
   
Chapter One

Temi

Western Africa,1860


When a young lady is ready to be introduced to polite society, her sole purpose is to find a husband.

Mrs Adeline Copplefield,

‘The Manual for Good Wives’ (1888)



My earliest memory of him is the sound of his laughter.

A sort of cackle that descends into a throaty, cough-like guffaw. His hand in mine, our toes connecting with the hot sand as we stood at the top of the hill overlooking a hazy yet beautiful horizon.

‘What do you think is down there?’ It was always the same question as we stood on that hill, never daring to walk any further. My mother would say, ‘That which does not concern you,’ which was always enough to put an end to any further curiosity. Yet with him, with Olu, an explanation was always peppered with fantasy and words I could only soak up and devour. His knowledge on matters was impressive, if also concerning, because it came from the pages of an actual book. This boy was never without a book! Whilst I had been forbidden to speak of such things if they were written in English, which my father, the king, said ‘should never be allowed to replace our own language’.

Now I had gained a hunger to learn more of these written words simply because this boy I had known my entire life, who now walked around clutching a book, no longer matched me in knowledge. He had surpassed me.

‘What is down there is another life. One that is begging to be lived,’ he said.

I looked at him with awe. ‘Why do you like to read words in another tongue?’ I hoped he would not tire of my questions. I had so many, and he was the only person in my life who would ever consider answering them, instead of chastising me for wanting to know of matters that didn’t concern a girl such as I. It did not matter that I had been born into nobility, such questions were simply not befitting – yet I did not care!

‘A book will tell you there is more . . . beyond what we know.’

‘Is it not the white man telling you all of this?’

It was no secret that more and more white men had been seen in the wider village, bringing with them books and odd items of clothing, including something called a bowler hat which I had seen some of the children laughing at.

‘Tell me what it is like to read a book,’ I said, eyeing the object in his other hand. He seemed to carry one everywhere. ‘Tell me.’

He turned to me and his smile widened. ‘It is like stepping into a world that is unlike our own, Temi.’

I placed my hand on the book, slowly stroking its cover.

‘Take it,’ he said.

I scrunched my eyebrows in confusion. ‘I cannot.’ Not least because I was unable to read a word of it.

‘I shall teach you to read,’ he said as if reading what I spoke in my head. He opened it and ran his fingers over the words. ‘Charles Dickens,’ he said.

I mouthed the words and quickly fell into a laughter that was in part embarrassment. Lately, there had been a part of me which wanted to impress this boy I had known since our births fourteen rainy seasons ago. Although he lived in a neighbouring village, we saw one another daily thanks to our mothers being such close friends.

I could never remember a time in this life without this boy named Olu.

As the weeks passed and another season arrived, that book had started to unite us in a new way. Taking us on an unfamiliar journey that felt exciting to walk. Every time I spoke a new word of this language, I saw delight in his eyes, which gave me immense pleasure and a more pressing desire to one day become fluent in this English. Our bond increased along with his deepening voice and the growing curve of my breasts.

Sometimes I felt confused about these changes. The freedom with which we would engage was soon replaced by a silence that felt awkward and full of questions neither of us had the courage to ask.

Our voyages up the hill also lessened, with Olu spending the bulk of the day with the men of the village, whilst I learned from the women the importance of cooking good soup and what it meant to one day be a good wife.

Yet my mind never strayed far away from him. When he wasn’t near me, I could feel him next to me. Crave him. And at times he even occupied my dreams.

‘Temitope, pay attention now!’ shouted Aunty Kike as she bent over the large mortar on the ground.

She had called me by my full name and I sensed trouble. For me.

I pulled my wrapper further upwards, tucking in the ends of the cloth.

‘Yes, Aunty Kike.’ Saying her name instantly forced a smile onto my lips because Kike was pronounced Kee-kay. The curve of any lips forced into a smile when her name was spoken, and she was exactly that – a ray of light in my life whom I had adored from the day I had cried my first cry. She’d been the one to care for me with the blessing of my mother. She, the first person I told when I experienced that first flow of blood from my body two rainy seasons ago; she, the only person I needed when feeling forlorn. Aunty Kike was married but had never borne children of her own, so viewed me as her firstborn, whilst I could do nothing but enjoy what she offered me, as unlike with my mother, I did not have to share her with five other siblings sired by the king, my father.

Aunty Kike was simply mine alone.

‘Temi, are you listening?’ she said with exasperation. ‘How are we to prepare you to become a wife if you cannot even listen? Take,’ she said, shoving the large and heavy pestle into my hand. One of the maidservants had already placed the steaming yam into the mortar and it was now ready for pounding.

‘Oya, cook it now!’

I stared down at the large pestle and tears lodged in my eyes, emotion welling up. I was unsure why.

‘What is wrong with you?’ she asked.

I shook my head, forgetting this was not how you respond to your elders. Especially one trying to school me on such important matters as cooking for my future husband.

‘Eh?’ she said, hands on her hips. ‘Are you not going to answer me?’

‘I am well, ma. Thank you, ma,’ I said obediently. I pounded the yam and tried – with great difficulty – not to imagine Olu’s big head as the target! Fighting both affection and anger for him, but mostly affection because I simply yearned to be with him. Not used to days not beginning with him as we trekked to the top of the hill at sunrise, talking and reading. Now he had decided I was not worth these precious moments and I’d no idea why.

Aunty Kike pulled the pestle from my tightened grip. ‘Whose head are you pounding?’ she asked, and I couldn’t help the laugh lodged in my throat which forced me to smile.

‘What is bothering you, my daughter?’ she asked as we sat on the floor.

I was grateful for Aunty Kike. She always knew the temperature of my emotions. We were years apart in age and yet sometimes I would forget and feel her as my peer. Though she was far from this and I could not tell her about my feelings, especially as I myself had yet to understand them.

‘Aunty, can I tell you anything that enters my mind?’

Her brows knotted. ‘Maybe,’ she said. We both knew what that meant. A reminder that some of my thoughts should stay with me. That no matter how different Aunty Kike may be to the other aunties, she was still my senior. That whilst I was her beloved, she still had to make sure my conduct would always be pleasing to the king and befitting that of a future bride.

That night I snuck away to Olu’s village. It was not right for a girl to be so far away from home at such a time, but I did not care. I needed to be near this foolish boy once again. To fill the void I had been experiencing since the last time I laid my eyes on him a week ago. Seven whole days without him.

I found him by the bush talking with his elder brothers. I have no idea why I assumed my ‘Pssst’ would alert him, but it did.

‘Temi? What are you doing here?’ He ran towards me and I believed my heart would leap through my chest.

I poked my finger into his ribcage. Hard.

‘What darkness have I placed upon you?’ I spoke in English, sounding like one of his books, I hoped. ‘Have I viciously wronged you, Olu?’

The sun may have already said its goodbye, but the moon and parts of the stars decorated his features, so I saw glimpses of him. Those long and thick eyelashes which looked like those of a young girl and that smile which turned into a laugh.

‘Don’t laugh at me!’ I protested.

‘You have done nothing to wrong me, Temi.’

‘Then why—?’

He moved us away from prying voices, further inside the bush and its limited light. I couldn’t see any part of him now, could only hear his breathing and the rustling his feet made on the ground. I could touch him, smell him. His aroma like the tree with the red flowers during the rainy season.

‘Temi.’

There was something deliciously unfamiliar about hearing his voice in total darkness. His hands grazing mine. The tips of his fingers moving up and down inside my palms. Feelings I could not describe, travelling throughout my entire body.

I was breathless.

His own breath began to travel the contour of my neck, and my body stiffened as his lips touched the skin on my shoulder. My unexpected shudder, a surprise which felt . . . beautiful.

Then he stopped and we were silent. Only the sound of grasshoppers and maybe the simple beats of our hearts, nothing else.

‘Temi?’

‘Yes?’ I could hardly speak. Had I just felt his lips on my skin?

‘I apologize for my absence,’ he said.

‘Then why . . .?’ I spoke hoarsely, my breathing heavy.

‘It is because of you. This,’ he said, squeezing my hand.

I knew, we both knew that everything had changed between us . . . and in the most glorious of ways.

‘Temi, I . . . I love you.’

I had never heard these words before, and perhaps looking back, these are not even the exact words he spoke to me in the darkness of that bush, during a night that would forever be etched on my mind. What floated between us during those moments felt pure, beautiful and everything I never thought I could feel. A young, tender love between a boy named Olu and a girl named Temi. A feeling, a state of mind which had been brewing our entire lives and now was finally allowed a voice.

‘This is why I have stayed away for so very long,’ he said.

He held both my hands now and I felt ready to explode!

‘I understand,’ I lied. I did not understand why anyone would stay away from a feeling as wonderful as this!

‘Temi, you are a princess.’

My mind paid not one ounce of attention as I revelled in what I could only imagine was what the elders had once been privy to before they grew old. His lips had touched my skin! My bare skin!

‘I am not betrothed to you and you are about to belong to another man,’ he said firmly, and this time I awakened from the dream. This time, I realized, he was talking about me.



   
Chapter Two

Temi

1861


It is unthinkable to marry outside the class you have been born into. To aspire higher is to be considered an upstart. To marry beneath you could be your ruin!

Mrs Adeline Copplefield,

‘The Manual for Good Wives’ (1893)



Since that moment standing in darkness, my life had taken on a brightness I hoped would stay forever.

I could no longer think of Olu as just a boy. Now, when I looked at him, I saw a man and found it difficult to gaze at him without feeling a flush of heat rush over my cheeks. Fighting this longing to be close to him, my mood lifting simply at the thought of him.

We began to meet regularly after light turned to black. We’d talk about the new books Olu had been loaned by the people at his school. I never asked about these people but I knew they were from across the sea and were white.

When we began Romeo and Juliet, it was clear to me some of the words used were not the same as what he spoke, or what had been in the other books he’d been teaching me to read. The words each sounded beautiful though – and immensely confusing. What did make sense was the story he reeled off in his own words. Of two people very much in love and yet threatened to be divided by others. These thoughts stayed in my head and soon became a prelude to actions I knew were wrong. Actions allowing me to feel a joy I had never known before. Like holding hands under the moonlight as we talked; pressing our lips together as our eyes closed involuntarily.

The feelings began to feel heavy, yet also light; joyful yet sad.

Sometimes, most times, it felt like no one else lived in this world except the two of us.

Olu and I existing in this ball of our own moonlight.

Just us.

I could never think of my behaviour as defying my parents, because no part of me could see this as wrong. This is what I told myself when we were together. Yet alone, during the night, my mind raced with the reality of my duty as a princess. The destiny of every girl child in my family was to be married and go on to produce a wealth of children. It was no more or less desired of a princess than any other girl in the kingdom, but in my case, the suitor would have to be of good standing and I learned that a chief had already been chosen for me.

Or indeed, he had chosen me.

My mother was the fifth wife of the king, my father, and there were three more wives after her. We all lived within the walls of a grand palace which stood against a lush forest background generally reserved for my father’s outdoor activities.

The palace was surrounded by a high mud-brick wall which towered over the other buildings in the kingdom, remaining the grandest of all. Our everyday needs were generally met by maid-servants and an abundance of staff who tended to the palace and its occupants. My mother preferred me not to fraternize too much with my other siblings who were not from her own body. I never understood this silent agreement among the wives but abided by the rules until it came to Taye. She’d been born just two seasons before me and was the exact image of my father, with shining dark skin and a round face (whilst my high cheekbones favoured my mother). We would play in the yard together, laughing as we braided one another’s hair. Taye made noises through her nose which made me laugh endlessly and I could honestly say I never thought of the maternal divide between us. When she was found lifeless on the floor one morning, we were all shocked, but my devastation only allowed me to feel numb. Outwardly unmoved. Her mother had screamed that her death was a result of my father’s first wife’s murderous intent. That Taye’s food had been laced with poison. My father shed hard tears for the daughter I always felt had been his favourite simply because of how much she looked like him. Yet all I could do, in the midst of such unbridled grief circling around me, was squeeze my eyes shut and act as if nothing had happened. To behave in the opposite way to everyone else.

Whenever thoughts of Taye entered my head, I would try to simply brush them aside with thoughts of, say, the sweetness of the mango I had eaten that day. Anything but let myself think of the loss of my beloved Taye.

I got used to doing this. To shifting thoughts from my mind when they threatened to engulf me. Just like how I had found it easy to move away from any stray thought of this marriage to the chief and to carry on with my life as normal.

Thankfully, during moments spent with Olu, the question of the future was never spoken. We much preferred the joy of focusing on the sound of our breaths that heightened with each touch; experiencing the intensity of what a simple gaze into each other’s eyes would bring. Each tender kiss planting a special memory into my head which would later replay itself over and over again in my thoughts.

‘Tem-Tem,’ he said, his private name for me, making me tingle with delight. ‘When I am away from you it is like a limb is missing from my body.’

I wanted to laugh at this statement whilst simultaneously knowing exactly what he meant. Being without Olu for much of the day and week felt cruel – as if all our time should be spent side by side and basking in a love which seemed to grow stronger each and every day.

One evening, we sat under a multitude of accommodating stars and I dared to place Olu’s hand on my chest. ‘Can you feel how fast it beats?’

It’s then he did something he’d never done before. He moved his palm further down and to the side, cupping the curve of my breast, the whites of his eyes, even in the darkness, questioning. When I nodded my head for him to continue, a surge of desire shot through my body, our lips meeting, but this time more urgently.

Our tongues met for the first time too and we promptly burst into a fit of laughter – part nerves, part happiness.

I felt closer to Olu than ever before and I never wanted to be apart from him again. I moved closer into his arms and that is where I stayed until sunlight.

I shot up from where we lay, rubbing my eyes in confusion.

‘Olu, we have slept too long. I must return home!’

He stifled a yawn. ‘I will accompany you.’

Clearly, sleep had cleared his head of any common sense.

‘No, that is not possible! No one can see you!’

He kissed my forehead and I hurried along the route back to my village, unsure of what would await me.

‘Where have you been?’ Aunty Kike’s features contorted in an anger which simply needed one wrong word from me for it to erupt.

‘I went to . . .’ The lies refused to appear.

‘You are needed at home, something terrible has happened.’

As I rushed in the direction of the palace, I saw the elders had already gathered. I noticed more and more people arriving. Not only my extended family of siblings, cousins, aunties and uncles, but other citizens of the kingdom.

I quickly realized this had nothing to do with me.

The king, my father, spoke first. Then a set of elders. After which, everything began to make sense. Subjects of the kingdom had been colluding with the British regarding the division of the land. Such dealings had been done over many years before, resulting in some of our men and women going missing from our village, taken in chains never to return. My father spoke passionately about this never being allowed to happen again. That citizens of this kingdom would rise up and end such outrage and that the enemy would never win.

I gazed around me at women holding onto one another, some clutching their children tightly. Loud sobbing whilst the men’s anger grew. I wasn’t sure of my own emotions, perhaps failing to understand the severity of the situation. I had been raised to fear the white man and what he could do to us, yet found it difficult to reconcile with the fact that they also walked freely among us.

The women and children were told to leave the men to continue their discussions.

It was only after some hours that Ade, my eldest sibling and the eldest son of the king, appeared from the courtyard. His words at first did not mean much, but as he continued, soon began to make frightening sense.

‘Death to all who attempt to defy the kingdom!’ came the throaty roar.

Various menfolk joined him and echoed this sentiment with their own chants, fists in the air, the women shaking their heads in terse agreement.

Ade continued his tirade, now more specific. Each word, every sentence like a dagger to my abdomen.

My mind quickly scrambled for clarity. Unable to erase the words of my eldest brother: that these ‘traitors’ had knowingly received gifts from the British such as books and even clothing, and in turn had decided to collude with them. That the majority of these people had come from one specific area.

Olu’s village.

Everything had changed.

Women and children were no longer permitted to leave the compound and I’d no idea what was going on outside of it. A sense of mistrust seemed to permeate the atmosphere. I had witnessed a group of young men return with blood caked onto their skin. A result of a fight with a man from Olu’s village.

Every night I’d lie awake, hoping my Olu would not get caught up in the fighting, that he was safe. I could not get word to him, communication between us was now impossible.

My mother and Aunty Kike kept asking what was wrong and I could only lie and say it was nothing. I could only hope the strength of my love for Olu was enough to travel through the distance to tell him I was here, waiting for him to return to me.

I could only hope they wouldn’t kill him.



   
Chapter Three

Temi

1861


To be a good and dutiful wife requires preparation.

Mrs Adeline Copplefield,

‘The Manual for Good Wives’ (1890)



I knelt on the floor of the courtyard in front of four elderly uncles and my father, as they explained their plan for my life.

‘You will be married to the chief in sixty days.’

‘Sixty days, sir?’ I had never been pierced with the horn of a ram before, but I imagined it would have inflicted a similar pain to these words.

‘Are your ears clogged with leaves?’ said my father, the king, as the others erupted into laughter. My father remained stoic, though, his eyes attempting to read me. For a moment I was scared that, like Olu and Aunty Kike, he possessed such a skill.

The palace was the epicentre of all things judicial and political in regards to the kingdom, much of which I had never been privy to, until now.

‘No, sir. I am sorry, sir.’

‘Sixty days,’ repeated my father, the king, a man who no one ever spoke against. His words penetrated the wall of denial which had served me well up until now.

The maidservants brought kola nuts for the men to chew on and palm wine to drink. My fate was further discussed over delicacies I could never look at in the same way again. The space around me blurring and closing in on me as I remained on my knees, a position to denote respect, now simply resembling a begging pose. And I was doing just that. Begging silently for my life, or at least the life I wanted with Olu, because my mind could never fathom a future not involving him. To be the wife of another. To never hold my Olu again.

This could not happen! said the voice in my head. The laughter of the men loud and piercing as they feasted on each nut and supped on the wine.

The walls began to close in on me, the surrounding trees in the courtyard flapping furiously against an imaginary wind. My breath came in spurts as my name was spoken within a scream . . . my mother’s voice, I think. Then my entire body was hitting the floor as I fell into instant darkness.

I awakened to the grainy, textured taste of garri and water being pressed against my lips and someone fanning me with a large leaf. A voice in the background explaining to those gathered that the joy of my impending marriage had been the culprit. That I had simply collapsed with the happiness of it all, because this is what every girl desired. To be wed to a man such as the chief. A privilege, especially as I was not the loveliest of the king’s daughters and yet I was the one he had chosen.

The ‘good’ news of my impending marriage was followed by the doom of another bloody fight which had resulted in one of the king’s men being killed.

My mother constantly told us not to fear, even though that death told us otherwise. All of the wives had gathered with the king and had meetings, something not commonplace unless absolutely necessary. My foundations felt shakier than ever without Olu, along with this growing fear for his safety.

Forty days now remained until I would be married to the chief. He was a man with a booming voice that could cause birds in trees to scatter. His large belly protruded through his agbada like a pregnancy. He was a man I had only ever seen from a distance and whose presence made me feel as if I was shrinking to the size of a black-eyed pea. A man older than my father. A man I knew I could never love as much as Olu, if at all.

Both my mother and Aunty Kike explained more than once that this marriage should not have been a shock to me, that I had known it was inevitable for some time now.

Also that I should smile more.

I couldn’t tell them, not even Aunty Kike, the real reason for my misery. That the only man I wanted to marry was Olu and the thought of leaving him felt like the worst of punishments.

I soon realized my usual trick of pretending something wasn’t happening had left me. I could rely on it no more.

I was fitted for the matrimonial cloths, made to practise the celebrational dance, and took part in discussions with the elder women on what it took to be a good wife to the chief. To be obedient to my husband was a must, as well as making sure I cooked the meals we shared, even though an abundance of help was available. This in part, explained one of the aunties, was because a man likes to eat from the hand of his wife. The other reason, much more sinister.

To prevent poisoning by another wife.

Thirty days now remained.

I began to exist in a dreamlike state, acknowledging my life would never be what I wanted, but instead a nightmare with no end.

With so little time remaining until the marriage, I suddenly became gripped by a fearlessness, by this knowledge of having nothing to lose any more.

I had a plan.

One last attempt to see my Olu again and to no longer care about the consequences.



   
Chapter Four

Landri

London, England, present day


It is wise to take time when selecting a suitable husband. But not too long, so as not to become an old maid.

Mrs Adeline Copplefield,

‘The Manual for Good Wives’ (1893)



‘Well?’

She looked down at the man she’d known for half a decade, now propped on one knee in their open-plan kitchen diner and asking her to marry him. A glistening engagement ring nestled inside an open cobalt-blue box in his outstretched hand, calling for her attention.

‘Landri?’

This may have been her name, but in this surreal and unexpected moment she felt disembodied from that person and ultimately removed from the man asking her this rather important question in front of their friends, all waiting expectantly.

‘Landri?’ he said again, and all she could think was why now? They were both knocking on the door of forty and the last time they’d even broached the subject of marriage was around two years ago, concluding they were happy as they were, thank you very much. So, this act had come as a complete and utter shock, and actually saying yes felt like the most unnatural thing to do.

Their friends’ expectant faces weren’t budging, though. The not-so-subtle cough and an actual rattling of fingers on the worktop she’d scrubbed and cleaned that very morning jolted her back to reality.

‘Landri?’ Ross looked up at her. His voice now with a quiet edge of irritation she recognized all too well. She needed to give an answer. Now. It didn’t matter that this was the last thing she’d expected at the end of a dinner party which had actually been a success of sorts. The one she’d been stressing about for weeks and had planned meticulously. Constantly thinking about place settings in between work meetings; suddenly remembering she hadn’t bought the right type of milk for one of her vegan friends. Springing up out of bed at 5.30 a.m. to chop onions, even though she still had to finish a report for a very important client. This dinner party, work, Ross – she’d been consumed with it all and now, here was something new she had to think about.

An engagement ring.

A potential wedding.

The rest of her life with this man.

She swallowed.

‘Landri?’ he said impatiently.

‘Yes.’ Her voice was close to a whisper, so faint even she could hardly hear it.

‘Speak up!’ said an animated voice from the crowd.

‘She said yes!’ said Ross happily, as the room finally released the applause they had clearly been holding in. The pop of an obligatory champagne cork and a ring being slipped onto her finger completed this weird and unexpected scenario, and it felt like she was having an out-of-body experience. That this proposal, this spectacle was happening to someone else.

If only it was happening to someone else.

‘You’re making me the happiest man alive!’ Ross declared towards the gathered crowd, without actually looking in her direction. Perhaps if he had, he’d have seen the shock mingled with a look of uncertainty etched clearly on her face.

As her best friend Sadia made her way over, Landri wasn’t prepared for the unexpected elevation of her entire body as an excitable Ross, grabbing hold of her, lifted her right off the floor while the room launched into even rowdier applause.

She began to feel an onset of dizziness. ‘Put me down, please,’ she said slowly.

It was as he lowered her back onto her feet that he moved his cheek next to hers; his voice, a quiet, angry whisper. ‘Why are you fucking embarrassing me?’

A collection of heartfelt ‘Congratulations!’ flooded Landri’s space. The handshakes amongst the husbands and partners. The hugs from her closest friends, including Sadia and Claudine, who must have been in on this from the start.

‘Sorry . . . I’m not . . .’ she whispered back to him.

‘Let’s get a shot of the happy couple, then!’ said Greg, Sadia’s husband.

Landri tried her best to curve her mouth into a bigger smile as a succession of mobile phone flashes shone in her eyes.

‘Fix your face!’ said Sadia.

Landri opened her mouth to speak just as Sadia filled in the blanks with her own interpretation. ‘Must be nerves. Don’t blame you.’

‘Yeah . . . Must be that,’ said Landri flatly.

Posing for photos was never a fun pastime and she felt especially rigid as she was told to stand by her ‘beloved’ and ‘give your fiancé a kiss’ as flashes engulfed her vision.

They held hands on command, pecked, Ross’s grip tightening around her palm.

‘One more!’ ordered Sadia, pointing her phone in the air.

Then, finally, this excruciating part of the night was over.

‘You’re getting married!’ squealed Claudine, running over and pulling her into an embrace. ‘Welcome to the club!’

As her two friends began talking dresses, flower girls, and just how lucky she was to have bagged a man like Ross Sasaki, Landri felt a churning in her stomach. The food she’d eaten swirling about inside of her like a washing machine, her smile locked firmly in place.

Just keep smiling, she told herself, over and over again. Just keep smiling.

The night continued with a new energy, Ross clutching her hand for longer than usual periods and planting impromptu kisses onto her cheeks, forehead and even her hand – as if their engagement had energized him. Every single one of their friends, especially hers, ecstatic, as would be her grandma when she got round to calling her to reveal the news.

‘To us!’ said Ross, when everyone had left and it was just the two of them. They clinked glasses, they kissed again, this time deeply, longer. She pulled her mouth away. Ross said to leave the washing up for now and come to bed so they could discuss the wedding.

‘I’m in charge of the cars!’ he said happily as he climbed into their bed. His feet were cold, touching the side of hers. ‘Oh and Dad will insist on having some Japanese food there whilst Mum and her lot will just be looking at it weirdly like they always do. Can you imagine?’

‘Yeah,’ she said absently, moving closer to the edge of the bed as she smoothed her satin headscarf onto her newly made pigtail twists.

‘The rest of all that girly stuff like flowers and wedding colours can be down to you, Sadia and the girls. I’m sure you’ll all enjoy that!’

She nodded her head slowly, the satin headscarf grazing the brown velvet headboard.

He took her hand, the engagement ring with its unapologetic sparkle centre stage.

‘What’s wrong, baby?’ He began to stroke the side of her cheek with such tenderness.

‘It’s been a long day,’ she said with a shrug. The feel of his fingers slightly irritating.

‘You’re happy, though, right? I mean, I thought you’d like the surprise.’

‘It was a bit of a shock.’ She turned to the side table and retrieved the tub of cream.

‘Yeah, I know. Probably why you took so long to answer. I thought you were going to keep me hanging for a minute there!’

She rubbed a dab of shea butter into her hands. Without it, she’d wake up with tiny white flakes on the knuckles of her light brown skin and she didn’t need that on top of this mess. And it was a mess. At least it certainly felt like one.

‘I wouldn’t have kept you hanging, Ross,’ she insisted.

‘That’s what I thought,’ he replied firmly.

She lay down on the bed as Ross continued to talk.

‘I just . . . well, I always thought marriage wasn’t for us, but you know, why not? We both own this place and we’ve been together a long time. It just makes sense.’

‘I understand that, but we could have at least discussed it first . . .’

Then the silence. She hated this part. The longer than needed pause.

‘What do you mean, discussed it? We’re on the same page, aren’t we?’

That wasn’t a question, so to avoid an argument, she said nothing and simply waited for Ross’s breathing to slow.

Later, when she’d failed to fall into such an easy sleep, Landri slipped out of the bed, careful not to wake him. In the lounge she stood at the large windows, staring out at the river beyond. The slow rhythm of the water always helped to slow her thoughts and offer a sense of calm. Times like this – of which there had been many lately – reminding her how grateful she was to own a riverside apartment. It had been more expensive than the ones at the back of the building, but she’d insisted and, much to her surprise, Ross had agreed. She hadn’t expected him to, considering he was paying sixty per cent of the mortgage repayments. A percentage he’d insisted on when she’d assumed they were going halves. Also odd, considering her pay was now higher than his salary as a recruiter. But as Sadia had said at the time, she was lucky.

Lucky to have a man like Ross.

Lucky.

She unlocked the doors to the balcony, enjoying the crisp air against her skin. She gazed at the ring on her finger. Landri had never been one for jewellery so it felt kind of alien and she felt weighed down a little. No, a lot. This ring on her finger suddenly a huge weight that would simply slow her down and keep her shackled to this man.

Then the guilt. Questioning why she would resist a life with a man who clearly loved her and was offering something she’d never really had – a family. A forever.

Her hand flew to her chest. Her breathing had accelerated.

Could she actually do this? Could she marry him?

The following morning Ross left for work as usual, whistling with contentment.

She’d had a fitful night’s sleep and her head ached its disapproval.

Landri pottered into the kitchen, disappointed that last night had not been a dream, judging by the carnage in the kitchen. An overloaded dishwasher, champagne spillages on the dining table. It had happened and was real. The ring on her finger. All of it. Real.

A heat began to rise inside her body, followed by that fast heart rate again.

She ignored whatever was going on inside of her and ripped a black plastic bag off a roll, filling it with the debris from the night before. It was upon realizing she’d accidentally smashed one of the plates that she suddenly felt the need to sit down. Staring at the ring on her finger, she had a feeling of dread, foreboding. Ross would hate that his favourite plate had been broken. The last time she’d smashed a glass, a minor disagreement had turned into an accusation that she, being the higher earner, was prone to chucking their things about with no regard.

Her face fell into her hands.

Sometimes there wasn’t even a reason for his anger. He’d just pick a row out of nowhere. Each time making her feel . . .

She walked into the bedroom and stood for a moment, catatonic. Only one thought in her head.

I’m exhausted.

Without thinking, she bent to pull out one of the suitcases from under the bed, recalling a beautiful holiday in Sardinia two years ago. Five days of relaxation and sunshine. Although she had enjoyed the sunshine, at least half of the trip involved both of them responding to work emails, with Landri stressing about how much work she would return to for daring to take a week off. Then there were the arguments. One specifically on the beach, when Ross had suggested she cover up with a bigger sarong. One that didn’t show so much leg. Her rebuff and all that went on afterwards resulted in, yes, a longer sarong that dragged along the sandy beach as she walked.

I’m exhausted.

With her energy on autopilot, she opened up the drawers and then the shared wardrobe, stuffing what she could into the suitcase: dresses, knickers, socks, shoes, not even checking if anything matched. She was simply responding to this rising need to stuff as many clothes into the suitcase as possible, like a thief grabbing her loot.

Less than an hour later, her eyes searched the apartment as she slid her arms through the straps of a small rucksack. The glass cabinet was full of Ross’s old county cricket medals, and there stood her one and only prize – a glass, triangular-shaped award with her name on it: Copywriter of the Year. It had been a complete and utter shock when she’d even been nominated. She hadn’t felt any real joy when she’d gone on to win it, her smile neatly in place as the beaming previous recipient of the award handed it to her. It was when Ross had driven them home that night in silence, without even a congratulations, that she’d first realized something was wrong. Not with him, but with her. That she’d been housing more than the usual feelings of not being worthy, even allowing for the imposter syndrome which seemed to plague her almost every day at work. This was more about something deep inside. An emotion she could not access while aware of its potential power and its possibilities.

Now, Landri moved towards the front door, asking herself if she could really do this. If she could really leave him this time. She’d tried before, many times. Pulled back by an invisible force which told her to be more grateful. That to be loved in spite of who she was and where she’d come from wasn’t an easy thing to achieve.

She placed the note onto the shoe rack. It would be the first thing he saw when slipping out of his shoes. Ross hated people wearing shoes in the lounge. He was very strict about that.

She held onto the front door handle and felt that familiar pull luring her back into the apartment and back into the life she was used to. A picture hung on the wall to her right. Her and Ross smiling at the camera. She remembered that day, the picture taken during a walk in the park on a particularly windy afternoon, during the early days of their relationship when they still did things like that. When he paid her compliments, bought her gifts ‘just because’ and never ever made her want to cry.

Landri’s hand hovered over the door handle now. Breathing intensified. Walls slowly closing in.

She had to get out.

She had to leave, and this time, further than the end of the street. This time, no turning back.

So she did as her body and not her thoughts instructed. She trudged the suitcase and rucksack through the door, shutting it behind her, feeling an instant shot of relief which she believed meant nothing unless she actually made it out . . .

Once in the underground car park, more relief as she stuffed the luggage into the boot of her car and slipped behind the wheel, gripping it tightly. A sharp intake of breath, followed by a long exhale as she slowly backed out of the space and pressed the screen of the built-in GPS.

Where to?

‘I have no idea,’ she whispered, before quickly driving out of the car park and heading towards nowhere.



   
Chapter Five

Temi

1861


A young lady must keep a pristine and faultless reputation to secure a good marriage.

Mrs Adeline Copplefield,

‘The Manual for Good Wives’ (1893)



Sitting on top of a rock, I waited for him to arrive.

I had been slipping away after dark for six nights in a row. Sitting alone in the bush and at the mercy of whatever lived there. Not caring for my safety, my only need to see Olu again. Then, on the seventh night, something miraculous occurred. A rustling sound from the bushes that I hoped was not some wild creature arriving to devour me.

‘Temi?’

My stomach constricted into a knot.

‘Temi!’ Olu now stood in front of me. We wasted no time in launching ourselves into each other’s arms.

I spoke in between breaths. ‘I have . . . have . . . have been here . . . waiting, hoping.’

I felt a little foolish to be saying such things, yet his response soon began to reassure me.

‘We have strict instructions not to head too far away from our village, but I come here often, just in case . . . Just in case you came . . . and you did. You came, my Tem-Tem!’

Time passed; I have no idea how much. The two of us sitting within one another’s arms on the ground as unspoken questions lingered in the background.

‘When this all ends, we can be together,’ I said naively, not even thinking about my marriage ceremony due to take place in just over twenty days.

‘Some of the British are attempting to divide us, Temi. To make us enemies with one another.’

‘Why would they want to do this?’

‘So they can take everything from us. We have many things here they would like.’

‘From what I am hearing, men from your village are working with them to overthrow—’

‘Temi, do not let this also divide us too. Please.’

I closed my eyes and sank the back of my head into his chest. I would not ask him why he would take books from them. I resented our time being taken up by talking of this anyway. I just wanted everything to be as it was before.

‘Temi, we must be careful. You cannot be seen with me. Our people are now enemies.’

I leapt up and faced him, ripples of alarm shooting through my body. ‘I cannot stop seeing you, I cannot!’

‘We won’t. We just have to be careful for now and when everything returns to normal – whenever that will be – we can . . .’

‘We can . . . what?’

In that moment I felt even younger than my years, because neither of us was really able to predict what would happen next in our lives. Our fate decided only by others.

‘Olu, I have to tell you something—’

Yet before I had even begun to tell him the news of my impending marriage, he silenced me with his lips.

Now with just eighteen days to go before the marriage, I knew with every fibre of my being that I had to stop it.

Yet the faces around me, contorted into happiness and spouting words of congratulation wherever I appeared in the compound, disagreed. Even a number of my father’s wives acknowledged me with good wishes. Although my mother also revealed some were jealous I had been chosen for such an honour.

Still, happiness was present and I felt responsible for this. The happiness of others.

My father summoned me to the yard where the chief sat with him among others, including my mother.

‘What has taken you so long, Temitope?’ Like Aunty Kike, my father and mother only spoke my full name when they were close to anger.

‘My apologies, sir. I was engaged in my duties, sir.’

‘Never mind that, greet the chief, now!’

I sank to my knees and moved awkwardly towards the chief, my soon-to-be husband, his large frame covered by yards of cloth which thankfully allowed his callused toes to be mostly out of view.

‘It is okay. Oya, get up,’ said the chief. I had never been addressed by him directly before and it felt as if I were being chastised. ‘Don’t look so scared,’ he said with a gargantuan smile revealing a crooked row of teeth the same colour as the evening sun.

He turned to my father. ‘Temi is from a family that is good, just and royal. A proud and wonderful lineage. It is an honour to have her as my wife.’

‘Yes, indeed, and many like that Queen Victoria in England should do well to acknowledge this lineage and my position as king here.’

‘I agree, Kábíyèsí. So she should also know that with both our families together, we will defeat whatever the British Queen sends our way.’

My father continued. ‘It is important to let the British know that even though they are advancing on much of this great country, this is still our land.’

‘Correct,’ said the chief, nodding vigorously.

My unkind thoughts wished his head would simply nod all the way off!

‘Together, we are stronger, and your union with my daughter can only strengthen us!’

More grunts of agreement. I looked at my mother and she was actually smiling, an expression I rarely saw on her face.

‘Temi will make you a good wife,’ said my father.

‘The dowry has already been agreed. I say, with your kind permission, we bring the marriage forward,’ said the chief.

My heartbeat skipped. ‘Sir?’ I said, daring to interrupt the men as they spoke. Thankfully they did not hear me, fully engrossed in this conversation about me, my life and my future.

I had made the assumption it could not get any worse than this; that I still had a chance to convince my father and mother this was not the way forward. My hope, the size of an ant, but present nevertheless.

Yet as soon as the chief spoke his next words, that hope quickly diminished into nothing. ‘I would like to take Temi as my wife in seven days.’

Apparently the humiliation of emptying my stomach just a foot away from the chief’s ugly feet did nothing to dampen his enthusiasm for making me his wife. The women, including Aunty Kike appearing from nowhere to usher me away, chuckled amongst themselves over my apparent joy. First I had fainted and now this – how overcome I must be!

The pace of excitement within the palace walls accelerated, as my anger simmered in the only place it was allowed to – inside.

It had always been difficult to get my mother alone, let alone gauge her interest in what I was about to say. Indeed, as soon as I had stopped suckling at the breast, I’d been cast aside for the next child, her interest in me waning further once Aunty Kike took over my care.

‘My daughter, the question should be, why not you?’ said my mother as I engaged in a last-ditch attempt to halt this marriage. ‘You are one of the most capable among all your father’s daughters, and at this young age, you will guarantee a long line of children.’

‘The chief already has eight children,’ I mumbled.

‘Yes, he has many, many children,’ my mother said without chastising my rudeness. ‘They are all boys except for one.’

‘Is this not preferred?’

‘Yes, boys are good to have, especially at first. Though it is the female children who will take care of you in old age. The boys will
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The Attic Child

‘An incredibly important book . . . a beautifully crafted, compelling story . . . which will undoubtedly break your heart but also make it sing’ – Mike Gayle

Two children trapped in the same attic, almost a century apart, bound by a secret.

1907: Twelve-year-old Celestine spends most of his time locked in an attic room of a large house by the sea. Taken from his homeland and treated as an unpaid servant, he dreams of his family in Africa even if, as the years pass, he struggles to remember his mother’s face, and sometimes his real name . . .

Decades later, Lowra, a young orphan girl born into wealth and privilege, will find herself banished to the same attic. Lying under the floorboards of the room is an old porcelain doll, an unusual beaded claw necklace and, most curiously, a sentence etched on the wall behind an old cupboard, written in an unidentifiable language. Artefacts that will offer her a strange kind of comfort, and lead her to believe that she was not the first child to be imprisoned there . . .
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