluent estates on the Island of Lagos, looking for items of value to sell, wear, drink or eat. This is what they do – Bàbá àti Ọmọ, father and son, up before sunrise to scavenge for a life from the waste of others, and they are good at it too. Bàbá has done it for as long as he can remember, and Ọmọ has done it for most of his young fourteen years.

			They navigate the mounds of waste like well-­oiled machines, with eyes well accustomed to the dawn light darting around scanning for specific items that signal that a mound is worth digging through. Bàbá is suddenly captivated by something on a large pile and remains motionless as he stares. Ọmọ follows his father’s stare and attempts to hurry towards the pile to begin digging, but Bàbá grabs him.

			

			‘Rara,’ Bàbá says in Yoruba to stop his son. ‘Dúró níbí,’ he urges his son to wait.

			Ọmọ nods, and Bàbá moves cautiously towards the pile. Each step brings the object into sharper focus, and with it, Bàbá’s dread grows. As Bàbá approaches the heap of refuse, his worst fears are confirmed. The heap is deliberately arranged like an altar, with its centrepiece impossible to miss.

			He stops, unwilling to get any closer. And even from a distance, it’s clear this body belongs to a different Lagos – a Lagos of wealth, power, and untouchable privilege. Bàbá has seen dead bodies before, but this one is different. The young woman’s face, unnervingly serene even in death, betrays no fear. Her skin is flawless, her features untouched by the scars of a hard life.

			A chill creeps through him. Because people like her do not simply disappear. They are searched for and avenged by the select few Lagosians who wield immense power and harbour nothing but disdain for people like him. Bàbá knows the danger of being associated with such a corpse. No good will come of it for him or his family. He makes his decision quickly. This is not his burden to carry. He steps back, ready to leave it to the scavengers who will follow. But just as he turns to retreat, Ọmọ’s startled scream shatters the stillness behind him. He’d seen it.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			In an upscale gym in central London, Remi Bankole, an athletic­ally built black man in his early thirties, wearing a white gi with a brown belt, is in the second minute of a jiu-­jitsu sparring contest with Vitor, the gym’s jiu-­jitsu instructor, an equally athletic man in his early forties also wearing a gi, though with a black belt. Neither has given an inch during the contest, as Remi and Vitor deftly counter each other’s advances with lightning-­fast transitions. However, Remi, Vitor, and the others in the class, who have a keen eye on the contest while also sparring with each other, know that at any moment, Vitor will outmanoeuvre Remi. Vitor always does. But each relentless second that ticks on with Remi displaying exceptional composure and scrambling impresses everyone.

			Suddenly, amid a scramble, Vitor locks Remi’s right arm between his legs and pulls Remi’s wrist tightly as he thrusts his hips upward to hyperextend Remi’s elbow. Remi should tap to end the contest before he damages his elbow. That’s what everyone expects. Instead, Remi twists his arm and drives his legs along the mat until he spins out of the armbar. Remi then attempts to secure his superior position but feels Vitor’s wiry arms latch around his ankle. Remi immediately taps Vitor’s shoulder to submit, and Vitor lets go of Remi’s ankle.

			

			Vitor climbs to his knees and offers Remi a hand to help him up. Remi accepts the hand without hesitation, and Vitor pulls him up to his knees.

			‘Very smart,’ Vitor says with a thick Brazilian accent. ‘I wasn’t expecting you to explode out of the armbar. Not your style. You’re usually more patient and focus on fighting my grip.’

			‘And eventually lose,’ Remi says with an elegant English accent.

			Vitor smirks and shrugs. ‘But what you did is dangerous,’ he says with his calm teaching voice, and Remi nods to acknowledge. ‘Next time, I break your arm.’

			‘Next time,’ Remi says, respectfully accepting the challenge.

			Vitor pats Remi on the shoulder and turns his attention to the rest of the class. Remi glances at the clock on the wall and walks to a corner of the large mat. It’s nearly 7:30 p.m. Remi needs to check his work phone soon because he’s sure he’s received many emails, calls, and messages during the hour he’s been in class. Still, he’ll wait patiently for the few minutes left.

			He sits in the corner watching the others spar, questioning why he came. He’s the lead associate on a £3 billion acquisition nearing crunch time and had skipped jiu-­jitsu for the past month to work on the deal. But he’s missed it and feels in a much clearer headspace now than when he arrived.

			As if aware of his wandering mind, Vitor ends the class a couple of minutes early. Remi gets to his feet and lines up to greet everyone with a hug and a bow, as is customary.

			

			Remi hurries off the mat towards the changing room but hears a familiar voice call his name over the gym’s music. He sighs under his breath and turns to see Peyton – late twenties, white gi, brown belt – sauntering towards him. They’d joined the class about a month apart four years ago, and while they got along fine, Peyton’s competitive streak could be grating.

			‘Nice spar with Vitor,’ Peyton says. ‘You been watching YouTube videos . . . sneaking to other gyms these past few weeks?’

			Remi forces a chuckle. ‘Thanks. Just tried something different.’ He nods towards the changing room. ‘Let’s walk. Need to log back on.’

			‘You working on something big?’

			‘Yep.’

			‘How much?’ Peyton presses. He works in acquisition finance and always wants numbers.

			‘I can’t right now. I’ll tell you when we close.’

			‘Ballpark, come on.’

			Remi laughs to himself, then glances at Peyton. Peyton is itching to tell him something – almost certainly a lie to boost his ego. ‘I’ll tell you when we close,’ he repeats.

			‘You lawyers,’ Peyton teases. ‘Anyway, I’ve been sparring Vitor while you’ve been away. Softened him up for you.’

			There it is. The lie. Normally, Remi would just ignore it, but this should be fun. ‘Softened him up?’

			‘Yeah. I even tapped him a few times.’

			Remi stays silent, just watching, until Peyton cracks.

			‘I’m just playing,’ Peyton admits with a chuckle. ‘Didn’t tap him. I was close, though. Closer than you.’

			

			‘I don’t doubt it,’ Remi says, and bumps fists with Peyton. ‘Spar next session?’

			‘Sure, mate.’

			Remi turns around to his locker without waiting for Peyton to leave. He unlocks it, quickly grabs his work phone and scrolls through the emails as he pulls his trench coat over his gi. He takes his large gym/work bag and hurries out of the changing room as he types a quick response email to one of the two partners overseeing the deal.

			Remi walks out of the gym into a light drizzle, still reading emails. He’d usually hop over to the underground station a couple minutes away and be back home in Fitzrovia in twenty minutes. But today, he needs to call Emily, a junior associate in the team, to work through the comments on the warranties they’ve just received from the seller’s solicitors. He spots a black taxi approaching and raises a hand to stop it.

			As the taxi sets off, Remi pulls his laptop from his bag and calls Emily. She answers after a ring.

			‘Hi, Emily,’ Remi says, and logs on to his laptop.

			‘Hi, Remi,’ Emily responds.

			‘Are you okay to run through the comments now?’ he says, and opens an attachment in an email from Emily.

			‘Sure!’ she responds, eager, as Remi expected.

			‘Thanks. I agree with you that most of their comments are acceptable, and I’ll take instructions from the client on the points you flagged. But you’ll need to push back with a hard line on a couple others.’

			‘Er, okay,’ Emily responds.

			

			Remi recognises the hesitation and understands that Emily is simply unsure how to approach the pushback. Which he was also expecting. No junior associate is entirely sure how hard to push back on a deal this size.

			‘Let’s talk it through,’ Remi says, and meticulously guides Emily through her response.

			Ten minutes later, the taxi arrives outside Remi’s flat in Fitzrovia. It’s the middle floor of a Georgian house which has been converted into two flats and a penthouse, which is currently occupied by a Chelsea footballer. As Remi climbs out of the taxi, he hears an elderly voice call his name with the perfect Yoruba intonation and stops in his tracks.

			Remi turns to the voice and recognises the elderly man who cautiously steps out from the back seat of a Mercedes sedan parked a few steps away. The elderly man is Uncle Tayo Olatunji. Uncle Tayo has no actual family relations with Remi, but he worked for Remi’s grandfather, and then Remi’s father after Remi’s grandfather passed away, for over five decades before retiring to London, with Remi’s father’s blessing, to spend his last years with his family.

			Remi’s feet are seemingly stuck to the ground as he watches Uncle Tayo walk towards him with a grave expression. Remi pulls out his personal phone, which has been on silent the entire day as Remi focused on work, and there are several notifications of missed calls and messages. He turns back to Uncle Tayo, who is a step away, and he instinctively lowers himself to the floor to greet the elderly man in the traditional Yoruba manner.

			Uncle Tayo attempts to bend down to stop Remi from prostrating, but Remi quickly pushes himself to his feet to stop Uncle Tayo from bending over.

			

			‘Ẹ káalẹ, Uncle,’ Remi greets, and bows his head.

			‘Káalẹ, Remi,’ Uncle Tayo responds, and gestures to the iPhone in his hand. ‘Bàbá rẹ,’ he says, and offers Remi the phone. ‘Ó fẹ bá ẹ sọrọ.’

			Remi nods and accepts the phone. ‘Dad,’ Remi says into the phone in English.

			‘Remi,’ Remi’s dad calmly responds. ‘I’ve been trying to reach you all day,’ he says in English.

			‘I know. I’m sorry. I was . . .’

			‘No need to apologise, Remi. I understand.’

			‘Okay. Okay, Dad,’ Remi says, anxious. ‘Is everything okay?’

			‘No, Remi. Kike is dead.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Hours later, Remi peers through the window from his seat in economy, watching as the Virgin Atlantic flight from London Heathrow descends towards the Murtala Muhammed International Airport in Lagos. It’s been almost a decade since he was in Lagos, and he scans to pick out anything that might evoke a touch of nostalgia. Something to anchor him. However, all he sees is a hazy sprawl of roads and buildings.

			The plane taxis to a terminal to connect with a boarding bridge, and the passengers begin to empty out from the front of the plane. Being intensely aware of the long queues through customs, Remi bounces off his seat, grabs his small travel bag, and squeezes into the aisle, but as he approaches the front of the plane, a senior customs officer standing beside a couple of flight attendants spots him and waves with a keen smile.

			‘Good morning, Mr Bankole,’ the officer says, and reaches out to shake Remi’s hand.

			‘Good morning, sir,’ Remi replies, with a level of respect the officer doesn’t seem to be expecting. He shakes the officer’s hand.

			

			‘Thank you . . . thank you, sir. Your father asked that I come and collect you and take you through to your people, who are waiting.’

			My people, Remi thinks. He’s not surprised by the special treatment; after all, this is how he always returned to Nigeria growing up, when he travelled with his father or when his father’s private office organised his tickets. But he’d booked this flight at the last minute last night, so he wasn’t expecting it. Plus, people . . . waiting . . . that’s extra, even if his father, or whoever at his father’s office that organised this, assumes he is distraught because of Kike’s death. They should know better, as even if he is distraught, he wouldn’t show it, not to anyone . . . and sometimes not even to himself. That’s the Bankole way. He doesn’t know how his father does it. But Remi just flows with the tide, keeping his head above water. Never dwelling. This time, though . . . he’s not sure how long that’ll work.

			‘Can I take your bag, sir?’ the customs officer, who’s at least a decade older than Remi, asks.

			Remi glances at the officer’s name badge, which reads ‘Ikenna Obi’. ‘It’s okay, Mr Obi,’ he says. ‘It’s not heavy. And please call me Remi.’

			‘No problem, Remi, sir,’ Mr Obi says.

			Remi fights back a smile. ‘Just Remi, and I’ll call you Ikenna. Is that okay?’

			Mr Obi smiles. ‘As you wish, sir . . . Remi,’ he quickly corrects himself. ‘Sorry, s— Remi. I’m very sorry, Remi.’

			‘It’s okay, Ikenna. It happens to me all the time in London.’

			Mr Obi hesitates, clearly missing the sarcasm, and the flight attendant nearest to them laughs. Mr Obi turns to her with a scowl . . . because she’s of no station to laugh at or even with him. But the flight attendant ignores his glare. Mr Obi turns back to Remi, and Remi gestures for Mr Obi to lead the way.

			

			Remi steps on to the boarding bridge, and a wave of dry heat hits him full force. He thought he’d dressed appropriately for the weather in a silk-­blend T-­shirt and relaxed-­fit linen trousers, but he’s already sweating. Years of London weather have seemingly erased his tolerance for the heat, regardless of the countless Mediterranean holidays he’s had. He was even in Bali for a colleague’s wedding last year, which has a tropical climate like Lagos, but this heat feels different – it’s harsh. But then, maybe it’s not just the weather. Maybe it’s the guilt for abandoning his sister, his family, Lagos.

			‘Can I have your ticket?’ Mr Obi says. ‘So that one of our boys can collect your bags straight from the plane and bring them to you.’

			‘I don’t have any bags,’ Remi says, and gestures to his travel bag. ‘Just this.’

			Mr Obi glances at it with surprise and then nods. He leads the way from the boarding bridge and heads in the opposite direction to the other passengers. Mr Obi and Remi walk through a secluded hallway reserved for customs officers and airport security, and doors open for them as they approach. All the officers they walk past greet Mr Obi with respect and glance at Remi with curiosity and deference. Mr Obi is clearly an important man at the airport, and all the officers know that the unknown young man Mr Obi is personally escorting is somebody’s son, who will soon be that somebody when his father passes, so it’ll be good for him to remember you fondly.

			Mr Obi leads them into what looks like a VIP lounge, and Remi is glad to be in an air-­conditioned room.

			

			‘Can I have your passport, so I can quickly stamp it?’ Mr Obi asks, gesturing to a desk where another officer waits at attention.

			‘Thanks, Ikenna,’ Remi says, and hands him his passport.

			‘Mummy’s Boy!’ an assertive voice calls from across the room, and Remi turns to it.

			Remi recognises the man sitting comfortably on a pristine leather sofa that looks like it was brought out just for him. Chief Kayode Adeleke, in his early sixties, and a self-­assured former senator and governor of Lagos state, is one of his dad’s closest and oldest friends. The Chief’s beaming smile and use of Remi’s childhood nickname tell Remi that the Chief doesn’t yet know of Kike’s death. Especially because the Chief was even more fond of her than him because she was a founding member of the Three Ks (Kayode, Kike, and Kunle – his father). Remi puts on a smile and hurries over to the Chief.

			‘Good morning, Uncle,’ Remi says. Like Uncle Tayo, the Chief has no familial relationship with Remi, but that’s the respectful title of endearment for very close friends of your parents. Remi prostrates by the Chief’s feet to greet him.

			‘Get up, get up, my boy,’ the Chief says, and rubs Remi’s head. ‘At least London hasn’t spoilt you.’

			‘Never, Uncle,’ Remi says, as he stands. There is space on the sofa beside the Chief, but Remi waits for the Chief to give him permission to sit. He looks down at the Chief and spots a bald patch on the crown of his head in the midst of dyed jet-­black hair. But other than that, he looks healthier than the last time Remi saw him, at a wedding in London about five years ago. Life away from the front line of politics has been good to the Chief, although he himself would probably disagree – he craves the power.

			

			‘Good,’ the Chief says, and gestures for Remi to sit beside him. ‘And were you on the same flight? I didn’t see you.’

			‘Yes, Uncle. Same flight.’

			The Chief looks perplexed, and Remi knows he is wondering why Remi wasn’t in Upper Class.

			‘Yes, Uncle. I was in economy.’

			‘Is everything okay?’ the Chief asks, concerned. ‘Have you lost your job or something?’

			‘No, not at all,’ Remi responds with a smile. However, the Chief’s disregard for the idea that Remi’s father could have paid for the flight makes it clear that he knows about Remi’s estrangement from his family.

			‘No? But are you not doing corporate law for one of those big London firms?’

			‘Yes, Uncle.’

			‘They pay well, abi. At least that’s what I hear.’

			‘Yes, Uncle. They pay well. It was just an urgent flight. Economy is all they had.’

			The Chief shakes his head, not believing Remi. ‘My flight was also last-­minute. I was in London for meetings. Only had one, had to postpone the rest. They will come over to Lagos. Me, I don’t like all this Zoom Zoom calls.’

			Remi smiles with a light shrug, understanding.

			‘So, how long are you going to stay in London?’ the Chief asks. ‘You’ve been working at this firm for how long?’

			‘Eight years, Uncle.’

			

			‘And you haven’t made partner yet? Ahn ahn.’

			‘It’s coming, Uncle.’

			‘It’s coming? Nonsense. It’s all about connections, Remi. I know your father taught you that. Here, in Lagos or Abuja, these law firms will tear themselves apart to make you partner . . . yesterday! The pay will not be the same, of course, but even London partner salary is nothing to you Banks.’

			The Chief smiles and Remi can tell there is envy behind it. Remi could always tell the Chief envied his dad’s successes, primarily because, on the face of it, they haven’t stemmed from a political position or affiliation, so they aren’t infused with the stench of corruption.

			Remi wants to say he’s remained in London because he wants to do his own thing, off his own name and hard work. But he knows the Chief, like his dad, will be insulted by that. Because both are sons of wealthy families who have built that wealth beyond their fathers’ dreams. Just as his father wishes for him. Instead, Remi says, ‘I know, Uncle. I just want to build a large enough client base so I can come back to start a firm of my own focused on bringing foreign investment to Nigeria.’

			The answer impresses the Chief. Which is very different to Remi’s dad’s reaction to the same answer because Remi’s dad knows it’s mostly not true.

			‘You Banks are so ambitious,’ the Chief says and turns to Dele, his private secretary, who’s been patiently waiting to get the Chief’s attention.

			At the same time, Mr Obi approaches to offer Remi his passport.

			‘Thanks, Ikenna,’ Remi says, and stands to accept it.

			

			‘It’s okay, sir,’ Mr Obi says, glancing at the Chief. Remi understands the Chief will frown upon Mr Obi’s seeming familiarity with Remi if he calls Remi by his name. ‘I will take you to your people now.’

			‘It’s okay,’ the Chief interjects, and takes his time to stand. ‘My bags are ready. He will walk with me. Go back to your post.’

			Mr Obi hesitates, which surprises Remi. But Dele, who is clearly not a private secretary but is more personal security, glares at Mr Obi.

			‘No problem, Chief,’ Mr Obi says.

			‘Don’t worry,’ the Chief replies, in a voice steeped in condes­cension, and pulls out a wad of pound notes. ‘I know you want something. Oya, take. And I’m sure his father will arrange something for you later.’

			Mr Obi takes the money, but Remi can still sense a bit of unease and smiles to reassure him.

			‘Let’s go,’ the Chief says, and wraps an arm around Remi. Dele picks up the Chief’s hand luggage and leads them towards the door. ‘I know you’ve been in London for a long time,’ the Chief says to Remi. ‘But don’t get too familiar with these people. They will take advantage.’

			Remi disagrees, but he knows it’s the prevailing sentiment of the affluent Nigerians – his people. ‘I understand, Uncle,’ he says.

			Dele holds the door open for the Chief and Remi to step through, and Remi is again slapped in the face by the heat. They’ve stepped into a shaded in-­between space at the back of the airport – a private exit hall not quite inside, not fully out – where the rich and powerful can slip away into their waiting vehicles, unseen.

			‘Does Yetunde know you’re around?’ the Chief asks, referring to one of his daughters, who was a year below Remi in boarding school.

			

			Remi starts to respond but then notices Yinka across the hall, flanked by two sturdy young men. Once a trusted protégé of Shina – the family’s formidable long-­standing head of security – Yinka has since stepped up as his second-­in-­command. Yinka is visibly alarmed to see Remi with the Chief, which shocks Remi because the Chief and his dad are the closest of friends. He glances at the Chief, who is smiling again. But this time, there’s a glint of smug satisfaction beneath it because he’s also spotted Yinka’s alarm and is enjoying it.

			‘No, Uncle. She doesn’t,’ Remi says, and follows the fixed stare of one of the sturdy young men flanking Yinka to four soldiers armed with rifles on the other side of the hall. The commonplace presence of guns, which was normal for Remi while growing up in Lagos, now unsettles him slightly.

			‘I’ll let her know,’ the Chief says, and leads Remi away from Yinka and towards the soldiers. ‘She’s planning Rose’s wedding . . . you’ve met Rose, yes?’

			Remi watches through the corner of his eye as Yinka briefly hesitates. Yinka’s jaw tightens, and for a moment, he looks as though he might intervene. But then he falls into step behind them, keeping a respectful distance. Not so close as to appear disrespectful, eavesdropping, or openly suspicious. But close enough to signal that he is immovable. That he will be taking Remi home.

			Remi takes all that in and doesn’t react. ‘No. I moved to London for university just before Rose and Aunty Nora moved to Lagos, and each time I’ve been back since, Rose and I have just missed each other,’ he says.

			Rose is another of the Chief’s daughters, born to Nora, a different mother from Yetunde’s. Nora, a former Lebanese diplomat who lived and worked in Dubai, kept Rose away from what she deemed the toxic environment in Lagos until Rose turned sixteen.

			

			‘Well, it’s going to be the wedding of the year . . . you know Yetunde. I’m sure you’re invited. She’s having an exclusive pre-­party at the Ikoyi house tonight. I’ll tell her you’re around.’

			‘Thanks, Uncle,’ Remi says. He has no intention of going, and he knows that as soon as the news of Kike’s death spreads, no one will be inviting him or expecting him to show up at any parties, exclusive or not.

			‘Remi,’ Yinka calmly calls from behind.

			Remi stops and carefully turns towards Yinka, and he’s struck by Yinka’s transformation. Yinka’s no longer one of the boys; he carries himself with the confidence and authority of a man who’s earned respect.

			‘I’m coming, Yinka. Just having a chat with Uncle.’

			‘What’s the problem, Yinka?’ the Chief says. ‘You think I’m going to kidnap my nephew?’

			‘Not at all, Chief. I was not sure Remi recognised me.’

			‘And what is this Remi you’re talking? It’s Mr Bankole or sir.’

			‘Yes, Chief,’ Yinka says, and turns to Remi. ‘I’m sorry, sir.’

			Remi nods and softly ducks under the Chief’s arm to go shake Yinka’s hand. ‘Of course I remember you, Yinka. You used to travel with us to boarding school. Playing Fela all the way. I’m looking forward to some Fela on the ride home today.’

			Yinka smiles. Good memories for him as well, it seems. Remi pats Yinka on the shoulder and walks back to the Chief.

			‘See you tonight, Uncle,’ he says, and embraces him.

			

			‘Maybe . . . heading to Abuja now, but I’ll try. It’ll be good to see you and Kike. I’m sure she’s invited. She has been the life of the Lagos high society since she’s been back.’

			The comment knocks the wind out of Remi, and he can’t speak as he struggles to bury the thought of his sister exuding her vibrance everywhere, anywhere, all the time . . . but now no more. An image of her – laughing, commanding the room – flares so vividly it makes his eyes sting. Knowing he might crack, he quickly nods politely and walks back to Yinka.

			‘Let’s go,’ Remi says.

			‘Can I carry your bag, sir?’ Yinka asks.

			‘No,’ Remi snaps. ‘And you call me Remi and nothing else.’

			Yinka nods and leads him back towards the two sturdy young men, and as they approach, Remi notices the handguns holstered at their right hips. He watches the young men as Yinka quietly discusses the next moves in Yoruba. They are both wearing the latest Apple watches, and the handguns look too clean and state-of-the-art to be Nigerian military issue. They are either private security consultants or soldiers who work security for affluent families when needed.

			Remi continues to scan the men, and although similar in age, physique, and their all-­black outfits, it’s clear one of them takes much more care of himself. He has a fresh haircut, trimmed beard, and a touch of the latest fashion with his relaxed cargo trousers and New Balance 327 trainers. Just then, the fresh young man briefly looks away from Yinka to lock eyes with Remi and nod reassuringly. Remi returns the gesture. The young man returns his focus to Yinka, who indicates for him and his colleague to take the lead. They walk out of the shaded exit hall into the half-­empty staff car park, and Remi is suddenly gripped by the sight of the rising sun in the cloudless sky. This gives him a hit of the nostalgia he’d craved. He buries a smile and takes in the sky.

			

			They approach two Toyota Land Cruisers with tinted windows, government plate numbers, and engines running. The fresh young man opens the back door of the second car for Remi to enter. Remi nods gratefully before he climbs in, and Yinka climbs into the car’s front passenger seat. The two young men jump into the first car, and both cars instantly set off.

			Remi is grateful that the car’s air conditioning is on full blast and relaxes to soak in the cool air. But then he notices the windows – thicker than normal, darkly tinted, and with a slight lamination at the edges. They are bulletproof. He leans forward to see that Yinka is holding a powerful assault rifle, and there is another within easy reach of the stoic driver. The level of security troubles him, as the overwhelming mood is peril. He also fears that whatever has led to this mood could have something to do with Kike’s death. Especially as he’s yet to be told how or where she died.

			‘What’s happening, Yinka?’ Remi asks.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘You know what I mean. What’s all this?’

			‘The car? Sorry, Oga wanted us to pick you up in this car.’ Oga – boss.

			‘Not the car, Yinka. All the security. The big guns.’

			‘This is what Oga wants.’

			‘Why?’

			‘I . . .’ Yinka hesitates because he remembers Remi could always catch him in a lie, even as a teenager. ‘Oga is worried and wants you to be safe.’

			

			‘From who . . . from what? And does it have anything to do with Kike?’

			Yinka hesitates again. ‘I think you should ask Oga that for yourself, Remi.’

			Remi nods. ‘Is he home?’

			‘No. Oga and Shina flew to Abuja this morning. But they will be back this evening.’

			‘This morning? It’s 6 a.m.’

			‘Yes, 3 a.m. The private jet.’

			‘He has a private jet?’

			‘Yes. Oga has a personal one, and the company has two.’

			Remi nods and sits back. There is so much to pick over. But clearly, his father is now even more successful than he was aware of. At the same time, he’s not surprised that the extent of his father’s success is not public knowledge, because his father, like his grandfather, preferred to operate in the shadows. However, to build wealth in Nigeria beyond Remi’s imagination, his father would’ve had to make deals with several devils, all of whom are constantly battling to be the most devilish. His father enjoyed that fire – he thrived in it – but maybe it had finally burnt him, and Kike paid the price.

			Suddenly, Remi remembers the Chief is also heading to Abuja straight from London, and wonders if he could be somehow involved in whatever led to Kike’s death. The Chief was always a hungry devil, but he was the devil that was always there for them. The devil who taught him and Kike how to read, outmanoeuvre, and even dance with the others.

			

			‘And what was all that with the Chief?’ Remi asks.

			‘Please, Remi. Speak to Oga about all this. Okay? I don’t know what I’m supposed to say.’

			Remi appreciates the honesty and nods, and Yinka connects his iPhone to the stereo to play ‘Water No Get Enemy’ by Fela Kuti before Remi asks more questions.

			Yinka resumes scanning their surroundings for any hint of danger as they speed through the early morning traffic in Ikeja – the bustling capital city on the Mainland of Lagos that was once the jewel of Nigeria before wealth shifted to the Island, leaving the Mainland’s infrastructure to crumble. Their convoy merges on to the Third Mainland Bridge – once the longest in Africa – now more a towering symbol of the divide between the Mainland’s poor and the Island’s elite. The bridge carries them across the Lagos Lagoon into Ikoyi, Nigeria’s most affluent neighbourhood, where Remi and his people remain cloistered.

			Remi stares out the window throughout the hour-­long ride, searching for anything to brighten his mood. He finds nothing, though he’s struck by how familiar it all feels. Massive billboards feature the musicians and footballers he recognises, selling beer or mobile plans. Street vendors and beggars eye the tinted windows with a mix of curiosity and caution. Lethargic police officers at checkpoints, wielding decades-­old rifles often without bullets, suddenly snap to attention at the sight of the convoy’s license plates to wave the cars through. This is Lagos, he thinks . . . and Lagos will never change.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			The convoy leaves the bustle of the main roads and drives through quieter residential Ikoyi streets to an imposing gate that leads to a secluded gated community. More armed guards, dressed in immaculately pressed uniforms, step forward to inspect the cars. Yinka lowers the tinted window and patiently watches the guards approach. Both guards recognise Yinka and immediately bow to greet him with deep respect before one of them speaks quietly into his earpiece.

			‘Welcome back, sir,’ the guard nearest to Yinka says, and the imposing gates are slowly pulled open by two other armed guards on the other side.

			‘Thank you, Felix,’ Yinka says to the guard. ‘Are you boys all right? Any problems this morning?’

			‘No problem, sir,’ Felix responds. ‘Everything normal, sir.’

			Yinka nods. ‘Ṣe ẹ ti jẹun l’áárọ yìí?’ He seamlessly switches to Yoruba to ask if the guards have eaten.

			Remi is impressed by the genuine care in Yinka’s voice and leans forward slightly to watch Felix’s reaction. He spots the slight hesitation in Felix’s expression as he considers the best response. The guards have all eaten but would greatly appreciate more food, especially the plentiful and high-­quality food from the Bankole residence.

			

			‘Ẹ ṣé, sir. A ti jẹun,’ Felix says, admitting they have eaten. ‘But only a small amount of food,’ he continues in Yoruba.

			‘It’s okay,’ Yinka says, as the conversation continues in Yoruba. ‘There are six of you at the gate, right? And eight on patrol inside.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘We’ll send something from the house.’

			‘Thank you, sir.’

			Yinka nods in acceptance, and Remi is further impressed by the calm authority Yinka’s developed, and the fact that Felix ultimately didn’t feel the need to lie to Yinka. Yinka smacks the car’s roof to signal for the first car to drive through the gate, and they follow closely behind.

			Beyond the gates, the estate feels like another world. Wide, tree-­lined streets flanked by high walls that shield lavish residences from prying eyes. Each residence also has a fortified gate, elabor-ate enough to rival the estate’s main gate, including uniformed personal armed security.

			Eventually, the convoy approaches the grand gate leading to Remi’s family home, and the gate slides open to reveal a sprawling compound much larger than Remi remembers. When Remi was last here, there was only the palatial mansion itself and the large staff quarters behind it. But as the line of vehicles glide past landscaped gardens, Remi realises that the compound has extended to include the neighbouring house, where the long-­serving CEO of one of Nigeria’s leading banks used to live with his family. That home has been demolished with no trace left behind – just its land, which is now theirs. The mansion has also been extensively renovated in a contemporary style, and two newly built houses flank it, echoing the mansion’s modern opulence on a smaller scale. The walls surrounding the compound are also higher than before, crowned by electrified barbed wire and well-­positioned security cameras.

			

			The vehicles turn away from the driveway leading to the mansion’s elegant front entrance and head towards one of the new houses. Remi shifts in his seat, surprised, as he expected to head straight to the mansion he once called home. Yinka notices Remi lean forward and quickly speaks before Remi can.

			‘Oga asked Mrs Ibeh to arrange one of the guest houses for you. And it is ready.’

			Mrs Ifeoma Ibeh has worked for the Bankole family for over thirty years. She first joined the household in her early twenties as a housegirl, having moved to Lagos from Eastern Nigeria at fourteen to begin domestic work for other affluent families. A decade later, she rose to become head of household staff – a role she’s held for over two decades. Mrs Ibeh is as proficient as she is formidable.

			‘But Oga says that if you still want your old room, you can have it. I just need to let Mrs Ibeh know, and they will get it ready for you very quickly.’

			‘No. It’s okay,’ Remi says. ‘I’ll stay in the guest house.’

			Yinka nods, and it dawns on Remi that the changes here are beyond mere construction and renovation. Remi wonders what else has changed in his childhood home, which feels even more guarded than ever.

			As the vehicles approach the front entrance to the guest house, Remi spots Kehinde, a man of similar age that he grew up with and played alongside in the residence because Kehinde’s father worked as the head gardener and lived in the staff quarters with his wife and three children. Kehinde stands confidently in front of the guest house’s front door, watching the cars arrive, and Remi smiles as he reminisces about playing football with him and the other children of the house staff.

			

			‘Oga has not told the house staff about Kike,’ Yinka says, pulling Remi out of reminiscing.

			Remi turns to Yinka with a raised eyebrow, and Yinka waits for the car to park a few steps away from Kehinde before continuing. ‘He’s waiting to tell Madam first,’ he says. ‘But she’s at prayer camp, and her phone is off.’

			Madam is Zainab Bankole, Remi’s mother.

			‘Prayer camp,’ Remi says mostly to himself, unsurprised but angry. For at least the past two decades, his mother has been considerably more dedicated to her church than her family. ‘When is my mother coming back?’ he asks.

			‘We are not sure, Remi. This is a new church that Madam is helping to start—’

			‘She left her church?’ Remi interrupts, surprised.

			Yinka hesitates, surprised Remi doesn’t know. ‘Yes, Remi,’ he confirms, deciding it’s not his place to provide the necessary context Remi is missing. ‘But we think it’s for seven days, so Madam should be back tomorrow.’

			Remi is infuriated by the thought of a seven-­day prayer camp in the middle of nowhere with one’s phone switched off. But he doesn’t show it and moves on from the subject.

			

			‘I’m guessing my father wants me to keep my mouth and public displays of emotion in check until my mother returns.’

			Yinka nods.

			‘Understood,’ Remi says, and grabs his bag on the seat beside him. ‘Thanks for picking me up.’

			‘It is no problem, Remi. And we’ll be here if you want to go out.’

			Remi pats Yinka’s shoulder and wears a smile before he steps out of the car.

			Remi takes the two steps to Kehinde with his arms outstretched for a hug. Kehinde is glad to see Remi but uneasy about the hug, as he knows that sort of over-­familiarity is frowned upon by the older generation house staff, especially Mrs Ibeh.

			‘Kehinde,’ Remi says, and embraces him. Kehinde hesitates for a moment, glancing around nervously, before he returns the embrace. ‘How are you doing, buddy?’

			‘I’m doing very well, Oga Remi,’ Kehinde says with a genuine smile.

			‘Hey,’ Remi chides. ‘Not you, too. You’re not calling me Oga. Just Remi.’

			‘I . . .’ Kehinde hesitates. ‘I’m the head of guest house one’s staff,’ he says, and gestures to the house. ‘I and my staff will be caring for you, so I must lead by example.’

			‘Fair,’ Remi says, appreciating Kehinde’s position. ‘But when we are alone, you call me Remi.’

			Kehinde smiles in acceptance, and Remi scans Kehinde’s finely pressed, elegant kaftan.

			‘I like your style, buddy,’ Remi says, and Kehinde chuckles before he offers to take Remi’s bag. ‘Nope,’ Remi says, and gestures for Kehinde to lead into the three-­storey house.

			

			Kehinde laughs softly and takes them to the front door, which opens as they approach. Remi steps into the foyer, awed by the house’s understated elegance.

			‘Good morning, Oga Remi,’ two voices simultaneously greet from beside the sturdy door.

			Remi turns to see a young man prostrating and a young woman on her knees. He’s unsettled by the reverence but quickly buries the emotion with a smile.

			‘Good morning,’ he says. ‘Please stand up.’

			They stand and quietly stare at Remi, and Remi instinctively reaches out to shake their hands. But both are frozen with indecision.

			Kehinde deftly steps in. ‘Ada,’ he says, nodding towards the young woman. ‘She’s in charge of the food.’ Then to the young man. ‘Abimbola. He assists me and Ada, keeps the house in order, and takes care of your clothes.’

			Ada and Abimbola smile with pride.

			‘Nice to meet you, Ada and Abimbola,’ Remi says.

			‘There is an intercom in every room,’ Kehinde says, and gestures to an intercom handset on the wall. ‘The buttons to call each of us are marked on all the intercoms. And buttons for the main house and security – which I’ve been told to let you know will connect you straight to Yinka.’

			‘Thanks,’ Remi says. ‘Mrs Ibeh is as thorough as always. I hope she didn’t make you guys work all night to prepare the house for me.’

			

			The others smile uncomfortably for a fleeting moment before Kehinde breaks the awkward silence. ‘Oga Remi, please leave your bag,’ he says. ‘Abimbola will take it to your room. I would like to take you on a tour of the house.’

			‘Sure,’ Remi says, and hands Abimbola his bag. ‘See you guys later, I’m sure.’

			Abimbola and Ada graciously nod, and Kehinde leads Remi on a tour of the elegant and modern house.

			‘Ada is Mrs Ibeh’s daughter,’ Kehinde explains as soon as Ada and Abimbola cannot overhear their conversation.

			‘Oh, really?’ Remi says, surprised. ‘The awkward smiles make more sense now.’

			Kehinde laughs softly.

			‘I didn’t know Mrs Ibeh had a daughter. Thought Chidi was her only child.’

			‘She kept Ada with her parents in Onitsha until Ada graduated from culinary school a couple of years ago. Then Ada came to join the staff here. She cooks and bakes very well.’

			‘I look forward to trying her food. And please tell her and the other house staff not to greet me like that every time they see me. Once a day is more than enough.’

			Kehinde visibly hesitates.

			‘I appreciate it’s tradition,’ Remi continues. ‘But it can be relaxed, at least inside the house. You can blame it on me being in London for too long.’

			Kehinde nods and then smirks.

			‘What?’ Remi asks.

			‘When Madam Kike returned from London, she asked – no, she demanded – that no one greet her like that or call her Madam Kike. She was very serious about it.’

			

			‘But you’re calling her Madam Kike.’

			‘Not to her face, no,’ Kehinde says, and he and Remi laugh. ‘But we must call her Madam Kike when she’s not around.’

			‘Must?’

			‘It is tradition, as you say. And Mrs Ibeh demands it. And I suggest you try not to be too friendly with Ada.’

			‘What do you mean by that?’

			‘Mrs Ibeh was not very happy with Madam Kike because Madam Kike, err . . .’ Kehinde pauses to find the right words. ‘Took Ada under her wing and started discussing ideas with her that Mrs Ibeh did not think were proper. Nothing too controversial . . .’

			‘Too controversial?’

			‘Female empowerment and the like, you understand. But Mrs Ibeh was not happy. Made it a big issue. She and Madam Kike argued . . . in front of the staff. But Madam Kike refused to stop. Madam had to step in.’

			Remi wants to smile and cry because he can imagine his sister – with her righteous ferocity – trying to empower Ada and the other young women in the compound on her way to igniting a revolution, one household at a time.

			‘I’m guessing Ada was removed from Kike’s house staff,’ he says.

			‘No, Remi,’ Kehinde corrects. ‘Madam Kike did not have house staff. She stayed in the main house before she moved to a flat in Banana Island almost six months ago.’

			The response sends a jolt through Remi, piquing his curiosity. ‘Did the move have anything to do with her argument with Mrs Ibeh?’ he asks, abandoning his usual subtlety.

			

			‘Oh no,’ Kehinde says with confidence. ‘This was a few months after. And Madam was not happy about it. But Oga gave permission.’

			Kehinde’s response further deepens Remi’s curiosity because his father rarely goes against his mother’s wishes, especially where he and Kike are concerned, and never so openly that the household staff would notice. He nods and follows Kehinde through the back garden to an outbuilding.

			‘We just finished setting this up before you arrived,’ Kehinde says with pride, and opens the outbuilding’s door to lead into a cool functional gym. He gestures to a worn punching bag in a corner of the room. ‘Remember that? I can’t lie . . . no one has touched it since you last used it.’

			Remi laughs and walks over to carefully inspect the punching bag, lingering on each scuff, faded patch and frayed seam.

			‘No gloves yet,’ Kehinde says. ‘We couldn’t find your old gloves, so I’m arranging for a new pair once the shops open today.’

			‘Thanks, buddy,’ Remi says.

			‘You’re welcome, Remi,’ Kehinde says. ‘Should I leave you to stay here, or do you want me to take you back to your room?’

			‘It’s okay. I’ll stay here for a bit. It seems to be the coolest spot in the house.’

			‘We know,’ he says and chuckles – everyone knows Remi loves the air conditioner to be on full blast. ‘The air conditioning in the house was on low till we started setting up early this morning, and the house takes a while to cool. But when it does, you’ll like it very much.’

			

			‘Thanks. And no need to wait for me. I’ll find my way to my room. If I get lost, I’ll call you from one of the many intercoms.’

			Kehinde laughs softly. ‘Speak soon, Remi,’ he says, and leaves the outbuilding, gently shutting the door behind him.

			Remi slips off his shoes to feel the texture of the brand-­new gym mat spread across every inch of the floor. He digs his toes into the soft yet sturdy surface, nodding at the premium quality, before lying on the mat and closing his eyes to sleep.
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