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			Chapter 1

			Trawling through her phone provided entertainment on nights when Hawa’s insomnia was at its angriest. She started with WhatsApp, where the bright ‘32’ in the top left corner of the screen showed the number of unread messages she had.

			She first clicked on The Queens of Sheba, a group chat for former members of one of the university social clubs she had joined. One of their members – Zainab Zubairu – was seriously ill, and there was a plea asking for queens to contribute money to help with her medical bills. A colleague on the ground in Sierra Leone had posted a picture of Zainab, a crumpled heap in a frayed hospital bed. Her emaciated frame shocked Hawa, who remembered Zainab from university as a lithe athlete with the legs of an impala. Beneath the picture was an update on her condition – the doctor had diagnosed typhoid fever and had placed her on an intravenous drip. The queen who had uploaded the picture was suggesting they pool money to enable them to transfer Zainab to a private clinic at Hill Station, dismissing the government hospital as a useless den of incompetence full of bastard-­dog doctors.

			Another queen had posted a video of a married government minister from back home who had been caught in a guest house with a young side chick mistress. The side chick had secretly filmed him, his wrinkled penis slumped beneath his distended stomach as he tottered around the shabby room in a drunken haze.

			

			Giggling, Hawa next clicked on another group chat titled Ramat’s Wedding. Ramat – Hawa’s younger sister – had been enveloped by a man who worked for a Chinese diamond-­mining firm in Sierra Leone. She was due to get married in December and had hastily thrown together a WhatsApp group whilst also bombarding Hawa with endless personal messages featuring lists of what would be required for the big day.

			Moving on from the wedding group, Hawa went straight to Ramat’s direct messages, which numbered sixteen. Her sister had decided to change the colour of the bridesmaids’ dresses from maroon to ‘sand’ and hoped that Hawa had not already purchased the maroon ones she had suggested just last month. Hawa scrolled through the pictures of the new collection of sand-­coloured outfits collated from various corners of the internet. Her sister’s final message was a personal prayer, asking that God grant Hawa the financial strength and fortitude to fulfil the responsibilities of the wedding.

			Sucking her teeth, Hawa moved on. There was one new message from her friend Othella:

			 

			Stella Kowa found in the boot of her car. She’s barely alive!!! Police investigating. Mad!

			 

			Gasping, Hawa sat up and switched on the bedside lamp, propping her pillow against her headboard to form a cushion for her back. She knew Stella Kowa from various Sierra Leonean social events she had attended since arriving in Scotland – she was the custodian of a high voice, which she used to lead the choir in church. She had disappeared about ten days ago, and prayers were being offered regularly for her safe return. Now she had been found in the boot of her car.

			

			The time on Hawa’s phone read 3.25 a.m., a nagging reminder that her early shift at the hotel was now only a few hours away. Sighing, she moved on to Spotify. Othella, after reading an article in some magazine, had suggested that listening to falling rain was a must if Hawa wished to overcome her insomnia. A search revealed a long list, and she settled on a two-­hour segment titled ‘Relaxing Rain Sounds for Deep Sleep’. Switching off the lamp, she returned the pillow to its prone position. She laid the phone face down next to her head and turned onto her stomach.

			The news about Stella Kowa in the boot of her car would further complicate her attempts to sleep.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			It was Othella who had suggested that Hawa try working as a chambermaid. She had described it as a doddle – minimal human contact and, therefore, much preferable to waiting tables. After all, how hard could it be to change a few bedspreads?

			After a couple of shifts, Hawa realised that Othella’s description of the job had been a case of false advertising, like teeth-­whitening toothpaste and strap-­on contraptions designed to develop abdominal muscles.

			To compensate for her restless nights, Hawa began sneak-­sleeping in the rooms she cleaned. She put the guests into categories, like assigning animal groups to kindergarten children. Hyena guests partied through the night – cackling creatures who returned to their rooms at dead hours, often expressing incredulity that there was no hot food available to them. They were the type who left used condoms on the floor and slept in, meaning their rooms could only be cleaned in the afternoons.

			Then there were the Meerkat guests – loud invaders with scuttling children who left plastic toys scattered across their rooms. Meerkats were mostly in town for sightseeing and therefore proliferated during school holidays, their kids often entertaining themselves by screech-­racing along the corridors.

			

			The sneak-­sleep-­friendly rooms belonged to the Giraffe guests: pristine types who were in town for some random conference. Giraffe guests generally exhibited the alertness of people who had consumed coffee through their eyes. They left their rooms early, sheathed in sharp suits and swinging laminated identification badges, presenting Hawa with prime real estate within which to nap.

			 

			Hawa’s last room for the day straddled two categories – Hyena messy but Giraffe empty.

			The bed was dishevelled – duvet on floor, pillows flung. The squat fridge had been left open, an assortment of bottles strewn on the floor, a red rivulet from one of them staining the carpet like a stab wound. A large handbag, for which some hapless reptile must have been sacrificed, was capsized at the foot of the bed, its contents scattered.

			Shaking her head, Hawa dumped the discarded alcohol bottles in the black bag attached to her cart. She then dropped to her knees and salvaged the items jettisoned from the handbag. Next, she yanked the bedspread off, reuniting it with the duvet on the floor. She did the same with the pillowcases. She yawned again. And then checked her phone again.

			There was a new message from Othella:

			 

			Stella taken to Royal Infirmary. Police say she was in car boot for four days! Imagine that in this Scottish cold!

			

			Shocked, Hawa sat on the bed and read the message again, her hand covering her mouth in disbelief. Shaking her head, she composed herself and set an alarm for ten minutes. She shuffled over and picked up the embossed DO NOT DISTURB sign, gold writing on a deep blue background. Opening the door, she glanced both ways, like a prewarned child, before crossing a busy street. Finding the corridor deserted, she hung the sign, shut the door and pulled the curtains closed. Kicking off her shoes, she tiptoed to the bed and sprawled.

			 

			Hawa had been down for four minutes when she heard a faint noise coming from the bathroom. Her eyes flashed open, and she sat up. Slithering off the bed, she cocked her head to one side, her ears straining for more sound. Hearing further movement, she mouthed, ‘Oh God!’ and quickly pulled on her shoes. She scuttled across the room to reopen the wine-­coloured curtains, readmitting the grey light outside, which had now been joined by slanting rain. She then crept to the bathroom door.

			‘Housekeeping! Is anybody there?’

			The reply was garbled and faint.

			Hesitantly, Hawa pushed the door open.

			She was met with the sight of a woman lying on her back on the floor, a pillow under her head. The woman was wearing a loose T-­shirt that reached to her knees. Her skin was the shade of a burnished wooden carving, and even her apparent distress could not douse her beauty, her hair spread out, stark against the white of the pillow.

			

			‘Oh my God! Are you OK? Can you hear me? What’s wrong? Are you hurt?’

			Hawa dropped to her knees and prodded the woman with a finger.

			The floor woman stirred, her eyes fluttering, askew fake eyelashes moving like palm trees in the wind.

			‘Are you OK? Are you hurt? Don’t move! I’ll call reception, and they’ll get us an ambulance. Are you in pain? Can I move you? Of course I can’t. Silly! Did you drink something? Are you cold?’

			‘I like the cold. Helps me cope with the hammering in my head,’ the woman mumbled.

			Leaving her prostrate, Hawa dashed into the room, removed a clean white bathrobe from her cart, and hurried back into the bathroom. The woman was by this time on all fours, like a baby learning to crawl, her flowing weave a curtain covering her face.

			Hawa helped her to her feet and assisted her into the robe. The woman’s scent was a cocktail of contradictions: expensive perfume meets alcohol with an undercurrent of stale sweat. Hawa guided her towards the bed and allowed her to collapse, releasing her a couple of seconds too early. The woman flopped like a stringless marionette, the mattress embracing her and muffling the impact. The palm-­tree eyelashes fluttered open, and she smiled up.

			‘I’m fine. Just need some coffee,’ she mumbled.

			Hawa made a black cup, deciding that the woman’s condition did not require sugar or milk, glancing over to confirm that she was not an apparition and was still on the bed. By this time, the woman had hoisted herself into a sitting position. Her weave cascaded down the white of the bathrobe, lending her a Cleopatra look.

			

			Hawa brought the steaming cup over, realising as she walked that she should not have filled it to the brim. The woman took the coffee, her hands trembling slightly. Dark droplets splashed onto the white dressing gown, spreading into stains on impact. She smiled at her clumsiness and looked up.

			‘Who are you?’

			‘Hawa.’

			‘Where you from?’

			‘Sierra Leone.’

			‘Light-­skinned girl from Sierra?’

			Her accent was American and sounded like someone Hawa had heard on one sitcom or another. To test the temperature of the coffee, the woman extended a designer tongue, stained cerulean blue and decorated with a glittering piercing. It shot straight back into her mouth upon contact with the black liquid.

			‘Still hot, Hawa. So, what’s a sista like you doing in Scotland?’

			‘University.’

			‘What you studying?’

			‘Politics with law.’

			‘Why you studying law?’

			‘Studying politics. The law is just an add-­on so my father can boast to people back home.’

			The woman on the bed disguised her lack of understanding with a trilling laugh, the cup of coffee in danger of spilling again as she shook.

			

			‘In that ugly uniform, you definitely don’t look like a lawyer!’

			Hawa knew the uniform was ugly. Even Othella had joked that it wasn’t the type of chambermaid’s dress to feature in adult movies. This one was the standard spare garment foisted on agency staff: custard-­yellow with a clumsy black collar and squat stripes around the arms. It had belonged to some woman named Nancy – vestiges of her perfume trapped in the folds and her name embroidered on the chest.

			The woman on the bed raised the cup again, her tongue’s previous encounter with the hot liquid advising caution. ‘Hey, what happened to the sugar?’ she laughed, holding the cup out to Hawa, who accepted it with both hands like an athlete receiving a trophy.

			As Hawa moved across to modify the coffee, the woman on the bed continued to talk, her voice gaining strength with every uttered syllable.

			‘You heard of Lauryn Hill?’

			Hawa confirmed she had.

			‘I’m here in Edinburgh for a winter tribute tour. Hip-­hop and R&B. I do Lauryn Hill songs. Our final performance was last night, and we had a heavy wrap party, if you know what I mean. Always have to ask if people know Lauryn Hill because folk our age are often more into the likes of Drake, Billie Eilish and Malaika. You down with Malaika?’

			‘Yeah – I bought Radical Solutions last month,’ Hawa replied, a light rising in her eyes at the mention of the artiste. The album had been an awakening for Hawa, forever on repeat in her headphones. She had, by this time, returned with the updated coffee.

			

			The woman on the bed laughed, the sound rising from her stomach before becoming trapped in her throat, transitioning into a cough. She spluttered, holding a hand out to Hawa to indicate that she was fine.

			‘I sang background vocals on that album. Actually spent late nights in the studio working on beats and lyrics with Malaika.’

			Hawa was overwhelmed by the celebrity-­by-­proxy situ­ation. She remembered the Guardian review, which she had memorised to appear current during discussions in the students’ union canteen. The paper had awarded Radical Solutions five stars: Malaika’s seismic debut album is a unique fusion of reggae and hip-­hop that speaks to the complexities of contemporary global race relations.

			‘So, you’re a Malaika fan? That’s cool,’ the woman continued, invading her reverie.

			Hawa smiled, straightening the tea and coffee sachets on the side table for something to do.

			‘Who does your hair, Hawa?’ the woman asked, her consumption of the coffee having moved from sips to deep slurps. ‘I like the look of those braids. Do you have hairdressers here in Scotland who do Black hair?’

			‘My friend Othella, from back home, has always done mine. She also lives in Edinburgh.’

			‘I’ve never been to Africa, but I am from there,’ the woman mused. ‘Watched this show when I was recording with Malaika. Oprah was dropping knowledge about how she’s from Africa because some doctor tested her DNA. And so Malaika did a test, and the results said that her ancestors were slaves from The Gambia! Imagine that; Malaika born and bred in Bayonne, New Jersey but her people originally from Africa! After that, I set up a blog to celebrate my African roots. My blog name and Instagram is Songhai Sista – after the great African Empire. I try to dig down into my African roots. You could help me drop deep content on my blog, Hawa, seeing as how you’re an original sista from Africa!’

			

			Laughing in confusion, Hawa then explained how the rules stipulated that she couldn’t clean a room whilst a guest was in it.

			‘Girl, forget the rules,’ replied the woman on the bed. ‘Tell you what, Hawa, you tidy the room while I throw down in the shower.’ She struggled off the bed, closing the robe around her, her coffee cup abandoned upside down on the mattress.

			The woman moved into the bathroom and Hawa heard the sound of running water. Then the woman began to sing, her voice in perfect pitch. Hawa smiled and shook her head as she recognised the lyrics from Malaika’s Radical Solutions. She began her clean-­up, going back and forth from her cart, and soon had the room looking presentable.

			The woman emerged from the bathroom draped in a large white towel, with an equally large towel wrapped around her head, turban-­style. She winked and gave a thumbs up to Hawa, who smiled back and moved into the bathroom to start her clean-­up. They continued their conversation from the separate rooms, whilst Hawa cleaned the shower, changed the toilet roll, stacked clean towels and polished the mirror.

			She checked the bathroom one last time before bringing out the rubbish bin, which she emptied into the black bag attached to her cart. Turning, she faced the woman, who was now wearing a sleek pair of black skinny jeans and a black Wu-­Tang Clan hoodie. She had also applied bright red lipstick, her mouth reminding Hawa of a big cat in an Attenborough documentary.

			

			The woman was holding a black draw­string silk bag adorned with gold lettering. She held it out to Hawa, in the manner of one handing over a birthday present.

			‘For you, my African sista. For making me a magic coffee that helped clear up my migraine. And for cleaning my room. You are a size six, just like me; I can read feet,’ she laughed.

			As if in a trance, Hawa moved forward and took the bag. She undid the drawstring and pulled out a sleek pair of dust-­brown high-­heeled shoes. She gasped and looked at the woman.

			‘No way can I accept these!’ Hawa protested, her eyes startled. ‘They look expensive!’

			‘Yes, you will take them,’ the woman laughed. ‘Got loads more – and they’ll be happier with you. They ordered flesh-­coloured shoes for us background singers whilst on tour in Japan with Malaika last year. Only problem, not all flesh is the same colour. Your skin’s light, so you take them. I sure won’t be wearing them!’

			Taking the bag from her, the woman moved towards the linen cart, placing the shoes underneath a stack of towels.

			‘Nobody has to see them. They’re your colour, though!’

			Defeated, Hawa smiled and pushed her cart to the door. The woman’s voice interrupted her as she was halfway out of the room.

			

			‘Why don’t you find out if your girl Othella is free sometime soon to hook ­up my hair? And then we can go out. Tour’s over, and we return to the States next Thursday, so I don’t have to wear this scratchy weave anymore. I hear Edinburgh has some lit nightspots. Do you know any place that drops tight tunes? Somewhere that plays reggae, rap, R&B?’

			‘I don’t go out often, but there are a few places we could try,’ Hawa replied. ‘The Bongo Club on Cowgate, perhaps? Or Lulu’s and The Shanghai, which are both on George Street.’ She was speaking on autopilot, remembering the places Othella had taken her when she’d first arrived in Edinburgh.

			‘Fab, then!’ the woman replied, moving up to Hawa and patting her on the shoulder. ‘My name is Anaka Hart, by the way – no relation to the comedian, though,’ she giggled. ‘Let’s exchange digits. Hopefully your girl can do my hair soon. And then we can find time to explore your city!’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			When she got home, Hawa took the shoes out of their bag and held them next to her face in the bathroom mirror. They indeed were a match for her colour, which was something she often had to explain. She was not biracial but rather possessed the light skin common to her Fula people.

			She next placed the shoes on her bed, stark against the dark background of her dyed gara bedspread. She took a couple of pictures and sent them to Othella on WhatsApp, with a message:

			 

			Look what I got while working today! American lady who gave them to me wants you to do her hair when you’re free. Name’s Anaka Hart. She’s also into African culture and stuff, so you’ll like her. 😊 xoxo.

			 

			Othella responded almost instantly with an emoji of her head exploding, followed by four love hearts and a confirm­ation that she would be able to do Anaka’s hair in a couple of days.

			 

			

			Anaka came for Hawa just after midday. She was wearing faded jeans that disappeared into Dr. Martens boots, and a long puffa jacket over a red jumper that featured the head of a black panther. Dismissing the taxi that had brought her along, she walked with Hawa from Longstone along the canal to Othella’s flat in Baberton. They climbed the four flights of stairs, which were dominated by a strong smell of bleach.

			Othella’s door was half open, strident Afrobeats music wafting into the hall. Having fallen out with the Nigerian lady who had allowed her to rent a chair in a salon on Gorgie Road, Othella had simply converted her living room into a makeshift space to do hair.

			In this pursuit, she had positioned a couple of black leather dining chairs in front of a long mirror from a charity shop. Above the mirror, Othella had arranged numerous black-­and-­white pictures of African icons. A large off-­white leather couch, strewn with packets of synthetic hair in various shades, sat next to a sleek wide-­screen television, which had been connected to speakers situated at the room’s cardinal points. Flamboyantly attired artistes executed elaborate dance steps on the screen.

			A black glass coffee table rested on an ash-­coloured rug in the centre of the room, its surface covered with tubs of hair pomade, relaxing creams, pairs of scissors and a set of red plastic combs.

			In front of the mirror stood Othella, oiling the furrows between the flowing black and purple braids of a striking teenage girl. Since their high school days, Hawa had always admired Othella’s ability to hold and command any room she was in. Her skin was a deep mahogany, and she was wearing white jeans paired with an incandescent blouse with intricate patterns. During their boarding school days, Othella had been nicknamed ‘Unopposed’, a reference to the fact that no other pupil had stood against her for the position of sixth-­form senior prefect.

			

			Beyond Othella’s stunning looks was an insightful intelligence and serrated wit, which had seen her achieve a first-­class honours degree before moving to Scotland to complete a postgraduate degree in international conflict and cooperation. Othella had put off returning home – much to the chagrin of her university lecturer mother – preferring instead to stay in Edinburgh to do hair while she found herself. Hawa had always joked that Othella was a perfect advertisement for her side trade – her hair was always resplendent, and today it was arranged in tight dreadlock-­styled twists.

			Othella clouded them in embraces, excitement pouring out of her. ‘Ah, my sister Hawa! I have not seen your face for two whole weeks! You live so close to me that if you put your hand out of your window, it will touch my door! And yet you only bring your mosquito legs to my house when you want me to make your hair long and nice like a mermaid.’

			Othella continued, turning her eyes to Anaka. ‘Is this our American sister who sings with superstars? Welcome, Anaka, and apologies for the scattered condition of this flat! Hawa, this is your house, so give Anaka something to eat and drink. There is rice and crain crain in the fridge. I also made some ginger beer the other day; it has lime juice and the kick of fire, but you’ll like it! And whilst you’re in there, flip the kettle for me. I will need hot water soon for this little woman’s hair.’

			

			Pleasantries over, Hawa dumped a box of hair on the floor, creating space for Anaka to nestle on the leather couch, after which she disappeared into the kitchen to carry out Othella’s orders on refreshments. Over the droning microwave, she could hear the two women chatting like old friends, and she marvelled at Othella’s uncanny ability to make people feel at home. The rice heated, she dished it onto a blue glass plate, pouring the homemade ginger beer into a matching glass. Placing the items on a tray, she carried it to Anaka, settling it gently on her lap.

			‘This is way too much for me!’ the American protested, her eyes warm at the attention. ‘Remember, I have to stay slim for singing and performing,’ she laughed.

			‘That’s an African portion for a special visitor. Eat what you can and leave the rest for me,’ Othella said as she left the room. She returned presently with a bowl of boiling water which she held underneath the head of the girl, whose hair was now almost done. Gathering the girl’s braids in a loose fist, she dipped the edges into the boiling water, the heat sealing the tips to prevent them from unravelling.

			‘You are now gorgeous, like a hybrid Beyoncé and Rihanna,’ Othella joked, the girl dissolving into giggles at the compliment. ‘Go to the kitchen and make yourself some food. Your father will be here to collect you soon. And remember the novel I gave you. Look for knowledge beyond Snapchat and Instagram!’ A smile almost rupturing her face, the girl made her way to the kitchen, pausing in the hall to take selfies, pivoting and pirouetting her head to a variety of angles.

			

			‘Her name is Mandipa, and her father is a doctor from Zimbabwe who lives over the bridge in Dunfermline,’ Othella explained, sitting next to Anaka on the couch. ‘But he has sat down in marriage with a Scottish woman who knows nothing about our hair. Our brothers are always quick to choose milkshake women over their hot chocolate sisters!’

			The three women dissolved into laughter at Othella’s meta­phors, their conversation flowing until the doctor arrived to collect his daughter, paying Othella in cash from a thin wallet whilst enthusiastically discussing the African icons on the wall.

			Before Mandipa left, Anaka asked her father if it would be OK to take pictures of her intricate braids, explaining that she wanted to post the images on her Songhai Sista blog. ‘I’ve seen quality braids back in the States, but this is on a whole other level, Othella!’

			Once Mandipa had departed with her father, Othella turned her attention to Anaka, positioning her on one of the dining room chairs in front of the mirror. ‘Did some of the heavy lifting yesterday,’ Anaka explained, meeting Othella’s eyes in the mirror. ‘Took off my weave. Also washed and dried my hair.’

			‘Ace!’ replied Othella. ‘That will definitely save some time.’

			‘So, what about this whole Stella Kowa situation?’ Hawa asked, her voice shedding the lightness of a few seconds previously. ‘Any more updates?’

			‘I did not want to talk about Stella when that little girl was here,’ Othella replied. ‘But it is a bloody serious situation. Stella is suffering from serious hypothermia and has so far been unable to speak. She is too sick to receive visitors just now, but we should go see her sometime next week. She will need our support!’

			

			Realising that Anaka would need background information on the situation, Othella relayed further details, her voice measured. ‘Stella Kowa is from our Sierra Leone and sings in the church that I often attend. She’s a nurse who lives in Granton. She did not turn up for a shift and her workmates raised the alarm. The police came to the church to ask questions. That was over two weeks ago. And then, yesterday, they found her car at an industrial estate in Dalgety Bay. She was in the boot, barely alive. She was taken to the Royal Infirmary and she’s very weak!’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			They agreed to explore a few Edinburgh nightspots, Hawa and Anaka returning to Baberton in a taxi to collect Othella later that evening. From the car park, Hawa sent Othella a text to inform her that they were downstairs and ready.

			‘She’s probably vetting outfits,’ Hawa laughed. ‘Even in school, we were late for classes almost every morning – even though it was simply a case of wearing the same uniform.’

			‘I get it,’ replied Anaka, her teeth flashing white in the taxi’s interior gloom. ‘A girl has to look her best.’ Othella had replaced Anaka’s weave with flowing braids of a deep brown colour that reached just below her shoulders.

			Five minutes later, there was still no Othella. Hawa checked her phone; the text she had sent had not been read. Deciding to pay the driver – who had begun to mildly complain that Saturdays were his busiest days – they left the taxi and headed to the entrance of the flats. The smell of bleach in the stairwell was, if anything, stronger than earlier in the day, and Hawa wondered if some fastidious tenant took responsibility for mopping at regular intervals.

			Othella’s front door was ajar again, but there was no music playing inside. Looking more closely, Hawa saw that the wood was shattered and splintered around the lock. Gasping, she clutched Anaka’s arm and peered into the flat, her eyes startled.

			

			‘We’re here, Othella. Have you been practising karate on your door?’ The concern in Hawa’s voice climbed over her joke. Anaka stepped slightly ahead of her, and they shuffled into the living room, their faces taut. The white leather couch seemed undisturbed – if anything, the number of packets of synthetic hair on it had increased from that morning.

			The black glass coffee table had been shattered, though – shards of glass scattered among spilled hair creams and lotions that had congealed into an ugly mess on the grey rug. The red plastic combs were also scattered across the room, their stark colour calling out like miniature beacons.

			Shouting out her name, Hawa kept trying Othella’s number, the phone ringing out on each occasion, followed by Othella’s voice wishing her a fine day and instructing her to leave a message. In the background, she could hear Anaka going through the rooms of the flat, calling out to Othella, her American accent suddenly sounding discordant.

			‘She’s not here!’ Anaka blurted out, returning to the living room. ‘What do you want to do, Hawa? You think you should call the cops? This does not look good,’ she added, her eyes surveying the chaos of the living room.

			 

			Two police officers arrived fifteen minutes later – a man and a woman – their radios uttering esoteric squawks at regular intervals.

			‘We came to pick up my friend Othella for a night out. We were here with her earlier today,’ Hawa explained, her voice sounding as if it belonged to someone else. In a daze, she felt Anaka’s hand on her shoulder.

			

			‘So, how exactly do you know Othella?’ the female officer, who had introduced herself as PC Stewart, asked in a measured voice that reminded Hawa of a headmistress.

			‘We grew up together back in Sierra Leone and attended the same schools and university. She’s my closest friend here in Edinburgh.’

			‘When did you last see her?’ PC Stewart continued, her partner, PC Borthwick, by this time having left them to wander through the flat.

			‘Earlier today. She does hair and I brought Anaka here to get hers done.’

			‘And what time would you say you left after she had done Anaka’s hair?’

			‘Just after five. We agreed to pick her up for a night out. She didn’t answer my texts and calls, so I came up.’

			‘Apart from you, Hawa, does Othella have any other relatives or close acquaintances here in Scotland?’

			‘Not really. We mix occasionally with a few other friends from back home and the other Africans who attend Othella’s church. She used to share this place with a girl named Jattu, also from Sierra Leone.’

			‘Does Othella own a car?’

			‘No.’

			‘Did Othella seem stressed, nervous or unhappy when you saw her earlier today?’

			‘The exact opposite, officer. She was bubbly, gave us food, danced to music from her TV and did Anaka’s hair.’

			

			‘We’ll start making enquiries immediately. The door and the state of the living room are obvious causes for concern,’ PC Stewart explained, leading the way out of the kitchen. ‘Officer Borthwick and I will start with the neighbours to see if they heard or saw anything. I would also like you to give me the contact details of anyone Othella is close to in Scotland. Can you please also keep an eye on social media for us and inform us if anything with regards to her location pops up? We’re going to have to seal off the flat. Officer Borthwick will take some further details from you. I’ll also need a recent picture of Othella, and since she has no family here in Scotland, I was wondering if you, Hawa, could possibly be a point of contact for now?’

			By this time, they were standing outside the flat.

			‘Wasn’t the lady found in the boot of her car in Dalgety Bay also from Sierra Leone?’ Officer Borthwick said to his partner in a low voice.

			‘Yes, she is. Her name is Stella Kowa,’ replied Hawa, before PC Stewart could answer.

			‘And you know this Stella Kowa?’ Borthwick asked.

			‘Yes. She led the choir in Othella’s church. Do you think the same person could have done this?’

			‘Let’s stay calm and not get ahead of ourselves. We have your details, and we’ll be in touch with any updates,’ PC Stewart said, her eyes supportive.

			 

			They abandoned the night out. Anaka returned to her hotel, demanding that Hawa keep her updated on any news. With her insomnia on steroids after Othella’s disappearance, Hawa decided to scroll through her phone, hoping that her friend’s social media might offer a clue to her whereabouts. Othella’s last Instagram post was from four days ago, highlighting a couple of novels she had bought in Waterstones. Facebook was similarly arid – Othella’s last post was from her birthday on 14 May, a general smiley message thanking everyone who had wished her well. She moved on to Othella’s last message on WhatsApp, the terse line beneath her name reading last seen today at 18.07.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			Hawa had known Othella since she had arrived from the United Kingdom to join her primary school in class seven. Othella – who had been born in Glasgow – was an only child whose parents had returned home to Sierra Leone to serve the country after a couple of decades abroad. Her mother, Dr Zaydah Savage, had accepted a position as a lecturer in Black Literature at Fourah Bay College, whilst her father had taken a keen interest in the politics of the ruling party. Until he lost his life in a harrowing road accident involving a speeding convoy whilst campaigning during national elections.

			Othella returned to Scotland after they graduated from university, whilst Hawa spent a couple of years eking out a living as a teacher of history and English at an all-­girls Catholic school in Brookfields. And then she received a Commonwealth Scholarship to pursue a postgraduate degree in Scotland. She had been delighted to learn that Othella had completed the very same degree a year earlier and was still in Edinburgh.

			Their reunion had been warm and raucous, largely involving long nights through which they laughed over memories of their youth. Hawa’s induction into the life of Scotland had included Othella taking her to several Edinburgh nightclubs, the V&A Museum in Dundee and, finally, to the church at the bottom of Leith Walk, an establishment that worshipped under the auspices of Pastor Ronald Ranka, who was, as Othella put it, a true man of God from our own Sierra Leone!

			

			Pastor Ranka, on hearing that Hawa was a fellow Sierra Leonean newly arrived in Edinburgh, had pointed out that there was an empty room in a flat he owned in Longstone. The rent was £600 a month, which, split three ways, was a negligible expense, even for a student with limited funds. Hawa had been slightly unnerved by Pastor Ranka’s transformation from an animated presence at the pulpit, who a mere ten minutes previously had been delivering a hectoring rant about the damnation vented upon the people of Sodom and Gomorrah, to a landlord angling for a paying tenant.

			Upon learning who her parents were and where her home town was, the pastor remarked that he knew Hawa’s stepmother well, gushing that she was an esteemed member of the church’s chapter back in Sierra Leone; it was, therefore, his responsibility to make sure Hawa landed softly in Scotland. Moving on, he had introduced Hawa to Elijah Foot-­Patrol and Santa, the two men currently living in the flat, both of whom were also from back home. Both were wearing suits and garish ties, Santa’s outfit a size too small for a man of his girth. Elijah Foot-­Patrol was tall with a shaved head, his movements reminding Hawa of a cane rat. Both men hurried over when the pastor beckoned, shaking Hawa’s hand warmly and expressing excitement at having a beautiful sister in Christ to share the flat with.

			

			Santa had driven them all back to the flat straight after church in a rusty black Volkswagen Golf, Elijah Foot-­Patrol explaining their names to a bemused Hawa on the way.

			‘He is Santa because he is fat and is the chef of the house,’ he had laughed. ‘Santa cooks like a woman and works in restaurants. He can imitate any food you can imagine – even White people’s food! And he can get you a clean and proper job as a waitress if you want, my sister!’

			As if picking up a baton in a relay race, Santa spoke next, the steering wheel resting across his ample stomach. ‘Don’t listen to this man’s big talk, my sister! He is like a radio with new batteries. We call him Elijah Foot-­Patrol to distinguish him from another Elijah, who was also from back home and who used to live here before being deported. But since this Elijah does not own a car, we call him Elijah Foot-­Patrol.’

			Both of the men dissolved into laughter, their geniality putting Hawa at ease.

			Hawa had lived with them since, each tenant having a room as their fiefdom, whilst the kitchen, bathroom and living room were shared. Her room was cramped and stuffy, with just a single small window that looked out onto the building’s car park, three storeys below. Scrawlings in the disjointed hand of a child covering sections of the walls suggested that a little person had occupied the room at some point.

			Although the flat was shabby and sparse, it suited a student for whom the month always seemed longer than the money she made. Another benefit was her proximity to Othella, who lived in another of Pastor Ranka’s flats at Baberton, a fifteen-­minute walk along the canal path.

			

			Pastor Ranka had asked Hawa if she would consider assuming a more active role in the church. She had declined, stressing that her studies required her full attention, though her position would possibly change once she graduated.

		

	OEBPS/image/9781529437058.jpg
~
M &__//

E% /\\ T i [ /// ///\

U //] WL/// //5//5///;//72///% \ i

//% i

\// A L

//\/

INTL &






OEBPS/image/Quercus_Logo_BW.png
uuuuuuu





OEBPS/image/Quercus_Logo_BW1.png
uuuuuuu





