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			Chapter 1

			Of Love & Lobster Linguini

			They say there are certain dramatic life-­changing (or -ending) occurrences that a person can recognise are about to happen immediately before they happen. I don’t know if ‘they’ are a nebulous counsel of sages through the ages, psychologists or a Nigerian matriarch who swears she had a dream, but I am inclined to believe it. We are spiritual, instinctual beings – primal – and we can feel and sense and guess at an altering of a destiny in the moments before it unfurls. A car crash, for instance. A flick of the wrist, vision askew, your heart jumps into your mouth before your brain can recognise what is happening. There’s a split­ second before the fear sets in, and it feels worse than fear itself: the anticipation, the cold tang of pre-­catastrophe on the tongue, the heady notes of dread tickling the back of your throat that make you want to hurl or laugh or scream or dream of anything, anything, but this happening.

			

			Like the moment your heart breaks.

			You feel it in the space between you and the person holding your hope in their hand, in the softness or firmness of their voice, in how their words land within you, like pinpricks, like a firebomb. Your palms begin to sting, your breath shortens, your heart thrashes like a war drum. The screech of wheels on tarmac, the overflow of emotion, regret in a gaze before they let that hope crumble in their fist as they say, ‘I can’t do this any more,’ the airless silence before a catastrophic fall.

			This is precisely how I feel – like a car crash is about to happen, like I am about to plummet into an abyss, like all my bones are about to break, like my heart is seized – in the moments just before my sweet, flawless-­credit-­score boyfriend proposes to me.

			Or at least I think he’s about to propose to me. All evidence seems to point to the fact that the man I like enough to allow to wake me at 6 a.m. and hike whilst on holiday is about to ask me to marry him.

			 

			It’s date night. A term I’ve always vaguely hated because it has connotations with a couple you went to high school with that refer to each other as ‘the boy’ and ‘wifey’ on Instagram. For me ‘date night’ conjures an idea of romance constrained to shisha spots with flowery wall decals and neon light fixtures that say ‘Good vibes’ in cursive and looking through a 1:1 digital dimension with eyes made sparkly with the eagerness to be #couplegoals and skin radiant with the plumping properties of Facetune.

			

			‘Date night’ hints at a bleakness, a mundanity, a compartmentalisation of a fun that’s supposed to be infused into a couple’s connection – or maybe I’m just bitter because we need it now, the romance-­by-­calendar-­invite, because we’ve both been busy recently, me with trying (maybe failing) to not descend into a quarter-­life crisis and him with a new system integration of a new app with a new South Korean remote development team, something I don’t actually understand beyond the fact that he is up late speaking about tech in what he says is English, but actually might as well be Korean to me (a person whose Korean is limited to phrases vaguely recognised from K-dramas). So, with my boyfriend on a rare night off from speaking about robots in Korean and me having finished the last leg of The Heartbeat: Find Your Rhythm live tour, we find ourselves here, on date night, sat at his white candelit Japandi dining table. He holds my hand, looks at me with bespectacled eyes that are honey brown and sweet and soft enough to have been the place in which I rebuilt my hope in love, and says, ‘Kiki . . . this is going well, right?’

			My girl Shanti is a beauty editor and make-­up artist which means I’m a beneficiary of her many freebies (she dishes them out to our friendship group in rotation, like Baddie Claus). It also means I have an abundance of cosmetics to put to use even on indoor date nights, one of which is a lip oil unfortunately named D Sucker Pucker. The brand didn’t last very long, something about a sexism suit, but it really does provide maximum hydration of the lips, which is extremely helpful to me right now because my mouth is bone dry.

			

			I encourage my glossed lips to form what I pray is a smile as a rapper demurs something from the speaker about wanting to meet the love of his life, but the problem is he has too much love to just have one wife. My boyfriend seems to lack a sense of mood when it comes to music; he is a man that had a Future song playing in the background the first time I went back to his, after all. His reasoning was that it was a ‘good song’, and whilst he was technically right, and him being technically right was part of my attraction to him – straightforward, simplicity, no mess, no fuss – hearing ‘I want no relations/I just want your facial’ just as you are about to have sex for the first time with a guy you enjoy enough to have your entire bottom-­half attacked by hot wax for is just a little distracting. Or maybe apt? Maybe it was just funny and the fact that he had fuckboi rap and not my preference (slow R&B and neo soul) is not proof of our inherent incompatibility. Besides, Tchaikovsky and Chopin are also on his sex playlist; he has a range of taste.

			Bakari works with facts and metabolises them into feelings, rather than extracting fact from feeling, and therefore he is focused on the objective quality of music production, technique, skill, level of bitrate – rather than how it all alchemises with your heart, softens you, strengthens you, reinforces your mood, stimulates your mood. He believes it’s the quality that really determines the suitability of a song. This is truly a well-­produced song, and is in the top ten right now. That equates to the ‘best’ for him. It follows, then, that this man loves me. Simple maths.

			He’s looking so intently at me and the affection in his gaze pushes so deep into my chest that I feel like it makes a dent in a heart that’s whirring, that’s turning in on itself, trying to make sense of the fact that despite the fact that I love him, I’m sure I do, I feel like I’m going to throw up the lobster linguini that he so thoughtfully cooked for dinner.

			

			He made the pasta from scratch, utilising his skills from the cookery class I booked for his birthday after we binged a poetic HBO dramedy about an angsty chef and his ragtag but dedicated employees-­who-­are-­more-­like-­family. He became obsessed with the ‘precision of the kitchen’, the exacting mathematics and science of stirring and slicing and adding things together to get a perfect result, whilst I stayed triggered by seeing a stressed-­out perfectionist trying to maintain the legacy of a failing family restaurant. So close to the bone it brushed ligament, being the eldest daughter of two soon-­to-­be-­retired restaurant owners. The gifted class doubled as a tongue-­in-­cheek partial apology after a misguided decision to playfully say ‘Yes, Chef’ in bed once. (He came just as I burst out laughing. I said it as a joke and he heard it as a response to a very specific kink he had recently developed. It was all an unfortunate misunderstanding.)

			The pasta’s a little chewy, but he’s done pretty well, and I don’t think the queasiness I’m feeling is from salmonella, but rather from the fact that he’s not supposed to ask me this tonight. Maybe not ever. I never pictured it. I’m not ready. We are not ready. I think my throat might be closing up. I make some attempt to clear it.

			‘You OK, babe?’ His naturally gorgeous bushy brows crease with concern.

			

			I nod, and swirl my hand in the general vicinity of my neck, indicating that something is stuck there, like food and not the words ‘this is way too soon, and I’m not entirely sure I trust you to pick out a ring on your own since the last piece of jewellery you got me was a heart-­shaped pendant’. I don’t like heart-­shaped jewellery.

			Despite the fact that I’m wearing a slinky black slip dress, and it is February, and Bakari keeps his newly built sleek bachelor-­pad flat at an even 20.5 degrees, my skin is beginning to prickle with a heat that could be used to soften the slightly chewy pasta. Is it possible to develop an allergy to shellfish at twenty-­eight? Is it possible to develop an allergy to shellfish twenty-­four hours after you shovelled M&S prawn cocktail mix into your mouth with half a bagel for dinner whilst trying not to spiral about your career? The bagel wasn’t even halved in the way you’d expect it to be – it was ferally torn vertically across the hole.

			I was incredibly stressed.

			I still am.

			I flick a longing look at my phone, face down on the table because I wanted to focus on my date on this Date Night. I kind of want to google the possible biological phenomenon of my sudden possible allergic reaction and/or discover if I am a freak of nature, but I figure it would be rude to do so given the whole ‘possibly about to be proposed to’ of it all. I also want to phone Aminah to have a safe space to freak out about this and ask if she knew. In another universe, my boyfriend asking me to marry him without the blessing of my best friend would have been unthinkable, but the apocalypse happened in that universe, mountains keeled over, candyfloss clouds started to rain acid, honeyed oceans churned into lava and suns sank into the skin of the sky. So now I know that sometimes the unthinkable happens despite your inability to think it, and therefore in this universe it is perfectly plausible that my boyfriend is asking me to marry him without Aminah’s blessing of ‘sure, but I swear if you hurt her I will invoke a Yoruba curse that will bind you in a torture of your own making’. Besides, Aminah didn’t release any hints during yesterday’s Tuesday Night Tea Time, although she did finally admit that she’d started what was supposed to be our Insecure rewatch without me, and we spent a lot of time working through that betrayal. That might have posed a distraction.

			

			I gulp the pinot noir that I know he’s been saving for a special occasion, because when I reached to open it three weeks ago after a stressful conversation with my agent he said, ‘Oh, Keeks, I got gifted this after my last app launched . . . I’m saving it for a special occasion.’ Even though he always gets gifted alcohol whenever one of his apps launches. He then kissed my forehead and my nose and confirmed why I was with him by whispering softly, ‘How about I open this bottle of rum my mum brought me back from Jamaica?’ before giving me a shoulder massage and letting me watch Trysts in the Tropics without his usual commentary about how shallow and inane it is, which, actually, was what I really needed.

			‘Yeah,’ I now respond to his question, ‘I think this is good.’ And then, as a reassurance for both of us, I add, ‘This is great, babe.’ And it doesn’t feel like a lie. It has been eighteen months of mutual cushy affection, and the second I saw him – or maybe the second second I saw him – at a party at which I was feeling an increasing amount of chaos within myself, I felt an immediate stabilising calm and stillness.

			

			I was at a media networking event that was dressed up as an afterparty to an unknown beforeparty, talking to a street photographer dressed up as a medieval French street urchin, who was talking to me about how ‘purpose defining’ he finds it to capture Black skin on camera, and regaling me about his last trip to Senegal. I had slipped straight past offended and right into aloofly fascinated. I smiled as I flicked my gaze up from the picture on his phone of unsmiling, beautiful women in front of wares of fresh produce who’d had their working day interrupted by someone who definitely didn’t pay them for their time.

			Sipping my champagne, I nodded in time to a B track of a 1997 soul artist who only had one album before disappearing from the scene. I loved the song, and I anchored myself to it because it helped neutralise the surrealness of being here, at a private member’s club, decorated in a baroque style of red and gold and velvet and old. When looking for the bathroom, on the wall of a narrow carpeted corridor that seemed to lead to nightmares, I encountered an Italian Renaissance painting that depicted a gorgeous pastoral feast table, with roasted ham and pheasant and fruits and cakes and a little Black boy chained under the table. I was beginning to feel a little like Jordan Peele had directed this evening. It was my first capital E Event after my little podcast had been picked up by SoundSugar, the premium streaming service that had sunk a terrifying amount of money into me and what had been a post-­break-­up project.

			

			Some people take up pottery, others write Grammy Award-­winning albums and I landed somewhere at the lower end of the middle, deciding to talk about love and music and its intersection of strangers who apparently found a home in the safe space I’d carved for myself in my post-­apocalyptic heartbreak universe.

			I found I enjoyed the company. Otis and Stevie and Luther. Mariah and Babyface. Jill Scott, Bilal, D’Angelo and Lauryn. Beyoncé and Summer and Sza and Jhene and then newer R&B and soul artists, independently signed, on Soundcloud. They were scoured from small live-­music nights in bars with sticky floors, strong drinks and audiences Black enough to screw up their faces when a note reached the heavens or a bass chord hit that spot deep in the belly.

			It made me feel alive.

			Artists started reaching out, enjoying my analysis of songs into which they’d poured their hearts, appreciating the recognition of their soul, how their art linked to heartbreak, relationships, situationships, love that felt too heavy to hold. I started getting requests to host interviews and conversations with them, and I suddenly became a space where new artists came to cement their place on the scene, on timelines, in ears, and then Aminah, with her beautiful magic branding wizard brain suggested I include video to foster ‘warmth and connection, because, not gonna lie, people are gonna go even crazier when they realise that that sexy voice is coming from a sexy face’. Biased as she was, we did see an increase in listenership with the added video.

			

			People started writing in, seeking romantic advice for me to discuss with them, or just to share a thought, or just to feel less alone, and then I found I had an Audience and then I found myself with an Agent and then I found myself in rooms with Creatives with whom I was supposed to find kinship, even when they told me they fetishised Black people and called it art.

			The podcast birthed a phoenix of an old confidence. And it turned out that the hellfire it had been through had only refined it, burned off the impurities that had snuck in during a truly horrendous break-­up that felt like the first half of Lemonade without any of the artistry. I’d pulled the confidence up and out from under a rubble of harsh-­edged anger and heartbreak and sadness to discover it had a new clarity, a confidence that scored high on the Mohs scale. I’d been scared that it wouldn’t fit on me any more.

			At this party full of influencers whose influence didn’t seem tied to any sort of commodity, but rather vague concepts like ‘positivity’ and industry bosses who double kissed and swore you were friends because they double tapped my photo, I saw that the confidence fitted – not because I fitted in, but because I knew who I was and knew that this wasn’t real. It was a virtual reality, and I would have to play this game to get paid, to get deals, build my position in this industry, because I had a career to grow and an identity to forge and more me to discover and one thing I knew is that none of it would be dependant on me talking to this man whose hollow blue eyes seemed to be magnetically drawn to my cleavage.

			I replied, ‘And how would you define purpose-­defining?’

			

			He squinted and scratched at his stubble, releasing a whiff of cigarettes and a Santal scent that seemed to be the staple of every offbeat creative who tried hard to walk the line between pretention and cool, and therefore defeated its purpose.

			‘Uh, that’s a great question, um . . . I guess, I realised that I wanted to, like, capture the unseen, you know?’

			‘Ah.’ I nodded thoughtfully. ‘That’s so . . . profound.’

			He grinned and I stepped up closer to him in what, I guess, could have been a flirtatious manner, until I lifted an upturned, manicured middle finger. I tilted my head and narrowed my eyes in gentle curiosity. ‘You see this?’

			He blinked, confused, I guess, by the incongruence of the promise of intimacy and the fact that I was holding up my middle finger.

			‘Because I’m the same skintone as those women,’ I continued, ‘so I’m just wondering if I too am unseen. In fact, how did you even clock me tonight?’

			French Street Urchin blinked several times before he laughed, and rubbed his chin again. ‘Touché. Look, I get it, but I’m not one of them white saviours. I spent loads of summers in Africa with my dad. Works in the Congo. You been there?’

			It was becoming abundantly clear that I was at risk of physically harming this man. The room, already stuffy was beginning to feel oppressive, suffocating. My mandate tonight from both Nina – my agent – and Aminah – best friend and unofficial agent – had been to schmooze, to mingle and to say no to offers of coke, not to withstand microaggressions from Prince Leopold’s nepo great-­grandbaby. So in order to avoid pulling his dangly cross earring right through his ear, I decided to brush past him, do another aimless circuit of the room.

			

			So far I’d met one person from a Black-­owned publishing imprint and two music agents who’d invited me to their artists’ shows, and, unrelatedly, I’d declined three coke offers. A successful night so far, considering, but I suddenly felt a gust of a cool intimate loneliness. I needed to leave. I had no real friends here, and the tenuous connections I’d made had left because their careers were developed enough to not need this. Dealing with Art Hoe Cecil Rhodes would have been much more satisfying if Aminah was here, or Shanti or Chioma.

			However, Aminah’s parents were in town from Lagos and she and Kofi were having dinner with them, Shanti had a date with a guy she swore she would never see again and Chi-­Chi was on some yoga retreat in Bali, which was almost the most Chioma thing to happen until she told us that she had got her yoga certification and was now running a class in the yoga retreat in Bali. By default, my mind naturally went to the only other person who I could have laughed about this with and, by default, my heart prickled with frost and my senses momentarily dulled. Apocalypse PTSD. He wasn’t in my life any more. I wasn’t allowed to think about him. I wasn’t allowed to regress. I barely allowed myself to think his name, but the thing is my mind is rebellious, and it saw the boundaries I placed on it as challenges. I forced away the thoughts and their pinpricks of pain. I definitely needed to get out of here.

			I snaked my way past the plush velvet booths, waiters holding trays of mini vegan hot dogs and cocktails alarmingly mixed with something called ‘diet alcohol’ – the night was sponsored by a brand called No Sin Gin – and a maze of air kisses and smiles that dissipated as fast as they’d appeared. I reached the lift at the end of the room when I noticed a corner that felt unoccupied, an alcove just behind the main action that helpfully had ‘The Library’ inscribed in gold within the wooden frame above the entrance. Safety. Old habits die hard.

			

			I entered the carpeted, semicircular enclave, and the scent of heavy, rich-­textured paper and leather encasings instantly soothed me, running warm over tension I hadn’t known I was holding. A burnished bronze chandelier hung in the middle of it, which kind of gave the air that at any moment it may come to life and tell me to be its guest. The library, in all iterations, had been a safe space for me for a lot of my life, as a kid with a sick parent, as an undergrad student with a sicko revenge-­porn-­obsessed quasi-­ex and now as an adult, removing herself from the presence of a man with a dangly cross earring. As trite as it sounded, a library always presented itself as a haven from the chaos. I inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly. Just a few moments here would set me right. I’d instantly gravitated towards a gold-­embossed, leather-­bound copy of Pride and Prejudice when a warm male voice interrupted my pursuit to rediscover the truth universally acknowledged.

			‘Hi, the babysitter just called.’

			I turned and frowned, perplexed and intrigued by the sentence, along with the owner of the voice and the live-­wire energy that ran across his narrow face, which looked as if it had been sketched by a knife dipped in roasted terracotta. He had angular cheekbones, large slightly slanted eyes, a wide mouth and a forest-­green beanie from which a few spirally dark coils spilled. He was wearing a gaping white T-­shirt that slung like silk over his lithe body and several titanium rings on long fingers, which seemed like they could paint or sculpt (they couldn’t, but they could code). Black adinkra symbols – Greatness, Endurance, Something Africanly Affirming – climbed lazily up muscular forearms that looked as if they got their strength from hauling djembes to various spoken-­word performances rather than going to the gym. His eyes were brown and bright enough to light up a place in me I thought would be forever dimmed. I didn’t recognise this then, though. Then, I just thought he was simply a hot weirdo, and so I responded how a person would to a hot weirdo.

			

			‘Um. What?’

			He walked further into the enclave. He smiled, and it was bright and self-­deprecating and kind of shy all at the same time and I couldn’t be freaked out even if I wanted to and I really didn’t want to because I wanted to enjoy this old feeling of wanting to know a newness.

			‘So, I’m gonna level with you,’ he said. ‘I overheard bits of your conversation with Lionel van der Prick and decided I would jump in and get you out of that conversation, by saying, “Hi, the babysitter just called.”’

			I swallowed my smile. ‘Gallant . . . I guess, but also bold.’

			‘Yes, but that would kind of be the point. It’s a lie so wild that it would humiliate him and charm you. Two birds, one stone. And then I moved closer, began to hear more, and realised two things. One, that you had it handled – amazingly, can I just say – so my knight-­in-­shining-­armour thing was kind of fucked, and, two, it was a really, really stupid idea and you are way too smart and too cool for that to work. Actually, I thought you might find it creepy. My calculations were way off. I work in data, so I should have really made space for the possibility that you would be way too cool for me.’

			

			This time, I allowed my grin permission to show itself. ‘So you followed me in here, into a secluded room where I’m by myself, because somehow that’s less creepy?’

			He laughed, and nodded. ‘Yeah. Yeah, exactly. Well, actually, the thing is, I was supposed to pretend I just came here casually, but when I saw you I guess all I could think to say was “Hi, the babysitter just called”, because your presence eroded any braincells I have left from speaking to someone who describes their job as a Brand Vibe Regulator.’

			It wasn’t so much a spark, or the jolt of electricity I had been used to when it came to attraction. I just knew that I felt warm, that I liked him, that I felt the ease to be me, without defences, around him. It had been a while since I’d felt that.

			I could see his nerve leap into his gaze, present and volatile, before he added, ‘Also I like your fit.’

			I looked down – platform brogues, black wide-­legged tailored trousers, an oversized blazer and a black bandeau. I was wearing layers of thin gold chains of varying lengths that slung low on my neck. An ‘A’ for Aminah, a ‘K’ for me, a book pendant my baby sister had given me and a gold chilli-­pepper pendant, gifted to me because a scotch bonnet wasn’t available, from someone who I still couldn’t think about without becoming both light-­headed and heavy. I had no idea how to dress for these things, and I still hadn’t worked my way up to buying my first designer purchase, so I’d thrown my fit together by instinct and prayer, hoping I could hold my own in a party that could have been sponsored by Net-­A-­Porter.

			

			I smiled. ‘Thanks.’

			I was wary about flirting, so I was grateful for his effort, because, though I could vaguely feel the familiar tug of want, it felt fragile and I didn’t want to test it by actively acting on it.

			Baby Daddy stepped closer. ‘By “I like your fit”, I mean you’re very beautiful, but I thought just coming out and saying that might be coming on a little too strong. But, yeah. I’ve wanted to talk to you since I saw you walk in and you shook your head at that white guy with the locs that tried to spud you.’ He paused. He cleared his throat. ‘Not to say I don’t also like your fit—’

			He was awkward and yet assured, nerdy but with an air of unaffected cool – like everything he did he believed in. The very reason I wanted to talk to him was the very reason I wanted to go – this could be a thing, I felt like it could be a thing and I wasn’t sure I was ready for it to be a thing.

			In the year and a half of my singledom – well, in the last six months of it – I’d gone on torturously boring dates (if I had to answer what my favourite colour is one more time I was gonna start saying ‘fathomless black, like the void this interaction should be thrown into’), thrillingly decadent but shallow dates (there is no point just saying yes to a man because he’s six foot six inches), engaged in drunken make-­out sessions with no heart and too much tongue (because often they just rely on the fact that they’re six foot six and don’t bother to learn how to kiss) and one-­and-­a-­half talking stages (I tapped out after ‘what do you do for fun?’).

			

			They were meaningless, and I found comfort in the meaninglessness because I didn’t have to try, because I didn’t have to open myself up to hurt, but by doing that wasn’t I just opening myself up to old patterns? Running away from emotions because I was scared of vulnerability when vulnerability was where the good stuff was, the sweet stuff; vulnerability had treated me so well until it hadn’t any more. My life was full with work and my friends, and finding out more of who I was, but maybe I had some space for a new flavour of joy. I knew it couldn’t be the same romance as I’d had before, but maybe that was a good thing. Before this, I was yet to find a man I could bear talking to for more than thirty seconds. If my calculations were correct, this had been at least three minutes.

			I smiled. Nodded. ‘So is little Solange OK?’

			He frowned. ‘Who’s Solange?’

			It had been a while since I liked a man who didn’t immediately catch what I threw, and so I tamped down my confusion at his confusion, and helped him out. ‘What, you don’t remember the name of our kid?’

			Baby Daddy blinked and then nodded and laughed. ‘Ah yes. She’s doing well, just a high temperature, but— I’m sorry, I’m not good at this. Fuck it, you wanna get a drink with me?’

			

			‘Depends. Will they have calories? I really can’t take any more of the Ozempic water they’re serving us.’

			‘Chock-­full of them. I promise. Sugar levels gonna sky rocket.’

			With Bakari, everything was simple, cut and dry, not so much an enchanted forest of romance, but a neatly manicured national park, clean paths, trimmed hedges, no messes. I liked that. I needed that.

			It was kind of funny how I was able to joke about us having a kid together within the first ten minutes of us meeting when now, a year or so on, the idea of us getting married is sending me into a conniption.

			Bakari clears his throat. He looks softly nervous and his thumb presses into the back of my hand with purpose. ‘Look, you’ve been stressed about what you’re going to do when you wind up The Heartbeat’s tour. MelaninMatch has just been acquired by Cypher and, like, not to be weird about it, I’m doing really well right now because of that.’

			He’s talking about the huge business acquisition that saw the successful dating app he’d created when he was twenty-­three blow and become international. It’s odd how little Bakari and I discuss money despite the fact that he’s a tech founder who was on the Forbes list by twenty-­five, and I always scan Ready To Eat avocados as unripe avocados at self-­check-­out because they’re 20p cheaper. He started with a dating app created for Black people looking to find love, then created an app called ShortCutz that would pool all the barbers in your vicinity – this led to him creating Onyx, an umbrella company that would serve underrepresented communities. It had a team of twenty that was fast-­growing and whose merch was responsible for everything from the giant T-­shirt I wear while spooning peanut butter directly from the jar when I’m Going Through It to my stationery, with which I journal when I’m Going Through It. Both things have been put to use recently. While my boyfriend was doing Well, I was doing Fine. Technically Fine. As fine as an overachieving eldest Nigerian daughter could be after quitting their job out of nowhere. I’m down to browsing graduate courses only once a day now rather than once every hour of every day.

			

			I slowly nod, although I’m not sure what I’m agreeing to or with. The fact that his career’s soaring whilst mine is plummeting? Bakari isn’t the most romantic guy in the classic way (he once called holding hands down the street ‘a bit inefficient for our purposes. What is it for? You know I care about you, and it’s not great for optimised walking’), but, still, I didn’t think a proposal would involve him talking about how marriage might make the most financial sense like I’m in a Regency romance, and my family are struggling gentry with a crumbling manor, having to retrench. Although, I guess a Nigerian restaurant that has gone into decline because more of a certain kind of person who’s willing to pay £10 for a cakepop at the ‘artisan bake shop’ has moved into the area may count. (They’re called Fat & Flour. Their bagels are very dry.)

			‘Look, all I’m saying, babe,’ he says, reaching for my hand and reading the confusion on my face, ‘is that life has changed for me now. And I think by extension it could change for us. We’re in a transitionary space, and I feel like there is an opportunity for evolution in our relationship.’

			

			Why is he suddenly speaking like a lifestyle guru doing a Ted talk? He’s always wanted to do a TedX talk. He told me this in bed once, after sex, confiding in me, feeling vulnerable enough to admit it. He stared at the ceiling, smiling wistfully as he confessed, like he’d just told me that one day he wanted to climb Kilimanjaro. Recently, he’s started wearing an everyday uniform: a sleek slate kaftan shirt and navy chinos, because apparently it says ‘reliable, confident. It’s the colour of a man who knows who he is. Unashamedly Black, and serious’. Those were the things I liked about him – confident, reliable, knows who he is – but now I’m wondering if all his choices are made with an eye to writing a self-­help book called The Diary of a Disrupter: 93 Laws of Power to Guide the Art of Climbing the STEM of Success.

			‘We’ve been dating for about a year now, and I think we make sense, right?’ he asks.

			I let the question marinate as I sip some more of his App Launch wine. Aminah is nice enough to him, but early in our relationship she once compared him to lemon-­and-­herb chicken from Nando’s. (‘Not in a bad way! He’s a tasty option. Can’t go wrong. I’m just saying, Keeks, he only ever kisses your cheek in public. I’m used to seeing you with someone who acted like he would die if his hand didn’t brush your waist or your other cheek every three seconds.’) And Kofi is coolly polite at best due to loyalty to my ex, his best friend, and love for me, his pseudo-­sister-­in-­law, but – the ambivalence of my friends aside – we do make sense. It isn’t the most passionate relationship, sure, and his kisses are a pleasant and enjoyable sensation rather than a heat that turns my joints molten, but it is easy, it is safe and its lack of abundance is enough for me. I love me enough to cover any gaps: the fact that he doesn’t get it when I need silence at a certain part of a song to let melody and lyric sink in to my bones, that he talks through it loudly and quietly, that he thinks I am too sentimental sometimes, that he hasn’t listened to one episode of my podcast (but plugs it always), that sometimes I tuck my sarcasm in, my humour, because I know he won’t totally catch it, and that if he did he might not know what to do with it.

			

			I’ve known a love that had overflowed out of me and them, and it had nearly toppled me over. I’d barely been able to contain it; it was too dense and rich for a body that had just started to know itself. This adequate affection with Bakari, though, this measured warmth, I like. I could quantify it. 1+1= Not Too Much.

			Bakari looks up a restaurant with the highest rating, and takes me there. It doesn’t matter what it is and he won’t consult me about what I’m in the mood for – he just books it because it’s the best and he says I deserve the best. We go on trips that are the result of him googling ‘top ten quiet, romantic destinations’ rather than places he’s dreamed of visiting. He is serious, and I am less so. I get him out of his head, and he is calm enough to allow me to stay in mine. We make sense.

			‘I think we do.’

			Bakari grins. He looks me in the eye and I swallow nothing but doubt.

			‘I was hoping you’d say that,’ he says, ‘because—’

			My wine glass ripples with the vibration of my phone. A flitter of annoyance flicks across Bakari’s face.

			

			‘You said you put it on silent—’

			‘Vibrate is silent—’

			‘No, vibrate is like a regular ringtone— we’re not Boomers. No one has their phone on loud any more. Silent is silent.’

			I turn my head to look at his empty open-­plan beige and grey and chrome living room, past the art that came from his assistant handpicking from the ‘artists to watch’ list, and beyond that at the panoramic night-­time view through his window, city lights against blue-­black, to theatrically check if there is someone else behind me. I return to look at him, evidencing the confusing conclusion that he could only be talking to me.

			‘Yo,’ I say. ‘Tone. What’s going on?’

			Apology flicks across Bakari’s eyes, and he pushes his glasses up, a tick that never fails to soften me. ‘Sorry, sorry, I’m just jittery and nervous and I want to ask you something serious.’

			Without flipping my phone up, I silence it, pushing the button on its edge, as the edge of my own irritation smooths out in the face of the blunt earnestness in his gaze.

			Bakari nods. ‘Thank you.’ He inhales deeply. ‘Would you be . . . Would you—’

			My stomach turns with lobster linguini and doubt and App Launch wine and why didn’t he know I was joking when I said ‘Is little Solange OK?’ the first time we met and why does he have Adrinka symbols up his arm, but eats pounded yam with a fork and knife and has not one piece of African art up in this £3,000 pcm flat, and why does he let one of his business partners, a white American guy, call him ‘Barry’ for short because he says he reminds him of Barack Obama, whatever that means?

			

			‘Be open to having a job at Oynx?’

			‘I can’t marry you—’ It spills out, hot like lava, crashing over the question. I thought I’d swallowed it down, but it had got stuck to the roof of my mouth, ready to leap out and fuck up my relationship.

			Bakari freezes the same time I do. I blink. ‘Wait, what did you mean by that?’ I ask.

			Bakari releases my hand. ‘What did you mean by that?’

			I swallow steel. ‘You first.’

			Bakari is jarringly matter of fact, despite the sharp wariness in his eyes. ‘You quit your job, Kiki. With no plan, except to, what, help out at your parents’ restaurant?’ I tilt my head at this, and he leans forward, some faded excitement finding its way through the perturbance. ‘Look, Oynx is developing a program that tracks Black music audiences, studying listening habits for gig organisers and streaming platforms, and you’re perfect to head the research division. Who knows that stuff more than you? I need an expert to lead the new venture, and I don’t know anyone who knows more about Black music than you.’

			An uneasiness rises with the breeziness with which he says this. I can’t figure out if this is better or worse than a proposal. ‘I’m flattered that you would want me for that, but . . . I have leads—’

			‘What leads, Kiki? Grad-­school applications?’

			I smart. This stings like a premenstrual bikini wax, because I had actually been browsing law school applications today. I could work for the UN! Amal Clooney makes it look great. Due to the time I have on my hands, I recently binged Suits and came to the conclusion that I really do have the butt for Meghan Markle’s wardrobe. I was quite concerned with justice, having helped organise several protests in uni and attended several marches since and I’ve only cried during an argument with one person, who, thankfully, is no longer in my life so I get to pretend that it’s never happened.

			

			‘Or are you going to go back to publishing?’ my boyfriend continues, the word ‘publishing’ sounding as if it might as well be ‘plantation’. Which, though technically isn’t too far off, considering what I went through there, he isn’t saying it like that for the right reasons.

			‘I mean, even if you did, nothing will compare with working for Oynx. With this role, you’ll have a reliable, generous salary. And you get to fuck the boss.’ I blink and cock my head. It’s hard to tell when Bakari is joking, because the light in his eyes doesn’t change. It’s steady. He’s always so steady. You know that Bakari’s joking when he says, ‘I’m joking, by the way.’ He tells, never shows. Now, his brow raises.

			‘Kiki. I’m playing, babe. Although, yeah, preferably, we’ll still have sex.’

			I muster something that I hope looks like a smile and try to calm myself down enough to think about it for a second. My handsome, mostly sweet, rich boyfriend is offering me a job at his company where they get free poke bowls and a constantly replenished snack bar. The least I can do is consider it. I can call myself a woman in STEM non-­ironically, and not just because I used a VPN so Aminah and I can watch the next season of Abbott Elementary.

			

			Bakari was technically right. I didn’t have a plan, and it’s because I wasn’t supposed to quit the pod. It was two months ago, at a meeting discussing contract renewal with SoundSugar execs and my agent Nina in an office with yoga balls, a foosball table and a kombucha fridge. Sat in a meeting room christened the ‘Thought Womb’ (everything was a pastel pink) and in baffling transatlantic accents by way of Berkshire by way of Clapham, executives gushed about The Heartbeat, how they were so excited about its diverse power and how well the live shows went.

			So far, so batshit normal.

			Yet, there was this odd feeling of unease in my belly, a queasiness, and I glugged some kombucha to help before remembering that I Did Not Like It. I decided then to pivot to thinking about something soothing, so I swirled my top-­five Mariah Carey key-­changes around in my mind. I breathed easier and mentally ran over the facts: yes the execs had been slow to reply to my emails about potential ideas lately, but the tour had sold out, and my numbers were on an incline, and though not rapid, were steady, gradually finding more of its audience. Besides, I was here in their office, which was an architectural stock photo of ‘corporate machine made to look like a creative hub’. I was fine. SoundSugar brought up the possibility of doing a live show in New York, praising my ‘unique ability’ to talk to artists on ‘their level’. This was good news; they were still invested in me, and my agent Nina sidled me a small, confident look. I nodded, easier now.

			

			‘That sounds great,’ I said. ‘How about Lagos too?’ and they smiled, teeth LA white, 2016 HBO millennial-­coming-­of-­age-­show white, and said, ‘Definitely! We’ll definitely try and look into that – definitely, definitely explore the possibility.’

			And I, used to what the repetition of ‘definitely’ meant in this kind of environment (a regimented apparatus desperately masquerading as fun and chill and lax, something like a youth pastor in skinny jeans) offered, ‘You guys know I’m hands on with everything with my tours. And I know the infrastructure can be difficult if you’re not used to the environment, but I have loads of links and relationships on the ground. I can help with the planning. I just feel like it would be cool to branch out, talk to Nigerian artists in Nigeria, talk about craft, incorporate some stripped-­back live performances – think NPR Tiny Desk . . .’ and they smiled harder, a little heavier, a little stiffer, and one of the execs, Tristram – fucking Tristram – nodded vigorously, a thoroughly conditioned lock of hair falling over his eyes so he could push it back. He reminded me of one of those Ken-­doll-­handsome topless models that used to stand outside American lifestyle stores in suburban malls in the noughties, stores fashioned in an old colonial beach-­house style, aggressively selling a lie, well-­scented husks that sold dysmorphia and fake-­college hoodies, Harvard and hunger.

			‘Yes, and that’s exactly what we love about you, Kiki. Your ability to connect widely. We love your passion.’

			I’m passionate, it’s true, but I like to think I’m also smart, and, wondering whether they would put money right next to their kombucha – wondering how much their love was worth – I decided to push further since I was already here, voicing ideas that made them descend into cultural panic.

			

			‘Mhmm, so I’ve actually been doing some research into gaps in the market, and how I could expand on the structure that I already have. I can email you the numbers and the info, but essentially this is a show about peeling back layers, discovery in art and community, so –’ and I pitched the idea that had been percolating in my mind: sourcing reclusive artists, the one-­hit wonders who loved artistry more than the machinery of the music industry, the ones who retreated from the beast of fame rather than the magic of creation, of weaving something from nothing. Mostly, they would be from under-­represented backgrounds, those who had been pushed out by not fitting into a mould or by refusing to do so. For the first time in a while, I was excited about it; The Heartbeat had been built from finding myself, trying to make sense of my pain, or at least soothe it, and I had done that. This, though, was new, something that could propel me forward.

			The execs didn’t seem to share my excitement. Their faces were smiling, but forcibly vacant, trying to figure out the best way to say no without seeming racist – and not for the first time I wondered what my place here was. The thing with cultural panic from media bosses is that there is a line. They will either appease your ideas out of guilt – one exec carefully referred to me as a ‘woman of melenated global majority background’ (I am automatically suspicious of people who can’t just say Black) – or they will fear your ideas, want to control them, tamper with and tame them. I wondered what it would be this time.

			

			After a short silence, another exec called Verity drawled, ‘Such an ambitious idea.’ She clawed her hand to punctuate her point, nude shellac tapping on the table like a deranged pianist. ‘Love it, definitely, definitely.’ Her French tips clinked against the glass surface and further pressed and repressed the buoyancy of my hope. ‘We totally agree about expansion, but, pivoting off that, we were thinking about broadening that appeal a bit in a way that makes sense with regard to what we are doing with The Heartbeat.’

			When the queen died, Verity posted a picture of the queen in her youth, captioned ‘Thank you and rest in peace to the ultimate Girl Boss. You’re an inspiration to all of us x’. I remembered this as I felt myself stiffen, guard up. Who was ‘us’ and who were ‘we’? What about me pertained to her we? Was I compromising myself by being tied to her ‘we’? Who did she think I was? I flicked a look to Nina on the left of me, who met my gaze immediately, her green eyes sharpened under long lashes made longer with an armour of pitch-­black coating.

			At this point, we have mastered the art of silent communication. Just a few years older than me, she signed me as her first client when she was an associate agent. As a multi-­generational South Londoner who was the first person in her family to attend university, she got what it was to claw out space for yourself in places where you were told you didn’t quite fit. At a creative mixer whilst listening to former home-­county denizens reminisce about family summers and their best meals in southern France and coastal Italy (something about locally sourced fresh fruit accessed because of family country houses next to orchards), Nina had taken a delicate sip of her champagne, nodded and demurred, ‘Yeah, I feel the same about Butlins. Their buffets were to die for.’

			

			We were both young and scrappy and hungry, and the first thing she said to me over the flat white at the coffee shop round the corner of her office was, ‘Let me know what your dreams are and I’ll back you. There’s not enough people who are in this thing because of love and that’s enough for me to wanna be in this ride with you. And if someone’s moving mad I’ll get mad for you. And after that if you still wanna get mad, have at it.’

			Nina could be severe or sweet depending on how she wanted to use it. Her grandma managed a pub and had once stabbed a man with a shard of broken pint glass to defend a woman from a man getting too handsy – and she had got away with it. Right now, with her painted red lips and auburn hair gelled into a slick bun, she looked like she was channelling that power. Her back straightened up in protection, she angled her head so her small gold hoops glinted in the winter sun streaming through the wide Soho windows.

			‘Kiki already has a sprawling fanbase, and her appeal is in her specificity,’ she said.

			‘Definitely, definitely,’ Verity purred, now tapping her fingers against her oversized pastel pink water bottle nervously. ‘It’s just how can we move within that power, you know? So we were thinking how about we widen that magical specificity, to include other artists who are more central to cultural attention in this moment – I was at an afterparty in Annabel’s –’ my lips quirked slightly at the location drop – ‘and I bumped into Kitty St James. You came up – she just adores you. You know, her sex and dating column at the Journal is really gaining traction, and she was thinking you two could join forces – wouldn’t that be cute? Kind of cross-­cultural dating examination. You know her, right?’

			

			I couldn’t help the choke of laughter that escaped me. Katherine ‘Kitty’ St James, Tatler It Girl, the daughter of former Minister of State Agnes St James (who increased the use of stop-­and-­search in her tenure) and writer of the impressively named ‘Look What the Kat Dragged In’. It was a dating column described as ‘edgy, irreverent and brimming with girl power’, which of course meant she swore a lot in it and her author photo was of her wearing a pink crop top that read ‘Big Clit Energy’ to display said edginess. She recently wrote an article about how racism in ‘this day and age’ is a concept that can be ‘dick-­constructed’. ‘The more people who fuck people who look different to them,’ she explained profoundly to us simpletons, ‘the more people will realise we’re all the same.’ She then concluded the piece with a triumphant: ‘Let us dream of a day where people are not judged by the colour of her skin, but the content of their coitus.’

			Truly incredible, parts of the article whirring around my Black-­girl media group chats with various iterations of ‘Is this bitch serious?’, ‘Excuse me, just got passed over for a job by my underqualified white colleague – lemme go find my Pearly King and fix this rn,’ and, ‘Séance at 8 guys? We gotta wake MLK up!!!’ plus, ‘He’s already awake sis, in the body of Kitty St James [image: Prayer hands emoji]’.

			She got dragged in the Black parishes of social media, but of course Verity must have missed that. Shortly after it was published, she hard-­launched her boyfriend – a well-­known Black actor – on Instagram with two ice-­cream emojis, one vanilla, one chocolate.

			

			I managed to subdue my laugh, clamping it between my jaws. ‘I mean,’ I said, ‘I could consider her as a guest.’ I absolutely would not, but I figured there was nothing wrong with pretending till the contract got signed.

			Verity cleared her throat. ‘It would, uh, be with the view of making her a permanent co-­host, but of course we would take care of you. With the renewal of your contract with us coming up, we wanted to revisit or expand the scope of what The Heartbeat could be . . . It’s actually contingent on this kind of growth. Imagine the North American tour with Kitty’s audience by your side! You would be . . . maximising your joint slay!’ She said the last part with a plop of pride, beaming, like she was on holiday and finally got a Duolingo phrase right.

			A coldness roiled in my belly, and my palms started to prickle with dread. My breath shortened with my patience and willingness to keep it sweet. ‘My show isn’t a safari or a gap year to add some spice to someone’s resumé, and also it is mine.’

			Verity reddened and her eyes widened. ‘No! We’re here to support Kiki Banjo.’

			Why did she say my name like that? Like I wasn’t here, when I was, painfully, present, kombucha sloshing in me, feeling the inside of my stomach sweat, because I knew something was about to shift.

			‘Interesting interpretation of support.’ Nina’s voice was crisp as a sip of ice water in Antarctica. ‘Basically holding my client at gunpoint and asking her to renew her show with someone else – changing the heart of it – or leaving.’

			

			‘We love Kiki’s voice – it’s so bright,’ Tristram said, and I laughed again – manically, probably, judging by the look on their faces.

			I nodded empathetically. ‘Yeah. Bright. It just needs a little more white to be bright enough.’

			Verity went the colour of Mac’s Ruby Woo and I don’t actually remember the rest of what she said because my blood was pounding in my head so hard that it clouded coherency. All I could feel was rage, that they had the ability to take my dream and warp it whilst having the audacity to ask me to put my name on it. All I remember is that I interrupted Verity with a bark of laughter, and a ‘No.’

			She blinked. ‘No to . . . ’

			I hadn’t realised I said it out loud till I saw the startled look on their faces, but when the ‘no’ reacted with the air it sounded better, had a bass to it. So I decided not to take it back, because, actually, fuck no, hell no, ra ra.

			I smiled widely. ‘No. Nah,’ and as I said it, I felt a sort of peace come over me, the kind that comes with looking around a party and deciding that it’s time to leave, that you’ve had enough rum punch, you’ve shaken enough leg and bum with your girls, you’ve mingled, you’ve gisted, you’ve done all there is to do. You’re secure in the fact that you’re not missing out on shit. I didn’t need any other explanation. ‘No.’

			When I told Bakari the next day, despite being nervous to, his jaw dropped and then he rubbed it silently for a few moments, frown deep, staring into his coffee, before venturing out carefully with, ‘Kiki . . . you sure that wasn’t impulsive? It’s not the worst idea to work with someone else to broaden your demographic.’

			

			‘If it’s authentic, the audience will come . . .’

			He sighed and nodded. ‘That’s the hope, but, realistically, it would have been a great opportunity for you, and you could have leveraged that to get so much money . . .’ and when he realised that my own jaw was locked tight and my eyes were shiny, he rubbed my arms and kissed the top of my head. ‘You know what? Maybe it’s for the best. How long were you going to do a podcast for anyway?’

			I try to think of what I would have done differently and I come up short. It was impulsive, sure, but my impulse is always rooted in real. I don’t do impulsive unless pushed to do so by emotions that are screaming to be heard. When I kissed my ex, then a stranger, all those years ago, for the first time, in a sticky-­floored student party, it was – on the surface – to escape a creep that referred to women as ‘females’, but also it was because I wanted to know his taste. There was real feeling there: thirst, a want to know – a need to know. When I said ‘no’ in the Thought Womb, it’s because deep down I knew if I stayed in that place, watching my dream be dissected and manipulated, a part of me would die. There would be no point continuing with the podcast because its purpose would be defeated.

			‘Kiki, come on,’ Bakari says now. ‘Are you really going to talk about “the top five albums to listen to when your man’s moving mad” forever? It’s fun, but you’re capable of so much more.’

			My blood feels too hot for my body and my heart feels too cold. All my ambitions sound small in his mouth. That hasn’t ever happened before. He’s always said that it was necessary, that people need a place to feel and I help to give them that. The tannin from what I thought was celebratory wine clings to the roof of my mouth, adding to the bitter taste.

			

			‘Yeah, I know exactly what I’m capable of, Bakari, which is why I quit. And I know I’m not saving the world, but I do think I’m saving something. Pockets of feeling. And, I mean, this job you’re offering – tracking Black audiences – and selling that information to corporations sounds kind of Fed-­like activity to me. I don’t want to mine our art for—’

			‘Kiki, come on, man. This is how we serve the culture. By allowing ourselves to be understood’

			‘Allowing ourselves? What are you even saying to me right now? By who? People who say Bey for Beyoncé like “Bey” as in bay leaf? Who only know about Afrobeats through a Selena Gomez remix?’

			‘What’s wrong with saying Bey like that?’

			I feel my blood pressure spiking. ‘Are you kidding me, Bakari?’

			‘OK. I feel like we’re straying off the point—’

			I personally think that him thinking there’s nothing wrong with saying ‘Bey’ like a girl who wears yoga shirts proclaiming ‘Gangsta Rap & Coffee Get Shit Done’ is quite a grave issue, but I’m mature enough to let it go.

			I steady my breathing. ‘I just thought you understood what I’m trying to do. How would you feel if someone came to Oynx – which is supposed to aid the Black community – and said you had to partner with someone white for it to be legitimate?’

			

			‘I would do it, Keeks. In fact, I’m about to do it. I’m about to close a deal with a French company. They know how to broaden our scope, see our potential and my future partner, Amelie—’

			Amelie?! He just made that up. There’s no way her name is the first thing that would come up when you google ‘French names for women’. And why has he never mentioned it before?

			‘. . . really gets my vision. I didn’t mention it before because I knew you would be extra about it. It’s a good business decision. Look, I’m just saying there’s a way to look out for the culture and make bank. How are you helping the average Jamal on road—’

			I really don’t want to think he just used the phrase ‘average Jamal’ earnestly, so I wait for him to tell me he’s joking.

			‘. . . by being broke?’

			Wow.

			‘You have the sponsorships now, the odd writing gig, but the podcast is over. You have to be realistic.’

			It occurs to me that Bakari didn’t even entertain the potential of the podcast finding new life elsewhere. I own the rights. I could if I wanted to. I would lack the budget and the resources, but I could if I wanted to. Irritation spikes through my skin. I didn’t need an MBA spat back at me. I needed someone to see my dreams, pick them up and feel the heft of possibility.

			‘You know what, babe? Somehow, I am able to imagine a reality where your job offer isn’t the only thing standing

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
					To not tell me exactly when he was going to do it because Aminah can read me like a self-­help book called Slay Your Way to Higher Pay: A Guide for Black Women in Business (from cover to cover, and thoroughly) and I would have to avoid and/or ignore her, which would be impossible and disastrous as she would stalk my location and demand to know why I want her dead;

					To propose to her immediately after her fortnightly gel manicure (nail colour – Vanilla Beam; nail shape – medium-­length, almond).
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