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THE RE-WRITE

Praise for Yinka, Where is Your Huzband?

‘Yinka, Where is Your Huzband? was a total joy to read – it’s hilarious, insightful and so uplifting. Yinka is the most lovable character I’ve come across in a long time – I was cheering her on for every step of her journey’ Beth O’Leary

‘The spiritual heir to Bridget Jones’s Diary, while bringing something entirely fresh and modern to the table. Blackburn kept me cringing, laughing, and tearing up from start to finish, with her incredible cast of quirky, lovable characters and especially her almost painfully relatable heroine, Yinka. This is a truly special debut’ Emily Henry

‘Beautifully observed, warm and deeply human, Yinka is a meditation on family and friendship, on love and self-love. Feel-good, funny and clever, it’s got smash hit written all over it!’ Josie Silver

‘Hilarious and heartfelt. Yinka is an unforgettable heroine’ Sarah Morgan

‘Funny, charming, warm. A book that will make your heart smile. A cute and charming tale about family, love and the importance of accepting yourself’ Milly Johnson

‘A joyful, pacy romp. Yinka’s world is both hilarious and poignant’ Irenosen Okojie

‘Lizzie Blackburn writes with a witty tenderness and absorbing fluidity that brings Yinka, the most lovable character you’ll meet, to rich life! I cheered for her, cringed for her, and rooted for her all the way. A fabulously fresh debut guaranteed to warm your heart. Loved it!’ Lolá Ákínmádé Åkerström

‘A warm, witty and joyful novel bursting with charm and unforgettable characters, Yinka is a story about friendship, family, romance and, the most important quest of all, loving and accepting yourself’ Lauren Ho

‘Yinka, Where is Your Huzband? is a beautiful, big-hearted story about friendship, family and love. Yinka’s charming voice draws you in and her journey toward self-acceptance will make you stay’ Emiko Jean

‘Glorious debut! Read it over two nights and loved it!’ Nikki May

‘Funny and unforgettable, with a loveable heroine and a cast of vibrant and entertaining supporting characters’ Culturefly

‘Incredibly relatable’ Marie Claire, Best Books of 2022

‘Loads of entertainment and a dollop of enlightenment’ Publishers Weekly.

‘You’ll fall in love with Yinka in this witty and heartwarming romantic comedy’ Red

‘A romcom “where Cinderella is Black and no one bats an eyelid”’ Irish Examiner

‘One of the talked-about debut novels’ Sunday Times

‘More than a book about a woman looking for a man. It addresses themes such as female friendships, black beauty standards and religion. This is not a romance novel, unless the journey to self-love qualifies’ Daily Mail

‘Peckham’s Bridget Jones’ Evening Standard

‘A witty millennial novel about love, life and London’ Evening Standard

‘A pinch of Bridget Jones, a dash of Queenie and a large glug of incredibly relatable situations – from dating and grief, to friendship hiccups and work dramas – result in a charismatic, modern read about self-discovery and the importance of staying true to yourself’ Stylist Loves

‘A fresh take on culture clashes, female friendship and the stigma about being single’ Heat Book of the Month
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To my darling son:

Thank you for being my inner and outer motivation. You have been with me the entire journey since the very beginning.

And to all the writers who doubt themselves – don’t.




The Daily Biz

Who is The Villa star Wale Bandele? Meet the south London contestant whose biggest turn-off is badly bitten fingernails.

It’s June. And that can only mean one thing. The Villa is back.

Now in its sixth season, the popular reality dating show will see ten sexy singletons compete to be the last couple standing in a bid to win a five-figure cash prize. Over the course of ten weeks, the singletons will live together in a luxurious villa in Ibiza for a summer of dating, challenges and, of course, hot, sizzling drama.

A Liverpudlian hairdresser, a grime artist and a Taylor Swift body double have all been confirmed for this year’s line-up. This includes 25-year-old British Nigerian Wale Bandele, a charity fundraising officer from Camberwell. Ahead of his departure, we interviewed Wale to find out everything from his celebrity crush to what he’s looking for in the villa.

Tell us, how did you get on the show?

I was waiting to get a tattoo – I have eight now – when this woman walked up to me. We got chatting, she revealed she was a producer, and yeah, the rest is history.

Who is your celebrity crush?

Oh, Nia Long, without a shadow of a doubt. Remember when she had that sexy pixie cut way back when she was on The Fresh Prince? Yeah, I fell in love with her then.

What is your biggest turn-off?

Bad hygiene. And bitten fingernails. There’s something about a girl who takes pride in her nails that does it for me.

What are you looking for in the villa?

Honestly? I’m open to all sorts so long as she’s confident and has good chat.

Last question, how would your ex describe you?

(Laughs) Err … next question.

The Villa will air next Monday at 9 p.m. on TV6. 
Join the conversation #TheVilla
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Eleven weeks later … August

My heart can’t take another rejection.

This thought keeps coming to mind as I wait in a quiet restaurant in Covent Garden. My agent emailed me to catch up over lunch, so I’m assuming she has news for me – whether it’s good or bad, I don’t know.

‘Water?’

A smiley waiter fills the two glasses on the table. The aroma of freshly made buttery waffles, which under normal circumstances would make me hungry, is now making me sick to my stomach.

And then a lump the size of a cough sweet lodges itself in my throat.

Directly ahead of me on the widescreen TV is my ex-boyfriend, Wale. A rerun episode of The Villa: The Reunion is on.

My lips quiver but I manage to hold it together.

Six months down the drain. Just like that.

The producers play a reel of Wale’s highlights from the five weeks he was on the show before being voted off by the public – not that I was keeping track. They’ve set it to the tune of Mariah Carey’s ‘Heartbreaker’, which couldn’t be more fitting.

They show his entrance:

‘What’s happening, people! My name is Wale and I’m from south London!’

His first connection with a Geordie lass called Sally:

‘Yeah, you’re a sweet one, still.’

They show how he breaks her heart, before swiftly coupling up with Taleesha and doing the exact same thing. This happens quite a few times. Going from one girl to the other. Going from piping hot to ice-cube cold, until he is paired up with Kelechi – a stunning British Nigerian model with rich chocolate skin and big eyes. When they hit it off, I’d switched off. I could no longer watch as the love of my life fell into the arms of somebody else. But, despite avoiding the show, it was almost impossible to dodge Black Twitter. Every day, Wale and Kelechi, or ‘Walechi’ as they were called, inundated my news feed. They were #couplegoals #BlackLove #YorubaAndIgboKingAndQueen. Until, one day, a different hashtag was trending: #GetWaleOut #FBoy #WaleIsTrashBinHim.

It seemed as though Mr Pretty Boy had broken Kelechi’s heart too.

The reel comes to an end. Wale is met with a few lone boos from the audience. Kelechi gives him an earful; his attempt to defend himself is drowned out.

A pang of sympathy fills my empty stomach. No, Temi, he deserves this. See this as your gift. Now the world can see Wale for who he really is.

Shaking my head, I continue to watch. Wale is fumbling; they sound like excuses.

‘Oh, please. Give it a rest,’ I say to myself.

And right into my agent’s face.

I was so busy watching the reunion, I didn’t even see her walk in.

Mayee looks over at the screen, then at me. ‘You’re a fan?’ she says, hanging the chain of her diamond-quilted Chanel bag over the back of her chair.

I scrunch up my nose.

‘Urgh, no.’ (I’ve watched nearly all six seasons of The Villa and could most likely win Trivia on it.)

‘Well, good thing I’m sitting with my back towards the TV, then,’ she says. ‘Don’t judge. Guilty pleasure.’

My brows quirk. Oh, we could have bonded over that.

If there’s any literary agent who is known by one name alone, it’s Mayee. She’s the Madonna of publishing. With nearly two decades of experience under her belt, she represents all of the biggest award-winning, best-selling romance authors. I’m lucky to be on her books, let alone sharing the same oxygen; I got rejected by twelve agents before she signed me. I cannot. F. This. Up.

Remembering that we’re now on hugging terms, I clamber to my feet and wrap my arms around her. Mayee’s tall frame makes me feel even shorter than I already am.

‘You look well,’ she says as I ruefully give my tank top a quick yoink.

Shakira must be doing a fabulous job concealing my eye bags because I barely slept a wink last night, worried stiff about this meeting. Shakira is one of my many beautiful pairs of prescription glasses – nude polygonal frames with silver rhinestones along the side temples. Hey, some people name their cars. I name my eyewear.

‘Thanks for meeting with me,’ Mayee says after we slide into our seats. She’s wearing one of those chic, military-style blazers, and on a less terrifying day, I’d be asking where it’s from. ‘It’s been a while since we’ve last met in person, hasn’t it?’

‘It has.’

Over the last few months, Mayee has broken bad news over the phone and via email. This is why today could be different.

While she studies the menu, I study her body language – honestly, the woman is impossible to read. The waiter comes over and takes our order.

‘So,’ Mayee says. The TV behind cuts to an ad break. ‘I’ve got some news.’

Under the table, my thighs start to sweat. I can hear myself breathing through my nose.

Mayee places her interlocked hands on the table, her stiletto-shaped nails crimson red. ‘As you know, for the past, what, eight, nine months now, I’ve been submitting your manuscript to editors at a number of publishing houses. And I’ve recently heard back from Paxton.’

Despite her attempts to maintain a neutral tone, I can tell that the news is bad. A familiar, dull ache spreads under my ribs.

Rejected. Again.

Mayee gives me a moment to absorb the news before she resumes. ‘I know this is not what you want to hear,’ she carries on, her voice softening, ‘but the feedback from Paxton was the same. The editor loved your writing. Loved the Black, plus-size representation. But, sadly, she didn’t think the concept would appeal to the market. So, we need to make a decision.’

My lungs contract. There’s a finality in her tone.

‘I’m so sorry, Temi, but we’re going to have to draw a line under Wildest Dreams.’
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I started writing Wildest Dreams about four years ago. I was eighteen and on the cusp of starting uni to study English Lit. Devouring The Time Traveler’s Wife over the summer sparked the idea. A quirky romcom, Wildest Dreams follows a plus-size British Nigerian woman who has the ability to live out two separate lives – one in reality and the other in her dreams – and consequently finds herself caught in a love triangle between a dashing phantom and her college crush.

At uni, when I wasn’t studying or turning down parties and social events, I was tucked away in the library or in my room, chipping away at my manuscript, using tips I had picked up from creative writing books and the internet to improve my draft. I became so fixated on getting Wildest Dreams published that after I failed to pass my six-month probation period at my first job post uni – I worked as a junior ghost editor at a minuscule ghostwriting company called Bonsai – I didn’t even bother trying to find another full-time role. Instead, since last autumn, I’ve been working at a call centre, trying to flog sustainable bamboo tissue subscriptions to customers who’ll barely give me two seconds of their time. My rationale – as I explained to my concerned-looking parents – was that I needed a job with flexible hours that would give me time to write, finish my manuscript, and later edit it when it got sold. I needed to go all in and chase my dreams while the stakes were still relatively low.

This is why I can’t get my head around what Mayee is saying now. Had all my sacrifice and hard work been for nothing? Did I miss out on a once-in-a-lifetime uni experience and a foot on the corporate ladder for a delusion? It can’t have been in vain.

‘But what about Ocean?’ I cry, grasping at straws. Ocean Books is the world’s biggest publisher. My dream publisher. ‘We haven’t heard back from all of the editors yet. Can you chase them up?’

Before I’ve even reached the end of my sentence, Mayee is shaking her head.

‘As you know, I submitted your manuscript to multiple editors at Ocean, and have now heard back with passes from all but one. I’m afraid it hasn’t received the interest we were hoping for—’

‘Here you go!’

The waiter has returned and, with a flourish, he places our food and drinks on the table. A hotness creeps into the backs of my eyes. I will not cry, I will not cry. My manuscript wasn’t good enough for a top agent like Mayee to sell. I can’t let her think that I haven’t got the steel for this business.

‘But we saw this coming, didn’t we?’ She looks down to cut her cinnamon-dusted waffle, and I quickly swipe my finger under my eyes. ‘That’s why, as soon as we got our first “no”, I told you to start working on another book. How is Love Drive coming along?’

Oh, shit!

I hope my face hasn’t given me away.

Love Drive is the novel I told Mayee I’d start when she set me this assignment over eight months ago. So far, I’ve only written one chapter. Okay, half a chapter. It’s not because Love Drive has a bad plot – risk-averse actress makes a bet with a daredevil stunt driver to live on the edge for a month and ends up falling head over heels for him despite being a commitment-phobe – it’s just … Wildest Dreams is my baby! I never thought I would have to let her go – for goodness’ sake, I only needed one ‘yes’! And Mayee hadn’t given me a hard deadline to send her my new manuscript by, so I thought, like me, she was betting all her chips on it too.

I can now see that stalling wasn’t the wisest thing to do.

My brain ticks. I stuff a skewerful of sliced bananas into my mouth, washing it down with a gulp of blueberry margarita.

‘Oh, you know.’ I attempt a casual laugh. ‘It’s going.’

Mayee frowns. ‘What? Going well? Going badly? And how far along are you now?’ I’m in the hot seat. ‘When I checked in a few months ago, you made it seem like you were on a roll. Although you have been a bit cryptic about your writing process, which is fine if having a bit of space is how you prefer to work. But in order for me to support you, Temi, I’m going to need an update.’

‘I’m about halfway,’ a voice says suddenly.

A voice that came out of my mouth.

The mouth of an idiot.

Mayee’s eyes light up. ‘Oh, fantastic. You’re further ahead than I thought.’

Way to go, Temi.

‘Can you send me what you’ve got?’

I neck the rest of my cocktail. I desperately need another. My brain is running at fibre-optic speed. There is no way I can tell Mayee the truth. ‘Well, the thing is, there’s this part that I’m dying to write. I would love to send you my manuscript once that’s done. It’s a twist!’ Great, now I have to think of a twist. ‘I promise you it’ll be worth the wait.’

There’s a clatter as Mayee sets down her knife and fork. She reaches for her napkin and dabs it against the corners of her matte red lips, appearing both sophisticated and intimidating at the same time.

‘How long do you need?’

My gut twists.

If I say another nine months – which is probably what I do need – I can’t guarantee that she won’t rip up my contract and ditch me right on the spot. But if I say nine days … can I write half a friggin’ novel in a little over a week? That’s, like, 40,000 words!

Then again, I have blitzed a novel before …

My eyes pan to the TV screen. There’s a wide shot of all the cast members on the set of The Villa, with the host looking spectacular in a figure-hugging lime dress. Unlike the other contestants, who are grinning widely with their veneer-white teeth, Wale is slumped on his stool towards the back.

Hold up, should I tell Mayee about that manuscript? The one I wrote in the space of four weeks, spurred by a frenzy of red-hot, vengeful rage? The one about how a cold-hearted boy-man (Wayne) ditched his hopelessly romantic, anxiety-ridden girlfriend (Sophie) when she was at her most vulnerable moment after being rejected for twelve-plus acting gigs, then went on to appear on a reality TV dating show?! The one that I’ve titled The Ultimate Payback, where the protagonist writes an exposé about her ex, getting her sweet, sweet revenge.

‘Temi?’

I blink rapidly.

Mayee is poker-faced. ‘How about the week commencing the sixteenth of September? Which would give you about a month.’

‘Perfect.’ I grin. Fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck.

With one swift motion, Mayee pulls out her phone, locking the deadline in her diary. She gestures to the waiter for the bill.

‘I’m so sorry but I’m going to have to shoot off. My day is packed.’ The waiter returns with a card machine and hands it to her. Mayee inserts her gold AMEX card and taps in her pin. ‘Ooh, before I forget.’ The waiter snaps off her receipt and gives it to her. ‘An agent I know is looking for a British Nigerian ghostwriter to help write a short memoir for his client. Hope you don’t mind, but I threw your name in the mix.’

I shift in my chair and scratch the back of my ear. ‘Actually, I don’t work at Bonsai any more.’ And when Mayee’s brows rise in question, I add, ‘I work part-time now … shift work.’

To my surprise, Mayee looks overjoyed.

‘Oh, how about that? You have the time and the experience. I’ll send you the job spec so you can take a look.’

I don’t have the time! I have half a novel to write! I want to yell.

‘Money’s good too.’

Ah. ‘Sure,’ I say with a shrug. No harm in having a look.

She taps away at her phone. Within seconds, my own buzzes.

‘Right. I’m off.’

At the same time, we rise to our feet and give each other a hug.

Mayee bounds towards the exit as I flop back down, her heels clanking against the floor.

‘Looking forward to reading,’ she calls over her shoulder.

I fake-smile.

As Mayee saunters past the window, tears teeter dangerously along my lash line. The second she vanishes, the dam breaks. Right in the middle of the restaurant, I have a meltdown. Shielding my face, I choke out a shuddering sob, tears sliding down my cheeks and in between my fingers. I’m too embarrassed to make a dash to the toilets. I feel like a failure.

Even though I knew there was a good chance that Wildest Dreams wouldn’t get sold, I’d shoved the thought down, scared negative thinking would cause it to happen. What was the point? All this positive thinking malarkey is a load of bull. I think it’s time I face up to the truth. Maybe I’m just not cut out to be an author. Maybe it’s time to look for a proper job.

Wiping my tears with a crumpled napkin, I tap on my phone with an ombre nail. Mayee’s email has come through.


Subject: Freelance British Nigerian ghostwriter needed for celebrity memoir



I choke on air. Okay. Mayee did not mention anything about the client being a celebrity!


Urgent. I am looking for a ghostwriter/editor of Nigerian heritage for my celebrity client. For confidentiality reasons, my client will remain anonymous until we hire for the position.

The ideal candidate will have:


	past experience working as a freelance ghostwriter/editor and/or book-writing and editing experience

	the ability to write effectively in the English language and capture my client’s youthful voice

	access to a laptop with writing software (e.g. Microsoft Word)

	an interest in contemporary popular culture



My client’s memoir will be published by Kingston Books and will be released next spring. However, due to publishing schedules, the ghostwriter would need to submit a first draft in six weeks. (Please note: the final manuscript will need to be roughly 65,000–75,000 words). This deadline is non-negotiable, so please take this into consideration before applying.

Compensation: Between £15,000 to £20,000 depending on experience, plus food and travel expenses

Start date: ASAP

To apply, please reply to this email with your CV and an example of your work. Only shortlisted candidates will be contacted.

Kind regards,

Greg Butcher

Talent Agent



I hiss. Nope. Defo not applying for that. Nope, nope, nope, nope, nope. Sure, £15K would give my account a much-needed boost, but no way could I take on such a responsibility. And for a celebrity? What if I do a shoddy job and it gets terrible reviews? No, whoever this celeb is, they deserve to work with someone competent. Someone experienced. A safe pair of hands.

I’m about to archive the email when Patrick, my supervisor – well, the name I saved him as, Pat-dick – flashes across my screen. I groan. Why is he calling me on my day off?

‘Hi, Patrick,’ I answer. The Villa: The Reunion is now finished and there’s a programme about pets showing on the TV.

‘Where are you? You were supposed to be here over twenty minutes ago.’

Patrick’s tone gets my back up. ‘You do know today’s my day off, right? I put it in the staff calendar—’

Patrick sighs as if I’ve been keeping him on the phone for a long time. ‘Temi, if you did, I wouldn’t be calling, would I? You need to come in. Now.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘You either come in within the next hour or don’t bother coming back.’

My blood boils. I’ve had such a shitty day; I don’t need his attitude right now.

‘Fine. I won’t bother.’

The words slip out so fast that, by the time I try to retract them, Patrick is telling me when I should expect my last pay cheque.

He ends the call.

My eyes well.

Oh no. What did I just do?
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The following day, I start my job search. It’s already 2 p.m. and I have yet to start working on Love Drive. Instead, I’m in bed in the same knickers I wore yesterday, and all I’ve done is apply for a couple of part-time jobs.

Beside my laptop, my phone lights up. There’s a WhatsApp message from my parents.


Mum:

Are we still on for our catch-up tomorrow?


I whimper.

I don’t know how I’m going to tell them that I quit my job without another one lined up. After I told them I was going full-tilt with writing, they couldn’t have been more supportive. Knowing that I would be on a much lower salary, they said I could stay in their one-bed rental flat in Catford, as long as I covered the bills and kept the place clean. Conveniently, their tenants were moving out at the end of the month and their mortgage was pretty much paid off.

Now I have to tell them about what happened with my job and my novel. The thought is heart-wrenchingly unbearable. They haven’t exactly been great with bad news.

When I told them that I’d been let go from Bonsai, there was such disappointment in their eyes, you would think I had failed my degree. Although being let go sucked, I didn’t sink into a great depression; I didn’t enjoy my job. The whole point of pursuing a career in publishing was to rub shoulders with editors in the hope that, someday, one would offer me a book deal – how naive I was. But competition was stiff, so a junior role at an understaffed, floundering ghostwriting company was the best I got. My manager was the type who would let out an audible sigh if you dared utter a question, so I struggled in silence, trying my best to meet deadlines, sometimes at the expense of quality. In some sense, being let go was a relief. It was telling my parents that gave me heart palpitations.

Thankfully, the day before I planned to tell them, I got a phone call from Mayee offering me representation. I was able to frame the news of my being let go as an opportunity rather than a failure.

I dread the idea of telling them I’ve left the call-centre job too. I don’t think I can bear their disappointment again.

The weight of my predicament has me feeling low and, naturally, my mind wanders to where it always does when I’m this down – Wale and our break-up. How I called in sick and spent the majority of my days eating crackers in bed. I am unable to stop poking at these memories. The good times: when we got matching fake cheeseburger tattoos at Blackheath funfair; when Wale made me laugh so hard that lemonade projected out of my nose. And also the not-so-good times: when he first told me he’d been scouted for the show and when he led me to believe he was going to drop out …

Five months ago … March

‘Ooh, ooh, ooh! I love this part!’ Lifting my head from Wale’s shoulder, I wriggle around and nearly tip over the bowl of popcorn on his lap. We’re in my flat watching what we recently discovered is our favourite romance movie: The Best Man Holiday.

On the TV screen, four Black men dressed as if they’re in a nineties boy band – black leather jackets with trilby hats – perform a choreographed dance to New Edition’s ‘Can You Stand the Rain?’ while the four women on the sofa holler and laugh.

Pretending that my fist is a mic, I sing along to the intro, shoving it under Wale’s mouth so that he can join in too. We fail miserably to hit the high note. And then, suddenly, I’m being passed the bowl of popcorn. Wale jumps to his feet.

My boyfriend knows every move.

‘Shut. Up!’ I say, wide-mouthed as Wale spins around before seamlessly transitioning into a slide.

Impressively, he doesn’t break character. With a cool, sultry expression, he clicks his fingers. He does a two-step while miming along to the lyrics. His grey hoodie and sweatpants are worlds apart from what the men on the TV are wearing.

I play my part by turning into a fan girl. I clap. I squeal. I pretend to throw my knickers at him. Wale carries on with his performance until the dance sequence comes to an end. I give him a standing ovation.

‘And you watched that scene how many times?’ I ask after he bows.

He slumps back on the sofa and gives a half-shrug. ‘Only about twenty times.’

I chortle.

He kisses me on the cheek. ‘You enjoyed my performance?’

‘Hell yeah!’ I cry.

‘Good, ’cause I’ll be taking donations at the door.’

I make an act of patting my pockets. ‘Don’t suppose you have change for 20p, do you?’

I duck as he tosses a single popcorn at me.

Shaking his head, he returns his attention to the screen, its soft glow highlighting his chiselled profile.

I can literally feel my heart swell. How did I get so lucky? Over the last few weeks, I had been trying to ignore the ways my body would respond to him – the tingling sensation blooming in my chest and how my breathing would randomly go shallow whenever he was close. It’s happening now. My feelings are becoming too big to contain.

Wale, aware that I’m still staring at him, turns his head a little and laughs self-consciously. ‘Temi,’ he says, ‘the performance is over. You can stop watching me.’

‘I think I’m falling for you.’ The words tumble out of my mouth like a confession.

Wale’s brows quirk. He shifts his body around to face me.

The silence that follows is horrible. My heart pounds violently.

Dammit. I shouldn’t have said anything. Five months is too soon. Isn’t it?

I open my mouth to say something to smooth over this now very uncomfortable moment. But then Wale picks up the remote control and pauses the film.

‘Tems, I have something to tell you.’

My belly clenches. Nothing good ever comes after that sentence.

I watch him intently as he scratches the side of his beard. I’m trying to dissect his every movement.

Finally, he lets out a resigned sigh. ‘I’m signed up for The Villa.’

I release a breath. Then the meaning of his words hit me.

‘What?!’

‘Don’t worry! I’m going to drop out. I was scouted for the show months before we even met.’

Wordless, I turn and look straight ahead. I feel numb.

‘I’m so sorry. I should have told you from the jump.’ He places a hand on my knee and stares at the side of my face.

My nostrils begin to twitch. I’m so stupid. I’m so stupid.

‘I only signed up for a laugh,’ he’s now saying. ‘C’mon, Tems, you know me. I don’t care about clout or brand deals. Actually, lemme not lie, the bag was tempting, still.’

If there was an award for the biggest side-eye …

‘Aw, c’mon, babes.’ He shifts closer; I scoot away slightly. ‘I know it’s no excuse, but I wasn’t even looking for a relationship when we first started hanging out, remember? But me and you, we just … clicked. I couldn’t fight our chemistry. But yeah, I should have told you as soon as we got serious. And for that –’ he places a hand on his chest – ‘I’m truly, truly sorry.’

I try to take everything in – I can’t believe he’s been sitting on this news the entire time. Whenever we hung out, whenever we kissed, whenever we made love –

He knew.

Wale gives me a moment before taking my palm into his.

‘Temi, look at me. Please.’

I tear my attention from the TV. His eyes, usually filled with mischief, are now laden with guilt. Then, as if he’s about to make an oath, he dips his chin and fixes his gaze on mine.

‘I don’t want to do the show,’ he says. ‘I’d rather be with you.’

Buzzzz. Buzzzz.

I return to the present and grab my phone. My pulse quickens.

‘Hi, Mayee,’ I answer in my best attempt at a cheerful tone. For the love of God, please don’t ask me to send my manuscript.

‘Hi, Temi. Have you checked your email?’

‘Errrrrr, not since …’ My finger trembles as I click on Gmail. I spot Mayee’s email at the top of my inbox. The subject heading: ‘Are you free this afternoon?’

‘Well, you see, that job I was telling you about,’ she carries on, ‘Greg and his client want to have a video interview with you today.’

‘What!?’ My laptop nearly topples off my bed as I scrabble to sit up. ‘I mean, I didn’t even apply.’

‘I know,’ says Mayee airily. ‘But I recommended you. And you said you were interested, remember?’

I skim through the email. The interview is at 2.15. Basically in five minutes.

‘But I haven’t even prepared for it.’

‘Don’t worry. It’s just a quick, informal chat for you to meet the client and ask any questions. Between you and me, not many people have applied so this should be a walk in the park. Personally, I think you’re a shoo-in.’

I catch sight of my spooked face in the mirror opposite. I still have my hair bonnet on.

I guess it won’t kill me to do the interview. At the very least, I can find out who this celebrity is.

‘Temi, I’m going to have to push you for an answer.’

Sod it. ‘I’m in.’

‘Brilliant! I’ll let Greg know. Zoom link is in the email. All the best.’

I jump out of bed, yanking off my hair bonnet and pyjama top before flinging it in the vicinity of my laundry basket. With one Herculean pull, I wrench out my underwear drawer and rummage for a bra. Frantically, I reach for my nearest top – a slouchy grey sweater with the words MELANIN QUEEN emblazoned across it. Good enough. Next, my face. There’s no way I’m going on camera without my eyebrows done. With unprecedented speed, I pencil brown feathery strokes before moving on to undo my six large plaits, ruffling my fingers through my natural roots until my hair at least slightly resembles a twist-out. I then scour my ridiculous glasses collection – basically, the entire top drawer underneath my desk – substituting Carla (one of my many home-wear frames) for Keke (my sophisticated ‘mama, you got this’ glasses), rubbing the browline-frame lenses against my shirt to clean them. After I put them on, I throw my laptop on to my desk, flopping into the chair tucked underneath. I immediately locate Greg’s email in the thread that Mayee forwarded and click on the link. I’m just about to do a quick relay sprint to grab my Vaseline – man, my lips feel dry – when a message pops up: ‘Do you wish to join the meeting with your mic and camera switched on?’ I hit ‘Yes’. I’m in. A square with my face joins two others on the screen.

And that’s when my heart stops.

It’s Wale.

My ex-boyfriend.

In a panic, I turn off the camera.
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‘Oh. Where did she go?’ says Greg as I clutch my chest, which is pounding like a bass drum.

I’m struggling to breathe.

‘Err, Temi? We can no longer see you,’ Greg says. ‘Your camera is switched off.’

Pushing my chair back, I keel over. My breath is coming fast. What kind of sick, twisted joke is this? What the heck is Wale doing here? My brain is whizzing with possibilities.

Greg says, ‘Can you see the camera icon on the bottom left of your screen? You need to click on that.’

Reluctantly, I turn my camera back on. My flustered face reappears on the screen. Behind me is my unmade bed. I should have used the background blur effect – too late now.

Well, this is embarrassing.

I clear my throat. ‘Sorry about that.’ I can barely look at Wale, who’s doing a better job at keeping his cool. Closing his slightly parted lips, he resets his dark features before rolling the cuffs of his denim shirt to reveal a familiar arm of black ink.

The last time I saw Wale in the flesh we were at his friend’s house party, arguing. It was the same night we broke up.

Annoyingly, I have a sudden urge to wee and yet I glug my glass of water. My neckline slides over my left shoulder and exposes my pink bra strap. I pull my top back up.

Will he admit that he knows me? Or is he just going to sit there and be fake? Should I say something? Flippin’ heck. This is stressful.

I fluff the left side of my hair before realizing that everyone else can see me do it.

‘Right, this interview won’t take too long,’ says Greg, his eyes trailing to the time in the bottom right of his screen. He has sun-tanned skin and looks like a man who is forever in a hurry. Of course he is – Wale is hot property now. He’s probably got some huge deals on the table. Although he was this season’s villain, he practically carried the show.

‘I’m Greg, as you know. And this is my client, Wale Bandele. Wale appeared on this year’s season of The Villa. I’m sure you’re familiar with it?’

I nod.

Then, like two kids forced to apologize, Wale and I drag our eyes to each other.

‘Nice to meet you,’ we say, one after the other. But while my tone is miserable, Wale tries to sound jovial, as though he’s meeting me for the first time.

So we are going to pretend that we’re strangers.

‘You’re probably wondering what this project is all about,’ says Greg, pulling my attention. ‘Well, Wale was a real hit on the show. The only downside is he’s got a bit of a … bad-boy reputation. Is that fair to say, Wale?’

Wale lets out an audible huff. ‘Yeah, and not in a good way.’

‘We want to show the public a different side to him,’ Greg continues. ‘Kingston Books approached us with this opportunity, given Wale was such a strong character and had a knack for sharing anecdotes while he was on the show. Wale, what’s that phrase you kept saying?’

Wale develops a small itch behind his ear. ‘Lemme tell you a story?’

‘That’s the one!’ Greg grins. ‘They think his voice would translate well into a book and appeal especially to young Black Brits.’

A scoff escapes me. I disguise it as a cough and reach for my water.

This is absolutely ridiculous! The guy has only been famous for two minutes and now he thinks he’s qualified to write a memoir?! Black Twitter will drag him through the mud! And rightfully so. And yes, Wale is charismatic, but does he even have enough life experience to fill an entire book?

I push out my lips. ‘It’s quite soon for a memoir. Do you or the publisher have an angle?’

Greg considers my question. ‘It won’t be out till next spring, which gives us plenty of time for an authentic rebrand. Besides, everyone loves a redemption story.’

I arch a brow at Wale. He looks proper embarrassed.

‘The working title is Mister Understood,’ Greg carries on, and I hold back a hoot of laughter. Terrible. ‘And we’re looking for someone to help Wale write a coming-of-age type of memoir to show the different sides to him. Perhaps if the public had some insight into Wale’s childhood and adolescent years, they’d understand some of his actions on the show. In terms of structure, we’re happy for the ghostwriter to take the lead. Anyway, this interview is a chance for us all to get to know each other. To see if we’re a good fit. Before we start, do you have any other questions?’

What would I say? FYI, Wale is my dumb ex and I would like to end this interview?

‘Nope. I think you’ve covered everything.’ A delicious smile spreads across my face. ‘Thanks for answering my question. Looks like you have a great idea on your hands.’

If Greg notices my sarcasm, he doesn’t show it. It’s hard to know what Wale is thinking; he’s staring blankly at the screen.

‘Right –’ Greg looks up again – ‘as mentioned in the job ad, due to the publishing schedule, the first draft will need to be submitted in six weeks. Can you confirm whether you have any commitments that might prevent you from completing this task?’

I blink.

Gosh, he sounds as though he’s reading me my rights.

‘No, sir.’ Might as well reply as though I’m standing on trial. But then, I remember the novel I’m supposed to be working on, and I open my mouth only to close it again. Temi, it’s not like you would actually take this job. He doesn’t need to know all that.

‘Excellent.’ Greg picks up his pen. ‘Tell me about your background. What genre or niche do you have experience writing in?’

I think back to my short but insanely busy stint at Bonsai. ‘All sorts,’ I reply because this is the truth. ‘Novellas, memoirs, self-help.’ I give a quick summary of my time at Bonsai, skipping out the part when I used to cry in the toilets.

‘And what’s the fastest you’ve written something of significant length?’ Greg asks.

My eyes pan to Wale. ‘I wrote an 80,000-word novel in a month.’

At this, Wale raises a brow.

Yeah, that’s right, biatch.

‘Impressive,’ says Greg, sounding far from impressed. ‘Mayee mentioned that you’ve moved on from Bonsai. Where do you work now?’

I no longer feel badass.

I reach for my water again. ‘Um, I write for a living.’

‘Oh, you freelance?’

‘No, I write for myself.’

‘So, you’re self-employed?’

‘Not exactly.’

Greg stares at me, tired of this game.

‘I mean … I’m currently not in formal employment,’ I finally say.

‘So, un-em-ploooyed.’ Greg enunciates each syllable as he ticks the relevant box.

Without meaning to, my eyes flicker to Wale. He looks sympathetic. I’m riled up.

‘I mean, I recently quit my job to focus on my writing,’ I backtrack. ‘It’s all I ever wanted to do.’

Greg breezes through the interview. He asks me questions ranging from ‘What is your process for learning your client’s voice?’ to
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